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For Cath and Alexander




O gentle child, beautiful as thou wert, Why didst thou leave the trodden paths of men Too soon, and with weak hands though mighty heart Dare the unpastured dragon in his den?


PERCY BYSSHE SHELLEY, ADONAIS




PROLOGUE ONE


TROUBLE DOG


“So,” I asked, “what’s the object of this game?”


The Adalwolf smiled. “To win.”


We were sitting in a virtual environment—a recreation of the Palace of Versailles. Beyond the high windows, ornate gardens stretched away. Fountains sparkled in the clean white sunlight. Adalwolf had dressed his avatar in a dark silk robe. His bony wrists protruded from its sleeves. I had contented myself with my default option: a shaggy-haired, androgynous-looking woman in a battered trench coat. A marble chessboard sat on the table between us.


“And how do you do that?”


“You capture your opponent’s king.”


“That’s this tall one?”


“Yes.”


“That’s it?”


“In essence, yes.”


“And what about these horsey ones?”


The Adalwolf gave a tight smile. “The knights.”


“Yes, I like those.” I leaned over the board and tapped one of the pieces in my first rank. “And these are the prawns?”


“Pawns.”


“And these cock-shaped ones?”


“Bishops.”


“Got it.”


“Are you ready to play?”


“I think so. Who goes first?”


“I do.”


Adalwolf reached out a thin arm and plucked a knight from the back row. He moved it over the pawns and placed it on its destined square.


I frowned in puzzlement.


Adalwolf sighed. “What’s the matter?”


“That’s it? That’s your move?”


“It’s a classic opening gambit.”


“It doesn’t seem to have achieved much.”


“I suppose you can do better?”


“Of course.” I leant back in my chair and cracked my knuckles over my head. I braced my feet against the tiled floor and grinned. “Watch this.”


I sprang forward. The fingers of my right hand jabbed Adalwolf in the throat. He started to fall backwards, and I flipped the table with my left. By the time the last marble pieces rattled down onto the floor, I was kneeling on his chest with his king held triumphantly in my hand.


“I win,” I said.


Adalwolf coughed, massaging his battered larynx. “You really don’t understand chess, do you?”


I sniffed and clambered to my feet. “On the contrary.” I let the marble king fall from my fingers. It bounced off his ribs with a hollow thump and rolled away across the floor. “You just don’t understand tactics.”




PROLOGUE TWO


SAL KONSTANZ


“How about now?”


“Still a blur I’m afraid.” On the screen, the Trouble Dog’s avatar frowned. She pursed her lips. “Wait—”


“Are you getting something?”


“Yes,” she said. “I think it’s starting to resolve. But all I can see are stars.”


“That’s all I can see on the screens.” We were parked in empty space, three light years from the nearest star system. The Trouble Dog’s sister ship, the Adalwolf, hung a few dozen kilometres off our starboard flank.


“No ultraviolet? No infrared?”


“Sorry.” I shrugged. “Just the boring old ‘visible spectrum’, I’m afraid.”


“How do you people do it?”


“Do what?”


“Find anything?” The avatar threw up her hands. “This is like being half-blind.”


I touched the wad of bandage covering the empty socket that had until recently housed my right eye. “Don’t talk to me about being half-blind.”


She looked embarrassed. “I apologise, Captain. That was insensitive. I really do appreciate your sacrifice. It’s just taking me a little time to get used to seeing with a real, organic eye. I’ve never used one before.”


“Make the most of it,” I said, “because it’s the only one you’ll be getting from me.”


We’d been here for two weeks, resting and recuperating in the middle of nowhere after being forced to flee human space. While Nod and his thirteen offspring had worked alongside the ship’s self-repair mechanisms in order to get us flightworthy again, we’d spent much of those two weeks debating our next move. As fugitives cut off from home and hiding out in alien territory, our choice of destination would be critical to our chances of survival.


The Trouble Dog noticed my expression.


“Do you regret giving me your eye?”


My fingers brushed the bandage a second time. I still hadn’t grown accustomed to the loss of half my visual field and had bruises from bumping into chairs and tables as I walked through the ship.


“I’m not exactly happy about it,” I admitted, “but no. I was thinking about something else.”


“What?”


“The fuel situation.” Both the Trouble Dog and the Adalwolf had almost depleted their fuel cores. “If we can’t find replacements at our next port of call, we’ll be screwed.”


Given the right templates and a ready supply of raw materials, the ship’s printers could produce food, medicines, cannon shells. Even, given enough time, nuclear-tipped torpedoes. But fuel cores were another matter—too delicate and complex and unstable to be safely printed on even the most advanced human printers. Instead, they had to be manufactured at special facilities. The military had installations where it made its own, of course, but civilian vessels had to purchase theirs from licensed dealers at starports—an arrangement that kept a corporate stranglehold on interstellar trade.


