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A Universe of death, which God by curse
 Created evil, for evil only good,
 Where all life dies, death lives, and Nature breeds,
 Perverse, all monstrous, all prodigious things,
 Abominable, inutterable, and worse
 Then Fables yet have feign'd, or fear conceiv'd,
 Gorgons and Hydra's, and Chimera's dire.
 
Paradise Lost, Book II



John Milton
 
 
 
 
 
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ONE
 
 



The Runner
 
SOMEWHERE OUTSIDE, the dog ceased its barking.
Caught up in the roiling of a dream, Jordi had woken suddenly to the sound of the animal’s distant baying. But almost as abruptly as he’d been roused, the noise had ended.
Awake, Jordi lifted a hand to his aching shoulder and kneaded the muscle. The acid still burned from the toil of the previous few days. The cold had descended early and without warning, and the whole village had scrambled to begin the Gathering and rescue the crop from spoiling in the glistening hoarfrost. Now Jordi lay on the low cot he had slept on for almost all of the fourteen years of his life, and shivered.
He glanced over at the fire. The pale embers smouldered gently amid the ash. Another log on the tiny hearth should see them through to morning, he thought, and perhaps a third blanket from the small cupboard in the hall. He glanced over at Ishmael, watched his chest rise and fall in time with the soft hum from his lips. Jordi smiled despite the cold. Even asleep, his brother wore a rakish grin.
Jordi swung his legs off the cot and pulled both blankets around his shoulders. A stabbing cramp pinched his muscles. Papa had been relentless, pushing both of them to cut and sweep more quickly than they had thought possible. From first light to the fall of dusk they had laboured without respite. Cutting, sweeping and carrying armfuls of crop to the waiting carts beneath a cool winter sun.
Again he shivered and closed his eyes. Back to sleep soon, he thought. There would be more to gather tomorrow. Carefully, so as not to wake Ishmael, he padded over the wool rugs laid across the cold wood floor and peered through the tiny window. This time of year, with both moons shedding silver and crimson across the fields and the forest beyond, the light was enough to see by.
The village was home to a handful of dogs, and he wondered which had been disturbed this deep into the night. The closest was Johanssen’s tiny mongrel, but it was so unassuming and guileless that Jordi found it hard to believe anything might disturb its slumber. Most likely it was Vaarden’s hunter. That ill-tempered creature could weed out a rat in a field of rape, and nothing living seemed able to dodge its attention. That was Vaarden’s doing. He’d sharpened the animal’s senses until Jordi thought it could almost read minds.
It left him wondering what might have disturbed the animal. It wouldn’t have been concerned enough to open an eye to a wandering grey weasel from the forest, he guessed. Vaarden wouldn’t have permitted that. He’d never get any sleep. 
Jordi ducked a little and tilted his head to see through the window’s grime, across the field towards the Vaarden place. He could make out the roof and doors of their barn, and the curl of smoke beyond from the fire in their bedroom. There were no children; it was just the warden and his young wife from town.
Jordi had never warmed to the warden’s wife. She was not much older than him, but she wore her past affluence like a cloak wrapped tightly around her to keep the rest of the village away. She was far too good for the likes of them. Papa had often grumbled to Mama that whatever had caused Vaarden to want to wed her was a mystery. But Jordi understood fine well why: she was pleasing to look at. Her hair tumbled across her shoulders like a silver waterfall, and her green eyes glimmered as she took after him and Ishmael with a broom. On the warm summer days when she took to the fields in a light dress that did little to hide her olive skin and the curves of her smooth body, he experienced a stirring in a place he didn’t fully understand. 
Ishmael spoke coarsely of her, and old Vaarden knew as much of his brother’s lust as he cared to. A few times Vaarden and Ishmael had exchanged tense words without mentioning her name, but Jordi knew what it was about. What else would it be about? Everyone loved Ishmael. Everyone except Vaarden. Talk in the village was that Vaarden couldn’t please his young wife, and turned his rage onto Ishmael for it.
As Jordi squinted through the dirty glass, he thought he caught a shimmer of movement among the shadows on the edge of the forest. He stared, tilting his head to improve the view, but couldn’t make it out.
Had he really seen something, or was it a trick of the light? The remnants of his dream dancing in front of his eyes and mocking him?
Jordi turned and made his way out of the room he shared with his brother, then along the hallway of their tiny cottage. The stove in the main room was cool and dark now. Only the bedroom fires were alight. He crept to the main door and silently lifted the latch; he had long ago taught himself the knack of opening the door without a sound. As the cold night air seeped into his bones, he shivered again, and his heart began to simmer in his chest. He pulled the blankets more tightly around his shoulders and eased into the shadows outside the house.
The woodpile lay to his left, but the fire was forgotten now. He wanted to know what he’d seen. Wanted to prove to himself that he wasn’t still dreaming. Perhaps he’d be lucky and spot a deer on a nighttime jaunt, or maybe even a wolf prowling for food.
He gazed into the darkness, but could pick out nothing. He felt a curl of disappointment. There was no movement amid the gloom on the fringes of the forest. There was no wind, so the trees were still. For a moment he stood and waited, but still nothing moved. He shook his head and turned towards the woodpile.
Then he saw them.
A handful of dark shapes gliding along the edge of the field, stooped and silent. Figures shaped like hunched men, cloaked in shadow.
Carrying guns.
Jordi had seen Vaarden’s rifle enough times to know what it was these men were holding. Vaarden owned a rifle because he was both warden and a hunter; he had a permit from the Magistratus. Ishmael had stolen it once, a foolish prank, and Vaarden had flown into a fury. He’d stormed through the house and dragged Ishmael into the street and beat him. Mama had called in the Watch from the town, but it was Ishmael who had been lashed. Vaarden had offered no explanation, and none had been asked for.
Jordi’s mouth was suddenly dry. He wanted to cry out, but the words froze in his throat. Why would men be approaching the village at night, with guns?
He knew the answer, but he refused to believe it. How could they know?
Run, a voice inside his head screamed.
Vaarden’s dog. It had been Vaarden’s dog barking, and Jordi realised why it had suddenly silenced. Vaarden was a hunter and he owned a gun. If they knew that…
Jordi’s legs wouldn’t move. He pleaded with them to carry him inside, but they felt brittle beneath him. He felt his chest tighten and his hands begin to shake. Then, suddenly, he was running. Into the house and into their bedroom.
Over to Ishmael, fingers digging into his brother’s skin, shaking him, clawing, biting.
‘Wake up!’ he hissed. ‘Wake up, please!’
Ishmael’s eyes snapped open. 
‘What the hell are you—’ he began, rubbing sleep from his eyes.
‘Vaarden,’ was all Jordi could say. His throat was so dry, it was agony just to speak. ‘Someone’s… coming. I think they’ve killed Vaarden.’
‘What are you talking about?’ Ishmael moaned, rolling his eyes. ‘If this is another one of your stories, Jor—’
‘Please, Ish,’ Jordi said, his shoulders trembling. ‘It’s no story, I promise. I saw them. They’ve got guns. Like Vaarden’s.’
Ishmael slid off his cot and sloped over to the window, still unbelieving. He ducked, rubbed his eyes and peered out. Jordi watched his brother’s eyes widen and his mouth sag. Then Ishmael turned and reached for him.
‘Grab some clothes,’ he hissed. ‘As much as you can carry. And put on your boots.’
‘It’s because of the preacher,’ Jordi said.
‘It’s too late for that now,’ his brother replied. ‘We have to go.’ He sprinted out of their room.
Jordi ran over to the small chest where they kept their clothes and began to pull out everything he could, shoving it into the shoulder bag his mother had once sewn for him out of burlap. He pushed in clothes until he couldn’t fit any more, then slung it over his shoulder.
He heard shuffling behind him and spun, his heart pounding. His mother stood in the frame of the door, her face pale and smooth in the moonlight. Her eyes betrayed her panic, and she reached for him, imploring for him to hurry to her. He pushed past her and she turned and followed.
Ishmael stood by the main door, almost silhouetted against the crimson and silver light of the moons. His face was tight, his lips pulled back over his teeth as he spoke, and his eyes were wide and danced with fear.
‘The back,’ he whispered and pointed. ‘I can see them at Johanssen’s place. They’ll be here next! We have to go.’
Jordi’s father appeared from the main room with a large sack in one hand and a loaf of fresh bread in the other. He pushed the loaf into Jordi’s hands.
‘Head for the forest,’ he whispered. ‘Stay low and don’t look back, no matter what you hear.’ His deep voice trembled. ‘I need to wake as many as I can.’
‘We should warn the preacher,’ Ishmael said.
‘There’s no time,’ their father said, shaking his head.
‘I’ll make time. We can’t leave him.’
‘Ishmael,’ their mother said, imploring. ‘You must listen to your father.’
But Ishmael didn’t listen. He turned and ran out the door. It was the last time Jordi would ever see his brother alive.
 
Breathless, Jordi ran. He kept his back hunched and his head low. He tried not to think about what was behind him, but as he dodged through the gate and into the fields, he glanced over his shoulder and back at the house. Dark shapes floated across the windows and he turned and ran harder.
He’d put his boots on the wrong feet, and his toes dug into the leather, scraping and biting. He hadn’t even had time to lace them. To his left, more shadows creased the moonlight.
It’s not possible! They were just in our cottage. They can’t have got to us that quickly.
No, the shadows to his left were familiar—Mr and Mrs Ingmarrson. Huddled and running, like him. Carrying sacks stuffed with whatever possessions they’d had time to grab. There were more beyond them, all stumbling for the forest. He searched for Ishmael but couldn’t see him.
He stared ahead, breaths coming in ragged gasps as the cold air scratched at his lungs. The tall grass whipped his fingers and tugged at his knees. The forest was still at least fifty metres away.
The crack of gunfire filled the air.
Jordi knew the sound. He’d heard it many times, emanating from deep within the forest when Vaarden and his friends from the Watch hunted in the early dawn. Jordi hunted too, but he had his own places to hunt and forage. Places Vaarden and the Watch would never go. In the spring—as no man or woman ventured into the forest in winter if they could avoid it—he’d take his slingshot to hunt grey weasel and tree jumpers. And he would sometimes hear that sound. But it had always been so distant, it had seemed little more than an echo on the wind.
This was different. Loud and hard like thunder overhead.
It terrified him.
The moonlight vanished each time it sounded, and a white, incandescent light seared the night sky. He felt something tiny hiss as it hurtled past him. Too fast almost to notice, like a summer firefly. But he knew what it was, and he whispered desperately to himself, tears blooming his eyes.
‘No, please.’
Immediately he felt ashamed, but he ran harder.
The trees were closer now, but under the tall grass the fields had been furrowed deep and were uneven and hard from the hoarfrost. He fought to keep his balance. Every time a foot hit the ground he felt it turn over.
The white light flashed again and again. The crack of thunder shattered the silence of the night.
Ish, where are you?
But he couldn’t look around. He just had to run. A scream shrilled to his left, but he forced himself to ignore it. He knew there were more running now, but he didn’t look—couldn’t just stop to count. He hoped as many as possible had been woken and were fleeing.
Make the trees and you can hide.
Another scream, followed by a wretched whimper. Somewhere, someone wailed.
Twenty metres. His lungs burned.
One after another, fireflies hissed past his ears.
Then his knee buckled on a ridged furrow and he fell. The ground rose up to meet him, and iron, frozen earth punched his face and tore his cheek. He rolled and pitched and dragged himself up.
Scrambling forward, he staggered and fell again. He glanced back. He couldn’t help himself. It was like something pulled his head round and drew his eyes. Dozens of dark shapes, threading their way through the grass, ducked low. Flashes exploded in front of them, bathing the field in brilliant white light for a split second each time. The brightness stung his eyes.
He turned, sucking in deep, panting breaths. He crawled and jumped and clawed, trying desperately to get up again and run at the same time.
The trees were so close.
The gnarled shapes within the forest appeared ghostly in the shadows cast by the searing white flashes. The swarm of fireflies splintered and tore away shards of bark.
Suddenly, he was inside.
He didn’t stop. The ground was flatter now, softer from the wet moss and brown leaves of the Gathering time. He’d reached the forest quicker than anyone else. No one in the village could run faster than him. He knew instinctively where to go, where the men wouldn’t find them. There was only one place they could go. He knew his father would follow, and that everyone else would too. Suddenly, Jordi was leading them all, saving them. As the screams from the field echoed in his ears, he led his people away.
He carried on running until his legs wouldn’t allow him to run anymore. His lungs collapsed, and he fought to haul in air. He crumpled onto the cool, wet ground and wept. He tried to stop himself, but he couldn’t.
It seemed a long time before he felt rough hands on his jacket. He panicked and turned, scrambling backwards.
They had him. No!
He looked into the eyes of the face leaning over him, felt the hands clawing for him. Recognised the kindness and sorrow.
Papa. 
‘No time to rest, little man.’
Jordi nodded and dragged himself up again. He glanced around. There were other figures in the shadows. Only a handful—ten or twelve maybe. He could hardly make out who they were.
‘I know where to go,’ Jordi whispered.
‘I know you do,’ his father said and hugged him tight. ‘So take us there.’
Jordi began to run again, ducking under branches and climbing over fallen trees. They all followed. He couldn’t remember how long they’d been running. It seemed like all night.
And still they ran.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWO
 
 



Pushing Tin
 
THE DREAM was always the same.
It began with Shepherd gazing down at a small boy, who stood in swirling dust on the outskirts of an unfamiliar border township. The place wore the desperate facade of every other feral backwater near the Wall, but behind the faded signage and weathered wood it was barren, recusant and hopeless. A lawless outpost on the edge of humanity’s conscience. Far enough from the Core to be considered free. Yet simmering beneath the illusion, there was something familiar about it. Something he could never quite catch, like clutching for a leaf in the wind. 
For years he had tried to delude himself that it was just a dream; he was never one for superstition. But eventually he’d come to believe it was more than that. 
The small boy was him.
This time it was no different. Behind a bowed wooden fence around a dry grass field, a stallion cantered in the wind, its mane pitching and flowing. The blazing sun beat down hard and hot. The boy’s willowy legs bore ragged shorts, and a flailing, striped t-shirt hung off his bony shoulders. The t-shirt had once belonged to someone he cherished, and it still carried their familiar scent, suffusing it with an intangible sadness and guilt. He held his hands over his eyes to shield them from the sun and dirt, and studied the horse as it moved gracefully across the cracked earth. The stallion continued its games for a while, kicking up dust and stone, and then it stopped, dropped its long head to the arid grass, and began to search out something to chew. As it did, the boy could feel its big black eyes watching him. 
All he wanted was to ride that horse. The desire made him heedless of the danger. Someone had already told him, he knew, that it was way too big for him. He couldn’t remember who. It was an angry animal, he’d been told. Unwilling and stubborn. 
Kindred spirits shared an understanding.
There always had to be a loser. 
He moved carefully towards the beast, all the time whispering to it and hunkering low. When he reached it, on tiptoes, he leaned in and stroked its neck, feathered his cheek with its rough hair. Its skin was warm, and he could feel the huge animal’s sonorous heart pumping blood through its powerful body. 
Slowly, using the fence, he climbed. Then, in one swift movement, he slid onto the stallion’s back and grabbed its mane in two drawn fists, knuckles white. Startled, the animal began to gallop and buck. It thundered around the field, the boy holding on with all the strength his scraggy arms could muster. For seemingly endless seconds, the sweetness of fear and pride tingled in the boy’s heart. But he couldn’t hold on forever; the stallion was too strong. After only scant seconds, he was thrown. 
He was always thrown.
Shepherd’s eyes flicked open.
Disoriented, he glanced quickly around. His face was damp from sweat and he was panting. His mouth was dry; blood throbbed in his head. His eyes gradually adjusted to the muted light cast by the stars, which seeped through the sole window. Just above him, slid between two straps on the underside of the roof of his bunk, was his hunting knife—an arm’s length away as he slept. The tension bled from his muscles as his mind cleared and he remembered where he was: within the comfortable familiarity of his quarters aboard Soteria. His home. 
He pushed the heels of his hands into his eyes and rubbed away the sweat and tiredness. Then he swung his legs over the edge of the bunk, reached for the tin cup on the table beside him and tipped back the desalinated water in one long swallow. It was cool and soothing on the back of his throat.
He could hear the gentle hum of the ion drives—Soteria was still hurtling through the tunnel. Shepherd glanced at the readout on the wall above his small corner desk. He’d been asleep for an hour. Enough time left before breach to sleep more, and he needed it, but he would never drift off again. He never did once he woke from the dream.
The tunnels always left him stale and tired, and the dream only came to him within them. As if something deep within those subspace passageways was an unknown catalyst for the nightmares of the human subconscious. He pulled on a jacket from the chair at his desk and shambled to the cockpit, craving a mug of hotleaf.
The airlock door to the cockpit wheezed as it slid open, breaking its airtight seal. Shepherd stood in the doorway for a moment and watched the stars blur into a wash of white and blue as Soteria pushed through the tunnel. The desolate emptiness beyond the tunnels was as foreign and malignant to him as whatever lay beyond the Wall. He had no desire to explore either. Some things should remain forbidden. Humanity didn’t need to know everything. He didn’t need the Second Concession to see that.
The preachers whispered from the shadows that there had once been a single planet with human life on it, and that life then had been truly free. Maybe it had been that way once, before the tunnels had been mapped, and before the Second Cataclysm, but Shepherd wondered how cramped that place must have felt. All of humanity shoehorned onto one, tiny planet. The very concept was foreign to him; the tunnels had become such an entrenched facet of humanity’s existence that to imagine a time before them was virtually impossible. 
As Shepherd settled into his chair, he scanned the instrument panel. The cockpit was bathed in that familiar pastel glow that radiated from the streaks of blue and white on the tunnel’s rim. The swirling iridescence soothed him. He saw no sense in wasting the ship’s energy—and, truth be known, he’d come to appreciate the softness of the light—so the only other illumination came from the flickering displays.
Although each system ticked within acceptable limits, Shepherd felt a fresh bud of anxiety forming. The tunnel stresses on Soteria’s hull were considerable, and once they were out of subspace—and after the systems had cycled through the processes to acclimate to Herse's system—they would still need to punch through Herse's upper atmosphere. Soteria was limping towards a long overdue recondition, and Shepherd could ill afford complications.
He leaned over to the nav system. A single destination was recorded alongside the tunnel breach co-ordinates, and a holographic projection of the system unfurled and hovered above the panel with the sublight route traced in red. The Herse system was made up of three gas and ice giants and a clutch of diminutive moons, all of which slowly cycled through their relative orbits within the display. The township of Herse, on the far side of the only habitable rock in the system, was in the thrall of a gaseous mass of whorled chestnut and crimson—which made dusk the only beautiful thing about the place.
Shepherd pulled up the Customs Tunnel Licence, almost subconsciously, to check his authorisations. Every licence he’d ever applied for would still be stored within the system, if he cared to look, but they would all be stripped of the tunnel breach co-ordinates and therefore useless for navigation. Which was precisely the intention—to control access to superluminal travel and restrict free movement of citizens. Any tampering with the nav system, Shepherd knew well enough, would result in immediate banishment beyond the Wall—the Third Concession. 
If it were discovered.
Some of the Concessions had workarounds, and the Bazaar demanded flexibility. The border space near the Wall nurtured smugglers like Shepherd. What the Core could not provide, the Bazaar generously supplied instead. For a fee.
A scattering of townships and communities were spread out around Herse, in the steppes of a mountain range that stretched halfway round the moon. Shepherd’s interest lay in just one of them: a small hamlet called Panis. In a concealed shadow of Soteria’s hold, behind a few dozen drums of unrefined oil, sat a cargo of medicine that Shepherd would sell to the hamlet for a profit—albeit a meagre one. Enough to keep him going. Enough to give him time to find a few more contracts for the rest of the season and, hopefully, to service Soteria.
Of course, it wasn’t a cargo he held an official licence for.
He took another sip of the steaming hotleaf, enjoying the burn on his tongue, and turned his mind to the next contract. Ideally, he wanted a cargo from Herse. Perhaps even passengers. If not, there were a few busy communities he could tap to see if there was any work to be had.
Shepherd bore mixed feelings towards the busier settlements. House Rules varied by community, and some were easier to deal with than others. Thieves, brigands and hucksters plied their nefarious trade everywhere—and always would. From what the preachers said, crime had existed for as long as man had cultivated desires. That made sense to Shepherd, but preachers unnerved him. Their devotion to blind faith was alien to him and to everything the schoolteachers from the Core had taught him. Human history, short and beleaguered as it was, no longer permitted belief in a divinity—too much senseless blood had been shed in humanity’s past, they said. This was the First Concession, the foundation of the Consulate Magistratus and the governance of its Republic.
And whilst Shepherd sometimes saw the truth in the preachers’ words about freedom and hope, he also knew that violence and faith were intertwined, as he’d been taught. He carried a pistol and had taken the lives of men with it, but each time he handled it, he felt a small part of him inside grow darker. Whatever faith men had, whether it was in money or freedom, it was always wed to violence.
For a while he sat, sipping the hotleaf and thinking, until the nav system klaxon unceremoniously hauled him back to the cockpit. Soteria was about to breach. He ran a final check of the systems and took hold of the freighter’s controls.
Soteria was no beast. She was agile and fleet-footed when called upon, but too often Shepherd encountered her intemperate disposition. Like any vessel with more seasons behind than in front, her mood slid more often towards cantankerous than predictable. He didn’t pull in enough to source himself a top-of-the-line vessel but, secretly, he wasn’t sure he would part with Soteria even if he could. Like most freighter-tramps, he’d grown attached to his partner. It wasn’t an unnatural way to feel about a thing that was both home and livelihood, especially for men who ran them alone. Freighters developed idiosyncrasies, characters. 
Sometimes, Shepherd would even talk to her.
When Shepherd first acquired Soteria—way back when, and from a man he didn’t mind leaving in a gutter—he had spent every last coin on making her as fast as hell and untraceable. Maybe he could have spent more elsewhere, and maybe even a little more recently. Because with any temperamental bitch came tantrums, and lately Shepherd could feel her temper fraying.
As he took the controls and together they breached the tunnel, he could feel the vibrations of an old problem returning to haunt him: a fluctuation within the avionics circuitry. Of course, he’d once had the chance to get it repaired—he’d even had the scratch in his pocket. But the unfamiliar weight of that affluence was something he hadn’t been ready to relinquish straight away. He’d known it was a mistake, even then. And he was paying the price now.
As the warning light blinked red on the control panel, and another alarm pealed, he knew his stay in Herse was about to be extended. Either he’d have to fix the problem himself or, if he was lucky, there’d be someone more qualified on the ground. He hoped no other problems would rear up during the landing. It would be a rough ride down, but that was payback, he supposed. 
He drew the harness over his shoulders and around his waist and clipped himself in. He cinched the straps until they were tight. I’m sorry, girl.
He gripped the controls tightly and his hands dampened. As the tunnel breached, Soteria’s nav system devolved flight control to the main systems. Shepherd felt the ship begin to buck and pitch as Soteria vented her fury through his hands. The muscles in his arms twitched as he wrestled the freighter towards the sublight path.
His chest tightened as the controls shuddered in his grip.
Another warning light blinked red and Shepherd angled Soteria port side to compensate for the confused avionics systems, then reduced thrust from one of the starboard nacelles. She yawed and rolled so he compensated again. Behind him, deep within the bowels of the propulsion system, he heard something work loose and carom around the drive room. He shut the airlock door to the cockpit. 
‘I said I was sorry,’ he muttered. ‘That not enough for you?’
Soteria answered with another savage yaw to port. He fed her more power and punched in fine adjustments to the avionics systems.
And then, as suddenly as it had begun, it was finished. Tantrum over; equilibrium. She evened out, fell into a gentle arc around the anonymous gas giant, and powered towards Herse on the other side. Shepherd sighed slowly, closed his eyes for a moment and leaned back in his chair. This time, he promised her, he’d get it fixed. No matter what the cost.
When he opened his eyes again, Herse had begun to float into view from its hiding place behind the leviathan sphere of crimson flame. He never tired of gazing at a planet that could sustain life. He’d always felt that the atmosphere of a planet—when infused with oxygen and nitrogen and whatever else the terraformers did to make places habitable—appeared intensely wild and beautiful from above. Framed by the stars and the deep blue and black of space, the maelstrom of vivid colour left him breathless.
But beauty too, he had found, was so often wed to violence. As he broke left and poured on thrust, readying to punch through the upper atmosphere, Soteria again began to roil, the turbulence slinging her from side to side. At least this time she behaved and responded to his commands. But even so, Shepherd was relieved when at last they dropped through the final layers of the atmosphere and Soteria slowly began to level out and relax. He brought her down low and easy and just above the sea to cool her down, carving a wake of white froth behind him.
Herse was a coastal township that stretched back towards dense forest. This time of year, it would be knee-deep in winter. Beyond the leagues of grey-green woodland lay an immense massif of obsidian and slate-grey rock, shrouded in glacial silver and blue névé. Turbid, charcoal cloud seemed to permanently veil the summits. Panis lay well away from even the thinning outskirts of Herse. It was a small community—perhaps a hundred people. The prospects of picking up a mechanic, or at least someone handy with a wrench, would be reasonable only in Herse proper.
The port itself was some way out of town, on a natural shelf that jutted out from the mountainside and then broke off sharply down into the sea. A single track led from the Port into the main township, and the Praetor had licensed a shuttle service that, Shepherd knew, was operated by an old terraformer with a gammy leg. He had never known the man’s name, but the shuttle had always looked in need of a mechanic’s love. Maybe you could do wonders with spit and tape.
Shepherd manoeuvred Soteria upwards and into an arc, easing the stern into a gentle quarter turn, then leaned forward towards the radio.
‘Herse Port, this is freighter Soteria, requesting a landing platform.’
The static on the radio hissed for a few seconds, then crackled to life. ‘Freighter Soteria, this is Herse Port. Landing Platform Seven, then proceed directly to Customs to file your licence and nav data.’
‘Received, Herse Port. Soteria out.’
In the end, he thought, sometimes you had no option but to take what was on offer.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THREE
 
 



