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PART ONE

EVASION


1

FEELING GRIM

‘Is your friend no better?’ one of the other prisoners asks.

‘What’s it look like?’ I say, real short.

I shouldn’t be bad-tempered. The girl was just asking. But Sky’s getting sicker so fast she’s scaring me. That, and I’m lightheaded with hunger and choking with thirst. My skin is sore too, horribly prickly, almost as if it’s trying to crawl off. It’s like that healing itch us nubloods get when we’re recovering from an injury, only loads worse.

Which is weird, because I’m not injured.

A dozen kids are stuck in this caged-off part of the star freighter’s hold with us. All idents, nubloods like myself. They’ve got the skin-crawling thing too, but you’d hardly know looking at them. They’re ident camp veterans, the toughest of the tough, and well used to suffering.

‘Why haul us off-world only to let us starve?’ I mutter.

Sky’s green eyes are sunk into her face. She stifles a cough. ‘Relax. They’ll feed us. We’re worth less dead.’

I hope she’s right. We haven’t seen our captors since we were loaded aboard. How long ago was that? At least three days, to be gnawed at by hunger so bad. One thing’s for sure, we’re not on Wrath any more. We’re off-world. In space. Tunnelling through the big cold empty.

Where to? Guess we’ll find out when we get there.

I lick my dry lips, imagining what I’d see if I could look back the way we’ve come. A scatter of stars, one of them the sun I squinted up at for sixteen years. Even if this freighter’s drive is as shagged as the rest of it looks, we’ll already be a good few light years on our way; too far to see the brown speck of Wrath, our barren little dump world.

Did I do right by coming with Sky? Don’t know.

All I know is that with every breath I take, I leave Colm further behind. If my twin’s still alive. By now he’ll have led the attack on the Slayer spaceport we found hidden in the heart of the No-Zone. Knowing him, he’d be fool enough to lead from the front and get himself wasted.

At the back of the cage a pipe drips water into a little plastic beaker. When it’s full the girl watching it so intently will drink it down. It’s her turn and fairer than passing it around. Some kids take bigger gulps than others. Must be getting close too, because she licks her lips and nods to the waiting youngsters to get ready. While she drinks, they get to cup their hands under the pipe so no drops are wasted. I’m after the redhead lad. Three more beaker-fills between me and a few mouthfuls of brackish water.

At the rate the pipe drips it’ll keep us alive . . . just.

Sky says it’s set like that on purpose, to keep us weak.

I squeeze my eyes shut and try to forget how thirsty I am. Flashes of light spark on the back of my eyelids, in time with the vicious prickling of my skin. Somehow I end up thinking about that Peace Fair I went to, where this all began. Seeing idents for the first time. Wondering which one was evil. Missing the Cutting ceremony, but watching the Unwrapping in the middle of a baying crowd. Everyone straining to see as the bandages came off. Which twin would show the impossibly quick healing, the telltale sign of the nublood monster? The sickening executions that followed. Nooses around children’s necks. The bang of the trapdoor as it fell open. The drop. A bar-taut rope twitching as a young life kicked itself away. Never for one moment suspecting that I was an ident myself. Worse still, that I was the one with the monster nublood pumping in my veins.

Now we know the hangings were faked so the kids could be spirited away afterwards. Like the ones in here.

I open my eyes and the redhead lad is next for the cup.

For maybe the thousandth time I reach inside my jacket, making out like I’m having a scratch. Feel the cold and reassuring metal of my snub-nosed blaster. When we were loaded aboard, the freighter crew couldn’t be bothered searching us. They’ll have figured their Slayer buddies would’ve taken care of that. Didn’t even find Sky’s leg brace, which would have taken some explaining.

‘Don’t!’ she hisses. ‘What if they’re watching?’

‘I’m sick of this,’ I whisper. ‘I say we bust out now. If we wait any longer, you’ll be too sick to back me up.’

She shakes her head, sending her white dreads flying.

‘No. We wait. I’ll be fine.’

‘You keep saying that; what if you’re not ?’

That’s my big worry. All us nubloods feel like crap, but we’re not getting worse. Sky is though. I grew up with a healer for a mother, so I know ill when I see it. Sky won’t admit it, but whatever’s hurting us is hurting her much worse. See, she’s only pureblood and weak already from the darkblende poisoning that’s slowly killing her. And that boiled buzzweed she takes for her lung pain doesn’t seem to help with this, so how much more can she stand?

‘We stick to our plan,’ she snarls.

Our plan? Hers, more like. Sky’s betting that we’ll be taken to the same place they took her sister, Tarn. Her plan is to keep our heads down until the freighter lands and unloads us, before shooting our way clear. Yeah right. Me, I’m for busting out the first chance we get, jamming my blaster in the pilot’s ear and making him take us some place safe. And this way we could give these other nublood kids a chance too.

But Sky won’t have it. Says they aren’t our problem.

‘I don’t like the way you look,’ I whisper.

‘Find someone cuter then.’

‘That’s not what I meant, and you know it. You –’

A violent lurching sensation shuts me up. My seeing goes all strange. Everything around me streaks away, smeared out to an impossible distance. For one heart-stopping second I swear our star freighter has slammed into something. But a few frantic blinks later everything snaps back. Something has changed though. That awful prickly feeling scratching at my skin is gone.

Sky lets out a sob of relief . . . so it’s not just me.

‘What just happened?’ I gasp.

‘Whatever it was – I’ll take it,’ she says.