The Dog’s avatar shook her head. “I’ll be screwed,” she said. “You’ll be okay. I’ll be the one stranded and unable to move; if you can find transport, you can keep going.”


“I won’t leave you.”


“You might have to.”


I tugged at the brim of my frayed old baseball cap, settling it more firmly onto my head. “That’s not going to happen.”


I had been born and raised in the Outward, the faction of the Human Generality most engaged with the Multiplicity of other races. Our customs and language drew influences and inflections from a dozen alien cultures. Mutual trade agreements meant nobody in the Outward went hungry or lacked for shelter, but neither did we own much in the way of personal possessions. Our society frowned on the acquisition of stuff for its own sake. Our resources were carefully managed to ensure fairness and efficiency. The wasteful excesses that had finally ruined humanity’s home planet would not be replicated on any of our worlds or ships. While some of us lived on the surface of settled worlds, many others preferred to remain in motion. They lived on orbital stations or great star liners like the Geest van Amsterdam. We were, in our own eyes, a society perfectly adapted to humanity’s new place in the cosmos. And yet, our lofty ideals had only led us into a disastrous conflict with the Generality’s largest faction, the Conglomeration. And our urge to explore, to look outwards, had been the siren call that led my parents to their deaths and lured away the love of my life. And so, despite being brought up to value exploration and discovery, I’d be damned if I’d abandon Trouble Dog the way everyone else had abandoned me.


She smiled. “I hoped you’d say that.”


Although the core of her brain had been grown from human stem cells, she also had some canine DNA spliced into her, which gave her a strong sense of loyalty to her pack—a group that had once included the entire Conglomeration Navy, but had now shrunk to comprise only myself; our medic, Preston Menderes; Nod, the Druff engineer, and its little brood of babies; and the Adalwolf. Everyone else she— and I—cared about had been lost or killed along the way.


“How are our passengers?” I asked.


The Trouble Dog’s avatar performed a convincing shrug. “They’re coping.”


We’d rescued Johnny Schultz and Riley Addison after their ship crashed into an old Nymtoq colony vessel. For the past fourteen days, they’d spent most of their time in the cabin they shared, exploring their new relationship while simultaneously coming to terms with the horrific loss of the rest of their crew. This need for recuperation was something the Trouble Dog struggled to understand. Although she could be startlingly compassionate in some ways, she had also been designed to compartmentalise her feelings and move on—grief and post-traumatic stress being undesirable attributes in a heavy cruiser designed for the rigors and attrition of interstellar war.


Addison and Schultz had a little girl with them. Although physically human, the girl carried the memories and personality of Schultz’s lost ship, the Lucy’s Ghost, as well as the curious alien awareness of a millennia-old Nymtoq colony vessel whose name translated as The Restless Itch for Foreign Soil. We simply called her Lucy. And over the past days, she’d struck up quite a relationship with the Trouble Dog, spending a lot of time talking with her in virtual reality, discussing whatever it was ships discussed when they got together.


“And our food stocks?”


“The printers were designed to feed a crew of three hundred during extended missions. Even if we weren’t recycling all organic waste, you’d still have enough in the reservoir to last decades.”


“So, fuel’s the main thing we’re short of?”


“Affirmative.”


* * *


It was strange how even in the face of possibly imminent disaster, the routines of shipboard life continued unabated. The Druff continued to strip and replace worn-out components, unclog foul-water pipes, and perform the thousand other essential little tasks that kept the Trouble Dog habitable and in motion; and Preston Menderes continued his studies, familiarising himself with the equipment and procedures befitting his position as ship’s medical officer. Of all of us, I was the one with least to do. During a higher dimensional jump, the Dog could almost fly herself. So, while I busied myself with checklists and inspections, they were mostly a means of distraction, a vain attempt to stop me dwelling on our situation.


Reports continued to trickle in from other systems, their signal carried to us on the winds of the hypervoid. All across the sky, ships from the Fleet of Knives were falling like raptors on military and civilian vessels alike. In places, the Generality had tried to fight back, but its forces were unevenly distributed and owned by factions more used to shooting at each other than cooperating. The few battles that had taken place had been swift and merciless, and always ended in victory for the Fleet. A handful of its ships had been damaged or destroyed during these skirmishes, but it was obvious to all that these minor losses wouldn’t be enough to make any sort of difference to the inevitable outcome. The Fleet of Knives outnumbered the combined navies of humanity by several orders of magnitude—enough to firmly quell any and all resistance as it swept across the stars like a plague.


The distress calls were heartbreaking: men, women, and occasionally even children, of all nationalities and factions crying helplessly into the void as the Fleet of Knives shot their ships out from under them. Begging for help, and a rescue I couldn’t provide.


“You should stop listening,” the Trouble Dog said. She had found me sitting on my bunk, with my back against the bulkhead and the brim of my baseball cap pulled low to shade my face from the overhead lighting. Her image appeared in the mirror above my sink. “You’re only upsetting yourself.”