Herse
 
SHEPHERD STEPPED off the ramp leading down from Soteria’s hold, the thick fur collar of his longcoat hitched up and the buckles tightly fastened. From the warmth of Soteria’s embrace he emerged into a hostile, frigid wind that stripped the skin from his face. His pistol was strapped to his thigh, a necessary burden. Most communities bordering the Wall tolerated the overt carrying of weaponry, and in those that did not, concealment was usually enough. But strangers to Herse would be foolish to walk through the township without protection.
Despite the glacial cold, the Port still functioned. Shepherd could only just pick out the feeble glow of the main hangar’s interior lights seeping through the mist of tumbling snow. Beyond the hangar, at the perimeter of the Port, was a border of flashing orange strobes that marked where the cliff’s edge fell away into the raging sea below. Each of the landing platforms was outlined with further strobes, which flashed red and green intermittently. 
Two other freighters stood on the adjacent platforms. Both were in the process of being loaded. Tractor units, driven by hunched shadows shrouded in heavy longcoats and goggles to protect them from the spindrift, deposited cargo into the loading bays. Behind them, the slate-grey rock of the mountain’s flank climbed upwards and melted into the charcoal fog high above.
A tall figure, bent against the wind and thinly veiled by the swirling mist, stalked the circumference of one of the freighters, carrying out pre-flight checks. A freighter-tramp, Shepherd thought, making to leave. The man moved efficiently, but Shepherd noticed an urgency in each movement. Suddenly, as if he was aware Shepherd was watching him, the tall man turned and peered through the mist. For a moment he stared at Shepherd, then shook his head grimly. He glanced sideways towards the main hangar and then back again, before jabbing a finger towards Soteria. He didn’t wait for a response before he went back to checking his ship.
What the hell was that about?
Shepherd turned and thumped the switch to raise Soteria’s loading ramp, then keyed in the code to seal her. He gazed at his vessel for a moment, his eyes tracing the smooth, grey lines leading to the cockpit. She always looked so graceful to him, settled into her landing stance. Like a feline on its haunches, but arched forward, tensed and ready to pounce. His hand lingered on the bulkhead next to the keypad for the ramp as he considered the tall man’s curious behaviour. The outer rim was full of crazies. You’re the only one I trust in a place like this, old girl. ‘Let’s get you some attention,’ he whispered into the wind. ‘Show you how much I love you.’
The first set of doors led to the Caisson Tunnel. He had heard techs call it an MRT, but he’d never really known what the letters were intended to refer to. The tunnel was slightly taller than he was, but otherwise not much larger than a coffin. Shepherd stepped inside and the glass doors in front and behind hissed as they closed. Caisson Tunnels were fully automated; he knew that if the scanning system picked up anything, the doors would lock and then the serious problems would begin. Damn things always made him uneasy.
For as long as Shepherd could remember, no one coming through the tunnels had been able to enter any port without first being scanned for ‘the sickness’. Superluminal travel was physiologically debilitating; it usually brought on severe headaches that started in the eyes, or excruciating pain in the joints. Sensations like insects crawling over the skin were not uncommon.
Shepherd was bathed in darkness until four blue lights illuminated the chamber. Two ones either side of him progressed slowly upwards from the floor to his shoulders. A third, above his head, moved gradually around the circumference of the chamber while the fourth scanned his eyes. For a full three minutes they scrutinised him until, to his relief, the chamber illuminated white and the door in front of him opened.
The heaters inside the hangar whined and clacked, belching out more fumes than they did heat. A group of haggard off-worlders with bulging bags and skittish hands gathered by the door, awaiting clearance to head out to one of the freighters. A handful of the rare few, Shepherd thought: those with interstellar permits, or maybe extortionate forgeries from Jieshou or Samarkand. One of them, a woman late in years, caught Shepherd’s eye and watched him for a moment, then glanced quickly away. Shepherd stood a little longer, watching her, then made for Customs. There had been something about her manner that had caught him—something in her restive eyes that made him uneasy. When he reached the Customs chamber, set back behind a barrier of thick plastiglass, he risked another glance back. He couldn’t say why exactly, and he immediately felt foolish. Nothing to see, Shepherd. Just some people looking to get out of here. And who can blame them?
He turned and slid two flash cards towards the clerk—one with nav data, the other with his licences. The jowled man lifted his head sharply and stared at Shepherd with grey eyes before reaching for the drives. He plugged them into his terminal and scanned the screen. His eyes grew narrow, almost receding into his fleshy cheeks, and he turned to look at Shepherd, scrutinising him for a while before he spoke. ‘What are you importing?’ he said finally.
‘Oil.’
The clerk blinked quickly and turned back to his screen. His fat hands rested on the desk, but Shepherd could see they trembled slightly. When he found what he was looking for, he spoke again, but more quietly. ‘Your licence is out of date.’
‘It can’t be,’ Shepherd replied slowly. ‘I renewed it in the Core before I came.’
‘No,’ the man said softly, shaking his head. ‘It’s quite clear to me. Your freighter licence is adequate. But to carry hazardous material, you need a separate licence. You must know that. This one is out of date.’
Shepherd stared at him. He knew his licences were fine. He’d made sure of it as soon as he received the contract for the medicine. There was no sense in asking for trouble, and before moving illicit cargo, he wanted a solid sham out front. He let out a breath and set his face to hide his irritation. The border systems bred officious men who had access to more power than their meagre consciences deserved—and short tempers. This was hardly the first time a Customs clerk had ‘discovered’ a problem with one of his licences. Shepherd convinced himself that this was just another cost of doing business. 
Five more Customs officials stood by the doorway to the chamber, deep in conversation. They were taller than the clerk, lean and athletic. The muscles in their necks were like tightly coiled rope. Pistols sat in holsters alongside cattle prods and cuffs, and their black suits were pristine and sculpted to their sinewy frames. The clerk’s clumsy shakedown was forgotten as Shepherd studied the men. It was an unusually strong presence for a port like Herse, he thought. A couple of officials, three perhaps, would be understandable; but five on duty seemed excessive to him. But so far they’d ignored his exchange with the clerk, and that suited Shepherd just fine. He looked back at the fat man and noted something shift in his eyes. Was it fear?
‘Anything I can do about the licence?’ Shepherd offered.
‘I can update it here on the system. But that would incur an administration fee.’
‘There a set figure for that fee?’
The man ran a finger across his lips and down his chin. Sweat beaded on his forehead. ‘Five hundred.’ He glanced over at the gorillas, then back at Shepherd, and blinked quickly.
Shepherd said nothing. He reached into a pocket and withdrew a small pouch. He counted out five coins and placed the baksheesh onto the desk. The man eyed the coins and glanced again at his colleagues, but they’d seen nothing. He reached out and swept the coins into a waiting hand and then into a pocket. He turned to the screen and began dabbing his thick fingers against it; after a moment, he seemed satisfied and pulled the drives from his terminal. Palpable relief settling in his eyes, he set them on the counter. 
‘Thank you for your time,’ he said quietly.
Shepherd collected the drives without a word and strode away. From the corner of his eyes he glanced again at the five officials, who regarded him with casual disinterest before slipping back into their conversation. Beyond them, in an anteroom within the chamber, Shepherd glimpsed a handful more men seated at a table. And more weapons laid out—rifles and pistols. As he reached the main door, he looked back at the off-worlders huddled by the exit to the landing platforms. They hadn’t moved.
Shepherd pushed through the main hangar door and battled against the wind towards the shuttle. In reality, the ‘shuttle’ was actually a converted lumber truck, originally designed to carry woodhicks into the forest and drag cut lumber back to town. Beneath the bulky carapace of weathered steel and faded signage—fallout from unrelenting exposure to Herse's hostile climate—a long chassis sat on six immense wheels, each reaching to Shepherd’s chin and with tread as thick and deep as his hand. Solidly built, to traverse the wilderness beyond Herse. Or at least, that had been the manufacturer’s intention, but like everything in these border townships, its working life had been almost indefinitely extended. If anything, the shuttle looked worse than Shepherd remembered, but the old man who drove it looked just the same. Snow-white whiskers smeared the pitted leather of his face, and wiry white hair spilled from beneath a thick, woollen hat with two flaps that sagged over his ears. A pair of shabby goggles perched above the folded hem of the hat. Shepherd doubted the man would be able to see much through them. 
As Shepherd stepped aboard, he noticed a shotgun resting against the door by the steering gear. The old man had been doing this for as long as Shepherd could remember, and Shepherd guessed the shuttle didn’t always service the cream. He eyed the weapon for a moment, then turned his attention to the cabin. A couple of other characters were already huddled in the back; they glanced at him then looked quickly away. Both looked like freighter-tramps. Maybe crew from one of the freighters in the landing area. And both were carrying.
The old man didn’t bother to meet Shepherd’s gaze as Shepherd dropped a coin onto the small tray and took his seat. The old man sparked the rig into life and the drive choked and coughed before a sonorous rumble began to churn through his boots.
The shuttle door screeched as it closed. The wind seemed to howl louder as it did so, indignant at the affront of being shut out. Just as the door hissed and sealed, another figure appeared at it: a tall man, wrapped tightly in a thick longcoat that billowed around his legs, with a woollen scarf obscuring the lower part of his face. The newcomer reached up and pounded the door hard with a fist, holding his other hand to the window and peering in. Snow swirled around him.
The old man stared towards the door. His eyes were hooded and his nose curled into a sneer. Shepherd couldn’t see the newcomer’s reaction from where he was sitting, but he appeared unmoved. Maybe he hadn’t seen the old man’s glower—or chose not to rise to it. Seconds ticked past, maybe even a minute, but the old man made no move to open the door. The wind punched the ancient truck, and it rocked and creaked. 
The freighter crew whispered to one another, but ignored the gathering tension at the front of the rig. Finally, with a low growl, the old man slammed the switch to open the door. The newcomer climbed the steps, nodded, and passed over a coin from inside his huge coat. Whatever his thoughts on the delay, he kept them to himself. 
The old man spat something thick and dark onto the floor and left the coin where it was. The newcomer didn’t move. Shepherd watched the old man’s shoulders, wondering if he might reach for the shotgun. Shepherd’s hand shifted gently to his pistol, and he slowed his breathing.
Outside, the wind howled; snow blew into the shuttle through the open door.
The newcomer waited. He looked down at the coin, then back at the old man.
Shepherd quietly flicked the strap off his pistol.
Just drive, old man. Don’t make this into something it isn’t.
Seconds ticked past like hours. 
The stench of drive fumes choked the air inside the rig, and the drive shook the walls. 
Without acknowledging the newcomer, the old man turned and punched the switch to the door. As it began to close, he gunned the drive and the shuttle lurched forward, tilting and swaying as it tore up the earth. 
The newcomer stumbled to the back of the rig and took a seat across from Shepherd, nodding to him as he did. His long hair was matted with crystals of frozen moisture. His olive skin, or what could be seen of it above the scarf, was scarred and coarse. His coat and gloves looked worn and had been repeatedly darned and patched. But his boots were good. Solid and well treated. A man who walked a lot.
Beneath the coat, Shepherd caught a flash of purple, and he understood. He’d watched them both, the old man and the newcomer, but hadn’t seen it until now. Some people were like that, especially older ones.
Not everyone liked preachers.
But, out here at least, they liked the Praetor and the Magistratus even less.
 
Herse Township dominated a natural harbor, one that had been carved over the course of centuries by a sinuous cascade of glacial runoff sweeping into the sea. The township relied almost entirely on fluctuating hydroelectric power from the turbulent river, and at the mouth of the delta stood the most venerable structure in Herse, the hydroelectric plant. Without much in the way of coin to fund a renovation project, over the course of a generation its frailties had been brutally exposed. Inexorably, several of the huge wheels on the frame that stretched across the river—and which powered the plant—had collapsed into the raging torrent below. Seven men had died over the years as the township repeatedly hauled them out and put them back again. Each time the plant had been powered down for weeks. After the most recent collapse, the township’s senior residents had demanded to discuss renovation with the Praetor, at his compound carved high into the mountainside. The Praetor had responded by halving, for the next two months, the number of docking licences allowed to the freighters that brought supplies to the township.
Some of the furious residents took to the streets to protest. The Praetor’s Peacekeepers arrested each and every one of them and tried them for crimes against the Magistratus. Half were sent to the Kolyma prison fleet; the other half were publicly flogged and left on display through the bitter winter. Only one survived.
No one protested again.
And when a particularly hard winter descended, and the river froze, power simply ceased. Locals resorted to burning wood for heat, largely because the planet’s principal commodity was lumber. The only other significant structure in Herse, apart from the power plant, was the sawmill, but that too shut down in winter, and, right now, it was silent, dark and empty. 
Beyond the plant, the rest of Herse was dirt streets and low buildings in rough-hewn black and grey stone hauled from the mountains. With Herse so far from the Core, the Magistratus had always appeared content to allow the planet to wither on the vine. Shepherd had often wondered what the point of the place was—why the Magistratus wasted resources terraforming planets they seemed to have little interest in. Maybe the former residents of Kolyma—the lottery winners who’d been given the opportunity to assist in the hazardous terraforming process and then settle the planet—simply didn’t warrant much investment. Yet the Magistratus typically relied on Kolyma inmates to do the difficult, dangerous work of terraforming, dangling freedom in front of them as an incentive. It made sense: no citizen would choose to trade their secure, pampered bliss for the hazards inherent in terraforming a planet—a planet that might turn on them, with fatal consequences, at any moment. But men and women sentenced to spend the rest of their lives under the weight of the brutal regime in the Kolyma fleet would embrace a second chance, any second chance, even knowing the risks.
Some of these men and women, seeking a simpler life as far away from the Praetor’s gaze as possible, had formed satellite communities—small villages and hamlets—that occupied patches of cleared woodland away from the main township. A few of these were deliberately secluded, their reclusive villagers venturing into Herse Township only when necessary. These were quiet places where the locals kept themselves locked away, living simply.
From one of these small communities, a person using the name Conran would soon be looking to collect a cargo of illicit medicine. Shepherd had arranged a meet at the local supply store, which peddled under-the-counter home-brew in a quiet back room. He didn’t know who Conran really was, and he didn’t much care. Nor did he need to know what the medicine was for. He just needed paying.
When the shuttle lurched to a standstill, and the old man hollered something unintelligible—which may or may not have been “everybody out”—Shepherd rose slowly and watched the rest of the passengers leave. The freighter-tramps filtered out into the wind and snow first, followed by the preacher, who had stared towards the front of the rig for the whole journey. Shepherd followed, and as he jumped out, the cold immediately seared his skin. Despite the longcoat, he shivered.
The town hadn’t changed much. It was laid out in blocks of low buildings, arranged back to back and side by side to protect against the surging wind from the sea. Each building had a narrow hardwood terrace in front, with steps leading down to the wide dirt streets, where the tracks of all-terrain vehicles had been carved into the earth and frozen by winter. As he walked through the town, the ridges dug into the soles of Shepherd’s boots.
Most places had shutters closed over the windows, and the wind tore at everything not hammered down. On the corner of each building, under the eaves of the slate roofs, hung surveillance cameras. They blinked red in the gloom, and from time to time they shifted in place, panning across ninety-degree arcs. Even above the wind Shepherd could hear the whirr of their servo motors as they moved. One of them paused and levelled on him, and he realised he’d stopped walking and was staring. The camera didn’t move, and after a moment Shepherd dropped his head and continued on his way. The Praetor was always watching, and Shepherd had no need of the extra attention.
In the shadows of a doorway a young girl was huddled, wrapped in a blanket. Her eyes were rimmed in puce and sucked deep into her emaciated face. Her arms clung to her tiny chest beneath the wool, gripping it so tightly the lines of the blanket looked like chains. Her lank hair was unkempt and, as Shepherd watched her, she began to cough. Heavy, racking convulsions that tore at her small body. She buried her chalk-white face in the wool of the blanket and shook. When she lifted her head again and looked at him, her face was spattered with crimson.
The Fever. 
Before he could stop himself, he lifted a hand to his mouth. He forced himself to watch her, and pity knotted in his gut. Then he turned and walked away, his mouth dry. He couldn’t bring himself to look at the girl again. 
As he walked, six men of the Watch stalked into the street ahead of him. Each wore a pistol and carried a rifle. Hanging off their belts were blackjacks—heavy poles the length of a forearm. The Watch were recruited from the local people by the Praetor and were trained by Peacekeepers, but they were still locals, and usually reasonable. But Shepherd wasn’t looking to engage with anyone other than Conran. All he wanted was to get paid and get off Herse.
So he glanced away and moved quickly towards a stonemason’s, climbing the steps up to the terrace. He eased into a doorway, leaned against the shutter, and waited. The men marched through the centre of the street. Shepherd watched the townsfolk shrink away. Women pulled children into their arms, mouths tight and eyes filled with fear. Shepherd didn’t blink.
What in the fuck is going on? His hand drifted casually to the pistol at his thigh, still within the shadow of the doorway. One of the men glanced his way. For just a flicker of a moment the man met Shepherd’s eyes, then he continued marching. Shepherd’s gaze dropped downwards and he slid his hand from his pistol.
A truck marked in the livery of the Praetor pulled into the street, its huge wheels carving fresh furrows in the frozen earth. Armour plating had been welded in place and a grille covered the windscreen in front. It stopped and the Watchmen climbed inside. The town seemed to exhale in relief when it turned and headed out towards the Watch station.
Shepherd stared for a few moments longer, unease curdling in his gut. Years of living on the periphery of legitimacy had taught Shepherd to read people. He’d seen something unexpected in the Watchman’s eyes. Fear.
The man had been afraid.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOUR
 
 



Premeditated
 
THEY SAT huddled around a tiny fire, the cold circling them like a pack of wolves. They silently prayed that the smoke curling upwards would be concealed by the mist and charcoal sky, and that the flickering coral flame would not be seen amidst the grey of the snow-covered forest. Jordi’s father, perched on a log and wrapped in a wool blanket, clutched a small device, which hummed in his hands. Jordi watched the survivors. Fifteen in all, including his mother. Each of them seemed to lean towards his father, as if the range of the device might be so finite that those scant additional inches might protect them from the Praetor’s scrutiny.
Jordi knew the Peacekeepers would be searching for them. The Praetor now knew of their heresy: they had allowed a preacher into their village, and they had been persuaded by his words. In fact, from that first day, when the preacher arrived and began to tell his story, Jordi had been immediately entranced. There were those who spoke against the preacher, fear driving their objections, but the tall, quiet man had been calm and insistent. Slowly, the truth behind the Republic had become obvious and compelling—and the events that had led to the relinquishing of freedom in return for the ‘protection’ of the Magistratus had been unveiled.
While he listened to the preacher’s words, Jordi had realised the reality: there had been no choice. Citizens embraced the Concessions or faced banishment beyond the Wall.
As a young child, Jordi had been indoctrinated into a very different dogma. Schoolteachers from the Core came to Herse, to instruct the residents in the history of humanity—while Peacekeepers stood over the children, watching. As part of their curriculum, these teachers warned tersely that beyond the Wall lay a madness, one which corrupted the minds of men and had led to a war that almost destroyed humanity.
But those had been lies.
When the preacher first came to the village, they'd all understood the danger they put themselves in by even listening to what he had to say, were anyone ever to reveal their perfidy. But at the same time, they needed—yearned—to know what it could mean to be free.
How the Praetor had discovered their betrayal, Jordi couldn’t say. But the preacher had been certain that discovery would come, and that they would need to run. And when the preacher didn’t come for them as he'd promised, the camp became rife with terrified speculation. Perhaps Ishmael had not reached him in time, or perhaps the preacher had already been murdered in his bed before the Peacekeepers got to the village. Some shouted that he had abandoned them. Nevertheless, the preacher’s instructions had been clear—if the Praetor ever sent Peacekeepers to the village, they should run and hide and wait for the preacher to come for them. They were to use the device to mask the signal emitted by their implants, and there were to stay close together. He would find them. They were his flock. Believers seeking freedom.
Jordi’s father cradled the device in his hands like a newborn infant, treating it with equal parts reverence and fear. Jordi wondered whether the humming could be heard above the wind. Whether the Peacekeepers might even catch it as their machines tore the forest apart in their search for them. It was absurd, of course—the noise was far too gentle—but the fretfulness inside Jordi festered and nothing he did would quieten it. Over the last few hours, gunships had been scanning the forest from above, and there had been argument about whether they could afford to light a fire at all. But in the end the cold, seeping into every bone, had won, and the small fire had been lit. Jordi fidgeted as he stared at the eyes of the people around him—his neighbours and friends, people he had grown up with and known all his life—and saw the same fear fermenting within each of them.
He shivered as much from that fear as from the cold, and drew the blanket more tightly around him. He had handed out as much as he could spare from the burlap sack he had filled before he ran, receiving grateful smiles in return. A few had found no time to snatch even the most essential items before they fled their homes. Others had been more fortunate. Helping those in need gave him a small measure of hope in this desperate place.
A crack echoed somewhere in the forest and he froze instantly.
It was a harsh and unnatural sound, and he knew immediately it couldn’t have come from an animal. Fear bloomed inside him. He scanned the darkness between the trees, watching the shadows sway in the light thrown by the fire. Around him, the villagers rose to their feet, uncertain and afraid. Choked whispers fell from their panicked lips. Jordi looked to his father, who had also stood, still clutching the device. His eyes stared long into the gloom.
‘Papa?’ Jordi whispered, but his father didn’t move. Jordi tried to swallow, but found his throat was too dry. Instead, he followed his father’s gaze into the shadows; he could see nothing moving. He picked out another sound drifting towards them—a rustling which he couldn’t quite place, punctuated by more sharp cracks. Almost like wood splintering. 
‘Papa,’ he whispered again, more urgently this time. ‘Shouldn’t we run?’
The villagers grew more unnerved. Some picked up blankets and began to leave. Others stared deep into the bleakness of the forest, horror carved into their sunken faces and wide eyes.
‘Everyone stay still,’ Jordi’s father finally said. He spoke the words quietly, but with a calm authority that made the rest turn to look at him.
‘We don’t know what’s coming, Josiah,’ one of them said. Mr Ingmarrson, who held his wife close. Behind their fear, Jordi could see a familiar determination. He had always been a man unwilling to lie down and accept an ill wind.
‘I do,’ Josiah replied.
‘How can you possibly know?’ another hissed.
Josiah glanced down at the device and then back at all of them. ‘I know.’
Whether his father’s confidence might have been enough to persuade them, Jordi would never know, because the rustling and cracking—punctuated now by a gentle squeal—floated steadily closer, and he knew it was already too late to run. He reached down and took up a thick branch. A futile act which momentarily buoyed his heart before his brain could latch onto its senselessness.
Mr Ingmarrson turned to face the oncoming noise and clutched his wife to his chest, nestling her face to his neck so she didn’t have to see.
Seconds passed and the sounds drifted closer.
Jordi realised suddenly that it was a cart, picking its way through the forest. The rustle and cracking was the noise of the wheels on the forest floor, and the squeal was probably a joint in need of oil. Peacekeepers don’t use carts.
The mist shifted and swirled, and through it came a horse moving slowly across the uneven snowy ground. Behind it, a cart stumbled over gnarled roots and fallen branches. It was driven by a hunched figure with a hood drawn over its head. Someone else might be looking for us. There might be a reward for finding us.
Jordi’s hand tightened around the branch.
The cart drew to a halt; the figure lifted its head and pulled down the hood.
Jordi recognised the preacher, and the fear drained away from him. His legs felt suddenly hollow and he found he needed to sit. The branch dropped from his hand into the snow. He watched his father walk up to the cart and help the preacher down with one hand, the device still clasped in the other. A short, whispered conversation passed between them and the preacher nodded.
Some of the villagers moved slowly to the back of the cart and began removing what looked like sacks from it. Jordi watched them for a moment until the preacher spoke.
‘No,’ he said. ‘Not here. There’s something we must do first. Then I must ask you to walk again. For only a little while, I promise.’
Josiah shuffled towards his son and sat next to him.
‘You need to be brave,’ he said quietly.
‘I will, Papa,’ Jordi replied, nodding slowly. ‘Of course, I will. Where’s Ishmael?’
‘The preacher doesn’t know. He never made it to him.’
The words hung in the air as if Jordi could almost touch them.
‘Where is he?’ he whispered, already knowing the absurdity of his question, but unable to stop himself.
His father shook his head. ‘We have work to do.’
‘We can’t just leave him,’ Jordi insisted. ‘We need to go look for him. I can go—no one will see me, I promise.’
‘No, little man,’ his father said. ‘First we must protect those we know are here. Then we can think about looking for others.’
Jordi glanced towards his mother. She was speaking to Mrs Ingmarrson, one hand raised to her mouth, her back to him and her head bowed. Her shoulder shook. Jordi could see the grief in Mrs Ingmarrson’s eyes, and knew they mirrored his mother’s.
‘He’s not dead,’ Jordi said. ‘I know it.’
‘You must be brave,’ his father replied. He picked up a small piece of wood and gave it to Jordi. ‘Put this between your teeth and pull up your shirt.’
Jordi stared at him, uncomprehending.
‘Please, little man.’
Jordi relented and pulled his shirt from where he’d tucked it into his trousers. The cold clawed his skin and he shivered again. He placed the wood in his mouth. It was rough and cold and tiny splinters cut his lips. His father nodded towards the preacher and Jordi watched as the man strode towards them. The preacher leaned down and tried to smile, but it looked thin, unreal. He had always looked ageless to Jordi; his face appeared worn because of the scars but, behind his grey eyes, there was always vibrance. He had once told them that he had found an understanding, and that it had lifted a great weight from his shoulders. ‘Freedom exists,’ he had told them, ‘and there will come a time when you must all fight for it. No one will give it to you. The Magistratus holds the First Concession as its highest law. What you believe in, you are told, is not your choice to make. The moment you refuse the First Concession—the moment you choose to believe in something greater than the Magistratus and its New Republic—you will be hunted forever. You must be ready to take your freedom.’
Jordi wasn’t sure he believed everything the preacher said—for instance, the story about a divine being who was responsible for all creation—but what the preacher told them about the past, about the lies they had been told for generations, had led him to believe he could be free. Free to choose, free to hunt for food, free to roam the land as he pleased. Free of the Praetor, the Peacekeepers and the Magistratus.
‘This will hurt,’ the preacher said quietly. ‘I’m sorry. Look away and think of something that makes you happy. Try to focus on it and bite down hard.’
‘What are you going to do?’ Jordi asked, suddenly afraid. He wanted to look at his father, but the preacher’s eyes held him.
The preacher smiled again and glanced to one side. Jordi followed his gaze and understood. He closed his eyes and thought of Ishmael. Strong hands took his shoulders and leaned him to one side. More hands curled around his torso.
The pain that followed was more intense than anything he had ever experienced. It was exquisite and unrelenting. His body began to shake, and he bit so hard into the wood, he feared he might carve right through it. His skin was on fire, burning and peeling away from his flesh. He refused to scream, but gasps knotted in his throat behind the wood in his mouth.
Please, I want it to stop!
Something jerked inside him—something alien and unknown. It surged towards the pain and ripped through muscle and sinew. His legs weakened and gave way beneath him, but the arms held him and gently lowered him to the cool ground. The pain subsided, faded to a distant ache. The wood dropped from his mouth. Something pressed against his side and he felt wetness on his skin. He was weak and tired, like he imagined he must have been as a newborn—when the implant was first placed inside him.
But now it was gone. Torn from his body, leaving a grisly wound.
‘Well done,’ his father whispered into his ear. ‘It’s over.’
The rest was a blur in his memory. He remembered someone—Mrs Ingmarrson, he supposed, for she was an apothecary—dressing the wound. He remembered muffled gasps and screams around him, as others had their own implants removed. Once he could see clearly again, and the ground around him ceased churning, he realised he was on the cart as it bumped and rocked through the forest.
‘Papa,’ he whispered. 
‘He’s not here.’ It was the preacher’s voice, and Jordi turned to see him seated at the front of the cart, driving the horse. Two other figures, he could not say who, were laid out flat beside him; another was seated, head bowed. Beside them, piled high in the cart, were dozens of burlap sacks of all sizes.
‘What happened?’ he asked.
‘Some find the process of removing the implant harder than others,’ the preacher said, watching the way ahead of him. ‘It was easier to lay you in the cart and let the others walk.’
‘Where are they?’
‘A little way behind. We’re going to make camp up ahead.’
‘We don’t have shelters.’
‘We have enough,’ the preacher said. ‘Can you come and sit up here? I want to speak to you.’
Jordi nodded and pulled himself up. Between his ribs, on his right side, he could feel the wound. Yet the pain was distant now, like an echo. ‘I don’t feel much,’ he said.
‘I gave you something to eat for the pain. It won’t last for long though, and you’ll need to keep the wound clean and dressed. Someone will show you how.’
The forest ahead of them was veiled in snow, hued in grey and crimson. The trees looked tall, bleak and haggard, and appeared black in the dusky half-light shed by the moons.
‘What happens now?’ Jordi asked.
‘I need to talk to you about Ishmael.’
Jordi felt his stomach pitch. He took in a deep breath and held it.
‘You have a part to play now, Jordi,’ the preacher said, still watching the forest ahead. ‘Everyone in this group must work together if we are to survive. If you go and look for your brother, you’ll risk all of us.’
‘We can’t leave him,’ Jordi said quietly.
‘We must, at least for now.’
‘I can’t.’
‘These people are relying on you. I have tasks I can entrust only to you. If you leave and search for your brother, you will be found. And as soon as that happens, the Praetor will find us. It would be inevitable.’
‘But you’ve removed the implants. How can they track us?’
‘There are ways, and I must remain ahead of them at all times. Which means I need you to do as I say. Do you understand?’
‘Yes.’
‘I have to go into town, and when I do, I will look for your brother. I promise. You must trust me.’
‘I do trust you,’ Jordi said. He studied the preacher for a moment. Questions surged inside him. Questions he had been too afraid to ask before, preferring instead to leave the important decisions to his father and the other elders in the village. Now, he knew he could not wait. ‘Why does the Magistratus hate the preachers? Why is the First Concession so important?’ 
If the question had surprised the preacher, he didn’t show it. Instead, he appeared not to even hear it, and continued to drive the cart through the forest. Too nervous to repeat his question, Jordi waited. His heart thumped in his chest and he played with the threads on the wool blanket. The preacher closed his eyes for a moment, then began to speak, softly and slowly. 
‘The First Preacher tells us that belief in something beyond humanity and the Magistratus allows each of us to see with clarity—to realise who we truly are. Without being open to that belief—that more exists than that which the Magistratus tells us—we cannot be the architects of our own destiny.’ 
‘I don’t understand.’ 
‘The Magistratus wants control above all else,’ he said quietly. ‘Control of everything humanity is, everything it does, and its future. By conceding our freedom in return for protection, each citizen of the Republic permits that control. That is the truth of the Concessions, and we are told that refusing them is a crime that would endanger the rest of humanity—and is therefore punishable by banishment. Citizens in the Core do not question that control, because they have everything they need to live their pampered lives; everything except the freedom to believe in something more than the Republic. But out here, the truth of what the Magistratus thinks of the border systems is more apparent.’
‘They say the Core is made of gold,’ Jordi said. ‘That it's warm and safe and food is plentiful.’
‘Not quite gold,’ the preacher said.
Jordi pressed him. ’Why does the Magistratus not allow us to believe what we want to believe?’
‘They tell us they were twice the saviours of humanity,’ the preacher said. ‘That they are the only divinity that humanity needs. Faith in any other divinity undermines their power.’
‘I want to be free, but I'm not sure I believe that the universe was created by someone or something I cannot see and touch.’
‘That is your choice,’ the preacher said. ‘You have the freedom to believe whatever you wish to believe. That is true freedom, because everything else flows from it. That’s what they are keeping from you, and what they will kill to protect.’