The other kids are swapping startled looks when a loud metallic snick jerks our heads round. It’s followed by a soft sucking sound and then a soft breeze that’s there one second and gone the next. Beyond the thick mesh caging off this part of the cargo hold, a rust-streaked hatch set into the forward bulkhead slides slowly open. Two men clamber inside through it, hauling a large dark something between them.

That something . . . is a man.

Slumped, unresisting, his head hangs down, hiding his face from me. But I see the matt-black uniform.

A Slayer!

Sky stays sprawled where she is, squirming to see past kids in the way. ‘Are they bringing us food?’

‘No, another prisoner. A Slayer. In a right state too.’

The black uniform is torn and filthy and he’s clearly taken a fierce beating. His legs kick feebly as the crewmen drag him closer before dropping him. His head hits the deck with a loud thwack. Slayer or not, I can’t help wincing.

One of the crewmen unslings a killstick and waves it at us. ‘Back up, away from the cage door.’

‘You heard him,’ the other growls. ‘Shift yourselves.’

Sky and me, we’re already at the back of the caged area. Kids nearer the door haul themselves slowly and grudgingly to their feet before shuffling back towards us. The unarmed crewman unlocks the cage door and swings it open.

‘Won’t get a better chance than this,’ I whisper to Sky, slipping the words out of the side of my mouth.

‘No!’ Her cold claw of a hand clamps round my wrist.

While the guy with the killstick covers him, his buddy grabs the Slayer by his heels and drags him inside the cage. The man’s head leaves an ugly red smear behind on the deck plates. I’m raging, but Sky’s still got hold of me. The crewman dumps the Slayer, retreats and clangs the cage door shut again. Gives it a tug to check it’s secure.

‘Some company for you,’ he jeers.

‘What we need is food,’ somebody calls out.

‘Eat this guy then,’ the crewman says, and laughs.

They both clear off, and the hatch shuts behind them.

Sky lets go of me at last.

‘Great!’ I thump my head into the hull behind me.

Meanwhile, the nublood kids gather round the face-down Slayer. I see clenched fists and angry looks. One mean-looking lad growls something about it being time for payback and kicks the guy in the ribs.

I hiss out a breath and clamber to my feet. ‘Hey! Quit that!’

Growler boy sneers. ‘What do you care?’

‘Yeah, back off,’ a tall girl with a pox-marked face snarls.

I don’t need this. Twelve of them, only one of me, and I’m supposed to be keeping my head down. But now I get my first good look at the Slayer. I see the way-too-long-for-a-Slayer blond hair, matted with blood.

‘Oh, no way. It can’t be!’

I barge past the kids, drop to my knees and roll him on to his back. Stare in disbelief at the battered face.

‘What the frag are you doing here?’ I hiss.
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CHANGE OF PLAN

Murdo! Still in the captured and patched Slayer gear he wore the night he marched us over to be thrown inside the loading cage. But what’s he doing here? We left him behind on Wrath. Unless they caught him? Crap! Does this mean they’re on to Sky and me too? Nah. Can’t be. The crewmen didn’t even glance at us when they threw him in.

I’m working on winding my gob shut when growler boy grabs hold and hauls me to my feet.

‘Mate of yours, is he? This Slayer?’

I’m collecting hard stares from the rest of the nublood kids too. And now that lurch thing happens again. We all stagger. By the time my eyes quit playing the fool again, the prickly skin feeling is back with a vengeance.

The kid holding me seems unfazed; he shoves his face at me. ‘You and your sick friend over there – who are you?’

We haven’t told them yet, or why we tricked our way into the cage and off Wrath, in case somebody squealed. Early on, one kid asked us where we’d appeared from. Sky told him a made-up ident camp name. And lied about us being shipped into the No-Zone weeks earlier to slave away on fetching and carrying inside the Slayer dome, until it came time to ship us off-world. Since then we’ve kept ourselves to ourselves and our mouths shut.

‘What do you mean?’ I say, stalling.

He’s half a head shorter than me, but much broader and stockier. And I’m pretty sure his name is Cam. The way he carries himself tells me he knows how to use his fists; the harsh look on his face says he likes using them.

He jerks his head at Murdo, who still hasn’t moved.

‘You know that Slayer, don’t you?’

‘How about you let go of me?’

‘How about you tell me why you’re mates with a Slayer?’

He shoves me a step backwards, and his mates crowd round too, peering at me suspiciously. Behind them, I catch a glimpse of Sky struggling to stand up.

‘You’re asking for it,’ I snarl. ‘Let go of me, or –’

‘Or what ?’ Cam gives me a harder shove that slams me back against the bars of the cage, rattling them.

That does it. I’ve had enough of being pushed around.

I crouch, which pulls him closer. Fists together, I burst upwards and lash out to break free. Before he can react, I’ve spun and hip-thrown him on to his back on the deck. He stares up at me, mouth open, winded and shocked. I’m guessing nobody’s ever body-slammed him before.

His mates look gobsmacked too. Good.

It’s tempting to be all sneery and ‘I-did-warn-you’. Instead, I hold my hands out in front of me to show him I don’t want to fight. And I go for my most reasonable look.

‘Okay, you’re right, I do know the guy. His name’s Murdo Dern. But it’s not what it looks like. He’s no Slayer. He’s just wearing their gear and pretending.’

Even to me it sounds lame, heading for unbelievable.

I step back. Cam picks himself up, glaring at me the whole time. ‘Pretending? Why would he?’