“I can’t help it.”


“They are too far away. There’s nothing you can do.”


“I know. I just feel someone should be listening. Someone should bear witness to all of this.”


“And that someone needs to be you?”


I shrugged. “Who else is there?”


She watched in silence as, one by one, I lit the votive candles on the shelf beside my bunk. The smoke that rose from their wicks smelled of sandalwood. I had one for each of my parents, one for George, and one for Sedge. Over the past few years, I had got into the habit of lighting them each night before bed and uttering a little prayer for my lost loved ones. Recently, I had added a fifth from my supply of spares. This one was for Alva Clay, my sister-in-arms. During the Archipelago War, she’d been a marine and had crawled through the jungles of Pelapatarn. Only she knew for sure how many people she’d killed. But after the war, she joined the House of Reclamation and became a member of my crew. Whatever violence she’d perpetrated during the conflict, and however cantankerous or insubordinate she could sometimes be, she had died saving others, and that was how I’d always remember her.


The flames burned steadily. Their light and heat bathed my face. I thought of my parents the last time I’d seen them alive. I pictured Sedge lying frozen in his casket, falling away towards Andromeda. And I thought of something Clay said to me just before we set out to rescue the crew of the Lucy’s Ghost.


“We’re all running from something, Sal. People like you and me don’t belong anywhere. Wherever we are, we’ve always got one eye on the exit, one foot out the door. We’re like sharks. We have to keep moving, or we suffocate.”


Her husband and their young daughter had been killed in the early days of the war, and she had been running from that pain ever since. I hoped that wherever she was now, she was at peace.


“I love you all,” I whispered to the dancing flames. “I love you and I miss you, and I wish you were here.”


* * *


Midnight found me in the Trouble Dog’s cargo hold, curled under a foil blanket in the bottom of the inflated life raft. The raft was circular, with a covering to provide shelter. Zipped closed, this covering became a dark cave; the light from the rotating orange location beacon came to resemble firelight flickering on the walls; the cold air leaking in from the cargo hold felt like the frigid fingers of a dark tundra night; and these illusions conspired to produce an effect both primal and comforting.


I had also liberated a bottle of Denebian gin from the galley stores, and was counting on it to cloud the worries and grief in my head, and allow me a few precious hours of sleep. Everything was falling apart, and the others—the civilian ships, Nod, Preston, our three passengers, and even the Adalwolf—were all looking to me for leadership. The problem was, I hadn’t the faintest clue what to do. What do you do when your world is ending? Who do you try to save? Where do you take shelter? We had a vague plan to head towards the region of space known as the Intrusion—a place where a wormhole had been punched through the fabric of reality and the laws of our universe struggled to coexist with those of another continuum. It was an unstable, dangerous place, but we were going there because the data uploaded to us by the traitor Alexi Bochnak indicated the white ships of the Fleet and the dragon-like creatures that had attacked the Lucy’s Ghost gave it a wide berth, as if they were scared by something in its chaotic fluctuation. Perhaps it was something to do with their builders, the race known as the Hearthers, who had created the Intrusion as a way to flee our universe; or perhaps it was the way the laws of physics could twist and flip in its vicinity. Either way, I hoped we could find safety there—at least, as much safety as could be had in a region where reality itself was unstable and prone to convulsions.


I sensed rather than heard the background hiss of the ship-wide comm system. Then the first clanging chords of an old-fashioned guitar riff filled the hold.


I sat up and yelled, “What the hell is this?”


The music softened a notch or two, and the Trouble Dog said, “I’ve been researching unwinnable wars. Apparently, this kind of music was very popular during the Vietnam War.”


“Vietnam?”


“It was a country on the opposite side of the PacRim to what used to be the United States of America.”


“How does this help us?”


“I thought the music might lend atmosphere to our plight. It’s by a man called Hendrix.” Her image appeared on the small soft screen fixed to the inside wall of the life raft’s canopy. “And it’s either this or something called ‘Ride of the Valkyries’.”


“I’ve never heard of it.”


“No reason you should have.”


“Then can I please go to sleep?”


The Trouble Dog gave me an appraising look, as if noticing my exhaustion for the first time. “Of course,” she said, and the music drained away to nothing. “I’m sorry.”


I rubbed my eyepatch. The socket hurt, and I wondered if there might be such a thing as phantom-eye syndrome. Then suddenly, all I wanted was to hide my disfigurement from the world. I curled into a foetal position in the bottom of the life raft and pulled the blanket up over my head.


* * *


I found Preston in the galley and he told me Johnny Schultz and Riley Addison had transferred over to the Adalwolf.


“They need privacy to come to terms with what happened to the rest of their crew,” he said. “They’ve also taken three of Nod’s offspring with them.”