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIVE
 
 



Flight Plan
 
SHEPHERD PUSHED through the door of the supply store. The air smelled musty, and the only light within came from the sallow gloom shed by the storm clouds gathering above Herse. A girl in a frayed blouse and stained apron regarded him warily as he approached.
‘We’re closed,’ she said. Around her, apart from a stack of rusted tins and a few crumpled packets of dried food, the low shelves were bare. Hunting equipment and tools in a corner looked worn and battered, maybe even dangerous. On one counter was a pile of neatly folded old coats, gloves and hats, as if someone had once taken a pride in the place, but they were now covered in dust. Behind the girl, in front of a window, lay a few dry loaves. There was no fresh food. Where once there might have been vegetables and cereals, the baskets were empty. He could see no meat anywhere. The debris of a store that hadn’t been supplied in a long while, and a township with no coin to buy what it did have. 
‘I’m meeting someone,’ he said.
She shook her head nervously. The corners of her mouth twitched.
‘In the back?’ He gestured towards the rear of the store, where he knew, in the storeroom, a door led to another neatly hidden room, one where locals would swill away the harshness of Herse.
‘Don’t know what you mean.’
‘I’m a regular,’ Shepherd said. ‘There’s no problem here.’
‘I think you should leave.’
‘You’re not listening to me—’
‘No, you’re not listening.’ Another voice came from behind him. A male voice, deep and unyielding and swollen with resentment. ‘She asked you to leave.’
Shepherd turned his head a little and caught the outline of an older man in the corner of his eye. The man clutched a rusted iron pitchfork, and Shepherd could see the tips shaking. He didn’t like the idea of giving a skittish man the chance to prove he knew how to use it, or risk a lucky jab.
‘I just want to meet and do my business, then I’ll leave,’ he said. ‘I’m not looking for trouble.’
‘We’re closed. Ain’t no one been here all day.’
Shepherd pivoted a quarter-turn and backed off slowly so he could see them both. ‘What’s going on?’
The man licked his lips. The tips of the pitchfork continued to shake. ‘Just do us both a kindness and be on your way.’
‘Why are the Watch so jittery?’
‘Can’t say as I know what you mean,’ the man said. His eyes darted to the door and then back to the girl.
Shepherd reached slowly into his jacket.
The man shifted backwards, eyes wide.
Shepherd pulled out a coin and tossed it to the girl. ‘We’re just talking here.’
‘Might have heard something about one of the villages being sequestered,’ the man said quickly. ‘That’s all you’ll get from me. Now you should leave before I get the girl to go for the Watch.’
‘You hear why it was sequestered?’
The man shook his head.
‘They say a Consul is coming,’ the girl blurted.
‘Hush, girl,’ the man hissed. ‘Are you crazy? Talking like that!’
‘’S’what I heard,’ she said, sullenly. She looked at Shepherd. ‘You from off planet?’
Shepherd nodded.
‘Don’t much fancy your chances of getting off now.’
‘Why?’ Shepherd asked.
‘No more!’ the man screamed. ‘Get out! We don’t want you here. Get out!’ The pitchfork dropped forward and levelled at him.
Shepherd backed over to the girl. ‘Give me one of those loaves.’ He rested his hand on his pistol.
The girl’s eyes dropped to the pistol and then back to his face. She nodded and retrieved a loaf from the window, then placed it on the counter.
Outside, thunder rumbled in the distance.
Shepherd nodded his thanks, picked up the loaf and eased away, his eyes sliding from the girl to the man and then back again. He reached down, never taking his gaze from the two strangers, opened the door, and stepped out.
If a Consul was coming to Herse, Shepherd thought, it was time to leave. Of the four Consuls, Shepherd had only ever seen one—during a short but eventful visit to the Core. He had been an older, but fiercely impressive man. Tall and imperious; a man accustomed to war and violence, and to whom a single human life meant nothing.
The Consuls were the physical presence of the upper echelons of the Magistratus. Apart from the Consulate itself, no human being wielded more power than the Consuls—they held the imperium. Justice was theirs to deliver. In their presence, only death existed.
The wind had begun to swirl harder and the snow bit into his face. A handful of people braved the streets, scurrying. Almost every window was shuttered. The storm was near.
In the distance, Shepherd heard a soft hum with a high-pitched whine behind it.
He walked back to the girl he’d seen earlier, sitting in the doorway. She was still there of course, huddled under the blanket. He tossed her the bread without a word, then turned away.
He’d received the wire two weeks earlier. One of his brokers, a guy from the Bazaar on Jieshou, had taken the contract and wired it to Soteria. It had been simple enough, and Shepherd had memorised it before running a subroutine to wipe any trace of the wire. He’d picked up the cargo from Jieshou and arrived in Herse on time. So where was Conran? Way he saw it, he had two options, and neither filled him with much joy: ditch the cargo—and risk his reputation and the prospect of further work—or find a way to deliver.
The hum became a low growl, louder now. And as the volume intensified, the whine began to pulse; pressure built in his ears. It almost hurt.
The shuttle was still parked where he’d left it, on the edge of town. He hammered on the door until it opened, hissing and wheezing. The old man was sitting in the driver’s seat. He stared straight ahead as he spoke.
‘Figured it’d be worth my while to wait.’
Shepherd climbed in and glanced towards the rear of the shuttle. It was empty. He turned back to the old man. ‘I need to get to a place called Panis. You know it?’
The driver continued to stare out of the window, and grumbled softly. He chawed on something and rolled it around his mouth. He didn’t look at Shepherd. ‘Not now you don’t.’
‘Why?’
‘Praetor sequestered the village two days ago.’
‘You know why?’
The old man turned to Shepherd, glared at him. ‘No, I don’t. No one asks questions when it comes to the Praetor.’ He leaned away from Shepherd and spat something black and viscous onto the floor by his feet. ‘Why you looking to go there?’
Shepherd guessed that even the old man might be considering making some coin with the Praetor, so he danced around the truth. ‘Someone there owes me money.’
‘Reckon you ought to write that off then.’
‘Maybe.’
‘You want my advice? You don’t need to stay, you’d best be leaving now.’
Shepherd said nothing. As the old man spoke, the growl from outside grew heavier and flooded in through the doors of the rig. The whine grated on his teeth.
‘Or maybe you don’t need any advice, a man like you?’ the old guy said, and looked upwards. ‘Makes no mind to me.’
‘You know what’s happening here?’
‘Last time I seen the Praetor this wound up, lot o’ people died.’
‘I heard a Consul is coming.’
‘I heard that too. Bad business, any time the Magistratus shows up.’
‘Talk like that could get you in trouble.’
‘Too old to get into much trouble now. So, port or no?’
‘Sure. Maybe you’re right.’
‘Guess I am at that.’
By now the growl had become a roar, and Shepherd found he was shouting. The whine was so intense that his eyes were drawn tight and he was hunched beneath the weight of it. He could feel the noise driving lances into his jaw and temples. The old man gazed down toward the steering gear—like he was wondering whether to get moving or not.
Shepherd jumped out of the truck. The wind swirled hard like a tornado, driving snow and tiny chunks of frozen dirt into his face and eyes. He lifted his arms and looked upwards. Above him, maybe fifty yards away, a black ship hovered. It was half as long as Soteria, and he could see weapons positioned all around it. It moved gracefully and pivoted in place as it scoured the township. An incandescent beam of light burst from a pod on its nose and flooded the streets. It passed over Shepherd, then eased back to him and stopped, engulfing him. He felt the light crawling across his skin, and he could feel them watching him, his face a million pixels on a screen somewhere. His implant was being checked, the system cycling through whatever records they held for him. Deciding what to do with him.
Shepherd covered his eyes and dropped his gaze to the ground around him. The hoarfrost sparkled in the gleam cast by the white light. The gunship hovered above him for what seemed like too long, then at last the light drifted away and the looming beast moved off.
Shepherd climbed back into the rig and looked at the old man. If he’d been affected by the arrival of the gunship, he didn’t show it. Old guy like him, he’d probably seen them a dozen times before. Maybe he’d seen it all.
‘I need a mechanic,’ Shepherd said.
The old man gawked at him for a moment, then leaned his head back and barked a jaundiced, gap-toothed snort that made it sound like he was choking. Shepherd realised the man was laughing, and it made him want to knock a few more of those teeth out.
‘Then you got problems,’ the old man said, through coughs. ‘Hashim was the only mechanic in Herse, and he died of the Fever in the summer along with the rest of them.’
Shepherd closed his eyes and swore silently. Then he said, ‘Seeing that a lot, lately.’
‘We all gotta die sometime.’
Before Shepherd could sit, the shuttle was moving.
 
The hangar was quiet. The desk clerk was alone. The muscle, maybe sick of waiting around, were nowhere to be seen, and the door to their office was closed.
Shepherd strolled through the gate towards the main exit doors to the landing platforms. He wouldn’t be able to leave without a Customs Licence and the tunnel breach co-ordinates, so the clerk didn’t even look at him. The off-worlders were also gone, and when Shepherd blew through the doors and into the landing area, there was only one freighter left besides Soteria.
Shepherd walked over to her, punched in the key code and went inside to check the cargo. Nothing had changed. No one had been on board or messed with her while he was away.
This place is making me paranoid.
He pulled out his toolboxes and headed outside into the weather.
He positioned himself under one of Soteria’s rear stabilising wings, trying to get at the wiring of the aerodynamic pod for the wing. Within a few minutes, the cold was already irritating his eyes, and sweat poured off his brow, freezing in place and making his face feel like ice. He allowed himself the admission that he was on a bit of a prayer, and hoped Soteria would forgive him, but he figured that he’d get the job done well enough to get out of Herse. 
‘You goin’ ’bout that all wrong.’ 
When he heard the voice behind him, his hand snapped to his pistol. 
It was a young voice, mid-pitch and soft, and barely carried above the wind. 
Calm down, for crying out loud.
He turned slowly.
‘Yeah?’ he said to a tall, slender boy about halfway through his teens. ‘What would you know about it?’
The boy was dressed in a grubby jumper, pants stained with dark patches of what could have been anything, and worn leather boots with peeling soles. His hair fell around his eyes, and his face was greyish blue from the cold. In his trembling hands was a toolbox, which he set down on the ground.
The weather was getting worse. The wind had picked up and it was starting to snow hard. The boy must have been freezing.
‘Plenty. More’n you, it seems to me.’ 
‘You’re just a kid,’ Shepherd said, taking in the toolbox.
‘And you’re an old guy with a tech problem. What’s me being a kid got to do with it?’

Not much, Shepherd thought, if you can fix it.
‘Where’d you learn about mechanics? They teach that in school now?’ Shepherd asked.
‘Never been much for school. Let me look at it and then you pay me if it works.’
Shepherd waited for a moment, staring at the boy, then waved for him to take a shot.
‘What do I call you, kid?’
‘Ishmael.’



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIX
 
 



Hunted
 
THE WIND howled as it slipped between the gnarled trees surrounding him. Above, a hawk shrieked as it hunted. Jordi crept around the warped trunk of a fallen pine that was soaked in snow. The forest hadn’t been completely overcome by the touch of winter, and he took care to avoid fresh snow and to step only in places where he felt sure he would leave no tracks. Every so often he would glance over his shoulder, as much to check if the forest harboured a pursuer as to ensure he left no trace of his passing. He wondered whether the forest had been there before the first men arrived, or if it had grown since they terraformed the planet. To him, it seemed ancient and immortal.
His mother’s sewn burlap sack hung off one shoulder and across his back, and his slingshot was tucked into his belt. He wore layers of thick wool sweaters as well as a few blankets he’d torn apart and fashioned into a jacket of sorts. His hands were bare, and when he didn’t need them to climb over fallen trees or carefully brush aside branches laden with snow, he slid them under the makeshift jacket and next to his skin. One of the women at camp had promised to sew him some mitts from a child’s sweater he’d managed to grab from the village during one of his raids. It was too small to be worn by anyone at camp.
Despite the layers, he still felt the cold.
As he hiked, the images of his dead neighbours flickered in his mind. He needed to be away from the camp—he found it confining, like he imagined a prison might be. Some mornings he woke, entangled in his blankets, and unable to breathe; his heart pounded so hard he could almost see it escaping his chest. But each time he forayed into the woodland, the memories of what he’d witnessed at the village overwhelmed him. He couldn’t prevent them. Strewn about like branches after a storm, the remains of people he had known well enough to care about had become cold and grey like ash. Their eyes had been open, staring at him. Accusing him. Resentful that he was alive instead of them. Their skin was tight and drawn across their bones. That their skin was visible at all was because they were all naked, even the youngest girls. All their clothing had been removed and burned. Almost everything had been taken from the village or destroyed. The preacher said the Peacekeepers would have wanted to take everything they could find, so as to leave them as few supplies as possible. Starve them out of hiding. Force them to freeze as winter bit hard. 
But Jordi knew things about the village that those men did not. Knew places where useful things might be found. Over the course of the previous ten days, he’d raided the village twice. Each time it had been quiet. The first time, when he reached the edge of the forest he almost turned back, too terrified to carry on. He’d sat for an hour watching from a hollow beneath the gnarled roots of an old tree. When he finally managed to convince himself there was nothing moving within the village, he ran to it as fast as he could. Heart beating and bile in his throat, he’d come away with blankets, tools and some boots. The second time, he’d managed even more.
This would be his third trip. His mood was lighter and the fear had dissipated slowly with the success of each raid. But he cautioned himself not to be complacent.
As he hiked, he watched constantly. To him, the forest felt different in winter. The blanket of snow and hoarfrost veiled everything in white and silver; it glistened even in the dim light beneath the brumal cloud. A place usually so familiar to him now seemed utterly alien. As if ghosts hid among the shadows cast by trees that now seemed haggard and wretched. And maybe they did—maybe the dead from the village now wandered the forest, in search of peace or seeking to snare the unwary. Perhaps they thought Jordi a traitor—that he should have died with them.
But what good would that have done anybody?
He had no tears left for them. He’d cried everything he had. For a moment, he allowed his mind to wander, and he clutched at the memories of the days he and his brother would spend together when not working the fields. They would hike through the forest, hunting and fishing or collecting wood for the fires before winter. When dusk descended and painted the landscape in scintillating shades of red and purple, they’d watch the freighters come into the Port from the tiny track on the mountainside above it.
I miss you, Ish. Are you alive? I wonder what you’re doing right now?
He closed his eyes for a moment and he could almost see his brother’s rakish smile, his floppy hair falling down over one eye. He could hear his voice as clearly as if he were next to him.
Keep going, Jor. You’ve got people relying on you. You can’t let them down.
I won’t, Ish. I’ll never let them down. Or you. I promise.
He opened his eyes and pushed the pain away. He knew his mother and father missed Ishmael. Some nights, he watched them huddled together, comforting each other. He wanted to go to them, say something clever that would take away their pain, but he couldn’t find the words. Instead, he left the camp as often as he could.
When he reached the forest’s edge, he slid into the same hollow and peered through the roots towards the stone buildings that had once been his home. He could still see the ashen bodies strewn callously about the frozen mud. Dragged from their homes and shot, or throats slit open with hunting knives. Black crows cawed and tore at their frostbitten flesh.
No more tears.
He shivered.
He watched for a little while, not as long as previously, but he was convinced now that the village had been abandoned. There were only a few cottages still to search. He couldn’t be sure if he’d find anything, but he had to look.
He ducked from behind the cover of the roots, climbed out of the hollow and sprinted towards the village. Closing his eyes to the bodies, he ran towards the clutch of cottages he needed to search. The door to the first lay open, hanging broken from its twisted hinges. He slipped inside without touching it and listened. The only sound to break the silence was the hiss of the wind. 
He scrambled up the ladder in one corner, which led into the tiny attic. Each rung uttered a tiny squeal as he did, but he told himself that no one was around to hear it. Following the preacher’s instructions, the villagers had managed to squirrel away bits and pieces in the tiny spaces among the rafters, and almost everything he’d managed to salvage so far had been in those hidden spaces. He was surprised no one had searched up here. Perhaps they hadn’t thought to. Or hadn’t had time. 
Even in the damp chill there was dust on the wood, and it rose off the rafters as he moved around. It caught in his throat, and he couldn’t prevent a stifled cough from escaping. Immediately, he clamped his hand over his mouth and stared, terrified. He dared not move, and his lips trembled beneath his hand.
There’s no one here, Jor. Just you.
He tried to make himself believe that but, for a long while, he didn’t dare move. When he did, he crept like a rat. Sniffing out morsels to scavenge. A simple thief who should have been in prison.
He found another cache of blankets and allowed himself a smile. Next to them were a toolbox and an old hunting knife. He reached for the knife and examined it. It was old but in good condition. The blade needed sharpening, but there was little rust, and it would do well enough. He tucked everything into his burlap sack and headed for the ladder to climb down from the attic.
When he heard the voices outside, he froze.
Voices.
He wasn’t imagining it. They were there.
Please no.
Jordi stayed perfectly still and closed his eyes. He could hear his heart surging in his ears. He wanted to sprint down the stairs and run to the forest as quickly as he could, but he knew he’d be dead if he did that.
He had to know where they were.
‘He’s here,’ one of them said, a man from the village by the accent. ‘I saw him come in.’
‘You’re sure?’ said a second voice. Another man, but from the township.
‘Certain. We find him and he’ll lead us to them. This little one knows the forest almost as well as I do.’
In a heartbeat, Jordi recognised the first voice.
It was Vaarden.
And suddenly he understood. How they had been ambushed that night; who had told the Praetor. But Jordi couldn’t believe it. Vaarden had no reason to hand them over to the Peacekeepers. He might not have believed in everything the preacher was saying, but Jordi had seen no indication of a hatred deep enough to desire the destruction of their village and everyone in it. Yet that’s precisely what he’d brought about. Vaarden would have known the Praetor could not allow a preacher in his territory—the First Concession was inviolate. Preachers were to be hunted and imprisoned. And those who followed them…
Jordi’s mouth was dry.
Fear swelled in his chest. If Vaarden was here, so was the dog.
Jordi crept across the beams of the cottage, meticulously placing each foot with painful slowness. The soft wood ladder had creaked softly on the way up, and he knew it would do so again on the way down. So as he turned and began to descend, he aimed to miss as many rungs as possible, and placed his feet to the outside of each, where the noise would be least.
As one rung shrieked in the gloom, he stopped and listened.
For a moment, he heard nothing. Then he heard the voices again: soft muttering carried along by the wind as it whistled through the village.
But the voices had diminished. Perhaps they had moved to another part of the village.
Or perhaps they were ducked within another cottage, watching and waiting for him to come out.
Shifting his weight, Jordi twisted and placed his foot on another rung. Slowly, carefully, heart pounding. Ears like razors.
There was another gentle creak.
His heart pounded in his ears.
He slid across the floor and peered through one of the windows. He couldn’t see any movement.
Were they waiting for him? Hidden and watching?
Or at the other side of the village? Perhaps in another cottage, searching for him?
He couldn’t wait any longer. Every second increased the chance they might find him.
The dog might already have his scent.
So he ran.
He blew through the door and sprinted for the forest. He could lose them in there, he thought. If he ran quickly enough he could reach the trees before Vaarden saw him and could get his rifle up and firing. He knew he had only this one chance, and he seized it.
He tried to keep to the valley of each furrow so he wouldn’t fall and twist an ankle, but as he ran his footing shifted each time. He tried desperately to compensate, but he slid and tripped with what seemed like every footfall, only marginally managing to keep his balance.
Behind him, he heard shouts.
And the dog barking.
He didn’t look round.
The tree line approached. This time, unlike the night they first ran from the village, he knew the quickest route to cover. It was a shorter distance. He heard a single shot ring out over the field and, instantaneously, felt something small whistle past his ear. Vaarden was a good shot and wouldn’t miss with the next.
Jordi abruptly changed direction. He ducked low and began to weave between furrows, risking a turned ankle. But he needed to make himself a smaller, more difficult target. 
He wanted Vaarden to work for his kill.
Another shot.
Nothing.
He was still running. Relief flooded him and then, suddenly, the trees were all around him. As roots and fallen branches reached up from the snow and grabbed for his legs, he jumped and twisted and dodged.
Behind him, the barking had grown furious.
The dog wanted to be released.
Vaarden wouldn’t have risked it while he was shooting, but now, with Jordi under the cover of the trees, he’d have no choice.
The dog would have his scent. It could run through the woodland faster and for far longer than Jordi could. He had to lose it. His mind raced, trying feverishly to think of something. If he climbed a tree, the dog would track him to it, and Vaarden would relish the easy kill. If he simply ran, it would eventually catch him. And he couldn’t lead them to the camp.
He had nothing to distract the dog with—no meat or anything that might smell strong enough to confuse it. Rubbing mud on his body wouldn’t work either. And it would take too long.
He turned sharply and ran in a different direction, this time jumping onto fallen logs and over branches so the ground wouldn’t be able to soak up his scent. It might buy him some time.
A sweater! Maybe if he dropped a sweater, the dog might be drawn to it. It would certainly find the sweater before it did him, which would buy him precious seconds, even a minute.
He stopped, glanced around, and hauled off the sack and jacket all at once. Then he pulled off one of the sweaters. He dropped it onto the ground and ran again, replacing his jacket and sack as he did. He took a different direction this time, zigzagging through the forest to try to the throw the dog off.
He was warm from the running. He wouldn’t freeze so long as he kept going, and if he did lose the dog, he’d be able to get back to camp easily enough.
He hoped.
As he ran, he tried to take in the forest so he didn’t get lost. He recognised much of it, but if he ran blindly, he’d soon lose his way. But it was difficult, running full tilt and concentrating on navigation at the same time.
He knew it wouldn’t be long before he made a mistake.
Then he remembered the river.
It struck him as madness. As if he’d gone beyond the Wall and come back with a mind ravaged by whatever lay out there. Crossing a river in winter. If it wasn’t frozen, it would be raging, and would drag him down with it. Even if he made it across, he’d be drenched and would freeze in minutes. 
Unless he kept his clothes dry somehow. 
The closest river was an hour’s walk from the camp. And he was tiring. But it was not far from where he was right then. He stopped and listened for a moment. He could hear the dog in the distance. He couldn’t estimate how far it was, but he knew that if he could hear it, it was close enough.
He ran for the river.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVEN
 
 



A Different Path
 
SHEPHERD FOLLOWED the boy as he traipsed up the ramp and into Soteria. The ramp led directly into the loading bay and the hold beyond. As a whole, the area occupied fully a third of Soteria’s interior. She was long, forty-four metres in all, with short, angled wings from which two of her smaller drives hung. Each had its own aeronautics and avionics circuitry. Above the loading bay and stretching to the back was engineering and the seat of the two huge, combined sublight and ion drives. All the nav circuitry was in the nose. To find the problem, the boy might conceivably need to climb through all of it—a fact that made Shepherd uneasy as hell.
In one corner of the hold stood dozens of oil drums, ratcheted down to prevent them from shifting or, worse, rolling mid-flight. Underneath them were two concealed compartments, each sizeable enough to accommodate several people seated. There was no way the boy would be able to see the compartments unless he knew to look for them. They’d been installed by a metalsmith Shepherd had found in the Bazaar through a contact he trusted—as much as he trusted anyone skulking in the shadows of the dark spider’s web which sprawled across every system outside the Core.
The Magistratus allowed the Bazaar to exist, Shepherd guessed, because it fulfilled a need the Magistratus itself was unwilling to meet. Commoners could be left to stumble through the iniquitous shadows, while the Magistratus controlled those who were willing to concede their freedom in return for the ‘protection’ the Core imposed on them.
Shepherd grudgingly admired the system. The further from the Core humanity settled, the more elastic the Concessions became. In the early days, the Black Bazaar, as the marketplace had been nicknamed by some drunken smuggler—or so the story went—had been a precarious place. Deals frequently ended in bloodshed. But in time, the Bazaar’s free market developed, ensuring customers could get almost anything for the right price—and a little risk. It meant the Magistratus could conserve its resources, keep the extent of its technology a closely guarded secret, and command the loyalty of those it protected. What was the alternative to the Core? The border systems and whatever interpretation of the Concessions the regional Praetors wished to adhere to. Or going beyond the Wall and risk the madness that might bring? Shepherd considered that no option at all.
Shepherd punched the button to close the loading ramp and shut out the weather. As it closed, he scrutinised the boy warily. He was no threat of course. Fifteen or sixteen years old, unarmed unless you counted wrenches and hammers, looked as if he’d eaten at most a single meal a week for years—he was an unlikely physical threat. But Shepherd was still cautious. Stranger things had happened.
The boy turned and looked at him.
‘What are these?’ he asked, indicating the oil drums.
‘Don’t ask questions you don’t need answers to.’
‘Not much here, is there?’ he said. ‘I mean, to come all the way out here with a few barrels of, what, is that oil?’
Shepherd said nothing.
Bright kid.
‘I need to get up to the main drive,’ the boy said.
‘The problem is the avionics,’ Shepherd responded.
The boy stared at him a little longer than Shepherd liked, before he replied, ‘I need to know how the whole propulsion system works before I can tell you if it’s the avionics. You might think it’s the avionics, but I need to see if the problem has a root cause somewhere else. ’Course, you want to do it all yourself, I got no problem with that either…’
The boy indicated the door to the loading ramp, as if to leave.
Shepherd grunted his agreement and walked over to where a ladder was bolted onto the wall. At the top, where it reached the ceiling of the loading bay, was a circular access hatch. He pointed to it and said, ‘It’s in there. Turn the handle a quarter-turn right and wait. It’ll pop, and then you turn it all the way round. Then push.’
‘Where will you be?’
‘I need to check a few things in the cockpit.’
The boy nodded and walked over to the ladder. Shepherd headed to the airlock door to the crew quarters and galley, and tapped in the key code. He opened the door and headed inside. It felt good to be back inside Soteria. Whatever he did with the medicine, he needed breach co-ordinates, and that meant getting a departure licence. He would set Jieshou as his final destination; perhaps he could get some more work there.
As his footsteps rang on the steel-grid floor, he wondered if hiring the boy was a mistake. But the loading bay ramp was closed and there was nothing in there worth stealing anyway, unless he stumbled across the concealed compartments—unlikely, as they were next to invisible—or could lift a few dozen barrels of oil. And from the look of him, he wouldn’t be able to lift even one. It was possible for the boy to open and close the ramp from down there, and even seal it completely and fast-vent the air inside in the event of a fire. Yet it didn’t matter. The moment he opened the loading bay ramp, a klaxon would sound and Shepherd would know. Sure, maybe it was a risk, but Shepherd couldn’t see where the danger could come from. What could the boy possibly want from him besides some coin for mechanical work?
Paranoia. It’ll get you every time.
After a short while, Shepherd heard the bell ring from the loading bay. It was a device he’d had installed so that anyone stuck in the loading bay by mistake could let the cockpit know. It was located next to the keypad for the door to the living quarters, and the boy had obviously found it. Shepherd left the cockpit and walked down and opened the door.
‘That was quick,’ he said.
‘Not finished yet,’ the boy replied. His jumper was off and his shirtsleeves were rolled up. There was grease on his face, and his hands gripped a torque wrench. ‘I need to get out to the avionics in the nacelles outside.’
Shepherd nodded. He walked over to the loading bay ramp and hit the button to drop it. It wheezed as it opened, and wind swept inside with swirling spindrift.
‘Need you to come out,’ the boy said. ‘Gotta ask you some stuff.’
Shepherd looked at him. ‘What stuff?’
‘You got a problem with the avionics sure enough, but it’s linked to another problem with the drive on the port nacelle. I need you to ask you about the way you fly and, for that, I need to show you the aeronautics pod.’
Shepherd waited and watched the boy. The boy’s face was deadpan. Didn’t even flicker.
There was no getting around it. Soteria needed fixing, and he needed off Herse.
‘Okay,’ he said, and placed his hand on the pistol for effect.
The boy smiled. ‘I just wanna get paid, mister. Got no need to cause you trouble, okay?’
‘Sure. Lead on.’
The boy nodded and sauntered down the ramp.
Shepherd followed.
The boy went over to the port nacelle, pulled a screwdriver from his pocket and began to unscrew the cowling. Shepherd glanced around. He could see the soft glow from inside the hangar struggling to reach them through the blizzard.
He turned and walked towards the boy.
The boy shouted something to him.
The wind howled so loud that he couldn’t hear anything at all. He concentrated on trying to hear what the boy was saying, was about to shout something back at him when—he felt a pinch in his neck.
And then searing pain, like getting shot, began in his neck and surged down his spine. His brain was screaming at his muscles to move. To turn and react. 
Fight.
You’re not taking my ship.
But nothing happened.
And everything went black.
 