‘It’s a long story,’ I tell him.

‘And not one we want shouted out loud,’ Sky says. She’s up now, but it looks like it’s costing her.

‘So get telling then,’ Cam growls.

‘It’d better be good,’ the pox-marked girl says.

Now I’d rather be finding out from Murdo how in hell he’s wound up in this star freighter’s cage with us. But, short of pulling my blaster, that’ll have to wait.

‘Tell them, Kyle,’ Sky says. ‘But keep it down. Okay?’

‘Fine.’ I whisper the telling in as few words as I can manage, starting with Sky, Murdo and me being ident resistance fighters. Their eyes go wide. People fighting for them instead of against must be hard to take in. Skipping the bad stuff – that we were making our last stand out in the No-Zone – I bang on instead about the Facility raid and the hundreds of nublood kids who were found there and brought to safety. At least for a while anyway.

One of the younger kids cheers, but I shush her.

I move on to how we stumbled across the Slayer spaceport. ‘That’s how they smuggle their mined darkblende off-world. And nubloods, like you guys.’

Cam recoils, like I’d punched him. ‘We’re off-world?’

‘They didn’t tell you?’

‘No. We’re just beasts to them,’ the girl says. ‘We thought we were being moved to a new camp.’

Sky’s scowl slips. She looks almost sympathetic. ‘We don’t know where we’re being taken, but it won’t be on Wrath. This is a starship, not a windjammer.’

I see and hear the shock at our news. Fair play though, nobody wails or cries. Like I said, toughest of the tough.

The lad shakes himself. ‘Were you captured then?’

‘Huh?’ I say, confused.

‘You’re in this cage with us. How come?’

‘Oh yeah. I mean, no, we weren’t captured. That’s why Murdo’s wearing the Slayer gear. We scavved it off troopers we’d killed. He walked us to the cage like he was our guard. Two prisoners, late for loading. The guards didn’t ask any questions. Why would they? They’re more worried about you guys busting out, not us breaking in.’

Cam looks like his head will explode. He’s not alone.

‘Knowing you’d be taken off-world, you got yourselves chucked in this cage?’ he says, his voice climbing.

‘Why would you do that?’ pox-girl says.

Can’t help it – I glance at Sky. She narrows her eyes.

But what can I do? I’ve a dozen mean-looking nublood kids glaring at me. I have to give them something.

‘We got in,’ I say. ‘And we can get ourselves out.’

Slipping my hand inside my jacket, I flash my blaster. Just enough that they see what it is before I tuck it away again.

I see lots of eyes light up with hope.

Cam darts a look at Sky. Scowling, she nods. But makes no move to show them that she’s carrying too.

‘Well, what the hell are we waiting for?’ he snarls.

Yeah, good question! Before I can answer him though, a groan reminds me that Murdo’s still lying at my feet. I look down and see one of his blue eyes is open. The other looks like it’ll be swollen closed for a while.

‘We can’t wait,’ he croaks. ‘It’s bust out now, or never.’

‘Who asked you?’ Sky snaps.

Clutching his ribs, Murdo struggles to sit up. I help him to lean against the bars. He spits into his hand loudly and bloodily, fishes a tooth out of it, curses and chucks it away.

‘How are you even here?’ I whisper.

‘Tell you later,’ he whispers back. And then, so that everyone can hear: ‘You don’t get it, Sky, do you?’

‘Don’t get what ?’ Sky says, scowling down at him.

Murdo shows her his blood-framed teeth in a grimace. ‘Feeling sick, Sky? Guts twisting themselves inside out? Skin crawling? You look like death, you know.’

‘You don’t look so great yourself,’ she hisses.

Murdo just glances past her at the watching kids. ‘Yeah, even you lot will be suffering.’ He jerks his head at the hatch he was brought in through. ‘There’s a big red sign on the other side of that. It’s a warning. Says this hold is unshielded. Which means that while they’ve got this tramp freighter’s leaky old drive going, you’re all being zapped. No big deal for nubloods – you heal fast enough to take it or they wouldn’t carry you back here. But Sky and me, we’ll be dead long before we make planetfall.’

Sky snorts. ‘Bullshit!’

‘Is it? You’ll have felt them kill the drive before they dragged me in here. Why do that? So they didn’t get zapped, that’s why. And they were hardly in here any time at all. What’s that tell you about how lethal it is?’

Feeling as crap as I do, I don’t doubt it’s the truth.

‘Fine,’ I say. ‘We bust out next chance we get.’

A glance at Cam and the others and I don’t see anyone shake their head. They look well up for it. Sky, trembling visibly with the effort of staying on her feet, shoots me her darkest look, curses and nods.

‘We’ve no choice,’ I say.

‘Story of my fraggin’ life,’ she says.

Growing up in the Barrenlands of Wrath, I’m no stranger to seeing people on the receiving end of beatings. Murdo’s looks worse than it is. A cracked rib or two; a lumpy, battered and bloody mess for a face.

‘You’ll live,’ I tell him.

Fishing with a finger inside his torn mouth, Murdo glares at me out of the one black eye he can still open.

‘Only if we get out of here.’

‘Yeah, yeah. We heard you the first time,’ Sky says.

‘So come on, Murdo,’ I say. ‘How did you end up here?’

But he says that telling can wait until after we’ve busted out. We’re all crammed up against the bars of the cage now, as far from the drive compartment as we can get, with us nubloods shielding Sky and Murdo from whatever crap the freighter’s drive is leaking out. That was Anuk’s suggestion, the girl with the pox-scarred face.