That was good. The Adalwolf had been running without an engineer since fleeing confinement around Camrose, and ships weren’t designed to run without a crew. I should have thought to send the three small Druff over earlier— and probably would have done if I hadn’t been distracted by the ongoing destruction of human civilisation. The little critters would be able to maintain his systems, and recalibrate to account for any errors or malfunctions that might have crept in.


“And Lucy?”


“Johnny wanted her to go with them, but last time I saw her she was still in her cabin. I don’t think she and the Adalwolf get along.”


His hands were clasped around a mug of protein soup, and his orange jumpsuit looked rumpled, as if he’d slept in it.


“How are you doing?” I asked.


He sighed. “I still can’t quite believe it, you know?”


I didn’t need to ask what he meant. We’d all been watching the downfall of humanity. We all had friends and colleagues out there on the front lines—men and women who might already be dead for all we knew. Whole worlds we had known were failing from lack of outside support. Biospheres were unravelling. Crops were failing. Food chains were crashing and people were dying. And, of course, there were those opportunist factions who, against all evidence, thought now might be the right time to make an ill-judged grab for power or territory. Futile wars and revolutions flickered and died in the path of the Marble Armada’s advance. Missiles punctured fragile habitation domes; mushroom clouds roiled over hard-won farmland; whole societies tore themselves to tatters over issues that, scant hours later, the arrival of the white ships rendered meaningless. And still the carnage went on. It permeated our dreams and flavoured the food we forced ourselves to eat. We were impotent witnesses out here, beyond the borders of human-explored space, unable to influence the apocalypse as it played out in second-hand, static-jagged fragments. Nothing we could do or say could possibly save any of the souls tipping relentlessly into the dark; and yet we couldn’t turn away. This was our catastrophe as much as anyone’s; on this day, we were all simply human beings cowering from an implacable force of nature—the latest in a series of bottlenecks that had tried, over the millennia, to winnow our species to nothing.


“Are you okay?”


Preston didn’t look up, but his hands tightened around the cup. “I guess so.”


“It’s all right to be frightened.”


“I know. It’s not that so much. But everything’s falling apart. And we lost Alva.” He bunched his fists on the tabletop. “I just feel so damn helpless.”


My heart went out to him. His words echoed my thoughts, and he was so young to be dealing with so much. But as his commanding officer, I owed him more than commiseration. He needed reassurance. “We’re doing all we can.”


“It doesn’t feel like enough.”


“You’re doing plenty.”


“How so?”


“You’re our medic.” I forced a smile. “You keep the rest of us healthy and we keep flying. And as long as we keep flying, there’s hope.”


Some of the tension eased. His hands relaxed. “I hadn’t thought of it like that.”


I put a hand on his shoulder. “Don’t try to cope with everything at once. You have a purpose on this ship. Concentrate on that for now.”


He gave a bleak smile. “And afterwards?”


“Who knows?” I flicked a hand, dismissing further thought on the matter. “Right now, all we can rely on is ourselves.”


I heard shuffling in the corridor. Nod shambled into the room. Two of its children scampered and played around its legs. Its scales glimmered with a pearlescent sheen and its little black eyes sparkled.


“Dawn greetings to you, Captain. May the sun’s rays warm your branch.”


“Hello, Nod. You look well.”


One of its hand-faces focused on me, while another swivelled this way and that, keeping track of the little ones. “Much work,” it said. “Much time with offspring.”


“Well, it seems to agree with you.”


The fingers around the edge of its face closed and opened again, like a flower blinking. Nod was pleased.


“I have list of needed parts,” it said. “Things we cannot print onboard.”


“I’m sure we’ll be able to find them at our next stop.”


“Much hope, Captain. Much scavenging to be done.”


“Excellent.” I rose and tugged the brim of my baseball cap, first at Nod, then at Preston. As I left the room in the direction of the bridge, I hoped my demeanour instilled in them more confidence than I actually felt myself.




PART ONE


FOUR YEARS AGO
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For the winds that awakened the stars Are blowing through my blood.


W. B. Yeats, The Wind Among the Reeds




ONE


CORDELIA PA


“Look, a ship!”


Wrapped in the warmth of his stained and patched parka, Michael Pa paused in the wan light of a street globe, his long ponytail thrown back as he watched the incoming space trader furl its black lace wings. Beside him, I pulled nervously at his sleeve. We were in one of the city’s narrow alleys and it was late.


“Mikey, come on,” I urged, but his eyes filled with yearning, Michael refused to move. He remained transfixed by the ship, which looked to me to be a fairly standard example of its class, the solid, industrial lines of its hull seemingly at odds with the apparent fragility of its sweeping, electrically charged wings. Long ago, somebody had painted black and yellow stripes over its stern, and its flat, rust-streaked belly reflected the glow of the port’s arc lamps. The stripes made it look like a fat bee; otherwise, it was unremarkable. Ships just like it came and went every day.