The dog’s bark echoed in the mist. Jordi picked his way between the trees, his panting breaths billowing from his mouth as he ran. He tried not to look over his shoulder, but the panic persuaded him. He could see nothing through the mist, but that didn’t stop him from searching for the dog behind him. At first the river came to him as a whisper as he sprinted among the pine and spruce and leapt over the exposed roots of old trees. Beneath the snow, roots and rock threatened to send him tumbling.
The dog’s bark was louder now. Somewhere above the trees, the hawk continued its hunt.
The whisper of the river grew in intensity as he ran towards it—a crescendo that reached a vociferous roar as he came suddenly onto the high bank beside the seething torrent of blue and white. Overhanging trees perched precariously on the cusp of the bank, their knotted roots exposed all the way down to the water’s edge. Stone and rock had washed down the river from the mountain steppes, eventually coming to rest on the bank, to which green moss now clung. There was only one place to cross, he knew—where it was shallow enough that the submerged rock would take his feet and he could feel his way across. He’d be exposed for a while—Vaarden would easily see him if the dog could track him to that point—but there was nothing he could do about that. All he could do was clamber down the levee, without falling in, and wade into the shallower water. Then he had to move downstream without losing his footing.
Jordi searched the ground until he found a long branch that reached to his ribs, which he could use to steady himself as he crossed the river. After another useless glance over his shoulder, he eased himself up and over the cusp of the muddy bank and dug in his feet on the other side. He touched the branch down at the edge of the flowing water to steady himself. 
Despite the savage cold, the edge of the river was still boggy. Jordi tried to get a solid foothold, but the ground was too slick; his feet slid from underneath him and despite the stability of the branch he skidded down the bank towards the furious water. His heart flared in his throat as he scrambled to slow his descent, his body twisting and his hands flailing in the mud, grasping for purchase, but he was unable to stall his uncontrolled slide. Mud pushed into his mouth and smeared his chest and face. At last his hand found a root, and he seized it.
Slowly, he lowered himself down the bank. He crept over rock and mud, each threatening to pull his feet from under him, clutching at roots and branches and whatever else he could find. As he proceeded, he listened for the dog, but the river was too loud; they would be on him long before he heard them. He had to just trust in his strategy and make it work. And hope.
Eventually, he reached the stony, rock-strewn shallows of the river, the water surging past him. The noise was deafening now, so intense as to almost overwhelm him. The raw power of the river —its potential to sweep him away, drag him under and tear away his breath—dizzied him.
He stepped into the edge of the water, feeling the cold surge over his boots, soak into his woollen socks, chill his skin. He shuddered. Picking his way downriver, measuring every step, he moved slowly, cautiously. The fear inside him fused with the cold, and wracked him with violent shivers. His hands ached now, wet and frozen stiff. His fingers could hardly hold onto anything. All around him, the river was bathed in an eerie half-light—the snow clung to branches above, but almost everything else was dark and in shadow. The only brightness came from the white of his skin and the snow. Realising this, he reached down and smeared mud over the exposed skin on his hands and face, closing his eyes as he did so. His hands trembled and, just for a moment, he laid them against his cheeks to try to find some warmth.
Then he caught the sound of the dog.
He’d been wrong. Even above the roar of the river he could hear the barking seeping through the mist upriver. The dog had followed him to the place where he had stumbled and slid; Jordi that his scent would have faded in the mud and water, and that the dog would be confused. But Vaarden would not. He would know what Jordi had done. But he would not know whether Jordi had gone upriver or downriver.
Jordi continued to move. He left no tracks now, as his feet were beneath the water, but Vaarden would search both ways, and Jordi’s progress was slow in the river. Vaarden’s would be quicker up on the bank.
The crossing point was close. Jordi quickened his steps, slipping each time and clutching at roots as if his life depended on them. The barking continued, but he couldn’t tell which way Vaarden had chosen first. 
One of his feet gave way on the slick moss and slid deep into the river. The root in his hand came away from the bank, and he skidded downwards. The razor edge of the nearest rock gashed his leg, tearing the muscle deeply. He let out an involuntary cry, groped for something to slow his glissade into the surging flow of the river. He jammed his foot against a rock and slumped, the pain in his thigh washing over him in waves of dizziness and nausea.
Looking down, he saw the wound through the tear in his trousers. Blood dripped into the water and was washed away. His hands shook, and he was too afraid to touch his leg. He stared at it, eyes wide.
He tried to stand, but couldn’t. He lacked the strength. He reached for something to haul himself out of the water and into some sort of cover, but found nothing. The exposed roots jutting from the bank were out of reach.
Above, the hawk cried again.
It was over.
I’m going to die here.
Suddenly, the terrified faces of his dead neighbours and friends came to him like a dream. Strewn about like discarded rubbish. Their sunken eyes open and staring. Ashen skin pulled across bone. Crows tearing at their frozen flesh.
Slaughtered.
No! You are NOT going to die! something inside his head screamed. Get up, now! Stop crying like a little girl.
You owe them. You survived. Don’t dishonour them by giving in.
He refused to let the murderers win.
Jordi glanced around, searching for the crossing he remembered. He caught sight of the arc in the river and knew he wasn’t far. If he could get himself up and moving, he could reach it. Maybe hide once he got to the other side.
If he got to the other side.
The hope galvanised him. He pushed hard with his good leg, ignoring the pain it caused in the other. He scraped his backside along the rock, pushing until he could reach the roots, and pulled himself up. Waves of pain made him want to vomit, but he hauled in a deep breath and began to move again.
He moved slowly at first, and then found a rhythm, half-walking, half-hopping along the bank, clutching at roots. All the while, he shivered hard.
The dog’s bark broke through the noise of the river again.
They were coming.
Jordi moved more quickly, until at last he edged round the curve of the river and spotted the crossing. He hauled the branch into his armpit and used it as a crutch. He could see the shallow rock beneath the water as it purled over the polished stone. He’d always done this before with Ishmael—slowly and in the summer when the river was lower, knowing that if he fell, he could just swim out and let his clothes dry in the sun as his brother laughed at him. The only injury would be to his pride.
This was no different, he told himself. He tried to clear thoughts of Vaarden and the dog from his mind. Tried not to imagine the cold steel of the rifle, and the tiny, razor-sharp bullet within it, spinning through the cool winter air towards him, lancing through his chest and bursting out the other side in a spray of his own blood.
He swallowed hard and closed his eyes.
There was no time.
He opened his eyes and began to walk. The rocks leading across the riverbed cut through the water and sent it sluicing down a short drop. This natural cascade was formed by the thin trail of exposed rock at the top; but almost everywhere else, the river was deep enough that it would knock him off balance. If he fell, he doubted he’d ever get up.
Jordi led with his uninjured leg, placing his boot on the first rock—a confidence trick as much as anything else—and put his weight on the branch to balance himself. He pivoted and gently rested his other foot, his injured leg, on the next stone, still maintaining as much of his weight as he dared on the branch. The wood was sturdy and would take his weight, but it might easily shift under the push of the surging river.
It held firm, and he allowed himself to put more of his weight on the injured leg.
The pain was excruciating. He could feel his head begin to reel.
He dragged the branch forward and jabbed it down, desperate for it to find purchase between the rocks. Before he could even ensure it was secure, he found he had lifted his weight off the injured leg and brought the other leg forward, searching for footing. But his good foot slipped, and he shifted quickly to try to retain his balance.
The barking grew louder and more distinct. He forced himself not to look.
Concentrate.
He was halfway across the river, his injured leg hanging inches above the stone, shuddering as pain surged up and down in gushes.
Two more stones.
Again he placed his foot on slick rock, leaning on the branch as it perched in the deluge of the river. Water engulfed his boot and flowed up to his ankle, cold and sharp. The branch teetered, its position unstable. He tried to shift his weight, to maintain equilibrium.
The bank wasn’t far but he could feel himself pitching, falling. Another step was all he needed. As he began to topple, he threw the branch and the injured leg forward and rocked on both. He veered and shuffled in equal measure—a collapsing rag doll, falling with neither control nor dignity.
He fell, knuckles first, into the rock and mud on the other side of the river, scraping the skin, his hands too numb to even feel it. He lay there, hugging the mud, wet, bedraggled, his leg screaming in agony, reeling from the pain.
But he was elated.
Behind him, he could hear movement above the roar of the river. He glanced up and saw the dog weaving between the trees leaning off the bank. Its nose darted about the ground, searching for any trace of him. It looked a vicious animal, its lips drawn into a snarl, revealing yellowed teeth. Its grey fur was mottled with snow and mud. It looked, in the wildness of the forest, like a wolf.
But it had not yet seen him.
Jordi searched frantically for somewhere to hide—some hollow in the riverbank, or a way up the bank so he could hunker down behind the cusp of the ridge.
Behind him, blood from his gashed thigh had spilled onto rock and moss. If Vaarden and the dog crossed, they would find him in seconds. He shuffled along the bank, darting glances back to the dog as it sniffed a path towards him.
At last he found what he was looking for. A tiny crevice behind exposed roots and mud and rock—a small cave of mud and rock, big enough to take his body if he curled up tight. He backed into it, hunched low and squat, and rubbed his face again with mud, smearing the remainder on his hands and shoving them under his wool-blanket jacket. He could see them through the roots, as if he were imprisoned both by nature and the men defiling it above him.
The dog was confused, unable to find his scent. The wind swirled above the bank, but at the river’s edge the air was still. 
Vaarden appeared next to the animal, searching. Slung over his shoulder was the rifle. Jordi could see the fury etched onto his face and, despite the fear, he allowed himself a tiny flicker of a smile.
As he huddled into his cave, the wooden bars protecting him from the world above, they searched for him but could not find him. The cold closed around him and his eyes grew heavy. Soon, he could not feel his feet or his hands. The ache in his leg dwindled and his breathing slowed. Beyond him, the clamour of the river became a whisper as he gradually succumbed to the peacefulness that beckoned.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHT
 
 



An Obvious Truth
 
 
 
FOURTEEN YEARS Earlier
 
‘This old girl’s in good shape,’ Barack said as he wiped his oily hands on a rag and stuffed it into a trouser pocket. ‘A little past her prime—now, she wouldn’t thank me for saying that—but everything works just fine. How long you had her?’
‘Not long,’ Shepherd said quietly. It was a subtle deceit—she’d been his alone for only a few days, but their history together extended back to his childhood.
‘Where’d you get her?’
Shepherd’s chest tightened. The metronomic clank of metal striking metal echoed around the hangar. Over one shoulder, he watched a man with long arms like an ape’s, in greasy overalls and dark goggles, yank the starter on a two-handed angle grinder and bend it into a sheet of warped hull. Sparks flew across the stone floor, and the air smelled of grease and flame. His mouth was dry.
‘Won her in a card game,’ he shouted above the noise. Despite the practised rehearsal, Shepherd could see that Barack caught the obvious lie, which had seemed solid enough to Shepherd hours earlier. 
A nineteen-year-old with a freighter? Was there any lie that could convince?
Despite the tiny flicker of recognition in the corner of the old man’s eyes, nothing more about it was said. Barack ran a small outfit, an outer-rim chop shop whose main clientele would have told more frequent, and more dangerous, lies. Doubtless the old man cared little for where his work came from, only that it kept him in coin.
Barack glanced at the floor, then back at Soteria.
‘She’s been shot at before—there’s some scarring on the hull,’ he said as he laid a hand gently on the bulkhead, ‘but she’s armoured, and that’s holding up pretty well. She tried to hide a few of her systems from me, but I kept on digging until I found ’em. Not seen their like before—they’re older’n me. She might once have seen service with the Magistratus at some point—which would explain the armour and the medical bay—but that was a while ago and ’t’ain’t rare that old Magistratus freighters find themselves in private hands.’
‘What systems?’
‘Navigational and propulsion mainly. More’n likely obsolete technology replaced by the last owner or even before. Nothing to worry yourself about.’
‘I need her ready for work,’ Shepherd replied. ‘And I need any trace of ownership removed. Can you do that? I mean, any trace.’
Barack’s eyes narrowed. For a while he didn’t answer. The angle-grinder had finished decorating the floor with orange spray, and the workman had lifted up the goggles to examine his work. Then Barack said, ‘I can do that. It’ll cost more’n I usually ask, though. And I’ll be wantin’ payment up front.’
‘That’s fine.’
There’s enough to get her ready and keep me going for a little while. ‘I need you to make sure there are no tracking systems on her as well.’
‘It’ll be done.’
‘How long?’
‘A week,’ Barack said. ‘No longer. You stayin’ nearby?’
‘I haven’t decided.’ And I wouldn’t be telling you, even if I had.
‘Well, you come back this way in six or seven days and we’ll finish up our business. You’ll be wanting t’leave payment with me ’fore you go.’
Shepherd nodded and pulled a pouch of coin from his pocket. ‘A deposit. We’ll talk about the rest when you’ve finished.’
Barack eyed the pouch before he took it. It disappeared into the folds of his overalls and he turned without another word. Shepherd watched as Barack went over to the mechanic with the angle-grinder and began to wave towards Soteria, giving instructions. Shepherd hated to leave her in a place like this, alone and unprotected. He knew each scar by sight; knew every curve of her sinuous hull. She might be old, but she could still move.
Basic fighter manoeuvres are all about energy, Raine. His father’s lessons echoed in his mind. Too much energy and you might get in range, but overshoot. Too little and you lose manoeuvrability if you’re defending. The right balance shifts according to where you are, who your attacker is and the ship you’re in. This old girl is heavy and fast, which is usually good, because you can bug out quicker. Smaller guys will have more manoeuvrability than you, if their drives are big enough. But she’s got surprises in her.
The loading ramp was down and the hold drew Shepherd’s gaze. He knew the deck was clean—not a drop of blood would be discovered by Barack—but as he watched, a crimson shadow seemed to spill across the slick metal. A chill crawled up his back and he shivered. He closed his eyes, willing the image to dissipate.
He’s gone, and they’ll come looking for the ship. So deal with it. You owe it to her to protect her.
He shouldered his small pack and left.
 
Shepherd reached into the pack, pulled out a bundle of rags and laid them carefully on the wooden counter. He was aware of the man watching him and wondered if the man could see the sweat gathering on his forehead. He unwrapped each layer slowly, taking as long as he could, dreading the moment when he saw it again. Terrified he might not be able to hold it together.
As he peeled away the final layer, the bile rose in his throat. He rested his hands on the counter to keep them from shaking. The last time he’d held the pistol which nestled amid the folds of cloth, he had killed two men.
He could smell the cordite on himself even now. The metallic taste of blood crept across his tongue. Two thunderous reports rang in his ears, and his hands, even pressed to the counter, felt the violent kick. He watched the two men buck and sway as the bullets punched through them; watched them fall, shock etched forever on their dying faces.
‘Are you listening?’
What?
‘Hey, are you listening to me?’
No, I need to leave. I shouldn’t be here.
‘Yes,’ Shepherd said, blinking. The man’s eyes were cold grey. ‘Yes, sorry. I was somewhere else for a minute.’
‘Look, you may got all day, but I ain’t,’ the man said. ‘I’ll give you an even hundred, an’ that’s me bein’ generous.’
Too low. The pistol’s worth triple that. ‘I need something to replace it. Let me see what you have.’
The man stayed perfectly still. For a long time, he said nothing, then he slowly wrapped the pistol in its cloth and placed it below the counter. He regarded Shepherd again, then turned away and pushed through the red curtain. When he returned, he was carrying a case stitched in brown leather. He set it down on the counter, opened it and removed three smaller, wooden boxes. He opened them in turn.
Each contained a pistol.
‘All in good working order,’ the man declared. ‘All cleaned and oiled. Fine weapons, all of them. Take whichever one y’want, an’ I’ll accept yours in exchange.’
Take the deal and it’s over. A new start. That’s what you wanted.
No.
‘Try again.’
‘What d’you mean?’
Shepherd picked one up. It felt light in his hands and he knew it would kick hard, would take time to re-aim. It was a complex unit—more moving parts made it more likely to jam up. Style over substance.
‘These are for dead people,’ Shepherd said quietly. ‘You know it, I know it. It’s like you said—we don’t have all day.’
‘An’ you need this weapon gone,’ the man replied coldly. ‘You know it, I know it. Take your pick.’ He fanned a hand across the three pistols.
He’s right. You need it gone. ‘Go back in there, offer me something worth my time. Don’t make me ask again.’
The man stared at him, wondering whether the boy was a threat. Shepherd balled his hands into fists and stared back. The man nodded slowly and turned away. This time he returned with a single box. He set it down on the counter and licked his lips as he moved to open it. Shepherd rested his hand on the box and the man looked up at him nervously.
Shepherd shook his head. He released the brass latch with his thumb and eased open the box.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER NINE
 
 



Waking
 
THE VOICES meandered like whispers on the wind. He reached for them, but they were fleeting, almost ghostly. He concentrated, pursuing them, but they were like echoes inside his head.
Shepherd told himself to focus. To listen. To seize each word and hold on to it. To use them to pull himself back.
Somewhere, in the distance behind the voices, a crow cawed.
Slowly, as he fought to regain his consciousness, the voices became clearer and more distinct. 
‘We didn’t know what to do,’ a man’s voice whispered. It trembled, was edged with what sounded like fear. ‘We removed his wet clothing and wrapped him in blankets. He was so blue, his skin was like rubber and frozen. We couldn’t understand what he was saying—he made no sense. He kept saying Vaarden’s name. Over and over again. Vaarden. Then he was gone.’
Shepherd listened carefully. He didn’t know who they were talking about, but each word might teach him a little more about where he was, who had taken him.
‘You were right,’ another man assured quietly. His tone was calmer, the timbre much deeper, but Shepherd also heard weariness and apprehension. ‘You saved his life. For now. He has a fever from the infection in his leg. We’ll know more if it breaks.’
‘If? If it breaks? He’s just a boy. There must be something more we can do.’
‘We need to keep him warm and keep him hydrated. Wet his lips as often as you can.’
‘And his brother? Where’s Ishmael?’
No answer came. 
Shepherd kept his eyes closed. He breathed gently and didn’t move. They seemed close to him, and certainly in the same room.
In the darkness of his closed eyes, he tried to work out whether he was injured. He was warm and lying on something hard and flat, perhaps a cot, or some other kind of simple bed. Something heavy lay on top of him, smothering him—its coarseness scratched his neck—and his head was propped on something soft that felt like furs. He couldn’t feel his pistol on his thigh, but that didn’t much surprise him. And he felt no pain save the ache inside his head—a throbbing like the morning following an evening spent with home-brew. His lips were dry and cracked.
He could hear the wind swirling outside and a noise that sounded like flapping. The whole place reeked of unwashed skin and burnt wood.
‘Jordi won’t understand what we did…’ the first man began to say, but his voice succumbed to emotion and he fell silent. Finally, he whispered, ‘Is Ishmael dead?’
‘Taken, certainly. Perhaps alive.’
‘You don’t believe that.’
‘On no account tell the boy. He needs to regain his strength. And we need to know what he saw. Why he ended up in the river.’
‘He knows this forest better than anyone else in the village. It couldn’t have been his error.’
‘I know.’
‘Who is he?’
Shepherd guessed they were now talking about him.
‘The time will come for answers, but for now, you must trust me.’
‘His being here puts us at risk.’
‘No. In fact, he’s the only hope we have. And he’s awake now, listening to us, so perhaps we ought to introduce ourselves.’
Shepherd heard shuffling. He opened his eyes.
The preacher from the shuttle was looming over him. He wore the same longcoat as before, but the scarf was now down around his neck, revealing his face. He seemed older, his skin even more calloused than Shepherd remembered. His lips were thin and tight and unsmiling. Behind the preacher stood another man. He was tall and slim, also huddled in a thick coat with a woollen scarf wrapped around his neck. The corner of his mouth twitched as his wide eyes darted between Shepherd and the preacher.
Shepherd glanced around. He was in a domed tent. The only light came from a single oil lamp hung in the centre, a dull orange glow casting murky shadows all over. There were five cots, each identical to the one he lay on, set out in such a way as to make optimum use of the space available. Each was piled with blankets or pelts and meagre personal effects. Another thick pelt covered his body. He shrugged it off and onto the floor and swung his legs round.
Mistake.
Suddenly, his head began to reel and yaw, and bile rose in his throat. He tried to place his hand on the cot to steady himself, but he caught the edge and his grip faltered. The floor came up to meet him as he fell, pitching sideways and spiralling downwards. But as quickly as he had begun to tumble, he was seated again, the preacher next to him, gripping him tightly.
‘It will take a while for you to regain your senses completely. Be patient and you will recover fully.’
‘What did you do to me?’ Shepherd snarled.
‘You were poisoned.’
‘By you.’ He wanted to reach out, stretch his hands around the man’s throat and squeeze hard.
‘It was unavoidable. But, nevertheless, I’m sorry about that.’
‘That supposed to mean something to me?’
‘It means something to me. Really, I’m sorry for the way you were brought here. But as I said, it was unavoidable. You wouldn’t have come.’
‘You could’ve asked.’
The preacher chuckled and, although Shepherd didn’t find much humour in the moment, he eased a little. ‘For all the good it would have done us,’ the preacher replied.
‘What do you want?’
‘First of all, I’d like to make good on our contract.’
‘You’re Conran?’
‘It’s not my name, but you were dealing with me, yes.’
‘So pay me and we’ll forget all about the kidnapping.’
‘It’s more complicated than that.’
‘It usually is,’ Shepherd said and began to rise again, hoping like hell he didn’t fall face-first again. ‘I’m leaving.’
The preacher shrugged. ‘You may leave any time you choose.’
Shepherd paused and then sat with a sigh. He turned and stared at the preacher. ‘There’s always a “but”.’
‘There are some things you might want to know.’
‘I guessed there might be.’
‘Your weapon is hidden. If you leave, you leave without it.’
Shepherd breathed slowly through his nose, his lips drawn tight, and he pushed the renewed rage blooming in his throat back down into his stomach. He couldn’t guarantee it wasn’t written all over his face.
‘What else?’ he whispered through clenched teeth.
‘This camp is far into some pretty bleak forest. If you leave, I can’t guarantee you’ll find your way to any settlement before the cold finishes you. Or something else does.’
‘That all?’
‘When we took you, and again I apologise, we attracted unwanted attention. The young man you know as Ishmael was taken. It is certain, by now, that the authorities have isolated your vessel and are searching it. They may even have found the medicine you’re carrying. They’ll believe, from all they have seen, that you are with us, or at least sympathetic. That makes you every bit as hunted as we are.’
Shepherd rubbed his face with his hands. He could feel them shaking has he drew them across his skin.
They’re not getting my damn ship. No way.
‘What do you want from me?’ he said quietly. He could hear his voice trembling, and forced himself to stay calm.
‘Apart from the medicine, two things,’ the preacher replied. ‘You and your vessel.’
‘Your plan’s backfired, old man,’ Shepherd said. ‘They’ve probably isolated my ship, just like you said. What good does that do you?’
‘That’s why I’m glad you’re awake. We need to start planning how we intend to retrieve it and leave Herse.’
Shepherd stared at the preacher and laughed coldly. He looked around the tent, pretending to search it. Perhaps a little theatrically, he admitted to himself, but he could feel burgeoning resentment fuelling his irritation. He leaned down to glance under the cots. Then he pushed himself off the edge of the cot and stumbled over to the flap of the tent and, holding on to a length of rope hanging from the ceiling, lifted the flap and peered out. Finally, he ducked his head back inside and glared at the preacher.
‘You’ve stashed them away pretty well. I’m impressed.’
‘Who?’
‘Your guys. The finely honed weapons of war you obviously have poised to throw at the Praetor and his Peacekeepers. I mean, that’s the deal, right? You’ve got a brigade waiting in the wings down there?’
The preacher smiled wanly. 
‘No, of course you fucking don’t,’ Shepherd shouted, his exasperation overflowing. ‘You’re just a crazy old guy and you don’t have a clue. You’re going to convince these people they can take on trained military men who take sick fucking pleasure in the pain they inflict on others. Shit, Peacekeepers might not even be men. You’re not just going to get your people killed—you’re going to drive them into a nightmare. Not me—I’d rather take my chances with the forest. Tell me, you ever wonder why everyone hates preachers?’
‘You would of course be compensated for your time and risk.’
‘What good’s coin if I’m not around to spend it?’
‘One of life’s little mysteries.’
‘You think this is funny?’
‘No,’ the preacher replied, his eyes burning in the gloom of the tent. ‘I don’t. In fact, I’m more aware of the stakes than you realise. These people aren’t blindly following me; they want to be free. They’re willing to fight for what they believe in. Can you say that of yourself?’
Shepherd sighed. ‘Fight who?’ he said, quietly. ‘The Magistratus? They tried that already. They call it the Second Cataclysm. Bunch of guys went too far the wrong side of the Wall and came back juiced and off their faces. They tried to take the Magistratus down and got hosed. The Magistratus can’t be taken down. Freedom isn’t about choice—it’s about not finding yourself in Kolyma cracking a hammer against a wall all day and night. It’s about breathing air, not blood. Freedom is about picking your fights and living long enough to learn there’s no such thing.’
‘The Magistratus are lying to you.’
‘No. Really? I’m so glad you’re here to tell us these things.’ Shepherd shook his head. ‘Welcome to the party—you’re a little late.’ As he spoke, the flap to the tent was pushed open and a man poked his head inside.
Come to watch the show? 
For a moment, the man stared at Shepherd, his brow curled in resentment. Maybe he’d heard everything. Maybe he agreed. Or maybe he was just cold. Whatever it was, he didn’t look happy. Finally, he said, ‘Jordi’s awake. His fever broke.’
The preacher nodded and rose. As he walked towards the entrance to the tent to leave with the newcomer, Shepherd pushed himself up off the cot again and staggered after him.
Outside, he saw the tent was one of a handful pitched among densely packed trees. Snow draped the forest in a bleak veil of white and grey. The only tincture of colour came from several small fires, the smoke from which melted into the bleakness of the sky. People dressed for winter huddled around the fires or wandered in and out of tents. Shepherd watched one chop wood and another rub a shirt against a rack in a bucket full of dirty water. Some eyed him with suspicion as he watched. To one side, three horses stood tethered to a tree, blankets thrown across their backs. A fine mist curled from their nostrils and they stomped their hooves to keep warm.
The preacher and the newcomer pushed through the flap of another tent, and Shepherd followed. On a cot in one corner lay a boy, maybe a couple of years younger than Ishmael. In the face, he looked like Ishmael—so much so that Shepherd realised they must have been brothers. His hair was lighter and his eyes darker, almost green. His face was thin, but his skin was so pale it was almost translucent, tinted with blue. And his lips were purple. He looked exhausted, and perspiration poured off his forehead and cheeks.
A woman knelt over the boy and pressed a cloth to his face, while another woman and a man sat close together nearby, watching the boy with wide eyes. Shepherd could see the boy’s face in both of theirs, and he realised who they were.
As the preacher entered, the boy struggled to get up. The preacher gestured for him to remain lying down and went over to speak to him.
‘Vaarden told them about us,’ the boy stammered. His words came in fast bundles and Shepherd could see fear all over his face. ‘I saw him at the village. Heard him speaking. He was with the Watch. I ran and tried to get away but his dog came after me. I had to use the river. I—’
‘Slow down, Jordi,’ the preacher whispered. ‘How do you know Vaarden was with them willingly?’
‘He had his rifle and his dog and there were only two others that I saw. If he was really their prisoner, he could easily have escaped. And the way he spoke. It was him, I know it was.’
‘It makes sense,’ another man said. ‘His wife always hated us. He grew more distant every day. He has friends in the Watch; he hunts with them.’
‘Aye,’ said another. ‘He’s always been one to look after his own skin.’
The boy turned back to the preacher.
‘Who is he?’ The boy pointed at Shepherd.
‘He has a vessel that can take us away from here.’
‘Don’t make promises you can’t keep, old man,’ Shepherd warned.
‘And Ishmael?’ the boy asked eagerly. ‘Did you see him?’
The preacher said nothing for a moment, and suddenly Shepherd felt sorry for the boy. The pain bloomed hard in his gut, like a rat gnawing at rancid meat.
‘You need to rest,’ the preacher said.
‘No, I need to see Ishmael. Is he with you?’
‘In time, Jordi—’
‘No!’ the boy shouted. Shepherd could see it in his eyes: the boy was beginning to understand. ‘Tell me!’
The preacher said nothing for a moment, then he sat next to the boy. He tried to put his arm around him, but the boy shoved it away. The preacher just nodded, sadly.
‘Ishmael was taken.’
‘Where? When? Why didn’t he come here before now?’
‘He was in the town,’ the preacher replied. ‘Waiting.’
‘Waiting for what?’
The preacher looked towards Shepherd. ‘Waiting for him.’
The boy glanced at Shepherd, his eyes wide and uncomprehending. ‘Who is he?’
‘I hope he will take us all off planet.’
‘You hope? I don’t understand.’
‘He brought medicine here at my request.’
‘So he works for you?’
The kid’s sharp, old man. He’s not going to take this easy.
‘No.’
‘So what? Do you even know him?’
‘I hired him.’
‘You’re going to pay him?’
‘If he agrees.’
‘If?’
The boy turned to Shepherd. ‘What’s going on? Are you taking us out of here? What about my brother?’
Shepherd stared at the boy for a moment, then closed his eyes. His heart was racing. Sweat prickled on his brow. Suddenly, he was on the horse again, gripping its mane and careering round the field, terrified but free. Beyond him, he could hear the faint cry of someone shouting his name, but he couldn’t see who. Every sense was drawn to the horse and the power of its movement. He relished the freedom it gifted him. In the wind, as it whipped past his face, he could still smell the shirt—that familiar scent he recognised, but still couldn’t identify. It tied a knot of grief in his gut and twisted.
He opened his eyes.
‘I wish I could,’ he said.
The preacher took the boy by the arms and faced him. ‘Your brother was taken.’
‘I don’t understand. He went looking for you. The night we left the village.’
‘He found me.’
‘And then what?’
‘I found all of you.’
‘But he wasn’t with you. You told me you didn’t know where he was.’
‘If I had told you what he was doing, you would have tried to find him. And you’d both be dead.’
The boy glared at the preacher, his breathing heavy. Shepherd could see the fury roiling in his eyes. The woman tried to ease him gently back onto the cot, but he pushed her arms away.
He turned to the man and the woman sitting near him.
‘Did you know?’ he demanded.
The woman’s eyes grew wide and she looked away. The man looked sad, but seemed unable to speak.
‘You lied to me,’ the boy whispered.
The preacher nodded. ‘We saw no sense in you suffering.’
‘How can I trust you now?’
‘Only you can answer that question. What does your heart tell you?’
‘That my brother is dead and it’s your doing.’
The preacher said nothing.
‘It’s not his fault, kid,’ Shepherd heard himself say. As the words fell from his lips, they surprised him. ‘He’s just trying to keep you all alive. Whatever happened, he didn’t hurt your brother. He saved the rest of you.’
‘What would you know?’ the boy spat.
‘I know enough,’ Shepherd said sadly. He turned to the preacher. ‘A Consul is coming. If we’re going to get Soteria out, and all of these people, we need to get to work right now. But trust me, when we’re out, I’ll want paying.’