Sky says it helps, but she’s clearly still suffering.

‘What are we up against?’ Cam asks.

‘There’s only five crewmen aboard,’ Murdo tells us. ‘Two gave me my kicking, another three watched.’

‘Good odds,’ I say. Especially with us being nubloods.

‘So we wait until they bring us food, then you pull your blasters and make them open the cage?’ Cam says.

‘Or shoot them, then blast the cage open,’ Sky says.

Murdo shakes his head. ‘Bad idea. See that hull? It’ll only be a few mils thick. A stray blaster shot, even on low power, will punch through it like a hot knife through lard. And that’s vacuum the other side. One hole and it’s goodbye to the air in here. We’d be sucking on nothing.’

I groan. ‘You mean we can’t use our blasters?’

Sky curses. ‘Course we can. We don’t miss, that’s all.’

Murdo rolls his eyes. ‘No! You don’t need blasters. There’s loads of us, five of them. And they won’t have energy weapons either, just killsticks or blades.’

I picture the guys who brought Murdo in. And it’s true – neither carried a blaster.

Sky snorts, clearly unconvinced.

‘You spring us out of this cage, we’ll take care of the crew for you,’ Cam says. And cracks his knuckles loudly.

His hard-eyed mates nod behind him.

‘Should we blast the lock?’ I ask Murdo. ‘To get ready?’

‘No. Could be alarmed. Best wait until they show up to feed us. We’ll know they’re coming when the drive shuts down.’ He winces. ‘With luck, I’ll still be alive.’

I glance at Sky. Will she last that long? I’m sure she’s thinking the same dismal thought.

Next thing I know, she’s hauling out her blaster.

‘Uh, Sky,’ I say.

Before I can stop her, she squirms round and snaps a crackling shot off through the bars of the cage. My skin was crawling off me; now I nearly jump out of it.

‘Are you crazy!?’ Murdo hisses.

‘No. Just sick of being fried, that’s all.’

Her blaster round has hit one of the wooden crates stacked further up the hold. Flames lick at the blackened and splintered hole. I smell the choking stink of smoke.

‘Oh great,’ I moan. ‘So now we get to burn to death!’

A siren starts to wail . . .
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BUSTING OUT

Red lights flash. Everybody jumps up, shouting. Not that I can hear them over the wail of the siren, but I see the fear in their wide eyes, their scared mouths working.

I pull my blaster, but Murdo snatches it off me.

‘I’ll sort the lock!’ he yells into my ear. ‘The alarm will bring the crew running. Get the kids ready.’

And then he’s gone, scrambling towards the cage door.

Cam’s nearest. I grab hold of him and shout into his ear, telling him to get his mates ready to bust out. And he might be sullen and hard work, but he’s no fool. He shoves me away and starts frantically passing the word on.

Sky tries to get up again, but slumps back down.

I go to help her, but she waves me away. So I run to see if Murdo needs a hand. He doesn’t. I see a flash, hear a bang. The cage door flies open. Murdo pulls it closed again, its rusty hinges screeching. A second later I feel that lurching sensation again and my skin stops crawling off me as the freighter’s drive shuts down. Cam’s got the kids ready. Too ready. They’re all eager and poised, eyes flashing.

I wave at them. ‘No, no! Act scared.’

Anuk gets it. She rattles the cage’s bars and starts yelling and screaming. ‘Help! There’s a fire in here!’

More kids join in. Just in time, as a man’s wide-eyed face appears at a porthole in the forward hatch. Next thing, it’s opening. A crewman wriggles inside; two more follow close behind. By now the crate is really blazing. The first guy curses and shouts orders. The other two pull red tube things off the bulkhead. They scuttle as close to the burning crate as they dare and start spraying the flames with a white foam.

Murdo shoves the cage door open. ‘Get them!’

Cam’s first out, Anuk right behind him. The guy giving the orders sees them coming. His hand dips for something at his belt. Too slow. Cam’s already on him, drops a shoulder and knocks him flat. More kids scramble out, getting in my way. They hurl themselves on to the backs of the crewmen battling the fire. I see a girl snatch a packing strap off a crate. One end is a big metal ratchet. I finally make it out of the cage and help myself to another, leaving an arm’s length to swing.

‘Kyle!’ Murdo shouts. ‘The hatch!’

It’s sliding closed again. I get there when there’s only a crescent left open. Without thinking, I throw myself into the gap, brace my back and shove as hard as I can.

No chance. Its hydraulics are way stronger than I am.

All I can do is make one last desperate effort, wriggle through and throw myself out the far side. The hatch slams shut behind me. I’m picking myself up when I smell sour sweat and hear a breath being sucked in.

‘No you don’t!’ a voice growls.

An iron bar cuts viciously through the air at me.

But I’m already ducking and somehow make it miss. The big crewman swinging it curses, off balance. And I don’t give him a second chance to brain me. I sweep my strap around, putting everything I’ve got into the swing. The buckle end catches him high on the right side of his head.

He grunts, and collapses at my feet in a boneless heap.

I poke him with a boot, but he doesn’t move. I make that four crewmen down, one to go.

And he doesn’t look much of a threat.

At the far end of this corridor is an open hatch. A skinny little guy rushes through it, sees me and stops in his tracks. Pulls a killstick from his belt. But he’s shaking so much that he fumbles and drops it.