“Where do you think it’s come from?” Michael asked, cheeks pink and breath steaming in the cold night air. “Where do you think it’s going?”


I didn’t answer. I couldn’t have cared less. The air froze the back of my neck like a compress, and this wasn’t the kind of place I wanted to linger, especially at night. Growing up around the edges of this vast, echoing metropolis, I’d heard the same stories as everybody else: of ghosts and booby traps, and prospectors who simply wandered off into the night, never to be seen again.


The buildings in the city had been deserted for a thousand years, and existed in perpetual night. No sun had ever warmed them, no rain ever fallen over them. The skies above their roofs and spires were, and always had been, perpetually scattered with stars, against which the lights of the nearer Plates glimmered.


Although I’d only ever lived on two of the twenty Plates in the swarm, I knew all their names by heart: Night Town, Admin, Favela Two… On a clear night, I could recognise them by their positions in the sky relative to one another, and by the soft murmurs they made when I looked at them—murmurs that apparently only I could hear. Currently, in the sky above the descending ship, I could see Ghost Castle, Shipyard One, and the bright sunlamps of Farm Plate Three—the latter close enough for me to make out its rectangular shape against the stars. It looked as wide as my thumbnail held at arm’s length, and I smiled at it, comforted by its familiarity. At night, the Plates whispered incomprehensible secrets to me, their voices a constant, comforting sigh, like wind through high tree branches or waves sliding up a darkened beach.


Not that I’d ever actually seen a real beach, of course.


“Come on.” I walked a few paces, and then turned. His eyes were still on the ship. Only when the uppermost tips of its up-curled wings finally dropped from sight behind the low buildings ringing the spaceport on the Plate’s edge did he lower his face and start to walk again.


“You are so impatient.”


“Me?” I fell into step beside him, gloved hands thrust deep into my coat pockets. The coat had been old when I’d bought it, and the gloves had once belonged to the inner lining of an obsolete pressure suit. “You’re the one who’s desperate to leave.”


“Aren’t you?”


I shrugged, looking around at the darkened, alien buildings. Some were blocky, others thin and tapering, but the proportions were all wrong. Whoever, or whatever, built them had been around three metres in height, and had scaled the size of the doorways and stairs accordingly.


“We grew up here,” I said.


“Not through choice.”


Huddled in our coats, we walked to the end of the street and turned right. We had come into the antique city on a scavenging expedition, hoping to find among its abandoned turrets and tunnels a scrap of saleable alien technology. Now, we were trailing back, empty-handed, to the edge of the Plate. Only the very fringes of the city were occupied. The vast majority of it remained unexplored, due to the dangers and unpredictability of its alien architecture. When our mother died, Michael and I had to move from Alpha Plate to share our uncle’s draughty fourth-floor walk-up here on City Plate Two.


As we walked, street globes greeted us at each intersection, hovering like anaemic suns, casting a pale light. Having been aligned by their alien builders to the rotational period of some long-forgotten foreign planet, the globes took thirty hours to cycle from bright noon to gloomy dusk, and then back again. Right now, they were almost at their dimmest. We’d been out longer than we’d planned, and now only a few minutes remained until midnight, and the start of curfew.


The streets were empty. Few people ventured this deep into the abandoned city, especially at night. As the street globes faded and the shadows deepened, the archways and spires took on a more threatening aspect.


“Don’t you ever think about it, though?” Michael asked.


“About what?”


He slowed. “About life on the other Plates?”


Ahead of us, at the port on the edge of the Plate, the ship’s engines gave a final shrieking roar, and then tapered to silence. I hugged myself against the cold. My hand strayed to the necklace at my throat: a platinum chain, which had once belonged to our mother.


“No,” I said.


“Only, I talked to Trudy earlier tonight—”


“That airhead?”


“—and she reckons she’s getting off this Plate.”


“She says that to all the boys.”


Michael stopped walking. “I think she means it.” He lowered his voice. “She says she’s got a contact on one of the ships, a trader called the Electrical Resistance. Next time it docks, she’s off. And she says I can go with her.”


I gave a snort. “She’s a waitress. The only resistance she’s got is to reality.”


Michael put his hands on his hips. “I’m serious.”


“So am I. Now please, let’s move. We don’t have much time.” I stalked off. After a few seconds, Michael ran to catch up.


“Why are you always like this?”


“Like what?”


“So cynical.”


I huffed. “Listen, if you want to believe everything a girl tells you when she’s trying to get you into bed, that’s fine with me. Good luck to you, it’s none of my business. Right now, I’m more worried about getting home.”


Michael chuckled.


“You’re jealous.”


“Of what?”


“Of the attention I get.”


I flinched. I knew all about attention: over the course of my sixteen years, my chopped white hair and mismatched eyes had attracted their fair share of remarks from the other scavengers—and not all of them had been complimentary.


“She’s just trying to get into your pants,” I said with a sniff. “That sort of attention I can live without.”