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TEN
 
 



Gambling
 
SHOUTS FROM outside shattered the hum of the camp. Hard voices edged with fear and anger. Sounds of a scuffle followed quickly, and the preacher turned from Jordi and pushed through the flap of the tent.
Shepherd glanced again at the boy—whose eyes were drawn to the preacher as he left—and then followed the preacher outside. As he lifted the flap and ducked under it, he saw two men wrestling in the snow. He watched the preacher stride over and, with both hands, grab the one on top and haul him off. The man kicked as he flailed backwards, and the preacher wheeled in place, flinging him away.
Strong guy.
Then he reached down and pulled the other man up. As he did so, the first man—perhaps embarrassed by the ease with which he’d been removed, or still in the throes of his fury—charged at the preacher.
Shepherd was about to call out, but stopped himself. He wanted to watch. Something about the preacher intrigued him, and he wanted to see how he handled the situation.
The man had not been thrown far, and covered the ground in a heartbeat. Yet, the preacher appeared to be expecting his reaction—and stepped aside smoothly. He kicked out and tripped the man, sending him again sprawling to the frozen forest floor.
Then he was on him. Shepherd almost didn’t see him move. Every action was precise and measured, as if muscle memory guided every feint and punch automatically. The preacher leapt onto the man and struck him once in the face, hard. Then he reached for the man’s throat, grabbed it with one hand, and leaned in close to his face. Their eyes met, and the man’s face became freighted with fear. The preacher whispered something to him and the man shook his head tightly.
The preacher eased off him and backed away. The man stared furiously at him as he stumbled to his feet.
Then the preacher spoke. ‘You’re afraid,’ he said. ‘I understand that. If the winter doesn’t kill us, men with weapons will. That frightens you. Let it. Accept the fear, because it will never go away. If you want freedom, you will need to fight for it. Every man, woman and child has a duty to live. Fighting amongst ourselves achieves nothing, and is exactly what they want.’
A crowd had gathered. Everyone in the camp had stopped and formed a circle around the scuffle.
‘We’re starving,’ one man shouted.
‘So many of us are sick and dying,’ a woman cried.
‘We need to leave here,’ another said. ‘Find somewhere safer. Vaarden knows the forest; he might know where we are.’
‘We can’t leave,’ a woman shouted. ‘The sick cannot be moved!’
The tumult began—each of them clamouring to be heard, shrieking their own desperate opinions and heedless to the opinions of others. Shepherd watched and shook his head.
They won’t last long.
The preacher let them argue. For a moment he contemplated them silently, then he turned and walked away. One of the women watched him go, and Shepherd saw the terror flood her eyes. She clutched at the coat of one man—perhaps her husband—and shook him until he faced her. Then she pointed. He followed the line of her finger and saw the preacher departing, then he shouted.
‘Wait,’ was all he could say.
Another man turned and looked. Then another.
The preacher walked quietly towards the horses and began to stroke one. From behind his back, he drew a hunting knife. He held it there for a moment, out of the animal’s line of sight, as he whispered to the horse, soothing it. He gently eased the horse’s long head away and continued to comfort it. Then he brought the knife round and up and into its throat in a swift, decisive movement. He drove it in hard and twisted and then pulled it out quickly. Blood sprayed the snow, turning it black. A half second passed before he drove the knife into the top of the animal’s head, all the way to the hilt. The horse collapsed and yet more blood poured from the wound in its throat and seeped into the snow.
One of the men turned and ran to one of the tents. He emerged a moment later with a sack and sprinted to the horse. Placing the sack on the ground, he kneeled next to it and pulled a knife from it. Then he began to cut into the horse.
A woman shouted, ‘Get some pots and pack them with snow.’
‘No,’ another shouted. ‘We need to hang it and let the blood drain. Then we butcher it.’
Shepherd watched the preacher walk towards him, blood staining his coat.
‘They need you,’ he said.
‘I don’t need them,’ Shepherd replied. ‘They’re a liability. But I do need my ship and coin.’
‘That enough for you?’
‘Think so.’
‘Then we need to get ready,’ the preacher said. ‘They’re right. Others may know where we are, so we don’t have long.’
 
Shepherd perched on the edge of a cot inside the same tent he’d woken in when they’d first brought him into camp. Whatever the preacher had pumped into him had finally begun to wear off, but the nausea and headaches still swirled inside him. Silently, he imagined wringing the preacher’s neck—not for the first time.
Outside their tent the wind, only partially broken by the trees, still howled and tugged at the canvas. It made the tent feel small and weak—as if it might submit to the elements at any moment and leave them unprotected and without shelter. He glanced towards the flap through which the forest lay, and wondered whether the Peacekeepers were out there right now, searching for them. Crawling through the forest with weapons against which these people had no hope of fighting back. How many of the beleaguered folk huddled around the tiny fires would survive if a single squad of Peacekeepers discovered the camp? Or just one of those damn gunships? Would there even be any prisoners, or would their graves be unmarked and shallow within the darkness of anonymous woodland?
The preacher sat across from him, alongside another man he had introduced as Nestor. They rested on cots they’d pulled closer to a small fire, ablaze within a makeshift brazier nestled between them. Nestor was younger than the preacher, maybe a little short of fifty, and he had hands which spoke to a life spent tilling fields and pulling crops. A man used to hard work and even harder weather, but even he had wrapped a thick blanket around his broad shoulders as the cold overwhelmed the feeble heat from the tiny brazier. His face was lined with tension. The confrontation had left everyone on edge.
Soteria is more important to me than any of you. This is not my fight.
‘Where’s the boy?’ Shepherd asked.
‘Sleeping,’ Nestor replied.
‘How is he?’
The preacher looked at Shepherd and smiled sadly. ‘Angry. He wants to go and get his brother, naturally.’
‘Rescuing his brother at all may not be possible.’
‘I doubt he sees that.’
‘He’ll learn to live with the loss, but he won’t forget.’
‘You talk like Ishmael’s already dead,’ Nestor said.
‘He is or he isn’t. Doesn’t much matter either way. We don’t know where he is. We don’t have time to find him. We’re still here when the Consul arrives, we’re all dead. It’s that simple.’
‘The boy won’t leave him.’
‘Then the boy can stay.’
‘You can’t be that callous?’
‘I’m a realist and a survivor. I’m not risking my life, and the lives of others, for one person. No matter how much I might understand what he’s feeling.’
The preacher nodded and said quietly, ‘I could see that.’
‘It’s not a topic up for discussion, so don’t ask. I don’t want to buy what you’re selling.’
‘No one does at first.’
Shepherd said nothing for a long while. The dream had descended on him inside the boy’s tent as vivid and real as it was to him when he was asleep. It concerned him more than he wanted to admit. Before now, the dream had only ever insinuated itself into his subconscious, and only ever inside the tunnels. That had allowed him to ignore it and get on with his life, and allow the memories of his past to remain locked away, hidden deep in some dark place. That those memories were blurred ghosts was fine by him. Yet all that had changed when he saw the grief in the boy’s eyes. For the first time in as long as he could remember, remnants of the dream were coming to him while he was awake. 
It terrified him.
But he needed these people. He couldn’t get to Soteria alone.
Whether I take you with me afterwards is up for debate.
Eventually he said, ‘We need breach co-ordinates. Can’t get away from here without them. And since none of you are Navigators, that means we need to get them from the Customs Chamber.’
The preacher nodded. He seemed to understand that the discussion into Shepherd’s past was closed.
Good choice.
‘And I don’t see them just handing them over,’ he continued. 
‘I have already arranged what we need.’
‘How?’
‘Let’s focus on getting your ship.’
Shepherd was about to argue, but thought better of it.
‘Right now the Port is tooled up real tight. But preventing you from getting off planet is probably not high on their list of priorities. They know you’re in the forest, and they think I’m with you, but all they need to do is secure Soteria so she can’t leave the Port. A single squad of Peacekeepers can achieve that.’
‘He must know we need to get off world,’ Nestor said, shaking his head. ‘Securing your vessel must be his priority.’
‘We’re no direct threat to him,’ Shepherd replied. ‘We couldn’t take Soteria from a single squad of Peacekeepers, let alone more. So why waste the resources? Better to deploy them looking for us. Bring the whole thing to a close quicker.’
The preacher pulled a small wooden pipe from beneath his coat and stuffed some dried leaves into it. He lit them, sucked deeply on the pipe, closed his eyes and waited. After a moment, he blew out a plume of lilac smoke. The leaves glowed amber in the gloom of the tent. Finally, he said, ‘Finding us quickly will be important to the Praetor. We’ve been out of his reach for too long. If a Consul is coming, he’ll want us in his custody before the Consul’s ships land. Any other scenario does not end well for him. He will want to deploy his resources to achieve that.’
‘So we exploit that.’
‘How?’ Nestor said.
‘A ruse,’ Shepherd said. ‘We have any weapons?’
‘A few,’ the preacher replied. ‘A rifle, your pistol, and then knives, hammers. Other tools.’
‘So not much.’
The preacher said nothing as he pulled again on his pipe and breathed smoke back into the fire.
Shepherd turned to Nestor. ‘How much do you know about the Praetor?’
‘Not much. He’s a ruthless son of a whore. But generally, he lets others do his work for him.’
‘You know how many gunships he has up there?’
‘Most we’ve ever seen at once is three. During the riots last time the plant wheels collapsed into the river. That’s as bad as it’s been since I’ve been alive.’ He stared long into the flames flickering in the brazier. Then he whispered, ‘Apart from now.’
Three? Shit.
‘Any idea if they’re inner-atmosphere or sublight?’
‘I wouldn’t know the difference.’
‘Soteria isn’t armed. She’s fast and agile, but she can’t outrun a gunship long enough to reach the tunnel breach. If those gunships are sublight capable, we’re in trouble.’
‘How will we know if they’re sublight capable?’
Shepherd smiled thinly. ‘When they’re chasing us.’
‘You mentioned a ruse?’ the preacher said.
‘For Soteria, I think we’ll need a diversion. The Peacekeepers will need a damn good reason to leave the Port. So we need to give them one.’
‘You have something in mind?’
Before Shepherd could answer, the flap of the tent opened, and the woman who had nursed the boy’s fever burst through and stumbled over to them. A look of wide-eyed horror creased her face.
‘He’s gone,’ she said, her voice faltering.
The preacher and Nestor rose immediately and made for the opening.
Shepherd didn’t need to ask. The whole mess had suddenly become much more complicated.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER ELEVEN
 
 



Of Mice and Men
 
THE WIND had grown more savage, and it tore at him as he stumbled through the forest. Even through the canopy of trees, the snow plummeted in thick sheets, blinding him. The township was nearly two hours by foot, half that by cart. If he ran the whole way, he would be much quicker, but he felt weak and tired and his leg ached. He began to half-walk, half-stagger, tripping over exposed roots and sliding on the snow. Thoughts of obscuring his tracks had ceased once he was far enough away from the camp to know that he would not lead anyone to it.
He glanced down at the wound as a stab of pain seared through his thigh. The dressing was still tight—Mrs Ingmarrson had assured him it had to be to slow the bleeding and keep it clean—but he wondered if running might dislodge it. That thought was fleeting as he imagined Ishmael lying in a cell in the Watch station. He began to run again, breathless and terrified.
He didn’t know what he might find when he reached the township. The preacher had been careful not to tell anyone at camp much about his trips into town. Jordi had noticed his reticence, but hadn’t questioned it. The preacher kept those visits scattered and swift, relying on—he said—the fact that the Praetor hadn’t told the locals that the village had been attacked. There would be talk, Jordi realised that; but the locals wouldn’t know that the preacher had a village full of believers and that they were now being hunted.
Instead, the preacher had taken Jordi aside and told him of their needs. Tools, blankets, food even. Anything he could scavenge. Jordi knew the forest—the preacher understood that—and he was small and fast. It would be dangerous, but everyone had a part to play, the preacher said. But now Jordi wondered: had that really been his part to play, or was it just to keep him occupied, to prevent him from asking about Ishmael? Had the preacher planned this all along?
How can I trust you now? When you lied to me so blatantly?
Jordi felt betrayed. Resentment burned in his heart almost as violently as the fear for his brother roiled in his stomach. He had believed the preacher; believed in what he had told them. About the Magistratus, the history of humankind. About being free. Most of the village did. Jordi could see that the preacher had been persuasive, but then again, he had been speaking to an audience desperate to listen.
But are the lies we’ve been told all these years anywhere near as bad as the lies that you told me?
He wanted so badly to hate the preacher for his deception, but found he couldn’t. The preacher had made them all believe that something powerful and seductive lay beyond the Praetor, beyond the Magistratus, beyond their oppression. Oppression. A word the preacher had used, but it made sense. They had begun to believe that hope existed on other worlds. That another way of life might be worth fighting for.
And even now, after the lies, Jordi still believed. Despite everything, he still believed that there might be something better. Freedom.
But he couldn’t live that life without his brother. He couldn’t leave him behind. Jordi knew the preacher and the newcomer—the man the preacher said would take them away—would never have let him go to find Ishmael. So he’d waited until everyone believed he was asleep, until Mrs Ingmarrson had left to deal with her husband, who’d succumbed to the cold and was feverish with sickness himself. Then he’d slipped off the cot, dressed silently, filled his burlap sack with spare clothes, another dressing, some food—because Ishmael would be hungry—and taken his slingshot and the knife. These last items he’d tucked into his belt.
When he reached the fringes of the township, silent and still in the light of the moons, his muscles hummed with anticipation and fear. He crept through the shadows between buildings which now seemed alien to him, and the howling wind masked the sound of his footsteps on ice and snow. With his hood pulled over his head and the straps to the sack cinched tight so it wouldn’t shift, he moved slowly and quietly, hunkered low.
There was no way to reach the Watch station except through the side streets of the township. He knew not to touch the main street—the Watch might be patrolling, or others might see him, recognise him and hand him in—but he could still see the main street from the route he had chosen. This deep into curfew, the township was quiet but for the clamour of the rising storm. Yet he knew the real risk came from one of the monstrous hovering ships that cast dark shadows over the township and dragged away those breaching the curfew. He would hear it coming, of course, but it wouldn’t matter. He couldn’t outrun it, and there was nowhere to hide from them. Ishmael had once told him that they could see in the dark. He believed it.
As he moved through the shadows, he glanced again at the main street, and something caught his eye. Perhaps forty yards away he saw the outline of a tall, thin shape through the fog of snow. Like a huge pole had been thrust into the ground. He couldn’t say why, but he suddenly felt compelled to see what it was. Something about it drew him, and he crept slowly towards it. As he approached, and began to see more through the snow, he could see something bulging from it. The spindrift stung his eyes, and he wiped them with the back of his cuff. As he drew closer, he realised the shape was a thick wooden post, twice the height of a man. Some sort of animal was hung from it by two of its legs.
He glanced around, but could see no one; nothing moved except the continual snowfall. He kept as close to the buildings as possible, where the snow was thinnest and his tracks showed less.
As he moved closer, he realised that it was no animal which hung there.
It was a man.
Thick lengths of hemp had been snaked around his wrists, which had been hauled upwards and bound to the top of the post. And there he hung. His head lolled forward onto his chest and a mop of dark hair had fallen across his face. At his ankles, his legs yet more hemp bound him to the post.
He was naked.
His mottled skin was vivid blue and purple—both from the cold and from where he had been so badly beaten. There were dark lines across his chest and legs where he had been flogged repeatedly. The snow beneath him was dark with blood. The word “TRAITOR” had been branded across his chest.
For a moment, Jordi pitied the man.
Then, the terrible realisation crept over him and his chest grew so tight he couldn’t breath. He clamped both his hands over his mouth and screamed into them.
His legs, already weak from running, gave way, and he collapsed to his knees. He looked away and closed his eyes.
It can’t be. It’s not him.
You know. You know who it is.
I can’t look.
You must. You owe him that.
Eventually, through the blur of tears, Jordi forced himself to look again on the figure, desperately hoping he was wrong, but knowing, in the darkness of his anguish, he was not.
Ishmael.
Shaking uncontrollably, Jordi shoved a fist into his mouth and screamed again, so hard he could feel his teeth drawing blood from beneath his skin. Rage welled up inside him, shattering the fear and filling him with hate. He forced himself to his feet.
‘I’m coming, Ish,’ he whispered. ‘I won’t leave you here.’
As he started forward toward his brother’s body, something hard and strong curled around his throat, choking him. His arms were pinned roughly to his sides, a hand clamped down over his mouth, and he was hauled backwards.
Jordi fought. Kicked and bit and tried to scream. But the hand and the wind drowned his furious cries. He struggled, trying to free himself, until a voice whispered harshly into his ear.
‘They are waiting for you, you fool.’
For a moment, he stopped struggling.
‘There are cameras all over the place, trained on the body,’ the voice whispered. ‘If you go to it, they will come for you.’
I don’t care. I won’t leave him.
Jordi struggled again, trying to free himself, but the hands held him tightly. He could still see Ishmael’s body and wanted so desperately to go to him. I can’t leave him. 
But eventually, as his energy leeched away, he succumbed and tried to nod. It was difficult, because the hand on his mouth was clamped so tightly he could hardly move.
‘If I release you, will you calm down?’
Jordi nodded slowly again.
‘If you go to the body and they come, you’ll kill us all. I will not let that happen, so I will shoot you. Nod if you understand.’
Jordi looked, but could see no cameras. The snow obscured so much it was impossible to tell. He nodded. As the grip relaxed, Jordi turned to see who it was that had seized him. The stranger—the man with the ship docked at the Port—and the preacher knelt behind him, hoods pulled over their heads, soaked in shadow. Jordi saw the sadness in the preacher’s eyes. The preacher reached out to him, and Jordi fell into his arms and wept.
When he felt another hand on his shoulder, he looked up. The stranger was watching him and spoke softly. ‘We don’t have time,’ he whispered. ‘You can grieve later, but if you want your brother’s death to mean something, we need to get everyone out of here before the Consul arrives. Take your anger and use it. Turn it on them. There’s more than one way to get revenge. You up to that?’
Jordi stared at the man. He wanted to hate him for taking him away from Ishmael, but he knew the stranger was right. Jordi’s shoulders shook, but he hauled in a breath and tried to settle himself. He wiped his eyes again with the cuff of his coat and forced another nod.
‘What do I need to do?’ he whispered. The words snagged in his throat and he had to force them out.
‘For now,’ the man said, ‘just come with us.’ He held out a hand. ‘You can call me Shepherd.’
Jordi took his hand. The stranger’s grip was firm. ‘Jordi.’
‘Okay, Jordi,’ Shepherd said. ‘Can you ride a horse?’ Jordi nodded. ‘Then let’s go.’
Staying close to the line of the low buildings, they crept slowly, watchful. The horses were tethered in an alley between the stonemason’s and the supply store. Unhappy with the cold, they neighed softly. Jordi ran to one he knew well, a mare he had once named Dusk because of her russet coat, and stroked her neck. She nuzzled into him. He slid a foot into the stirrup and slipped into the saddle. His hand shook as they held the reigns and he glanced back towards the main street and his brother. The snow was too thick now—his brother was gone.
 
Shepherd listened as Jordi explained. At first he had been sceptical, but as the boy continued speaking, Shepherd eventually realised that this youngster’s local knowledge might be useful. They were sat inside one of the tents back at the camp.
‘There’s a path which tracks the flank of the mountain and leads to a pass between the two main summits,’ Jordi explained. ‘At one point, the path is directly above the Port. It’s on a narrow ledge that the horses won’t be able to use, but I could.’
‘How do you know this?’
‘Ishmael and I used to climb up there and watch the freighters come in.’
‘Do the Peacekeepers know about it?’
‘I don’t think so,’ the boy said. ‘It’s not visible from below, and we found it by accident.’
‘How high above the Port?’
‘High enough that I won’t be seen, I’m sure of it.’
‘And climbing down?’
‘I can do it.’
‘You fall, and the whole thing is over before it starts,’ Shepherd said. ‘I need to know you’re sure.’
‘I’m sure,’ Jordi said, nodding emphatically. ‘The path leads downwards after the Port, and round to where the mountainside drops directly into the sea. After that, it goes on and over the pass. There’s a point where the climb down to the Port is short.’
‘How far to Soteria from there?’
‘Depends where she is,’ Jordi said. ‘But I can use the landing platforms to stay hidden.’
Shepherd glanced at the boy’s leg. One of the women had kept the wound clean, and once the fever had broken, the infection had diminished significantly—enough for the boy to get himself into Herse. Now they were back, they’d changed the dressing and the preacher had given Jordi something to chew, something which he had said would numb the pain. But the gash still looked severe. The boy could put his weight on it and walked well enough, but climbing on it—that was another matter.
On the ride back, the boy had been quiet. Shepherd wondered if seeing his brother strung up in the cold, beaten then murdered, was as much as he could take, but at the camp the boy had suddenly become adamant. He wanted to be the one to help get the villagers out. He told them he had a promise to keep.
Shepherd remained dubious. But eventually, he nodded. ‘You can get to the cockpit easily enough when you see your chance. There’s a hatch behind the shoulder of the starboard nacelle wing. There are footholds on the main hull which will get you onto the top. Run along to the shoulder, pop the hatch, and you’re in.’
‘How do I open the hatch?’
‘Punch in the access code first. You’ve then got ten seconds. Turn the handle a quarter-turn to the right and wait. It’ll pop, then turn it all the way round. After that, pull hard. It’s noisy, but by then I hope the Peacekeepers will be focusing on something else.’ As he gave Jordi the instructions, he watched his eyes. The boy was eager to learn, desperate to serve. Just like Ishmael. Suddenly he remembered explaining the hatch to the main drive compartment to Jordi’s now-dead brother. He felt a sadness in his stomach.
‘One question,’ Jordi said. ‘What’s starboard?’
Shepherd tried not to show his frustration, but silently he wondered if the boy had it in him to pull this off. He explained slowly, so the boy would understand. Jordi was sharp enough, he decided—but he’d lived a life sheltered from the reality of the Magistratus and the Republic; a life where the whims of a single Praetor governed each day. Yet that was about to change. Either he would live a very different life… or a very much shorter one.
‘What then?’ Jordi asked.
‘All in good time,’ Shepherd said. ‘Before you can do any of this, the Peacekeepers need to be sweating something else.’
‘And that’s us?’ the preacher asked. Shepherd smiled thinly.
‘And that’s us.’



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER TWELVE
 
 



Ruse
 
THE ROCK beneath Jordi’s boots was spattered with slick, wet snow. His progress was agonisingly slow because each footfall needed to be meticulously placed. As he picked his way along the track, which was no more wide than he was, he reached out with both hands continuously, groping for rock jutting out ahead of him to give him some semblance of stability. He huddled close to the rock face to deny the ferocious wind something to tug at. His scarf was wrapped around the lower part of his face and the wool scratched his lips. Above him, the mountain stretched upwards seemingly forever, disappearing into the swirling fog and snow. Below him, the flank of rock plummeted into darkness. 
He couldn’t climb with mitts—finding handholds would be too difficult—so he wore nothing on his hands, and they were beginning to stiffen with the cold. The muscle surrounding the wound on his thigh ached, felt hot to the touch. The preacher had given him something to chew back at camp, and it had helped dampen the pain to something approaching manageable, but the effort of each painstaking footfall gradually began to take its toll on the torn muscle.
For an hour he inched along like that, skulking in the moiling snowstorm, until the Port at last crept into view. At first all he could make out was the dim pulsing glow of the strobes marking the cliff edge, followed by the red and green of the landing platforms. Eventually, huge shapes began to loom in the mist, and he knew the chimney that led down to the perimeter wasn’t far. He’d told Shepherd it would be an easy climb down to the Port itself, but that had been a half-truth. It might have been easy enough in the warm dry dusk, but in this weather, with his leg growing more painful with each step…
Fear began to unfurl inside him. Not of falling—somehow he no longer feared death, and that fact scared him almost as much as he thought dying should. No, instead, the fear he so keenly felt was of failure. He had promised to protect his family and the other villagers; and failing to keep that promise would be more than he could bear.
He kept moving.
As the path straightened out and tracked the perimeter of the Port, he gazed down, searching for Shepherd’s vessel. It was easy enough to spot: there was only one freighter on a landing platform, so that had to be it.
Jordi found the craft to be both beautiful and wild; at once smooth and languid yet aggressive. He longed to be inside it, to soar through the skies above the planet and away into the vast, expansive freedom of space. For a blissful moment, the dream carried him away. For those few seconds, the terror and grief evaporated, and an incredible etherealness lifted him away from the mountain and into a warm place where a gentle breeze stroked his face with comfortable familiarity.
This isn’t the time, Jor, Ishmael whispered to him gently.
I know, but maybe, just for a minute, could I stay here?
They need you, Jor. They’ve always needed you. More than they needed me.
That’s not true. Mother and Father miss you. I miss you.
I know they do, but they were always so proud of you. The smart one. I was proud of you, too. I still am.
I can’t do it, Ish. I’m scared to leave this place. I miss you too much.
I’ll always watch out for you. Now go.
The spindrift suddenly tore at his face, and the wind snatched at him and tried to fling him from the mountain. His heart pitched as his body spun, wavered on the thin ledge, and he flailed wildly, grasping for something to hold on to. But the rock was slick and wet and he could find no purchase.
He wheeled, desperately trying to retain his balance.
His leg gave way and slipped downwards.
As he clawed at the mountainside, his fingers at last snagged on stone, tearing his skin. He found a handhold and clutched it with every ounce of his remaining strength. At the same time, with his other leg, he pushed hard and hauled himself up.
He was panting and his stomach weltered.
He glanced downwards. A fall would have done more than kill him. It would have killed all of them.
Concentrate!
He moved slowly along the path until he came to the chimney that led down towards the perimeter of the Port. It was a short scramble, sheltered from the wind, but it was equally sheltered from the sun, so the rock was always greasy. He peered down into the void below, but could see almost nothing. The chimney was draped in shadow. He sat, eased downwards, searching for the first foothold. After a short while, he found it and tested the weight. It held firm. He slid off the path, grabbed for a familiar handhold, and found it. He let muscle memory lead his movements, and pivoted and bent his knee to slowly lower himself to the next foothold. After a few seconds of searching, he felt the firmness of the rock beneath his foot and he lowered himself again.
This is okay. This is fine.
Then the rock gave way and his legs dropped from under him.
 
Shepherd watched Jordi disappear up the path. He tracked the boy’s steady climb until the snow enveloped him and he was gone.
‘Do you think he can do it?’ he asked.
‘He’s strong,’ the preacher said quietly. ‘But with what he’s been through in the last few hours, I really don’t know.’
‘If he doesn’t, this whole party will be for nothing.’
‘Then we’d best pray he does.’
‘You sure you can do this?’
‘I wasn’t always a preacher.’
‘I guessed that. You gonna tell me?’
‘We live through this, maybe I’ll tell you one day.’
‘Can’t wait.’
‘And you? You prepared for this?’
Shepherd shrugged. ‘You haven’t given me a whole lot of options.’
‘Only so many times you get to hear me say sorry.’
‘You might well be saying it again,’ Shepherd said. He held out his hand. ‘Good luck.’
The preacher took it and nodded. Then he rose and vanished into the snowstorm.
Shepherd’s heart roiled in his chest as he crept towards the landing platform where he knew Soteria was resting. As he came closer, the shapes around her began to crystallise, and he counted ten Peacekeepers surrounding her. Beside them was a single armoured truck, like the one he had seen in the township. Beyond them, on another landing platform, lay the charred remains of another freighter—the only other vessel left in the port.
Shepherd knelt and watched the Peacekeepers for a moment, his hands trembling. He rested his right hand on his pistol, seeking comfort from its familiar touch.
He found none.
It’s now or never, Shepherd. Let’s go get her back.
He stood and began to run towards Soteria.
 