I sneer. Can’t help it. The guy looks so frightened.

But there’s no point taking chances.

The closed hatch behind me has a flat plate on the bulkhead beside it that’s covered in greasy handprints. A dead giveaway. I slap my palm on to it, hard. It flickers and something hums. The hatch starts to slide open. When I look round, the crewman’s weapon is back in his hand. Much good it’ll do him. With the alarm still howling its head off and flashing lights bathing me in red, I walk towards him. I make sure to clatter the buckle end of the strap off the deck, once, twice, so he sees what he’s got coming. And it works. Before I’m halfway to him, his killstick hits the deck again. This time it’s no sweaty fumble. He chucks it away, rather than take me on.

‘I give up, okay? Please don’t hurt me!’ he whines.

Pitiful. But that’s that. In almost less time than it takes to tell it, we bust out and take over the star freighter. And Murdo was right. Five crew, that’s all. We hunt high and low, but find nobody else. Anuk waves a blade at skinny guy and he swears blind that’s all there were. Only three are left alive now. I didn’t mean to kill the guy who tried to brain me, but my blow must’ve caved his skull in. Nobody’s crying about it, least of all me. The guy that shouted orders zapped two of our kids who jumped him. Killed them both stone dead.

The guy who did the killing is dead too. His crewmates have been thrown into the cage. They might live, but they’re so messed up I doubt their mothers would know them.

‘Can somebody shut that siren down?’ Sky yells. She’s on her feet again, outside the cage, her back against the mesh.

Murdo grabs skinny guy off me.

‘You heard her. Where’s the off button?’

‘Flight deck.’

‘Show me.’ He drags him away, out of the hold.

I head over to Sky, skirting around the foam-splattered crate. The fire is out, but a few wisps of smoke still curl up.

And that reminds me – I’m angry with her. ‘What if the alarm didn’t go off ? Or the crewmen hadn’t got here so fast? We’d have burnt to death. You think of that?’

‘Worked out, didn’t it?’ she says.

Sure. If you’re not one of the dead kids. But I bite my tongue, knowing there’s no point arguing. And I’m rewarded with one of her blink-and-you-miss-it smiles.

‘You should’ve seen your face,’ she says, poking me.

‘One day you’ll get us killed.’

‘Yeah, yeah. You worry too much.’

The red lights quit flashing and the siren’s wail chokes off. The silence that follows is kind of shocking, but it’s a relief too. My ears adjust, my heart stops thumping. It’s not the crisp silence like you’d get outside our cabin on a calm night after the birds had settled. Instead I hear background hums, the hiss and sigh of air pumps doing their thing. Keeping us alive. We stare at each other. And I guess that’s when our heads catch up with what we’ve done.

‘We’ve busted out,’ Anuk says, her scarred face softening, her eyes shiny. ‘Can you believe it?’

Next thing, everybody’s whooping and jumping up and down, pumping fists and trading hugs.

‘We’re free, we’re free at last!’ a freckled girl chants.

Sky shrugs at me. ‘Their whole lives they’ve been caged.’

I’m grabbed and hugged and have my back slapped. A tall girl spins me round gleefully, laughing as I stumble. All this with the dead bodies of their friends lying only metres away. Feels weird. Soon as I can, I slip away to rejoin Sky.

‘Leave them to it?’ I say.

She nods. We make for the hatch out of the hold.

But Murdo’s back, shoving skinny guy ahead of him. He’s holding the crowbar the dead guy tried to take my head off with and bashes it on the bulkhead.

BOOM! BOOM! BOOM!

Everybody shuts up and looks around.

‘Save it for later,’ he calls out. ‘We’ve got work to do.’

It goes deathly quiet in here. Delight fades from faces. Mouths lose smiles and pull down into harsh lines. My guess is that Murdo’s forgotten he’s wearing matt-black.

‘We’re done taking orders from Slayers,’ Cam snarls. He steps towards Murdo, fists clenched.

‘Stop!’ I call out, shoving between them. ‘He’s no Slayer, just wearing their gear. I told you, remember?’

Cam slowly lowers his fists.

‘So you did,’ he says, and looks disgusted. ‘Pity. All my life I’ve wanted to rip a Slayer’s head off.’

Murdo swallows so noisily I think we all hear him.

We’re in the corridor, stripping the guy I killed so Murdo can wear his clothes. Murdo grunts and points. ‘Look.’

Dead guy has no little finger on his left hand. Like me. And Sky. And the rest of the nublood kids. They all had them hacked off as soon as they were born. Mine, I traded to that sicko Answerman in the Blight, to find out I was the Saviour’s long-lost son.

I shiver. ‘Do you reckon he’s an ident?’

Murdo shrugs. ‘Could’ve lost it in an accident.’

I try to picture the guy’s attack on me. How fast was he? Hard to say. Not fast enough.

For sure, the dead guy doesn’t look like any nublood I’ve ever seen. He’s a big slab of fat. So much so that his work clothes hang off Murdo. They’re made from some material I’ve never seen before and look hard-wearing. Lots of pockets. Reinforced knees and elbows. I definitely need to find some for myself.

‘This guy’ll start stinking soon,’ I say. ‘So will the other bodies. What’ll we do with them?’

‘Stick ’em in the cage for now,’ Murdo says. ‘Space ’em later.’

He yells for somebody to give us a hand. Two kids, Ravi and Pol, come out. They help us wrestle the dead guy inside the hold and into the cage. Skinny guy’s already there.