Self-consciously, Michael pulled his coat closed and scowled. “All I’m saying is that it wouldn’t hurt you to lighten up a bit once in a while. You used to want to travel. Don’t you remember how we used to lie in the dark and make lists of all the places we wanted to see?”


I glanced up at the stars. “I’m sixteen now, Michael.”


“So?”


I tugged my fur-lined hood up around my ears. “I’m older now, and things have changed.”


“Because of Uncle Caleb?”


Inside my gloves, my fists bunched. “He needs us to take care of him.”


Michael rubbed his mouth with the back of his glove. “I know. But that doesn’t mean we have to spend the rest of our lives stuck here. He wouldn’t want that.”


“We can’t just abandon him.”


“I’m not saying we should.” Michael’s arms flopped despairingly. “But if we don’t go soon, we never will. We’ll get bogged down. We’ll never make the break.”


I sniffed. “You’ve always been like this. Even when we were little kids, you couldn’t wait to get away.”


“And you’ve always been too cautious! We should get some money together and send Uncle Caleb to Hospital Plate.”


I shook my head. “That’s horrible. He looked after us.”


“And now he’s ill. He doesn’t know where he is half the time. The best way we can look after him is to see he gets professional care.”


“We can’t afford it.”


“We can if we sell the apartment and all his stuff.”


“But if we sell that, where will we live?”


“We’ll be gone.” Michael glanced ahead, in the direction of the port.


“Where?”


“Back to Alpha Plate, maybe even Command.” He threw his hands wide. “And then, who knows? Maybe all the way to Earth.”


I hunched my shoulders against the cold. I was only five years old, and Michael four, when our mother died and we were forced to abandon Alpha Plate for a life scavenging around the edges of this vast alien city. Alpha Plate had been a childhood paradise filled with miracles: warm bio-domes and access to endless information; programmable matter that allowed almost any machine or object to be printed from apparently inert garbage; and access to healthcare far above and beyond anything I could now hope to afford.


“We can’t, it’s impossible.”


“No, it isn’t.”


“Yes, yes, it is.” I sighed. “Even if we could find a buyer for the apartment, by the time we’d paid for Caleb’s care, we wouldn’t have enough left over to buy a ticket to Night Town, let alone Alpha.”


“We’d find a way.”


“By flirting with losers like Trudy Hyde?”


“Perhaps.”


“Forget it.”


We cut down a connecting street and crossed the Old Yard: a bare expanse of the Plate’s surface untouched by paving. The material was a semi-translucent blue, and smooth, so that walking on it felt much like walking on glass. Out in the open, away from the buildings of City Plate Two, we could see more of the sky. On the horizon, the system’s solitary gas giant hung like a dusky basketball while, all around, the tiny rectangles of the other Plates swarmed against the stars. Agricultural Plates shone with the golden warmth of powerful sun lamps; the other city Plates with the pinprick glitter of a million spire windows. And there, high above all the rest, the bright twins: Command and Alpha.


In my head, I heard Alpha’s familiar whisper. It was a lonely, mournful sound. I shivered and hugged myself. As a child, I’d dreamt of flying among them, arms outstretched as I wove through their loose formation, free and happy. Now, I kept my eyes on the ground until we reached the street on the far side of the Yard, and the first signs of human habitation.


We weren’t even halfway home but the globes lighting the corners had already dwindled to their bare, brown minimum, signifying midnight. My heart quickened. “It’s curfew time. We have to get indoors.”


Beside me, Michael frowned. He knew as well as I did that it was a serious matter to be caught on the streets between midnight and dawn. “We shouldn’t have spent so much time checking out that old tower.”


“That was your idea.”


He ignored me, and crossed to a narrow alley between two of the large, blocky warehouses on the opposite side of the street. “If we cut through the Burrow, it’ll bring us out on Eighth Street and save us five minutes.”


I peered dubiously at the graffiti carved into the walls on either side of the alley’s entrance. The Burrow was where the down-and-out slept: the destitute, burned-out, and unemployable. It had a reputation for gang violence and drug use, and occupied an entire city block: a shanty town of packing crates and plastic sheeting crammed into the shells of two old alien accommodation blocks.


“I think I’d rather stick to the roads.”


“And risk getting picked up by one of the patrols?” Michael stepped over the threshold, into the shadows. “Trust me, this will be a lot quicker.”


He moved off, deeper into the gloom, and I cursed. The alley stank of garbage fires and stale urine. Laundry lines stretched between the windows and fire escapes, and jury-rigged power cables hung in loops from the eaves.


“I don’t know about this.” I leaned back on my heels to look up and down the deserted street, but there was no one there to see what I was about to do. “If we step into this slum and disappear, nobody will ever know what happened to us. There’ll be no witnesses, and, even if the security troops bother to search for us, they won’t think of looking in here. No one in their right mind cuts through the Burrow at night; at least, not by choice. Even the people who live in it try to keep their heads down once the street globes begin to dim.”