 
Jordi fell. His legs flailed as he tried to find a foothold, but the rock was as slick and wet as the ice on the river when it froze. He snatched at anything he could, but found no grip. White-hot pain exploded through his leg as it snagged on something jagged and sharp and he felt the skin and muscle tear. The collision spun him round. He searched for something to grab, and his hand closed around a solid protrusion of rock. He grabbed it and held. 
It halted his fall.
He was hanging from one cold, numb hand, and his fingers were slipping. He searched for another handhold, or somewhere to put a foot, and breathed a shaky sigh of relief when he found both.
But h his breaths came in ragged gasps as pain overwhelmed adrenaline. He bit down on the sleeve of his wool coat and screamed. Tears coated his eyes.
‘You always were a stupid boy,’ a voice shouted from above him.
Who? Who can that be? ‘Help me,’ he shouted back as he looked upwards. He could see nothing through the shadows and swirling snow and mist. ‘Please, help me.’
‘I’ll help you,’ the voice shouted back, barely rising above the wind. ‘Grab the rope.’
Jordi watched as a thick, hemp rope slithered down towards him, a knotted loop tied in the end. He grabbed it, slowly released his hands from the rock, and began to climb. He found himself pulled laboriously upwards.
As he reached the crest of the chimney, he was helped onto the ledge by a figure bathed in shadow. Once Jordi was again on solid ground, the figure reached down and picked up something long and narrow—it looked like some sort of tube—and brought it up to his face. It was pointed straight at Jordi. 
Jordi realised it was a rifle.
‘I’ve been waiting for this,’ the figure said, quietly.
Even above the wind, Jordi recognised the voice.
‘Vaarden,’ Jordi said. ‘I don’t understand—’
‘That always been your problem,’ Vaarden hissed. ‘You don’t see anything.’
‘See what? You betrayed the whole village! Why?’
‘Your inbred brother,’ Vaarden spat. ‘And my wife.’
‘What—my brother? It was nothing. It didn’t mean anything. They were just—playing. He never even kissed her.’
‘Kissed her?’ Vaarden sneered. ‘You’re so blind to who he really is. He fucked her. Didn’t you know that? Your brother put his dirty seed inside my wife, and I watched him do it.’
‘You’re lying.’
‘I saw them in bed together and I just watched. What did I have left but to watch her? I hated him before that, but then—’
‘That’s why? You went to the Praetor! You know how many people they murdered because of you?’
‘’S’no more’n they deserve, harbouring that preacher. Listening to his words. It isn’t natural, what he’s been saying. The Praetor is who we believe in—he’s the one who looks after us.’ As Vaarden spoke, Ishmael’s broken body flashed in front of Jordi’s eyes. He was no traitor. 
‘You know what they did to Ishmael?’ Jordi whispered.
‘Not them,’ Vaarden said, thumping a fist on his chest. ‘Me. What I did.’
Jordi saw the lie in his eyes.
‘You don’t have it in you,’ he spat. ‘You’re a sad old man with nothing left. He’ll kill you too, and your wife.’
‘No,’ Vaarden said. ‘He won’t. The Praetor will reward me for this. An’ Maarie will come back to me when I have coin and fancy clothes. You’ll see. Oh, an’ when the Praetor makes you tell him where they all are—I might like to watch that.’
 
Shepherd blew through the mist and snow and sprinted towards Soteria, waving his arms in front of him. He saw the Peacekeepers tense and drop into firing stances. Rifles came up to their faces and arced towards him.
‘Help me!’ Shepherd screamed. ‘They’re coming!’ Shit guys, don’t shoot me. He continued running and flicked a glance over his shoulder.
From behind him, two shots shattered the roar of the wind. Shepherd watched one of the Peacekeepers buck twice like he’d been punched and drop backwards. From his open hand, his rifle pirouetted onto the ground as he fell. Shepherd dived onto snow-laden rock and covered his head with his hands.
Not me, him. Shoot him.
A deafening cannonade crushed him as the Peacekeepers opened fire. The ground beneath him shook and a blaze of incandescent white erupted, soaking the air so he could hardly see. He crawled towards them, pulling out his pistol and shooting back over his shoulder wildly. He didn’t exactly know where the preacher was, so he aimed high and hoped the horse couldn’t fly.
The truck growled and began to move, bathing the Port in light pouring from its powerful lamps. The Peacekeepers dropped back to the cover of the ramp up to the platform, and continued to pour fire over Shepherd’s head. Two of them sprinted towards the truck and jumped inside.
Seven left. Is that too many?
The truck thundered past him, kicking shards of frozen earth into his face. He turned and watched it sweep into the mist. When he turned back towards Soteria, he saw the Peacekeepers staring at him, weapons ready.
He spat dirt from his mouth. Game time.
‘Don’t you move,’ a voice growled. One of the Peacekeepers approached him in front of the others. Taller than the rest of the unit; powerful and imperious. Horrifying. He issued another command as he approached, rifle unwavering, ‘discard the pistol.’
Shepherd tossed it to one side and flattened himself on the ground, arms outstretched. ‘They kidnapped me,’ he shouted. ‘This is my freighter. I was trying to get away from them, damn fanatics.’ The best lies are rooted in truth.
‘Shut up and stay down,’ the same dark figure bellowed. Shepherd risked a glance upwards and watched them moving slowly towards him. He could see them clearly now—bodysuits constructed from some dark, fibrous membrane which seemed to mute the light around them, and which was covered by dense, moulded armour. In their hands they wielded rifles unlike anything Shepherd had ever seen before—complex weapons with sights and barrels he couldn’t understand. Heavy and long. Powerful.
Each Peacekeeper wore a sculpted helmet that made them appear ghoulish and alien; and each helmet bore a dark visor above breathing apparatus that hissed as they breathed. That’s a damn respirator. This isn’t going to work!
One of them appeared to be speaking softly into some sort of radio system, and Shepherd could only just pick out what he was saying.
‘Yes, we have the smuggler ... Are you getting this? ... Two of the squad have moved to intercept the attacker ... Copy that. Understood.’
The tallest one turned to him. ‘Stand slowly, arms out to one side. Anything else, we drop you here. Do you understand?’
Shepherd nodded and rose slowly, stretching his arms out to the side.
Another shot rang out and pinged off Soteria’s hull.
Dammit, preacher! Watch the ship.
Shepherd ducked and watched the Peacekeepers. They turned smoothly as one, knelt and fired again. Shepherd ducked away from the overwhelming thunder that detonated around him, pressed his hands to his ears, and started moving.
‘Inside the ship,’ he shouted as he made for the ramp. ‘Get inside!’
He didn’t stop running, and hoped like hell they didn’t shoot him in the back.
 
 
Jordi watched the brilliant flare of the weapons as it shredded the fog. Even up here, the noise was deafening. He knew Vaarden was standing maybe ten yards away from him, the rifle still aimed in his direction.
‘Your friends aren’t going to last long,’ he said. ‘We’ll go down together when the Peacekeepers are finished with them.’
‘How did you do it?’ Jordi said. ‘How did you kill my brother?’
‘He cried, you know,’ Vaarden said, and spat something onto the path. ‘Begged for my forgiveness.’ Jordi didn’t look at him—he couldn’t bring himself to watch the older man smiling, relishing the moment.
You didn’t kill Ishmael—you don’t have it in you—but you led them to the village. You might as well have killed everyone else.
From of the corner of his eye, he glanced sideways towards the edge of the Port, where the chimney came out next to the fence. The fog was so thick, he could hardly see even the top of the fence.
But he saw something else on the ground.
‘Don’t do anything stupid,’ Vaarden warned. ‘I could put two shots through both your knees and drag you down there. Praetor didn’t say nothing about you being all in one piece. Just able to talk.’
‘I bedded her too, you know.’ Panic drove him. There was no time.
‘What’d you say?’
‘I didn’t know Ishmael had as well—good for him—but she and I, we used to meet in the field in the summer. She’d be wearing one of those loose dresses she could slip over her head. I’d bring a blanket and we’d keep going until she was weak as a day-old kitten.’
He’ll hear it in your voice. He’ll know you’re lying.
Vaarden choked a laugh but he sounded uncertain. ‘You’re desperate.’
‘You ought to know what she thought of you. Your wife used to give herself to anyone just to get away from you. No one knew why she married you in the first place.’
‘You’re lying.’
Jordi forced a quiet laugh, just loud enough so Vaarden could hear. His leg was aching so much his head was starting to spiral. He tried to focus, but found it more difficult as time dragged on. The smuggler was down there waiting for him.
‘You know, she used to tell me that she wished she’d never married you. Said she used to have to pretend every time you lay with her.’
‘You shut up!’
‘This one time—we were in the fields together—she wanted me to come back to your bedroom. You were hunting in the forest with guys from the Watch, and we lay together on your bed. I remember the tapestry on the wall—your mama sewed that, right? She hated that thing—she ever tell you that? She made me take it down before we started.’
Jordi had seen the old tapestry during one of his raids on the village. The rest was a guess.
But Vaarden went for it. Jordi guessed Vaarden knew he couldn’t shoot—it would have meant signing his own death warrant—but he always carried a knife, and that would be good enough to inflict pain. He set the rifle against a rock and slid the knife from its sheath. His face was set in a knot of rage. Vaarden was a hunter, and he knew how to use a knife, but Jordi had one advantage.
‘I bet when you get me to the Praetor, he’ll give her to the Peacekeepers down there, and she’ll let them do whatever they want. Anything to get what you can’t give her. Eh, Vaarden?’
The hunter screamed and charged towards him, his footing unsure on the wet trail, but he seemed past caring. Jordi reached down and picked up the stone he’d spotted near his feet and stretched upwards. As Vaarden reached him, he brought the stone round in a wide arc, slewing towards the warden’s head. Vaarden ducked under it easily and brought the knife up.
It was what Jordi had been hoping for. That Vaarden would be so blinded by his rage as to run at him on the slick rock. Jordi stepped back and twisted, leaning backwards, and Vaarden’s knife cut into his ribs, slashing skin and muscle, but not burying itself as deep as its wielder had intended. Counting on the younger man’s body to slow him, Vaarden had moved recklessly, and as Jordi moved out of the way, the enraged warden’s momentum caused him to stumble and slip. Jordi threw the stone downwards as hard as he could towards Vaarden’s head. The blow struck with a sickening crunch, and the stone fell away down the mountainside.
Vaarden staggered, and Jordi leapt on him, the force taking them both to the ground, Vaarden face down against the rock, Jordi straddled atop him. They struggled and edged closer to the precipice. From his belt, Jordi pulled the knife he’d scavenged from the village. He drove it into Vaarden’s thigh, all the way to the hilt, and felt its blade saw against bone. He tried to haul it out, but found he couldn’t. It was held fast. Vaarden screamed and tried to roll to reach the knife. He flailed towards it and bucked his head backwards. Jordi held him down, but the older man was strong and used to fighting. Jordi’s eyes fell on the gaping wound that had opened on the back of Vaarden’s head. He slammed his fist into it—and felt the skull give a little.
Vaarden screamed again and thrashed. He shunted Jordi backwards.
Again Jordi slammed his fist into the wound, buckling the bone of the skull and driving Vaarden’s face into the track. He felt the man growing weaker. He wrapped both hands around the sides of the warden’s head and slammed it into the track again and again.
Eventually Vaarden stopped moving, and Jordi collapsed away from him.
Blood seeped from the gash at his ribs and soaked into the dirty, wet trail. He felt woozy and found it hard to focus.
All he wanted to do was sleep.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER THIRTEEN
 
 



What Justice
 
SHEPHERD SPRINTED up the access ramp to the top of the landing platform and ran across the broad steel terrace. The lamps around the perimeter of the platform washed Soteria’s hull in red and green. The wind tugged at him as it whipped across the front of the ramp leading up to Soteria’s loading bay. He loathed the thought of bringing the Peacekeepers inside her—felt like it was a violation. No time to get sentimental, Shepherd.

Behind him, the thunderous roar of the Peacekeepers’ weapons cut through the wind as they hurled covering fire towards wherever the preacher might be. Shepherd found himself hoping the guy was still breathing. As he climbed the ramp up and towards Soteria’s loading bay, he risked a glance over his shoulder. The Peacekeepers were following in a tight formation, shuffling backwards as they fired short, controlled bursts.
Shepherd continued on inside and made for the ramp control. As the Peacekeepers withdrew into the loading bay, he slammed the button, and the ramp began to rise. They kept their footing as they retreated smoothly backwards. Shepherd moved towards one corner of the hold.
I hope you’re in the right place, kid, or this is going to go real bad, real fast. His heart was beating so hard he thought the Peacekeepers might be able to see it punch through his ribs. His throat was dry enough that, if they asked him anything, he might not actually be able to answer.
The ramp sealed, and the Peacekeepers turned and relaxed. The tallest—Shepherd guessed the commander—strode over to him. The armoured figure slid his weapon across his chest and let it hang on the harness. Then he reached out a gloved hand and grabbed Shepherd by the throat and tightened. He pushed him backwards against the steel wall of the loading bay and held him there.
Shepherd felt his windpipe constrict, and the muscles and ligaments in his neck exploded in pain. He tried to haul in a breath, but the Peacekeeper gripped his throat so tightly, all he could do was wheeze and choke. He caught sight of his own face in the polished visor and could see the fear etched into his eyes.
This is the time, kid. Right now, this is it. Shepherd tried to grab the man’s wrist, but the Peacekeeper shoved them easily away with his free hand.
Damn he’s strong. He’s not human.
The man tilted his head and, for a moment, Shepherd thought he was studying studying Shepherd’s face. Like he’s sizing me up—does he even consider me a threat? Or am I just a little bit of sick fun? Scintillating lights danced in front of his eyes as he grew lightheaded and groggy. He flicked his eyes towards the other Peacekeepers. Some were busying themselves looking around the loading bay. Others checked equipment. One appeared to be in communication with a central commander.
None seemed concerned by the fact his life was being slowly choked away.
‘Where are they?’ the Peacekeeper demanded. His voice was deep and hard, as if it resonated from somewhere dark and unnatural.
Shepherd tried to speak, but couldn’t. So he shook his head.
‘Why were they trying to kill you?’
Shepherd shook his head again.
The Peacekeeper released his grip and turned to bark orders. Shepherd sank to the floor. ‘Get another squad out here and start looking for the others. You two—open the ramp and put that bastard down.’ He pointed to the loading ramp.
‘Control say three minutes,’ Shepherd heard another say.
‘What about him?’ One of them pointed at Shepherd.
‘Interrogators will want a crack at him. We keep him for now. He tries anything, we remove his hands.’
Shepherd watched a Peacekeeper walk towards the loading ramp button.
Where the hell are you, boy? He hits that button, the whole plan goes to rat shit.
 
 
Jordi dragged himself over to Vaarden’s unconscious body. Blood oozed from the gashes on his forehead where Jordi had slammed the warden’s face into the track, matting his hair to the back of his head. Nausea swelled and cascaded over him, and he suddenly found himself struggling to breathe. He clamped his hand over his mouth and closed his eyes.
You didn’t have a choice, Jor, Ishmael said.
Didn’t I?
He opened his eyes, staggered over to the rifle and picked it up. The wood and metal felt cool and hard, and frighteningly alien. It was heavier than he had imagined. He slung it over his shoulder and jostled it until it sat securely. Then he looped the rope around a solid rock and tied a knot he hoped would hold. His hands were stiff and shaking from cold and fear. Each time he wove the rope into itself to make the knot, he fumbled.
Come on! They’re counting on you. There’s no time.
He started again. Focused his mind on just tying the knot, emptying his thoughts of anything else. When at last he pulled the knot tight, it held. He flaked out the rest of the rope until it fell down the chimney towards the perimeter fence.
Slowly, carefully, he eased himself down, abseiling through the chimney. Each step sent a shockwave of pain through his leg and ribs. He couldn’t remember how many times his skin and muscle had been torn or slashed, or how many bruises covered his body, but he tried to ignore the pain.
Eventually, he found the ledge just below the bottom of the chimney, and put both feet onto stable ground. He breathed a faltering sigh of relief and turned. The fence that surrounded the perimeter of the Port was just below him. It was electrified, as he knew it would be. He could hear the gentle purr of electricity as it surged through the cables.
He pulled a long length of rubber tubing out of his burlap sack and placed it carefully over the top of the fence. The preacher had given it to him, told him what to do.
There was no sudden burst of electricity setting his skin alight, but Jordi could still feel the charge tingling through the rubber. It hummed in his muscles. He tied the tube in place so it curled around the top of the fence. He seized the end of the tubing tightly with both hands, turning them inwards so they faced towards him, and taking care not to touch any exposed part of the fence. Then, taking a deep breath, he jumped off the ledge, vaulting over the top of the fence.
As his legs swung over the cable running along the top of the fence, he twisted his body and clawed with his feet, searching for a foothold on the other side. He found one. His mind screamed as the pain lanced through his ribs, but he held himself in place, hanging onto the rubber with all the strength he could find. He planted his second foot against the fence and waited.
Nothing happened. He sucked in a breath and glanced down. The drop was about as high as he was tall. He steadied himself and pushed off with his feet, letting go of the rubber at the same time.
He landed heavily. The pain in his leg exploded, and he fell to the ground immediately. Overwhelmed, he clutched at his leg, his hands shaking so much he could hardly feel them. Get up. Get moving. He forced himself quickly to look around and follow the sound of the Peacekeeper’s fearsome weapons. They were retreating into the smuggler’s ship, firing through the mist. The cannonade from their weapons echoed across the Port. He tried to stand, but found his leg wouldn’t support his weight, and he collapsed to the ground again overcome by searing pain and nausea. Clenching his fists, he rolled, pressed the nausea into his stomach, and curled into a ball. Again, tears welled in his eyes. He snarled and unslung Vaarden’s rifle from his shoulder, before driving the barrel into the ground. He wedged the stock under his armpit and levered himself onto his feet, using it like a crutch.
His progress was slow, but he hobbled towards the ship as quickly as his battered body would allow, no clue in his mind as to how he would get up onto the shoulder of the landing platform, and then onto the ship itself. As he struggled, he could feel the ground tremble through the soles of his boots. Above the wind, a low growl drifted from beyond the mist, and a murky glow lit the fog.
The truck was returning.
He tried to quicken his pace as acid fear churned in the pit of his stomach and rose into his throat.
Just as he reached the stanchions of the platform, the truck burst through the mist, flooding the area around him in a wash of white. Jordi covered his eyes and backed against one of the rounded bulwarks. He glanced around frantically and caught sight of a ladder leading upwards onto the platform. He slung the rifle back over his shoulder and began to climb, the pain replaced by urgency. As he reached the platform, he heard barked commands from below. He could see more dark shapes filtering out of the truck and spreading out around the landing platform.
The shadows faced outwards, guarding against whatever threat lay hidden in the mist, and didn’t appear to have seen him. Jordi pushed through the hatch and onto the landing platform, creeping round to the wing farthest away from the terrace’s access ramp. There’s a hatch behind the shoulder of the starboard nacelle wing. There are small openings on the main hull that will get you onto the top. Run along the shoulder, pop the hatch and you’re in.
Spaced along the hull were small indentations in the metal big enough to take a foot or hand. He slid a hand or foot into each and climbed. As he ascended, he glanced continuously toward the access ramp, but saw nothing; the angle of the landing platform’s edge obscured the Peacekeepers below, and he hoped they couldn’t hear him climbing.
It took a few seconds to reach the top of the hull, and he crept towards the shoulder of the wing. Punch in the access code first. You’ve then got ten seconds. Turn the handle a quarter-turn to the right and wait. It’ll pop. Then turn it all the way round. After that, pull hard. It’s noisy, but by then I hope the Peacekeepers will be focusing on something else.
I really hope they are, Jordi thought.
He tapped in the code and turned the handle, all the while searching the platform for movement. Above the wind, it was difficult to hear, but he could just pick out the voices of Peacekeepers talking below. Soon, the rest of their squad inside the hold would want out.
After what seemed an eternity, the hatch popped, and Jordi grasped the handle again, heaved it all the way round. It hissed and raised open an inch. Jordi lifted it all the way and climbed in, pulling it shut after him, then clambered down the ladder.
 
 
One of the Peacekeepers strode over to the release button for the loading ramp and reached for it.
‘No,’ Shepherd shouted, coughing. His throat still burned. The Peacekeeper stopped and turned to him. ‘You need to wait.’ He pointed to the oil. ‘That’s highly volatile. When the loading bay seals, it pumps in gas to prevent fire. If you open it now, the change in pressure might rupture one of the barrels.’
The Peacekeeper looked towards the commander standing over Shepherd and hesitated. The taller man, by now it was obvious to Shepherd he was the commander, looked down at him as he leaned against the wall.
‘So?’ he said. ‘You think I care about your ship?’
‘You might if it explodes.’
‘Why would it explode? There’s nothing in here to ignite it.’
‘Your weapons? You were blasting away at those fanatics as you came up the ramp.’
The commander didn’t move.
Take your time. Give it some thought.
Then he turned and said, ‘Open it.’
 
 
Jordi reached the bottom of the ladder leading down from the hatch and glanced around. He was in a long corridor, dimly lit by red lamps at long intervals. The shadows of several alcoves lined the walls. Behind him was an airlock door, with a keypad and a single button beside it.
There’ll be only limited power in the ship. So you’ll have to open the cockpit door manually. Key the code in and the panel will open. Take the lever and pull it downwards, hard.
The door hissed and creaked as it slid open about two feet and stopped. Jordi raised the lever and closed the keypad. It clicked, and he heard a gentle hum as it reset. Just like the smuggler had said it would. Then he wedged his shoulder between the door and its frame and pushed. It gave a little more, and he was in.
The cockpit was like alien technology to him; nothing like the trucks he’d seen in town. It was long and wide, and the roof was clear, like glass. He could see the storm clouds gathered above in the darkness. The spacious room was lit by rows of soft lights in the floor and across curved struts in between clear panels above him. Everywhere he looked were screens and dials, rows of terminals. There was a large seat at the front—the pilot’s chair, he assumed—with a broad console arcing around it. Four more seats, in two rows, were arranged behind the first.
The venting system works even with a complete power shutdown. It has its own battery power supply. The lever is on the wall right next to the door. It’s red and there’s black and yellow hatching in a rectangle around it. Yank it down as hard as you can, then slide the door shut.
Jordi pulled the lever.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FOURTEEN
 
 



Soteria Rising
 
THE LOADING bay was suddenly drenched in a blaze of crimson which spilled from tiny lights on every corner and wall. A klaxon bayed, and a sibilant hiss behind it pierced Shepherd’s ears. The loading lamps began to revolve, their throbbing orange light cutting through the crimson.
The fast-vent was designed to suck out all the oxygen in the loading bay in seconds, and replace it with another inert gas. The resulting buildup of pressure tore at Shepherd’s skin and pressed against his skull. His eyes felt like something was squeezing them from behind, tearing at the blood vessels inside. Pain shot through his temples. He sucked in a breath, grasping at the last remaining oxygen and holding it.
Around him the Peacekeepers looked at each other and then around the loading bay. The commander glanced at the barrels of oil, then towards Shepherd.
Shepherd was already moving. He sprinted across the loading bay to a locker he knew was closed, but not locked. He yanked it open and pulled out a breathing mask, which was connected to a tank inside the locker by a long, metal hose. Next to the tank was a heavy iron wrench. Shepherd pulled on the mask and picked up the wrench. There was no time to strap on the tank.
As he turned back around, the commander’s hands lunged for him and closed around his head, trying to claw off the mask. Must keep the mask on—do something, now! Fight back! With a strangled cry, Shepherd pulled away and hammered the wrench again and again across the macabre helmet as sweat gathered on the inside of the breathing mask and stung his eyes. The wrench struck the hard composite, but seemed to have no effect. Shepherd’s hot breath echoed inside the mask and filled his ears as the sweat blinded him. He began to swing blindly. He could feel the commander’s grip closing around the mask and the airtight seal beginning to rupture as he pulled it away from Shepherd’s face. Dizziness began to set in. Again and again he struck the commander with the wrench, jerking his head from side to side to retain the mask and the precious oxygen. He could just pick out the carved gouges in one side of the helmet through the smear of perspiration and was buoyed by it. Another blow and the Peacekeeper was knocked off balance. Shepherd raised his foot and kicked the man backwards and watched him stumble. Shepherd pulled away, staggering backwards. 
Behind their commander, the other Peacekeepers clutched at their helmets, desperately trying to tear them off, but the oxygen was sucked from their systems too rapidly. Their bodies convulsed as they fought for air and then collapsed to the floor of the loading bay like forgotten string puppets. Twitching like fish on a beach. But the commander was strong and clever. He found his footing, brought his weapon up, and levelled it at Shepherd, coughing.
Shepherd closed his eyes.
This is it. It’s finally come. It ends here.
He waited for the bullets to come. He imagined them burrowing through his skull and tearing through his brain, ending his life as they destroyed everything they touched. He felt only a twinge of fear, as if he’d been expecting this for some time. As if he deserved it.
He couldn’t say how long he stood, but eventually he opened his eyes. The loading bay was still awash with red and flashing orange, and the klaxons still blared. The Peacekeepers were splayed across the steel grating, their commander among them, his hands fixed at his throat. As the red and orange swept over their bodies, Shepherd grew dizzy and reached out to steady himself. His eyes fell on one of the Peacekeepers, yet suddenly it was no longer a dark figure shrouded in a black, alien suit. The face was no longer obscured by a ghoulish helmet. It was somehow familiar, and harrowing. Memories fogged by pain and resentment.
You sold me out.
Expect it! Always. From me, from everyone.
But you’re my father.
You were always an asset to me, nothing more. A tool to be used as necessary.
Who were they? What were they going to do with me?
Stop asking questions. Take her and go. Leave me.
You’re dying.
It’s been coming for a long time. Now, I said leave me!
Who am I? I need to know.
Silence.
Shepherd opened his eyes. There’s no time. He pulled the air tank out of the locker and strapped it to his back. Then he sprinted over to the bodies of the Peacekeepers. The rest of their unit would be beating down the loading bay door any moment. Gunships would be scrambled. The ruse was over—they knew now. There’s no time. He collected each of the alien weapons and tossed them in an empty locker and locked it. Then he ran over to the commander, stooped down beside him, and pulled off his helmet.
The Peacekeeper’s face was a shock to him. He couldn’t say what he had been expecting—something inhuman and monstrous, perhaps, to fit with what he had heard about the Peacekeepers, and the things he himself had seen them do. It had been easier to attribute their brutality to inhuman creatures. But in his heart he’d known that the inhuman violence the Peacekeepers were responsible for was something only humans were capable of. And this face did indeed look human, as human as any other—if perhaps harder, rougher somehow. The grey eyes stared past him, their brightness dimmed. Beneath the eyes, commencing at the top of the cheekbones, a tattoo snaked around the man’s face and down his muscled neck, under his suit. It was a swirling pattern—exotic and unrecognisable to Shepherd, like the writhing bodies of a hundred snakes intertwined. The man’s mouth was fixed open as if he had almost dislocated his jaw as he fought to breathe. But there had been no oxygen.
Shepherd stared at the helmet because he didn’t understand. Why couldn’t the man breathe? What good did the helmet do him if it didn’t provide air?
Shepherd rose and went over to another Peacekeeper. He pulled that helmet off too, and saw a man similar to the leader, with the same callous face and swirling tattoos. He dropped the helmet and at last went to the venting controls to flush the loading bay with oxygen. When the klaxon stopped and the lighting had shifted to white, he pulled off the mask and headed to the cockpit.
Decision time, Shepherd. Time to get out—this isn’t your fight.
 
 
The noise seeped through the airlock door—a horrific shriek, like an animal dying, repeated over and over. The lever Jordi had pulled glowed softly in the dimly lit cockpit. On the console in front of the chair, a light blinked red. He shuddered and backed away from it, pressing his back up against the door. His body ached almost numbly, a distant echo of something he had felt before. Different though, somehow detached and difficult to grasp. His mind floated on the insipid air above him, like a ghost.
After a while, he couldn’t say how long—time seemed motionless—the noise ceased and the lever stopped glowing. He heard something moving outside the door and tried to bring up the rifle. He was dimly aware it was shaking in his hands.
There was a banging on the door.
‘Kid, it’s me.’ The smuggler’s voice. Relief flooded him. ‘Shift the lever next to the door up again. I can’t open it until you do. Quickly!’
Jordi did as he was told, slowly and deliberately, focusing on every movement, then backed away again. The door opened and the smuggler ran in. 
‘Strap yourself in, kid,’ he said as he settled in his seat and pulled on the harness. ‘This is gonna be rough.’ His voice sounded like it was in another room.
Jordi couldn’t sit easily at first and had to fumble for the seat. His legs swayed beneath him. He watched the smuggler’s fingers blur as they danced over the console. The lights bloomed and something deep in the bowels of the freighter began to stir and hum. Jordi looked upwards through the glass and saw the storm clouds roiling. Lightning flared within them. He leaned over the console and looked down towards the landing platform. The dark shadows of the Peacekeepers, scattered beneath them, turned and brought their weapons to bear.
The hum grew quickly to a furious roar and then, suddenly, the ship was lifting. It bucked from side to side repeatedly, like it was being hit. Jordi looked at Shepherd, panicking. ‘Can their rifles hurt us?’ His voice sounded different to him, slurred. It was difficult to speak.
‘Sure they can, kid,’ Shepherd said. ‘But she won’t give in that easy.’
Jordi watched the Port slowly fall away as the freighter rose into the air; could feel the ship yawing as the Peacekeepers fired at her. She spun smoothly in place, and suddenly he was thrown against the seat as something shoved him hard in the back. The snow and fog blurred into lines of white and grey. The whole ship trembled.
Lights flashed all over the console.
‘What’s that flashing?’ he tried to say.
‘She’s not happy with me.’
‘What do we do?’
‘You can stop yapping for one, and let me think.’
Jordi fell silent. The freighter banked left and then straightened out.
He felt so tired.
More lights began to flash.
‘Kid, come up here,’ Shepherd said without turning. Jordi heaved himself off his seat and stumbled over. His head reeled. He was finding it hard to focus—his vision shifting and blurred.
‘Keep a watch out for the preacher. You’ll see him soon.’
Jordi nodded. The cockpit began to lurch and seesaw as he stood and he braced himself against the control panel.
‘You okay, kid?’ The voice was distant like an echo. ‘Kid?’
Jordi could feel warm wetness against his ribs. His body ached. His legs began to feel weak, like they might not hold him up. He felt hands holding him, shifting him backwards. His legs gave way and he collapsed into something—he couldn’t say what or where. As he felt something wrap around him and hold him tightly in place, he looked up, but the figure in front of him was too blurred, and moved too quickly for him to follow. It was saying something, but it was like a whisper—too indistinct for him to make out the words. His eyes grew heavy.
So tired, Ish.
Then darkness.
 