He twitches big time. ‘Is he dead?’

‘What if he is?’ I snap.

The guy sticks his head in his hands like it was his mother lying there, cold and stiff. And groans loudly.

‘What’s with him?’ Sky growls.

The guy’s head snaps up. ‘Shank was our pilot!’

The silence that follows is ugly. And so is Sky’s scowl.
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MURDO’S STORY

‘I didn’t mean to kill him,’ I protest. ‘I just lashed out.’

Heads are shaken. I hear grim mutters.

‘Great. What do we do now?’ a youngster says.

My heart sinks. Thanks to me, we’ve traded our small cage for a bigger one hurtling through space with nobody at the controls. I daren’t look at Sky, so I glance at Murdo. To my astonishment, I see his battered mouth twist into a grin.

‘You think this is funny ?’

He shrugs. ‘Relax. It’s not a problem.’

Cam curses. ‘Are you deaf, or stupid? Your mate killed the pilot. Without him to fly this thing, we’re screwed!’

Murdo loses the grin, trading it for a wince as he pushes himself away from the bulkhead he’s leaning against. ‘Wind your neck in, kid. I’m a pilot too, so we’re not screwed.’

Out of the corner of my eye I see Sky start.

No kidding. We both know Murdo can soar a cobbled-together windjammer along Wrath’s ridges like a bird, but this is a shift-stuff-between-the-stars spacecraft. Can he fly it? Like hell he can.

But I keep that doubt off my face. He’s saying this to calm things down. And it’s working. Sky’s face is scrunched-up and sceptical, but the nublood kids are letting out held breaths and swapping happy looks again. Banged up in ident camps all their lives, what do they know?

They shoot a few questions at Murdo, but he waves them away. ‘Later. I don’t know about you guys, but I’m so hungry I could eat a fourhorn, horns, tail and all. How about we find food and fill our bellies?’

That gets a massive cheer. My stomach, which doesn’t seem to care that we’re still doomed, rumbles loudly. Murdo suggests they haul skinny guy out of the cage to show us where the food is and how to prep it. He’s not keen, but Cam soon persuades him with a killstick.

All the nublood kids stream noisily out after them.

Anuk stops in the hatch. ‘Aren’t you coming?’

I say we will, but first we need to secure the prisoners.

Sky pokes Murdo in the chest. ‘So you’ll do the flying, huh?’

‘Quit that,’ he says, swatting her hand away.

‘You don’t really think you can fly it, do you?’ I say.

He looks me in the eye. ‘Just watch me.’

‘Look, how the frag are you even here?’ Sky growls.

Murdo’s grin widens. ‘I hid amongst some crates while they loaded them, ducked out of the hold and inside an escape craft off the crew compartment. Thought I’d stay there until you guys busted yourselves out. But time goes by and nothing happens. And the pod’s life support must be faulty. It gets so cold I can’t take it any more. In the end I figure I’ll bust you guys out instead.’ He winces and feels his battered jaw. ‘Only when I opened up the pod’s hatch, I ran straight into two of them. I could hardly walk, let alone fight. The rest you saw.’

I shake my head at him. ‘Okay, but why?’

‘Why not? The Slayer crackdown is making it damn near impossible on Wrath. Anyway, a life out there is only half a life. I belong out here. And –’ he struggles over to the nearest wooden crate and slaps his hand on it – ‘there’s this. No marks on it, but we know what’s inside, don’t we?’

He laughs, all his aches and pains seemingly forgotten.

‘Darkblende’s worth a fortune. Sell this load here and we’re not just sorted, Sky, we can go anywhere and do anything we like. Live so fine you won’t believe it. We’ll make the Saviour and his lot look like peasants.’

Sky’s scowl stays put. ‘You’re mad, you know that?’

‘Am I? We’ll see. Hey, Kyle, do you think you could secure that cage again?’

I give myself a shake. ‘Yeah, sure.’

‘Do it then. I’ll be on the flight deck, checking things out.’

With that, he lurches stiffly out of the hold.

Sky leans against a crate and sighs. ‘Well, either he’s mad, or he knows something we don’t.’

‘Seems awful sure of himself.’

‘Doesn’t he always?’

In cargo holds there’s always some rope lying around. I find a heavy-duty strap that’ll do. The cage’s lock was some fancy electronic thing. After Murdo blasted it, it’s melted slag. No problem. Growing up out in the Barrenlands, you learn to make do. I strap the cage door to its frame, lead the tails of the strap round a stanchion a few metres away, and use its built-in ratchet to cinch it as tight as I can.

Ugly. Effective. They’ll never undo that.

The two dead kids lie by the charred crate. Somebody’s thrown an old tarp over them, but their feet stick out. Inside the cage, one of the knocked-out crewmen stirs.

‘You’ve no idea who you’re messing with,’ he snarls.

‘Neither do you,’ Sky snarls back.

We clear off through the hatch and slam it behind us. Through its porthole I watch the guy struggle up to wrench at the cage door. It holds. He slumps back down.

‘If Murdo does get this ship’s drive going again, they’ll get a taste of their own medicine,’ I say.

Sky grins. ‘Hah. I hadn’t thought of that.’

I’d raced through the freighter’s crew compartment when we were hunting for crewmen. It looks much smaller now, with all the kids jammed inside. The lucky ones are curled up on two clusters of seats over by the walls. Others sprawl on the deck, or perch on anything they can find. Some stare around, their eyes big and curious. Most only have eyes for an alcove to the right. Cam, Anuk and skinny guy are pulling packets of crunchy-sounding stuff out of lockers that seem frosted up inside. Food, I reckon, from the eager looks on their faces. Light shines from a small clear hatch with something turning slowly inside it, and my mouth starts watering at the smell of warming food.