“We can try.”


“Mikey, wait—”


“What?”


“I—”


I heard a burst of engine noise at the far end of the street. An armoured personnel carrier ground around the corner on six fat mesh tires. A searchlight blazed from the gun turret above its cab, pinning me in its glare. Squinting, I raised a hand to shade my eyes.


“Halt!” The amplified voice rattled my bones. For a seemingly endless moment, unable to think, heart hammering in my chest, I dithered. I couldn’t let myself be caught. If I went to jail, who would care for Uncle Caleb? Michael wouldn’t hang around, and he couldn’t afford to bail me out. I had to get away, but how? The security patrols carried guns and weren’t exactly shy about using them.


The vehicle groaned to a halt before me. Against the glare of its searchlight, I caught the red twinkle of a retina scan. Without meaning to, I blinked, and screwed my eyes into slits.


“Stand still!”


An armoured door opened with a metallic squeak, and a heavy boot crunched down onto the road’s surface.


“Why are you out so late, girlie, all by yourself?” A male voice, half-stifled by the thick gas mask covering his face. “Don’t you know it’s after curfew?”


He took a step towards me: a silhouette against the light, his torso puffed out by a padded flak jacket, head appearing over-large and misshapen by the flaring dome of a high-threat combat helmet. I saw the nightstick dangling from his belt, heard the plastic creak of his uniform and the rasp of his breathing.


The security troops were little better than mercenaries. The real cops were safe and warm on Alpha Plate. Here, on City Plate Two, the troopers were recruited from the ranks of the deadbeats they patrolled and paid by results. Shakedowns and extortions happened all the time. If you had money, you could bribe your way out of any trumped-up charge they threw your way; if not, if you were a penniless young scavenger caught out on the streets after midnight, then you were going to become another tick on some trooper’s score sheet…


In a flash, I saw the next ten years of my life stretched before me: being moved in and out of cramped cells; coming out of jail with nothing but a drug habit; reoffending simply to get a warm bed for the night; falling deeper into addiction and desperation; and then most likely ending my days beaten down and half-starved in a filthy warren like the one behind me, with no one left to mourn, and only the other down-and-outs to squabble over my few meagre possessions.


No, I thought. I will not live like that. I refuse to. I would rather die.


And with that, I turned and made a lunge for the alley.


“Hey!”


My feet slapped the raw Plate material of the alley floor. I wasn’t ready to give up yet. I still had a life to lead, and I wouldn’t let them take it from me without a fight—because even death would be preferable to jail.


Ahead, in the reflected glare of the searchlight, Michael stood with his eyes wide. I grabbed his hand and pulled him along. “Run, you idiot!”


Blinking aside afterimages, we crashed headlong through flapping sheets and broken sticks of furniture. Our feet splashed through puddles of foul-smelling liquid. From the street, the police searchlight lit up the alley, throwing our shadows ahead of us.


“Halt, or we fire!”


Michael slowed, but I yanked him onwards. “Keep running!”


Holding on to each other, we flailed through another clothesline, and pushed our way past an unplugged chest freezer.


“Come back, you little feral bastards!”


Shots came from behind, deafeningly loud in the enclosed space. I heard the pap pap pap of bullets punching through the laundry around us. Chips flew from the walls to either side, and sparks pinged from the overhead fire escapes. The muscles of my back cringed in anticipation, expecting the spine-shattering punch of a bullet. Then Michael hauled me sideways, into an open doorway, which led deeper into the Burrow.


Once inside, out of the line of fire, we stopped with our backs against the wall, heaving in great lungfuls of stinking air. I couldn’t hear anything over the roaring in my ears. Were we still being shot at? Would the security troops venture this far into the Burrow without backup?


After a minute, the searchlight snapped off, leaving me blind. Angry curses echoed down the alley from the street. Apparently, the gap was too narrow for the APC, and the patrol was unwilling to enter on foot.


In the darkness, Michael squeezed my hand. “You all right?”


I swallowed. My eyes were slowly becoming used to the gloom. I looked down. My feet and legs were soaked and filthy, my trousers ripped. “I’ll survive.”


Michael gave a brittle laugh. “I can’t believe it. I can’t believe we just did that.” He gave me a brotherly punch on the arm. I rubbed my shoulder and tried to slow my breathing.


“Well, you said you wanted me to be more adventurous.”


I heard the APC’s engine start up, the sound amplified by the narrow confines and concrete walls of the Burrow. The security troops were leaving.


“What now?”


The sleeve of Michael’s parka had caught on something during our mad dash, and had ripped almost from shoulder to wrist. Grey tufts of man-made insulation fibre fluffed from the wound. He picked at it. “We get out of here as quickly as we can. All that gunfire’s bound to have woken half the block.”