 
Shepherd swore.
Not now, kid. This is really bad timing.
He knelt in front of the boy’s slumped figure and watched the blood soak through his trousers and shirt. Shepherd had strapped Jordi into one of the navigators’ seats after he collapsed, and only then had he been able to properly see the boy’s face for the first time since escaping from the port. It was battered and grazed, streaked with dirt and blood. The boy had looked young and innocent back at the camp—vulnerable even—but his gaunt face now told a very different story. Shepherd examined the wounds on the boy’s leg and his ribs. How much blood had he lost?
What do you owe these people, kid? Can’t you see what they’ve done to you?
Shepherd moved back to his seat and strapped himself in again. It would be so easy to leave, and muscle memory almost made the decision for him. A gentle drift to port and then punch it. Over the mountains, then a shallow ascent through the mist and cloud and into the upper atmosphere. They’d be away, and the boy—well, he could make some sort of life for himself away from all of them. Shepherd had done the same thing when he was only a little older than the kid, and he’d turned out right enough. They’d both had it hard to begin with—that much Shepherd understood. He’d seen something he recognised reflected in the boy’s eyes.
Shepherd’s hands didn’t move.
I didn’t ask to be involved. It should have been a simple contract: drop off the cargo and be on his way. The preacher had played a serious game by dragging him into this. He’d lied—not just to Shepherd, but to all of them. Yet the boy had risked everything for the villagers, and almost lost. He might still.
Lightning crashed again, illuminating the clouds ahead.
It was stupid of him, and stupid of you to be swayed by something like that. What do you owe him?
Soteria rocked gently as the wind buffeted its hull. He looked around at the cockpit that had become his home, and was overwhelmed. She’d have been stripped down for parts and tossed to the wind if it weren’t for that boy. If it wasn’t for that damn preacher, you’d never have been here. Yes, but that isn’t the boy’s fault.
Something inside him shifted. He couldn’t explain the sudden impulse to help the boy, the loyalty to someone he hardly knew, but he felt strangely protective of him. That thing back at the camp made you soft. The boy risked everything to save them—you going to dishonour that by leaving them behind? You know what a Consul will do to them.
Not my problem.
No, but it is the boy’s problem. His brother died for them. You know what that’s like, don’t you?
Shepherd swore silently and disengaged the autopilot, then pushed Soteria into a low dive towards the forest. He scanned the canopy of trees, searching for what he needed. Alright preacher, if this is the way it’s got to be, where the hell are you?
He could see nothing beyond a blanket of trees draped in shadow. Had they found him? Had he been hit? He felt a shaky relief when he saw the light. A single pulsing glow in the darkness. He dropped down lower, slowed, and glided gently towards it. When he was overhead, he banked sharply and set a timer on the console. It counted down from thirty as the freighter sped forward and the forest evaporated beneath her. When it hit zero, he braked sharply and spun Soteria on a pinpoint, setting the controls to keep her hovering. The display read just short of three miles—close enough.
He reached over and turned on another display. A small screen flickered and displayed a video feed of the forest below. The trees swayed violently under the force of the downward thrust that kept the freighter level. Next to the screen was a small lever, which controlled a winch. He pulled the lever downwards and saw the winch cable on the screen as it began to descend. When it reached the forest floor, he stopped.
And waited.
Those gunships will be coming, preacher. We don’t have a whole lot of time.
He felt Soteria rock gently and saw a dark shape huddled on the end of the winch. He pushed the lever upwards and held it until the winch clicked home. He set the hover controls to autopilot ,left his seat, and opened the airlock door to the cockpit. Pulling his pistol, he knelt behind the door and leaned out, aiming down the corridor. He heard footsteps on the metal grating and saw a figure advancing up the corridor.
‘Hold there, thanks,’ he shouted. ‘Or I’ll drop you right where you are.’
The figure waited for a moment. ‘It’s me,’ the preacher answered quietly.
Shepherd nodded. ‘You hit?’
‘A little, but not bad. We okay?’
‘You tell me. You going to stick me with anything?’
‘No need.’
Shepherd paused. Then he said, ‘Come on up. The boy’s hurt. You need to see to him.’
The preacher strode up, stepped inside and shut the door to the cockpit. 
‘We don’t have a lot of time,’ Shepherd said. ‘There must be a tracking device on the ship.’
‘We can jam it,’ the preacher replied. ‘Once we pick the rest up.’
‘Insurance?’
‘I hoped I wouldn’t need it.’
‘I’m on board, preacher,’ Shepherd said. ‘I owe the kid that much. She owes him.’ He jerked his chin towards the front of the cockpit, as if that was where he felt ‘she’ really was—where her personality came through to him most. ‘Where to now?’
The preacher glanced at Jordi and his face saddened. He pulled a small tracker from his coat and handed it to Shepherd. ‘Home in on that. Can you do that?’
‘Sure. You’ll see to the boy?’
‘There’s an apothecary at the camp. She has what I need, but I’ll do what I can until she gets to him.’
‘Medikit’s in the locker over there.’ Shepherd pointed to a locker with a green cross painted on the door. ‘It’ll keep him alive for now. He looks bad.’
The preacher nodded and knelt in front of Jordi. He pulled the hunting knife from his belt and cut a slit in the boy’s trousers, examined the wound. Shepherd turned away, placed the tracker on the console and set Soteria on a course towards the beacon.
Gunships won’t be long now. And if they’re sublight capable, we’ve got major problems.
He poured on as much power as Soteria could give him, but he could already tell the battering she’d taken from the Peacekeepers’ weapons had hit something important. She was sluggish—she responded late, had lost some of her sharpness. He glanced down at the tracker and tried to make the necessary fine adjustments to follow its course. The beacon looked something like a couple of minutes away at full speed. The forest fell away beneath them.
The preacher appeared at his shoulder. ‘You bring the medicine I asked for?’
‘It’s in the hold,’ Shepherd said. ‘In a couple of hidden compartments behind the oil drums. I didn’t have time to check if they found it.’
‘And the Peacekeepers?’
‘Died when we vented,’ Shepherd said, watching the preacher’s reaction. ‘You got a problem with that?’
The preacher eyed him for a moment and said nothing. Then he shook his head and stared away out of the front of the cockpit. ‘Not at all.’
‘How did you know the respirators weren’t re-breathers?’
‘No need for them on a rock like this. Weather’s bad, but the atmosphere is usually fine. Re-breathers are expensive, heavy, uncomfortable to wear. Peacekeepers won’t use them unless the atmosphere demands it.’
‘You seem to know an awful lot about this. Care to tell me why?’
‘When this is over,’ the preacher said quietly. ‘I don’t trust you yet.’
‘Maybe you shouldn’t.’
The tracker began to beep softly. ‘We’re coming up on them now,’ the preacher said.
Shepherd slowed Soteria and brought her down lower, almost clipping the treetops. The gaps between beeps lessened until they disappeared completely and the noise became a continuous whine. Shepherd pulled the freighter up and pivoted into a hover. The preacher peered over his shoulder and examined the tracker, then looked through the window.
‘There,’ he said, pointing to a small clearing. ‘Can you set down there, or somewhere like it?’
‘Sure,’ Shepherd said. He manipulated the controls until Soteria was over the clearing, then lowered the landing stanchions. Slowly he eased her downwards until the stanchions hit the ground. Trees were buffeted under the pressure of the downward thrust. ‘Get the loading ramp.’ He indicated a button on the console and the preacher pressed it.
They both glanced out and watched the shadows between the trees begin to shift. A clutch of people burst out and ran towards them, leading a single horse behind. Among them was the jowled customs official, stumbling as he was pushed by a man with a rifle. Shepherd felt Soteria rock gently as they boarded. 
‘Get down there and shut the loading ramp. Then take them to the passenger quarters and get them strapped in. The horse will just have to do the best it can.’ The preacher nodded and left. 
Shepherd waited until he saw the warning light for the loading ramp door wink off, and then he set Soteria to slowly ascend. As she pushed through the trees and emerged into the dwindling light, he reached over and pulled up the nav display. He selected the co-ordinates the preacher had given him and set a course. Ready for the tunnel breach when they left the atmosphere. Soteria began to creep along the treetops.
A whine came from the proximity radar.
The gunships were coming.
 



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER FIFTEEN
 
 



Flying Blind
 
TWO VAPOUR trails curled above the forest far away on the horizon. The source of each was a shock of black, haloed in blue fire. Trees bucked and shivered as the two gunships surged over the forest canopy. They canted smoothly together and leaned into an intercept course. Shepherd banked away and levered the throttle to full, skimming the trees.
He’d been turning the permutations over and over in his mind since they left Herse Port, and the hand in front of him still hadn’t improved. When the gunships arrived, what card did he have to play? They couldn’t stand and fight—Soteria was unarmed. He couldn’t outfly them—too long on the defensive and the killing shot would inevitably come.
And Soteria was limping. She sure as hell wasn’t slow, and the sublight drives were all in the green, but she wasn’t sharp enough, and manoeuvrability at speed felt sluggish; he could feel the stunted feedback through the flight controls. He could tell she’d have no issue with flying full-tilt in a straight line, but that presented too attractive a target; and if he tried to run for the atmosphere, she’d be easy prey—she was heavy, and gravity would scrub off her straight-line speed too quickly. Every time he let the events play out, whatever the scenario, he reached the same conclusion, and he had to acknowledge a feeling of hollow dread.
We need something else—something to even the odds. We need to bluff.
More than that, he needed cover—and he only knew one place he could find it. Some way ahead, the mountains soared into storm clouds the colour of ash. Lightning lit up the pall like a circus tent. He wouldn’t be able see a whole hell of a lot inside, but neither would the gunships.
Fly into rock—get shot at. Is there a difference? Not much.
The airlock door slid open and the preacher stepped through.
‘You have a plan?’ he said.
‘Not much of one.’
‘Care to share?’
‘Not sure you want to know.’
‘You may be right,’ the preacher admitted. ‘Everyone’s strapped in. Do your thing.’
‘You mentioned coin at the end of this.’
‘Enough to bring a smile to your mercenary face.’
Shepherd said nothing and glanced down at the radar. They were close now. It was time.
Soteria burst from the trees and arced upwards towards the cloud. As she left the forest behind and soared upwards into the dense grey brume, the gunships canted and followed. He watched for a moment, assessing their speed.
They were fast.
He banked away, and the storm clouds embraced the ship. The wind punched and kicked like a prizefighter as he wrestled with the controls. Soteria rocked and yawed.
‘This is your plan?’
‘I said you wouldn’t want to know.’
‘You can’t see the mountains.’
‘I know.’
‘They ascend for over a mile.’
‘That’s bad news, but we’ll be so low their height won’t matter. We might hit one though.’
The preacher didn’t reply. Shepherd kept Soteria heading into the storm. The cockpit was lit up by a crash of lightning that rocked the ship.
‘Time to earn your keep, preacher.’
‘What?’
‘You know those gunships, right?’
‘What do you mean?’
‘You’ve been in them enough times, unless I’m missing my guess.’
For a moment, the preacher said nothing. Then he said, quietly, ‘Yes.’
‘What’s their primary purpose—air or ground assault?’
‘Ground. Peacekeeper support and tactical assault.’
‘But they’re sublight capable.’
‘For short periods,’ the preacher said. ‘They don’t carry enough oxygen or fuel for long trips, and full sublight drives are too heavy for the manoeuvrability they need for a ground assault.’
‘So I’m guessing if we keep them going long enough, then punch up towards the atmosphere—they’ll have to pull out, or risk not having enough fuel to get back down again?’
The preacher said nothing for a while. Shepherd watched him—he was considering it. ‘Debatable. You keep them flying long enough, make them burn up fuel manoeuvring, and maybe. If they don’t put us down first.’
‘And in those canyons?’ Shepherd nodded towards the mountains. Deny the attacker a shot, Raine. If you’re defensive, use everything you can find to keep things neutral.
‘The gunships may not be built for air superiority, but they’ll manoeuvre just as well as you.’
‘No better? What about scanning systems?’
‘Full spectrum. Long-range radar and subspace field disturbance, but they won’t be able to get a clear fix while we’re in the canyons and valleys. Also heat signature, but only at a relatively close range.’
‘So to see us in the fog—’
‘They’ll split up—one in the canyons searching at close range and another panning the mountains from above for any trace on their systems.’
‘Mountains it is.’
‘It’s too high a risk,’ the preacher said. ‘We’re as likely to hit something and go down as they are. I have another way. If it doesn’t work, we go with your plan.’
‘What is it?’
The preacher leaned over to the nav display and brought up the mapping system for Herse. It was outdated, not as detailed as Shepherd would have liked, but he watched the preacher glide through the massif until he found what he was looking for. The preacher pointed to a system of caves.
‘Head for there and turn on the comms in the hold. I need to go down and find a harness.’
As the airlock door shut behind the preacher, Shepherd shifted in his seat. He hadn’t ever expected to be using outdated mapping to navigate through mountains at speed and in the middle of a storm—or to find a cave system that could be anywhere.
He glanced down at the display and then out again. They were close now, and in any other situation, the vista might have been beautifully dramatic. Beneath a clear black sky perforated by glistening stars, the mountains stretched as far as it was possible to see. Vast, jagged obsidian shards clawed at the sky, summits and cols shrouded in snow. The landscape formed a labyrinth of valleys and canyons, carved between unforgiving massifs. And everything was swathed in a great pall of slate-grey storm clouds, which billowed up from the valley floor and climbed to the shoulders of the mountains. Lightning still flared deep within. 
Beauty almost always hides a dark side. If Soteria clipped a wall or was caught by the electrical storm, she’d go down. Out there, in remote unforgiving wilderness, they’d never be found. They’d die alone in the frigid cold. Of course, if the gunships found them…
Shepherd closed his eyes, breathed out slowly and eased the throttle forward. The mountains parted and a fissure opened up between them. It meandered tightly between rock, snow and ice—barely giving him enough space to breathe, but the same would be true for the gunships. The walls of the mountains, shrouded in mist, would give him cover, and the gunships would struggle to resolve a firing solution for more than a second at a time, and they were just as likely to end up as wreckage on a rock face or glacier as Soteria was. He eased the freighter into a steep dive.
It’s all about energy, Raine. Too much energy and you might get in range, but overshoot. Too little and you lose manoeuvrability if you’re defending. The right balance shifts according to where you are, who your attacker is and the ship you’re in. Smaller guys will have more manoeuvrability than you, if their drives are big enough.
Soteria slipped into the mist at the mouth of a nearby canyon. The fog and rock blurred into a wash of grey as he banked left then right. Swirling wind tugged and pushed at the hull. Strobe beams beneath the front wings cast a shimmering light, which played across the gloom. The serrated flanks of the mountain were barely visible through the pall. Shepherd glanced down at the navigational displays and manoeuvred through the valley using the limited information he could glean from them, and what little he could see ahead. The gunships were close now, but as soon as they entered the mountains, they would need to slow down and orient themselves.
You can’t rush this either, boys. Agonisingly slowly, Shepherd built up speed, easing between crags and fissures and overhanging cornices, gently picking his way through the maze. The wind swirled around him, clutching at the freighter and trying to fling her into rock and ice. The proximity sensors, set for manoeuvring in tight cargo-loading bays, began to whine quietly. In here, confined and threatened, he understood their complaints. He found he had been holding his breath, and let it out. His muscles felt tight, and he rolled his shoulders to try to relax. Sporadically, the smothering mist shifted and broke for a moment, and rock walls suddenly appeared like black ghosts, dark and wet and glistening in the light cast by Soteria’s strobes. 
The comms system crackled to life and the preacher’s voice, tinny and far away, filled the cockpit. ‘Ready when you are. Open the loading bay doors and I’ll do the rest.’
‘Understood,’ Shepherd said. ‘The wind is strong in this valley; it’s going to take some time. You’ll need to be quick when I get her level.’
‘Just get her there.’
He had guessed what the preacher was going to do. He was going to drop the barrels into the caves and detonate them with an explosive round from the rifle. It was designed to fool the gunships think that Soteria had crashed into the mountainside. Bring down enough rock, and they might just assume the wreckage was hidden beneath it, a mile below. Hide close enough, concealed by the mist, and the heat from the explosion would confuse the gunships’ scanning systems, mask the heat from Soteria’s drives.
It could work. Maybe.
Shepherd searched until he found the cave system that the preacher had thought would suit them—a pitch-black hollow in the scree-ridden skirt of the massif. He tried to drop Soteria’s nose towards it, but the wind pummelled the hull and manoeuvring in place was almost impossible. 
They’ll split up—one in the canyons searching at close range and another panning the mountains from above for any trace on their systems. They must be close now. 
He glanced upwards through the glass of the cockpit, but he could see only charcoal clouds lit by lightning. Using gentle bursts of thrust he spun on a pinhead until the rear loading-bay door was facing the cave system, but it was impossible to keep Soteria stable—the wind was too strong, the freighter was moving around too much. If the preacher rolled the barrels out now, they wouldn’t hit the cave; they’d crash down to the valley floor and the ruse would fail.
He wrestled with the controls and shifted away from the cave system.
‘We don’t have time for this.’ The preacher’s voice was like static over the comms line, but Shepherd could still pick out the tension in it. He didn’t reply; just focused on flying.
Wait for a break in the wind, a window to move.
Wait? You must be crazy.
It’s either that, or burn fuel trying to manoeuvre in this damn gale.
He glanced up again, and thought he saw something moving within the cloud.
There’s no time left, it has to be now.
He carefully edged backwards, keeping as close as he could to the cave system until the wind dropped for a moment. When he felt the pressing on the hull ease off, he dialled in a little more power and moved Soteria gently backwards.
‘Now!’ he shouted.
Be quick, preacher.
When he heard the oil barrels thundering as they rolled out of the loading bay, he allowed himself a thin smile of relief. Yet the clamour seemed impossibly loud to him—loud enough to bring the gunships running and he winced inwardly. His palms were damp and his fingers ached from where he’d been gripping the controls so tightly. He ignored the pain and waited. The rumbling went on for what seemed like far too long. Every second he was fighting to control the freighter and keep it in position. Every second it became more likely the gunships would come upon them, naked and defenceless, and see what they were doing. The ruse would be finished and there was no way he could manoeuvre out of the valley in time. 
Come on!
Shepherd glanced upwards through the roof of the cockpit. Within the darkness of the storm he thought he could see them—the gunships, almost upon them. But it was just the roiling of the charcoal clouds.
Eventually the noise ceased and he heard the preacher’s voice crackling over the comms. 
‘Okay, give me a hundred metres or so,’ he said. ‘That should be safe enough.’ Shepherd moved Soteria away and, almost immediately, he heard the shots from the rifle, even above the howling wind. The preacher kept firing until a deafening explosion bucked the controls in Shepherd’s hands. The freighter rocked violently, and he was forced to back away to maintain control. He turned the ship and surveyed the damage they’d caused. The mountainside had been torn away, the wreckage from the barrels strewn amid the rock. Fire from the oil smeared the mountain, had doused the inside of the cave, and was burning furiously. Even from this distance, Shepherd imagined he could feel the heat.
He backed her away, manoeuvring inch by inch behind the cover of a slab of rock, nearly half a mile lower than the cave system, and held there. The swirling fog and smoke still billowed around the ship, and soon the fire became a veiled orange glow beyond it.
Now we wait. He glanced down at the nav display, looking for an escape route if the gunships didn’t go for it. If the pilots scanned the wreckage carefully, they’d recognise the ruse. If they came looking nearby, they’d pick up the freighter. Shepherd had to stay close, otherwise the heat from the blaze wouldn’t mask the discharge from Soteria’s drives. If he ran, they’d see the freighter immediately and have plenty of time to secure a firing solution. Bluffing’s always a risk, because you don’t have a hand, and that’s why you do it—you don’t have any other play.
The preacher came into the cockpit and sat. His face was gaunt and he seemed somehow older, as if this was the beginning of something he wasn’t sure he could finish, and it exhausted him. He stared upwards, out of one of the main windows. ‘They won’t be long,’ he said.
Shepherd heard the piercing howl of their drives before he saw the steel-blue glow through the fog. The gunships were closer than either of them had realised. They were way above and held a strong tactical position. If they found the freighter, it would end quickly.
The wind shook the freighter, trying to pry her out from her hiding place. Shepherd’s palms grew damp as he gripped the controls more tightly. Everything in this place hates us, wants us to be found.
He saw them through breaks in the fog. They prowled languidly, the red shimmering strobe of their scanning systems passing over the rock face like a wand. Rock continued to fall from the fires burning in the caves.
Back in the township, the gunship had seemed almost surreal to him, offering no direct threat beyond the weight of its oppression. Yet here, close by and above, hunting them, every detail stood out as stark and real as anything he had ever known. Every line and sinew of the armoured hull, every gun port, the incandescent blurring of the air behind their searing blue sublight drives—it all resonated the terrible realisation that if either gunship located Soteria, there would be no fighting back and no time to run. Shepherd held his breath. Sweat beaded on his forehead and ran into his eyes, and he lifted an arm to wipe it away. Apart from the noise of the drives, Soteria was silent.
Yet the gunships still had not found the freighter. They scanned continuously, but discovered nothing. One spun and drove slowly down to the valley floor, passing within a hundred metres of their position. Shepherd watched, his eyes following the ship’s movement, his muscles tensed and ready to move the instant he saw it deviate from its downward course. But its scanners appeared only to be passing over the ground beneath them. He felt caged as the weight of his fear pressed down on him. He fought the urge to shift sideways—to turn and bolt.
‘They’re scanning for signs of life,’ the preacher whispered. ‘Survivors.’
‘Or seeing if the wreckage of a few dozen oil barrels matches the amount of steel and titanium they’d expect to see on a fifty-metre freighter.’
‘Have faith. They haven’t found us yet.’
As if in response, a guttural, thunderous bellow echoed around the massif above them. Shepherd leaned forward and looked up. Another ship? No way, not this quickly. So what the hell was that? The growl came again, louder this time.
‘You hear that?’ the preacher said.
‘Another ship?’
‘Not one I recognise.’
Something hit Soteria, and she bucked down and right, hard. Shepherd immediately realised what it was.
 ‘The explosion weakened the snow. It’s an avalanche.’ He pulled Soteria quickly away from the mountain.
‘What are you doing?’ the preacher shouted. ‘They’ll see us.’
‘Thousands of tons of rock, ice and snow are going bury all three of us, preacher. We sure as hell can’t stay—’
As he spoke, the gunships spun to face Soteria, and the red strobe passed over the freighter’s cockpit, washing them in blood. The only thing that prevented them from firing was the cannonade of rock, snow and ice cascading down the mountain. Soteria turned and fled.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SIXTEEN
 
 



A Stranger in the House
 
IT TOOK three seconds for Shepherd to realise his life had changed forever. 
A shrill, high-pitched whine filled the cockpit. It stunned him, as foreign to him as it was unexpected. Within the dusty annals of buried memories, it slowly became more familiar, and he found that a sudden cold fear gripped him. I’ve heard it before, but when? What the hell does it mean?
The controls bucked suddenly in his hands and Soteria broke right, hard. She’d done it herself, he realised instantly; he’d had no input into the defensive manoeuvre. That concept shocked him more than the sudden onset of the warning tone blaring in his ears—the idea that Soteria should have some automated response to a particular stimulus, and yet he’d seen no indication of it for nearly twenty years. The adrenaline in his muscles burned more fiercely. From somewhere behind him, a series of small detonations rocked the hull. The nose dipped and the freighter spiralled downwards. 
Simultaneously, the bridge’s front windscreen flickered and a complex tactical reticle display materialised. A network of fine green meridians, parallels and distance-measuring scales, alongside other readouts he didn’t understand. Across the bottom, in a wide panorama, the landscape behind Soteria appeared, then shimmered and blinked—a system that had atrophied through being long dormant—and then stabilised. Shepherd glanced at it quickly and saw it was a live feed from cameras placed somewhere in the stern, but it was from cameras he hadn’t known existed. A flickering crimson circle appeared on each pursuing gunship, tracking their movements. Above each circle, a series of numbers cycled through measurements of distance, speed, and the pursuers’ angle-off-tail shown in degrees. There were other values Shepherd couldn’t understand.
The gunships opened fire. A sound like thunder, mixed with a wolf’s howl, echoed around the valley. Strobes of searing white arced away from the freighter the moment Soteria broke and nose-dived into a defensive spiral. 
As suddenly as it had begun, the whine ceased. 
She took over. The second that alarm started, she took over, automatically. As if some safety system kicked in. 
‘She tried to hide a few of her systems from me, but I kept on digging until I found ’em. Not seen their like before—they’re older’n me. Nothing to worry about.’ 
Nothing to worry about my ass, Barack.
Shepherd hauled the controls into his torso, levelling out, and punched the throttle. She’s heavy, but fast. Even faster now—what the hell have you been hiding from me all these years? Through the reticle display, he could see the contours of rock traced in fine brown lines. Distance and speed readouts picked out the edges of the formations and whirred through constantly cycling values as Soteria bolted between the valley walls. Through breaks in the mist, he could tell the brown contour lines matched the flanks of the valley exactly. The display marked out two routes through the valley in red, with geometric information beside them. Ahead of him, lower and closer to the valley walls, another route flashed blue, shifting from one side of the valley to the other.
She’s telling you where to go. The blue looks like the best defensive line—using the mountainside as cover, tracking the gunships as they manoeuvre. Maybe red is the fastest, the most direct.
He flexed his aching hands and banked hard, rolled and descended towards the flashing blue line. Soteria reacted immediately, with a razor-edged precision that was utterly alien to Shepherd. He could feel thrusters beneath and beside him roaring—giving him movement along planes that seemed impossible. Each manoeuvre was quicker and tighter than he’d ever felt Soteria move before. She was faster, as if the main drives had suddenly found more thrust. Sharper and keener—like a panther caught up in the smell of blood.
Shepherd glanced at the fuel and power cell displays and watched them drop sharply. The systems are eating through power and fuel. That’s why they’re not online all the time. So what triggered them? Some kind of weapons lock? Was that what that whine was?
He glanced at the camera feeds. The gunships were thinly veiled by mist, but the red circles still moved, tracking them as they shifted into view then disappeared again. They were close, searching for another firing solution, and the freighter pitched and rolled defensively.
The high-pitched whine filled the cockpit again and, immediately, there was an upward pitch and break right. The same series of small detonations rocked the hull. Through the rear-camera feed, Shepherd watched scintillating white and orange spheres, looking like tiny comets, spiral away from Soteria in a line. The gunships fired quickly; their position had been perfect a second earlier, but their missiles were sucked towards the flaming spheres and exploded harmlessly against rock. Shockwaves punched the freighter’s hull and Shepherd knew the explosions had been close.
He found the blue line again and dialled in as much speed as he dared. The display hovering beside one of the gunships began to flash with the word “fuel”.
Can you scan their fuel reserves? Is that even possible? How much of a stranger are you to me now, old girl?
He eased back on the throttle, slowing to bring the gunships in closer. His attention shifted constantly—the main windscreen and the valley ahead, then the camera feed behind him, then back again—drinking in every pixel and scrap of information and allowing muscle memory and instinct to guide his hands. 
He broke hard again, rolling into an inverted position, and continued through the roll in a wide arc to scrub off more speed. Then he banked back across the gunships, ascending, forcing them to overshoot. Searching for a way out, a line to buy precious seconds, to open the gap and find some space. 
He banked into another valley, more sharply than he had ever thought Soteria could manage, but he was pushing her now. Every thrust and parry was at the very edge of what he thought was possible. He could feel the adrenaline surging, but he refused to give in to hope. Always stay focused. The guy in the attacker’s position always has the advantage, and he always knows more than you think he does. Never think you’re out of it, until the sky is empty. After only a few seconds, the gunships followed, but he was already into the dive, gaining speed from gravity, maintaining potential energy. Building for the moment when he would see the escape unfurl in front of him, because the power cells and fuel reserves were rapidly depleting. It’s you or me. One of us will have to give it up soon. He traced the blue line, throttling to full to open up the gap. He knew she couldn’t keep it up for long.
The display hovering beside the second of the gunships also began to flash “fuel”. Can you read my mind, too? Is that one of your tricks?
When the moment came, it flickered in front of him like old film, and he almost missed it. The valley curved into a sudden switchback and he banked hard into it, then upwards. Part of the hull clipped an icy cornice of snow and the controls bucked in his hands, clawing away speed. He throttled to full again and soared upwards through the mist. Maybe they’ll miss us, overshoot for a while before they realise. He didn’t really believe it. His fingers closed tight around the throttle until Soteria was way above full speed.
And he prayed.
Shepherd watched the blue glow of the gunship’s drives evaporate behind him. For what seemed like forever, the red circles tracked the gunships farther into the massif as Soteria climbed. Yet Shepherd refused to permit himself hope, and rightly so: he watched in horror as the gunships slowed, then burst out of the fog. Immediately they rolled into a pursuit line and fired again.
Shepherd pushed Soteria into another barrel roll, inverting smoothly then through to upright again, to lose as little speed as possible. The gunships fired in tandem—short, sharp bursts, forcing him to manoeuvre, trying to make him throw away valuable speed. Another barrel roll, tighter this time—almost like a thin spiral, flattening and arcing away from the hail of scintillating white searing the darkness of the night sky.
Each time he threw the tired freighter into a defensive manoeuvre he saw the speed fall and the fuel levels drain. Well into orange now, red next to come, and approaching fast. Yet the “fuel” markers on each gunship were flashing even more quickly. Not long—just hold them off for a few more seconds.
Soteria shook violently and a klaxon screamed. Her speed fell away pointedly and the controls began to shudder. On one of the readouts on the console, an image of her appeared—a line-drawn blueprint in green with systems and hull areas haloed in orange. One of the smaller rear drives, under the port wing, was flashing red. A single word next to it: OFFLINE.
This is it. They’re close now, well within weapons range, and we’re losing speed. Another hit and they’ll be able pull up behind us and pick a spot.
Soteria was shaking so hard now, shivering, he thought the hull might lose sections. The controls were almost too hard to manage. For a moment, he closed his eyes and almost willed the end to come. I guess I always knew it would end this way—running from the Magistratus.
But you’re not alone anymore. There are people here who need you.
What can I do?
Go down fighting. Like you promised yourself.
It’s meaningless.
Nothing is meaningless. Fight! Never give in!
Shepherd opened his eyes. ‘Are the Peacekeepers still in the hold?’ he said. He had almost forgotten the preacher was there—the man had not said a word throughout.
‘Yes.’
Shepherd hit the button to open the hold. It took a second and a half, but eventually they came into view. Seven black shapes, lifeless, tumbling through the sky towards the gunships. Fanning out like marionette skydivers. He watched as the Peacekeepers fell away behind the ship. Heavy, cumbersome, full of drag and pitching and spinning in the darkness. They fell quickly and too close to the gunships. One gunship manoeuvred sharply, a quick-thinking pilot at the controls, but he lost a huge chunk of speed getting out of the way. The other suffered a direct hit from one of its own. A two-hundred-fifty-pound frozen hunk of almost stone thumping with all the force Herse's gravity could muster straight into the windscreen. The body exploded in a mist of red, and the second gunship began to spiral out of control. Shepherd guessed the windscreen had cracked—maybe air was pouring into the cockpit. The windscreen’s integrity wouldn’t hold. The gunship’s vapour trail curled away as it fell from the sky.
For a moment its partner continued pursuit, but the chase was halfhearted now, and then it too dropped away. Who were they, these men I’ve killed? Did they have families? Were they loved? Fathers? Sons? Or just dealers in death? How am I better than them?
Shepherd turned to the preacher and caught the barely concealed anger on his face. For a moment there was silence, then the preacher suddenly looked past him and his eyes widened.
Shepherd turned back.
Deep in the dark-blue sky, beyond the fringes of the atmosphere, a whorl of azure and white spun like a celestial hurricane. It slowly grew in size until it filled the windscreen of the cockpit.
The tunnel was breaching.
Something was coming through.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER SEVENTEEN
 