But I can’t help seeing how filthy and tired it is in here. Which is weird. All my life I’d heard off-world stuff is slick and shiny compared to Wrath’s rusty old crap.

Sky starts picking her way through the kids, heading for the hatch that leads forward to the flight deck.

‘What about the food?’ I say.

‘It can wait,’ she says.

My stomach growls, but what can I do but follow?

We’re almost at the hatch when she suddenly staggers like a drunk. I lunge and hold her up.

‘You need rest and food. Murdo can wait.’

‘Don’t be a gom. Help me.’

‘Okay, okay.’ I duck under Sky’s left arm so it’s over my shoulder, slip my arm round her waist and take her weight. She was never heavy, but now she’s scary light.

We carry on through the hatch, along a companionway and up a few steps on to the flight deck. As we lurch inside, another hatch hisses closed behind us. It’s brightly lit in here, and I have to squint. Two complicated-looking pilot chairs face forward, away from us. Murdo’s to our right, sitting in front of flickering lights and several powered-down screens. When he sees us he rotates his seat and struggles up.

Sky pulls free, limps over and collapses on to it.

‘What d’you think?’ Murdo says, grinning his fool head off, eyes shining as he gestures around.

We both stare at him.

‘You do know this is a spaceship,’ I say.

‘Not just some crappy old windjammer,’ Sky says.

‘Watch and learn, kids! It’s been a while all right, but it’s coming back fast.’ Murdo slides into the left-hand pilot seat and fiddles with stuff. The panels in front of him all light up together. He laughs triumphantly.

‘You can switch a screen on,’ Sky says. ‘Big deal.’

‘Check this out then!’ He taps at one screen confidently.

I’m in the middle of throwing myself into the seat beside him, but somehow I miss it.

And now I’m . . . floating in mid-air.

‘Murdo!’ I howl, flailing to grab on to something.

‘Sorry,’ he says, pawing frantically at his panel. ‘Switched off the synthetic gravity by mistake.’

I crash back down.

From somewhere behind me, Sky yells curses.

‘Been a while,’ Murdo says again, cool as you like. ‘Now then.’

The lights inside the flight deck dim to darkness. And suddenly I’m gazing out through forward canopy panels at a blizzard of stars. More than I’ve ever seen before, even on the clearest Wrath night. All of them scattered like sparks across a blackness so deep it sucks at my eyes. It’s a good job the seat’s there to catch me. I fall into it, amazed.

‘Beautiful, huh?’ he says quietly.

I have to force myself to breathe. ‘That’s . . . wow.’

We sit and stare, lapping up the view. When Murdo turns the lights back up to bright, I’m gutted.

‘We’ll have more time for stargazing later,’ he says. ‘Want to see where we were headed?’

‘What d’you mean, were ?’ Sky says.

But Murdo’s already playing with yet another panel. A column of green light shoots up in the space between the pilot chairs. It spreads out quickly to form a dimly glowing cube of green mist. Scattered throughout are thousands of white dots. A curved blue line arches between two of them. At its nearest end, a large red dot pulses. There’s a few chunks of text too, but the whole display flickers and shimmers so much that I can’t make them out.

He fiddles with the panel, can’t fix it, and curses.

‘Okay, so this is the star map for the Vulpes sector. Red dot’s where we are. Blue line’s our heading, so that’s Wrath’s system being left behind us and –’

Murdo reaches for the far end of the line in the mist, closes and opens his hand. The display zooms in to the line ending in a small cube, showing two suns inside it and some wriggling text. He leans closer and peers at it.

‘I reckon that says Enshi Four.’

Sky levers herself up from her seat and limps closer to lean on the back of mine. ‘What’s Enshi Four?’

‘A crappy little dust-bowl world, fourth out from a binary sun. They mine stuff there, but I forget what exactly. Only one settlement to speak of, up near its north pole.’

‘Why would we be going there ?’ I ask.

‘My guess is to sell the darkblende to the mining outfit based there. D’you remember Haggletown? Enshi’s polar settlement is like that, someplace you come to trade your goods for whatever you can get. Some is legit, but mostly it’s bootleg. Dark market. You can sell your contraband there and buy anything, with no questions asked.’ He smiles around at us. ‘It’s my kind of place.’

‘Do they deal in slaves?’ Sky croaks.

‘Absolutely. Big illegal market in slaves out here in frontier space, beyond the reach of the Core worlds. Mining worlds have loads of dirty and dangerous jobs no sane person would do. Slaves can’t argue and don’t need paying. Bigger profits that way. Nubloods like your sister would fetch a premium. Faster, stronger, quicker to heal. Already skilled miners. Yeah, they’d fetch big creds.’

Sky flinches visibly. ‘You sound like you approve.’

I jump in before this gets nasty. ‘How the hell do you know all this stuff, Murdo?’

Murdo stretches. ‘This is where I come from.’

We both stare at him.

‘Okay, real quick,’ he says. ‘When you guys were still sucking your thumbs, I was marooned on Wrath.’

‘Ma-whatted?’ Sky says, all incredulous.

He sighs. ‘Can’t this wait? I’ve got loads to do.’

‘No!’ Sky and me shout together.