“Do we go back the way we came?”


“No, the patrol might still be waiting for us. We’ll have to go on through and find an exit on the other side.”


Gaunt figures moved in the darkness. The inhabitants were stirring, aware of our presence.


I made a face. “Is that such a good idea?”


“It’s better than getting shot. Now, come on.”


* * *


“Hey, Mikey, wait up!” I stumbled forward in my brother’s wake. Right now, home seemed further away than ever. Beneath my parka, the shiny man-made fabric shirt scratched at my armpits and collarbone. The passage was leading us deeper and deeper into the bowels of the Burrow. The walls were coarse and damp. Sometimes, we glimpsed pale faces and glittering eyes. We heard footsteps stalking us, and heard whispers from above and to the sides. Water dripped. My wet boots crunched over broken splinters of glass and sloshed through dank pools. In places, I had to duck under scaffolding poles and ragged curtains of plastic tarpaulin. At one point, we passed an open stairwell, which brought echoing voices from the floors above, its walls dancing with the flickering shadows cast by rag fires lit for warmth.


“Wait.” I needed to catch my breath. Ahead, Michael slowed. We came to a standstill at a place where the corridor widened into the base of a hexagonal shaft. The shaft seemed to be some sort of air well. Its smooth sides led upwards, through seven storeys, to a grating on the roof, allowing frigid night air to filter down through the fetid, stale fug of dampness and smoke. An inch of dirty water covered the floor. Steam hissed from heating ducts. I bent forward with my hands on my knees. My chest heaved.


Michael came back and touched my shoulder. “How are you doing? Are you okay?”


The water at our feet stank. I wrinkled my nose and bit back the first reply that came to mind. Shaking away his hand, I straightened up.


“Of course I’m not okay. Look at me. Do I look okay to you?” My boots were ruined and would cost every penny I had saved to replace. I couldn’t go scavenging barefoot. “Why does it have to be so wet in here, anyway?” Angrily, I kicked at the fusty water. “Why can’t it all just fuc—”


I broke off. In the time it took me to close my mouth, the water had completely drained from sight, soaking into the floor as if sucked down into a sponge. The drops raised by my kick spattered down onto suddenly dry ground.


Michael gave a small, surprised grunt. “That was weird.”


I frowned. “Yeah.” My gloved palms tingled. I squeezed my hands into fists and shoved them back into the pockets of my coat. My feet were still squelchingly wet, but now they were standing on the bare, dry Plate. Michael looked at me, eyes wide.


“Where did it go?”


I gave the floor an experimental tap with my toe. “I’ve no idea. Maybe there’s a drain?” I straightened up and looked around at the dripping walls of the hexagonal chamber. “I wish we’d never come here.”


Michael put his hands on his hips. “So, it’s all my fault, is it?”


I looked up at the tiny patch of sky, high above. “That’s not what I meant.”


“But it’s what you were thinking, right?”


I raised my eyebrows in exasperation. “No.”


“Liar. You always blame me.”


“I do not.”


“Yeah?” Michael crossed his arms. “What about that party over in Reed Block last year? And the Leicester twins, remember them?”


I tried to push past him. “We haven’t got time for this now. We need to find a way out.”


Michael scowled. “Okay, but don’t forget, it was you who ran from that patrol. It’s your fault they were shooting at us. If I hadn’t pulled you in here you’d be under arrest right now, or dead. Just for once, I got us out of trouble, and I think you could at least say thank you.”


Movement caught my eye: beyond my half-brother’s shoulder, in the corridor beyond the air well, armoured figures were approaching.


“Trust me,” I said, “this time you’ve really dumped us in it.”


Instinctively, I reached up to cover the chain at my throat. Frowning, Michael turned to follow my gaze, and stiffened as three armed and padded security troopers stepped into the air well. Without a word, they fanned out, spreading around the walls to surround us.


“There you are,” the leader said in a thick accent. With his armour and equipment, he seemed to fill the space. He pulled his gas mask down so it hung around his neck, and looked us up and down with slow insolence.


“Now we have you.” He gave a low, phlegm-rattling chuckle. “Nowhere for you to run, eh?”


I clung to Michael’s arm.


“No, please,” I said. The Burrow had been frightening, but I’d been willing to risk its damp floors and desperate inhabitants in order to avoid arrest. To go through all of that and still get caught seemed grossly unfair.


The security trooper’s dry, peeling lips split apart in an incomplete leer.


“Don’t start begging yet, girlie. You don’t know what we want.”


Michael stepped in front of me. “And what do you want?”


A thick moustache crouched like an animal on the man’s upper lip, and sharp black bristles darkened his chin. “First, you give us all your money.”


“And then we’re free to go?”


The man shook his head. Behind him, one of the other troopers snickered. “Then you give us coats, any jewellery.” The man reached up to smooth his unshaven jaw. “As sign of good faith.”
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