 



Burying the Dead
 
‘THE CONSUL,’ the preacher said. ‘We’re too late.’
‘Not yet,’ Shepherd growled. ‘This is not over.’
‘You don’t understand—’
‘No, I understand just fine, preacher. But I won’t let them win. There’s always a way.’
‘A Consul is the Magistratus in both war and diplomacy,’ the preacher said. ‘Each of them commands their own vessel and a personal guard of two or three cruisers, with a squadron of short-range sublight fighters. You cannot fight them. Better we run and hide in the mountains, wait them out.’
‘They’d find us,’ Shepherd replied. ‘No, I’m going to fly straight past them and into the tunnel.’
For a moment, the preacher was silent. Then he whispered, ‘You’re insane.’
Shepherd ignored him. He watched the hurricane of swirling blue and white unfurl, searching for any sign of the ships coming through. The tunnels unleashed their subspace storm some time before a vessel breached—the larger the vessel, the longer it took for the wormhole to open. There was no way there was enough time to get to the tunnel before the Consul’s guard breached, but there was one last card to play.
‘FTL is hard on all ships, no matter how advanced,’ Shepherd said. ‘It shakes the hell out of the hull, confuses the navigational systems, hits sublight propulsion—everything. After breach, it takes a while for everything to come back online and zero in.’
‘How long?’
‘Usually less than a minute.’
‘That’s not much of an advantage.’
‘The Consul has just travelled from the Core. You know how long that takes? Three days and five different tunnels. FTL is debilitating, which is why most people sleep. We were never meant to travel this way—our bodies just aren’t made for it. His crew is not expecting us to be there, so we do it quick enough, they won’t be alert and might not have time to react.’
‘Might,’ the preacher said wryly.
A fearsome shard of black slowly materialised through the squall. Lightning swirled around it as it breached. Seven dark spears jutted from its nose, and on the underside of the hull was a long, deep fin. There were gun turrets along its spine. In the stern, four huge sublight drives glowed blue as they began to warm up. It was twice the length of Soteria.
‘Hiding is not an option,’ Shepherd said. ‘Right now they don’t know we’re coming.’ Soteria began to shake as she hit the upper layers of Herse's atmosphere. Tiny flecks of stone peppered the hull, and the temperature inside the cockpit grew. Sweat beaded on Shepherd’s forehead. Just a little while longer. Don’t breach yet. Just give me a little longer.
‘The gunships won’t have been able to communicate with the Consul in FTL,’ the preacher said, nodding slowly.
Shepherd flexed his hands again. ‘What do you believe in, preacher?’
A second, identical ship followed the first through the breach. The cruisers were through, Shepherd guessed. They moved slowly away from the tunnel, the crew probably orienting the systems to Herse's space. Sublight drives were spooling up, ready to drive them down to the planet.
‘I believe in something greater than the Magistratus.’
‘Have you seen it?’
‘It’s in all of us. It’s who we are and how we act.’
‘You think humanity is worth the effort?’
‘I’ve seen the darkness inside the human soul and the light which overcomes it. Yes, I think humanity is worth the effort.’
‘I hope you’re right.’
The nose of the Consul’s ship appeared the moment Soteria burst through the final layers of Herse's atmosphere. No going back now.
The last of the atmosphere released its grip on Soteria’s hull and she felt suddenly smooth and even in his hands. The natural course to Herse Port meant the Consul was heading ninety degrees away from Soteria’s course towards the tunnel. Centrifugal force hampers the manoeuvrability of heavier ships, which means wider turning circles. Use that. Get inside the turning circle, make the gun turrets work to find you. Find the black spot, where the least number can get firing solutions. Usually, it’s the stern—sublight drives screw with automated range-finding equipment. This might give them precious extra seconds, and Shepherd intended to use every solitary one. Keeping the throttle at full, Shepherd broke for the tunnel as the last of the Consul’s vessels emerged.
The Consul’s own vessel was a leviathan, five or six times as long as Soteria and sleek like a whale. It moved slowly, and the lightning from the centre of the breach coursed over it like a blanket of electrical fire. As Soteria hurtled towards it, Shepherd could pick out the gun turrets evenly spaced along the sides and across the top—he counted eight in all, and guessed there’d be another five on the other side. Bile rose in his throat as he banked away to change the angle. The cruisers appeared not to have picked up Soteria yet, and he didn’t slow.
Two gunships dropped out of the cruisers and flew towards Herse.
As if suddenly moved by some unknown command, they turned and arced towards Soteria.
The tunnel was fifteen seconds away. Shepherd knew the gunships would meet them first. ‘We might be out of moves, preacher.’
‘Then it’s been a worthy attempt,’ the preacher replied grimly. ‘We will be remembered. We’re not alone.’
‘Eulogies are for the dead,’ Shepherd said. ‘We’re not dead yet.’
He banked slightly away from the tunnel’s opening, forcing the gunships to follow. Did they know she was unarmed? Would that affect their tactics? No gravity up here, so energy management is different, but their pursuit curves won’t change. Keeping speed would normally be essential. Soteria was faster up here—heavier, with drives that would outclass the gunships. Their pilots would know that. They would choose a lead pursuit, a course which aimed in front of her, to compensate for her greater speed, but they would have to turn late and tight to avoid overshooting. The gunships would only get one chance at a firing solution and Soteria would only get one shot at escaping. The tunnel would soon close.
Speed and energy are essential. They know that, they’re anticipating that. So do something different. As the gunships closed on a lead pursuit, gaining a pure and perfect firing solution, the shrill whine began, just as Shepherd had hoped. The moment it pierced his ears, he yanked the controls hard and broke left into and across the path of the oncoming gunships.
They fired.
Soteria rolled and descended beneath the hail of pure white, rocking violently as a small clutch of missiles cannoned into the hull. The rest arced harmlessly away.
Klaxons screamed and the console lit up red, the orange halo across the blueprint of the ship gone and replaced by something infinitely more serious.
Hold on, baby.
The gunships had overshot, their chance gone, but there was no time for relief. The tunnel began to close.
We’re still too far! Shepherd hammered the throttle to full and aimed for the centre of the aperture. This is it, girl. Protect us one last time. He watched the sphincter of azure and white curl towards the centre, closing inexorably and terminally, as they hurtled towards it. He had never entered a tunnel this tight, had no idea what it might do to the hull.
They were close now.
She rocked in his hands as if wind were tearing at the wings and the fuselage. He fought to keep her level and straight. Every half-second is crucial. You can’t lose speed. He had never seen a tunnel closing from this close up. Almost on top of him and, for a moment, he was taken by its beauty. Beauty is so often wed to wildness. Play the hand you have. Never give in.
The tunnel closed behind them.
 
Shepherd left the preacher in the cockpit and found himself running to medical. When he got there, the door was already open. The woman he’d seen at camp, tending to Jordi, was leaning over the boy again now. He was lying still on the cot, his eyes closed, naked but for his underwear. His body was bruised and bloody, and Shepherd winced at the sight of the wounds on his leg and his ribcage. Someone had wiped his face, but the dirt and blood was still smeared around the edges and caked in his hair. He looked too young.
‘How is he?’ Shepherd asked.
The woman turned to him. She was older than he remembered—perhaps the bright lights in medical picked out more of the lines on her face, or perhaps the events of the last twenty-four hours had aged her. She stared hard at him before she spoke. ‘He’s lost a lot of blood and his ribs are broken,’ she said. ‘There’s an infection in the leg. I gave him some of the medicine you brought, but I don’t yet know if it’s strong enough to stop the infection.’
‘Use anything you need in here,’ he said.
‘That was my intention.’
Shepherd nodded and left. He walked quickly along the corridor until he reached the door to the passenger quarters. He pressed his palm against the panel and it slid open. A dozen terrified faces stared back at him; he searched the room until he found the one he was looking for. The jowled customs official was sitting in one corner, knees pulled up to his meaty chest. Shepherd stalked over to him and hauled him to his feet. He pulled the pistol from its holster and forced it up under the man’s jaw.
The fat man pulled away, terror flaring in his wide eyes, but Shepherd held him tightly, a fist closed around his lapels.
‘Why?’
‘I wanted to get away,’ he stammered. Then the fear in his eyes fell away and his face grew hard. Through tight lips he sneered, ‘I never wanted any of it. I didn’t believe like the others. I just wanted the money and a place to live that had heat and didn’t have rats. Food that wasn’t rotten.’
‘They’ll be looking for you. You’re a danger to everyone here.’
‘No more than you,’ he said. ‘I’ll disappear in my own time. I have as many tunnel co-ordinates as I could download. The Magistratus will change the access codes, so they won’t last forever, but I can still sell them on Jieshou. They’ll never find me after that.’
‘I find out you gave any of these people up, I’ll find you.’
For a moment, the man was silent as his eyes searched Shepherd’s. Then he sneered, ‘Empty threats. You think I’m more afraid of you than I am of a Consul? I made my choice, and selling these fools gains me nothing. Now, you’ve said what you had to say—be on your way, or shoot me.’
Shepherd let the pistol drop as he watched the man’s expression shift to one of loathing. Then he turned away and went to his quarters to sleep away the tunnel.
Shepherd found his quarters suddenly cold and alien to him. The comfortable familiarity was gone, replaced by something dark and unknown. He gazed at his desk, but was afraid to sit at it. Through the window outside, the strobed stars appeared like lines, but even the soft glow they cast seemed colder. He realised his throat was dry, and he leaned into the steel sink and washed his face and drank. As the adrenaline slowly drained away, his legs began to feel weak and brittle. He closed his eyes and, for a moment, he was on the horse again. Free. That’s what this is all about—being free. Is it worth it? Is it worth the price we will all have to pay?
He collapsed onto his cot and slept.
 
When Shepherd woke, his head was full of fog and his tongue was dry. His muscles ached because the adrenaline had long since seeped away. He dressed and opened his door. The preacher was waiting for him outside his quarters, standing tall and filling the doorway. Shepherd sighed. He let me sleep first. How kind of him.
‘Those men deserved proper burials,’ the preacher said quietly. His face was set, emotionless, but his eyes burned with sadness and resentment. ‘In war, people die. Yet they were human beings—misguided, but human nonetheless. We’re not animals.’
‘Those men would have killed us all in a heartbeat, and felt no remorse.’ Shepherd’s voice was hard and bitter. ‘Neither do I.’ It was a lie, and he knew it.
When the preacher didn’t reply, Shepherd felt compelled to say, ‘We had no choice. We needed something to level the field.’ It felt like an excuse.
‘Wars are all fought by men who either believe they are right, or who have no other choice. How they fight defines who they are when the blood stops flowing.’
Shepherd grabbed the preacher’s arm as the tall man turned to leave.
‘Back there,’ Shepherd said. ‘The systems she put in play. Did you recognise them?’
For a long time, the preacher said nothing. When he spoke, he looked tired. ‘No,’ he said, watching Shepherd. ‘But I remember talking to an old tech once, back in the service. He told me about a class of prototype vessels—five were built, I think—which were all decommissioned because the power plants consumed too much fuel when the experimental defensive modes were engaged. They were built to be Peacekeeper transports, at a time when it was felt that spurning weapons for better armour, more speed and new defensive technology was preferable. The techs thought getting the Peacekeepers into a fight quickly, and the ship out again, was better than having the ship slug it out with whatever firepower the other side might have—especially when it was unlikely the other side would have very much.’
‘You think Soteria was one of these prototypes?’
‘Possibly.’
‘What happened to them?’
‘They were all destroyed. Or so I was told.’
‘You’re thinking one got missed.’
‘The New Republic’s no utopia—people do what they need to in order to survive. It’s possible someone got one of them out. Unlikely, but possible.’
‘Why unlikely? I see Magistratus technology in the Bazaar all the time.’
‘The vessels I was told about had a second function; they were battlefield reconnaissance specialists.’
‘Intelligence gathering?’
‘Among other things. They were fitted with surveillance technology—cameras that could see in various fields, recording and communications devices and so on. But the real trick was that they had a comms sub-link into the main intel hub back at the Core. They could network in through long-range wire transmissions and send data back to facilities in the Core.’
‘Technology like that, she must have a tracker?’
‘If she did, I’d know about it.’ The preacher nodded to the device lying on the console. ‘I think we’re safe.’
‘But you’re not happy about this—I can see it all over your face. What’s on your mind?’
‘I was asked to facilitate your delivery to a specific location.’
‘By who?’
‘I’ll get to that.’
‘When?’
‘When I trust you.’
‘I may not wait that long.’
‘I’m thinking it wasn’t you I was supposed to bring. It was the ship.’
‘You think it still has access to the Core networks?’
‘No. If it did, they’d certainly be tracking it. But if it could connect one way to the Core, it might have been able to connect the other way too.’
‘You think it has information stored somewhere in its own systems?’
‘That would explain a great deal. Why they didn’t just destroy the ship back at the port, but had to fire on us to keep us from escaping; why the Consul is so interested. There’s more to this than even I know.’
‘You can’t keep me in the dark forever.’
‘Time. That’s all I ask. There are things we need to attend to first.’
‘Like what?’
‘We’re picking others up.’
‘Who?’
‘I don’t know.’
‘So we pick up whoever walks up to us?’
‘We’ll know them when we see them.’
‘I need to know what I’m getting into, preacher.’
‘You’re just as much on the run now as we are. They want that ship and they’ll kill whoever gets in their way.’
‘I’ll take my chances. There’s something I need to know. The kid’s brother, Ishmael.’
The preacher’s face contorted in sadness. ‘Yes?’
‘Did he know what he was getting into?’
‘He wasn’t supposed to die, but he knew the risks.’
‘You taught him what to say to me,’ Shepherd said. ‘So he’d sound like a mechanic and get me outside.’
‘Yes.’
‘He knew the risks.’ Shepherd didn’t believe it.
‘I wish it had been me.’
‘You owe Jordi now and you always will. You’ve taken away from him the only thing that ever really mattered to him.’
‘You had a brother once.’
‘I said I wasn’t buying what you were selling.’
The preacher gazed at him, then spoke quietly. ‘What do you know about our history?’ 
‘Not much,’ Shepherd said. ‘What the Magistratus tells us, which I suspect is half-truth at best.’
‘I need a pipe. So land this thing and let’s get some fresh air.’
 
Jordi woke slowly and, for a long while, struggled to comprehend where he was. Intense white light stung his bleary eyes and he shrank from it. His mouth was dry; he felt sluggish and drowsy. There was no pain, only a crawling numbness—as if his skin and body were not his own.
Jordi forced open his eyes and blinked quickly, willing them to adjust to the light. Eventually, and painfully slowly, he was able to glance around. The cold, sterile steel room that met his gaze was frighteningly unfamiliar: steel cabinets, snaking hoses, a bank of screens. A single steel table, laid out with instruments he didn’t recognise. An intense white light shone from above, and a bitter smell hung in the air.
It wasn’t until the ache in his muscles washed over him that he was reminded of the night the Peacekeepers had come to his village. The memories flooded back and overwhelmed him. He closed his eyes and saw his brother’s broken body, hung like meat; then the discarded bodies of the villagers, the crows tearing at their ashen flesh. In his ears he could hear the thunder from the Peacekeepers’ weapons as he ran to the freighter, the raging storm above him as he fumbled with the hatch.
Vaarden’s dead face appeared in front of his eyes and Jordi could feel his hands balling into trembling fists.
So many dead.
Unwilling to move, energy slowly leeching from his body, Jordi wept.



 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
CHAPTER EIGHTEEN
 
 
A Preacher's Tale
 
AS DUSK fell, the preacher perched on a fallen tree over which he had laid a thick wool blanket. The flickering light from the fire played across his face. It picked out the dark crevasses of his scars and glistened in his eyes. For a moment, he looked ghostly and unreal. Charcoal clouds gathered overhead so there was no chance the smoke from the fire would be seen, if anyone was even looking for them in this alien place. The navigational systems had no name for the system, or for the planets within it. For this tiny moon the preacher had directed him to, there was only a number: FN-1657.
Now, sitting in the warmth of the fire, away from the bitter winter of Herse, Shepherd felt suddenly, absurdly, relaxed. In his hands he held a flask of hotleaf, and the scalding liquid gave him comfort. Beyond the group sitting around the fire, towards the middle of the clearing, he could see the outline of Soteria’s hull and the dense forest on the other side, encircling her. The preacher pulled deeply on his pipe, clutched in a weathered hand, then blew wisps of vapour back into the fire. Shepherd drank from his flask and waited.
‘We don’t know everything, of course,’ the preacher said slowly. ‘The Magistratus has seen to that. But we know some. For thirty years, preachers have foraged for every scrap of learning about where humankind came from. Especially those scraps that aren’t in the hands of the Magistratus. Humankind has existed far longer than the Magistratus will admit; thousands of years. They called the planet that once was their only home many things—Terra or Tellus, Gaea, Jord, Earth. Maybe more than that, but in some way all of them referred to her as our mother.’
‘How do you know this?’ Shepherd asked.
‘The Magistratus maintains an archive,’ the preacher replied. ‘Contained within it is everything the Magistratus knows of our history.’
‘Not possible,’ Shepherd said. ‘Something like that really existed, someone would know about it. There’d be talk, somewhere.’
‘Not everyone believes right away. You’re entitled to seek your own path. To say otherwise is the Magistratus’s way, not ours.
‘The men and women who serve and protect the Archive are born into it. They know nothing else. To them, it is the highest calling. They are taught from birth to believe the Archive is the key to the Republic’s survival. They have no access to the data beyond that which is required to maintain it, but they are fanatical in their love for it. The Magistratus calls these people the Librarians.’
‘Like I said, how do you know this?’ Shepherd asked again.
‘Some time ago—I’ll not say how—we liberated a handful of files from the Archive. And of course we collect whatever scraps of data we can from across the Republic. We collate and we analyse, and we protect what we record.’
‘Where is it kept?’
The preacher smiled and shook his head, never taking his eyes from Shepherd’s. ‘There are too many who would profit from dissemination skewed by self-interest. And were the Magistratus to find what we have—’ The preacher paused and stared long into the fire. For a while he said nothing and Shepherd saw grief uncoil across his face. ‘What is contained within that vast Archive tells us that humankind is predisposed to ruin itself. We are ruled by greed, lust, envy; motivated by egoism and self-interest.’
‘I don’t need an Archive to know that,’ Shepherd said as he tossed a stone into the fire. The wood shifted and sent sparks curling into the night air.
The preacher chuckled. ‘Yes, on that you may be right.’
‘So you know what happened to that planet?’
‘We do,’ the preacher said. He pulled on his pipe again, deeper this time, as if the tobacco would numb something that was wasting inside him. ‘Two centuries ago, it was their own shortsighted self-interest which cost them their home. Instead of living within the limits of the world around them, they existed recklessly, gluttonously. They consumed and discarded with no thought to their own future. They raped their planet. Pillaged her of every ripe fruit she so generously gave them. Destroyed the air with poison to run their vehicles and their lives. No planet is without limits, and eventually she gave in.
‘Summers grew hotter and winters colder. Slowly to begin with, but perceptibly enough. Their leaders met time and again, but reached no agreement. They were concerned only with their insular lives—not with the future of their children and grandchildren. Some even said that there was no danger. Others cared only for coin.’
‘How many people lived on this planet?’ Shepherd asked.
‘We don’t know for sure. Perhaps as many as five billion.’
‘Five billion?’
‘Seems almost impossible, doesn’t it? Now we live on planets spread across a dozen systems, yet there can be no more than a few million of us.’
‘How did it happen?’ Shepherd asked. ‘The end of that place. What exactly happened to them?’
‘There came a point when Terra couldn’t contain herself. The Magistratus calls it the First Cataclysm. On that, we agree. Some believe Terra sought retribution on those who had abused her generosity. I doubt it—it’s more likely the planet just couldn’t sustain any more damage. Almost the whole human race died in the First Cataclysm, which lasted nearly half a century. Those that survived were reduced to living off the scraps available to them from the dead. But, eventually, even they perished.
‘Yet some, powerful men beyond the leaders with wealth and influence, had been wise enough to predict the First Cataclysm. They employed educated men who gave them everything they needed to find a way. And they escaped.’
‘The Corporation,’ Shepherd said. ‘As the Magistratus was then known.’
‘Yes.’
‘How many died, exactly?’
‘Again the Library is incomplete, but we think almost everyone.’ Shepherd closed his eyes, his heart beating just a little faster, but he couldn’t bring himself to even imagine such an event. The preacher continued. ‘Their progress in understanding the way that the universe was built had been considerable—but it still remained an unsolved puzzle until a man came along named Edward Visser.
‘Visser?’ Shepherd asked. ‘As in the Visser Tunnels? They were named for a man?’
‘Visser’s grandfather had written on the existence of what we now call the Visser Tunnels. It was little more than a theory then, and most thought that travelling through them was impossible. But Edward Visser, like his grandfather, was desperate to prove them wrong. And good that he did. The men who employed him sought to build vessels that could travel through the tunnels and across the universe.’
‘The Corporation couldn’t save everyone.’
‘So they tell us,’ the preacher said. Before Shepherd could answer, another voice from behind them spoke.
‘What is it like?’
Shepherd turned and saw Jordi on the ramp to Soteria’s hold. He was wrapped in a wool blanket and leaning on a crutch from the medical bay. He limped towards them.
‘You should be resting,’ the preacher said.
‘I don’t want to sleep anymore,’ Jordi said quietly as he sat down beside them. ‘Being in a tunnel. What does it feel like? What does it look like?’
Shepherd stared at the fire and remembered what his first time had been like. The first breach, being sucked into the searing azure, white light. The ship had been old, nothing like Soteria. It was heavy and cumbersome, battered and temperamental. It quaked as they shuddered through even the shortest tunnel. He had thought it might tear apart and he’d be hurled into space, his skin and flesh ripped from his bones. He’d watched in terror as tools had fallen from their hooks and bounded around the cabin as he sat, strapped in tight to a tiny wooden bench. He’d gripped the nylon straps so hard they’d bit into his hands and drew blood.
When the ship finally breached and they dropped into sublight, he’d unclipped himself and staggered on brittle legs to a bathroom, where he threw up and cried.
He’d been nine years old.
‘It’s a rush, kid. Nothing like it.’
‘Can you imagine the way it must have changed their world?’ the preacher said. ‘They existed on a single planet, alone, without any understanding of what lay beyond them. And then they were able to travel beyond the walls Mother Terra had created for them.’
Walls are built for a reason, Shepherd thought.
‘What do you know of Terra?’ The preacher stared at Shepherd as he asked this, as if it were a question he had articulated a thousand times before and each answer he’d received was to be collected, analysed and then locked away forever. A measure of how much humankind had progressed.
‘Not much. I’ve heard stories, rumour and innuendo, but nothing more.’
‘And what do you make of those stories?’
‘I can understand why a billion, or even five billion, people living together on one planet wouldn’t last long.’
‘You’re a cynic.’
‘No more than you.’
‘You sensed that, did you?’ The preacher tapped the leaf from his pipe and began to refill it from a small leather pouch that he’d retrieved from inside the folds of his coat. ‘What I know, what I have read over many years, and what I have seen, leads me to believe that we as a species, as we have evolved so far, are destined to exterminate ourselves. And now that we have the ability to spread out across the universe, it will simply take longer.’
‘You know the problem with you preachers? You make everyone so fucking miserable.’
‘People never want to know the truth. It inconveniences their blissfully ignorant lives. That is why the Core is the way it is. But away from the Magistratus, there is a chance.’
‘What actually happened? On Terra.’
‘The temperature rose, and the climate began to change. During the First Cataclysm, the planet’s ice caps melted into its northern oceans, with devastating effect. Far from getting warmer, the net result was a rapid cooling of the north. The only possible response for humans was a migration southwards. Yet the change was so abrupt, and came with such ferocious storms, that many died before they could gather possessions enough to make the long journey. They had vehicles of course, but vehicles require power, and as their society collapsed, there was no power to be had, and they could only walk.’
‘They froze to death?’
The preacher shrugged. ‘Some say the storms brought with them a change in the climate that was so severe that the temperatures dropped within days. Others say it took weeks. But on one thing, every piece of information is clear. Human society was so complex, and with so many competing interests, that no one could agree on what course to take. That confusion and delay was enough to hasten the deaths of billions.’
‘But not the Corporation.’
‘Indeed.’
‘The Corporation?’ Jordi asked.
‘The Consulate Magistratus wasn’t always known that way,’ Shepherd said. ‘It was a corporation once, with more coin than anyone else. It only became the Magistratus after the Second Cataclysm. It was that war which gave the Magistratus the power they needed—a reason to make citizens submit to them. Fear of what lies beyond the Wall.’
As they spoke, a noise came from the within the forest, beyond the clearing. And as the flames played across the faces of the small group perched on logs around the fire, two figures emerged from the darkness. The preacher spoke again, this time more quietly. 
‘It’s time.’
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