‘Okay, okay. No need to make my ears bleed. Back then, I was second pilot on a transport like this. It was called the Never Again too, just like my old windjammer. Sometimes we carried freight, mostly we smuggled stuff. Anyway, me and the skipper had a bust-up. Bastard dumped me on Wrath, with nothing but the clothes I was standing up in.’

‘Why didn’t he just waste you?’ Sky asks, suspiciously.

‘The woman we fought over wouldn’t let him.’

‘Wasn’t Wrath off-limits?’ I ask.

‘That’s why he dumped me there. No visiting starships, so no way off again. If he couldn’t kill me, he wanted to be sure I was stuck there for the rest of my days. And before you ask, we knew nothing about the Slayers’ darkblende mining operation, or that they were shipping it off-world.’

‘Why didn’t you tell us this before?’ I say.

‘It’s none of your business. I’m only telling you now so you’ll stop whining about who’s going to fly this crate.’

‘So you can fly it?’

‘How many times do I have to tell you? Yes! Anyway, between the stars, this crate flies itself. It’s got an AI brain like your old robot pet, Squint, only way bigger and brighter. All I do is program our go-to, and when I fire up the drive it does the rest. Orbital merges, ascents and descents, in-space dockings, it can do all that too. Or give me assist if I fly it manually. But for surface take-offs and landings, that’s when you’ll need me hands-on. Especially the kind of hang-outs we’ll be dropping in on, off the beaten track.’

Sky’s face hardens. ‘So we don’t need the crew?’

Murdo shakes his head. ‘Nah, I say we space them, along with the bodies.’

‘Sounds good to me.’

‘Hang on!’ I’m not sure I like the sound of this.

But Murdo’s not listening, busy playing with the controls on the panel again. The flickering star chart zooms out. The blue line that shows our freighter’s track starts blinking.

‘What you doin’?’ Sky asks, sharply.

‘Changing course,’ he says.

Sky pulls out her blaster. ‘The hell you are!’
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Murdo gawps at Sky. So do I.

‘What’s your problem?’ he snarls.

‘Leave the controls alone,’ Sky says, teeth gritted. ‘The course we’re on will do just fine.’

‘Are you mad? Put that fraggin’ gun away.’

He shoots me a do-something glance, but what can I do? Maybe I could snatch the weapon out of Sky’s hand, but what if it goes off ? I remember his earlier warning about stray shots breaching hulls. No thanks!

‘Sky, come on. Can’t we talk about this?’ I say.

‘No. Nobody’s changing course. That’s where they took Tarn, so that’s where we start looking.’

Wrath knows what would’ve happened next, but there’s a banging on the flight deck’s closed hatch. Anuk’s muffled voice calls through it, asking what’s keeping us.

I shout to her that we’ll be along in a minute. Then I lower my voice. ‘Let’s all cool it, okay? If we keep on as we are, how long till we reach this Enshi place?’

‘A standard-month, give or take. But so what?’ he says.

‘So there’s no rush to alter course, is there?’

He takes a deep breath, and sighs it out. ‘Guess not.’

BANG, BANG, BANG! Anuk’s getting impatient.

Muttering stuff, Murdo presses something on the panel. The blue line stops flashing. A moment later, the misty green star map fades away, leaving me blinking.

‘Happy now?’ he says to Sky.

She pockets the blaster. ‘Wasn’t so hard, was it?’

Murdo stiffens, but lets it slide. And I can breathe again as he hauls himself up and out of his pilot seat.

‘Let’s get some food then,’ he says.

‘Sounds good to me,’ I say, scrambling after him.

At the hatch he pauses to give me a sly wink. ‘And we can see what those other kids want to do, can’t we?’

He slaps a pad on the bulkhead and the hatch slides open again. Anuk is standing there, arms folded.

‘What kept you guys?’

‘Pilot stuff.’ Murdo steers her along the companionway. ‘How’s the food coming? Found any booze yet?’

I make the mistake of looking at Sky and frowning.

‘What?’ she snaps.

‘I didn’t say nothing,’ I protest.

The hot-food smell hits me again as we duck back inside the cramped crew quarters. A red-cheeked younger kid lets me have his place behind a drop-down table, and slides me a steaming bowl. The contents look like pigswill, some greasy white stuff floating in it, but I’m hungry and others are slurping it down happily enough. And it tastes better than it looks. Between mouthfuls, I ask where the skinny crewman is. Anuk tells me they stuck him back in the cage.

I’m starting on my second bowl when I think to make sure Sky’s getting fed too. She’s at the table nearest to the flight deck. Figures. Wouldn’t want Murdo to get past her and back on the controls. Can’t say she’s guzzling the mush down, but she is having a peck at it.

With everyone chatting away it’s loud in here. I look around at flushed, excited faces, eyes shining with relief and wonder. Hear a few cautious laughs too, like they’re trying them out. And why not? These kids have gone from caged and helpless to their first taste of freedom. No more looking out through bars. No Slayers cracking whips and ordering them about. They can be kids, not prisoners.

Only . . . where’s Murdo gone?

Then I see him, climbing up from the lower deck.

‘Look what I found,’ he yells, brandishing a gleaming cylinder. I’ve never seen anything so shiny.

‘What is it?’ Cam calls out.

Murdo tells us we’ll need cups or glasses. Kids dash to the tiny galley kitchen and fetch them. Meanwhile, Murdo pops the tube open and sniffs whatever’s inside.

‘Mmm, I feel better already,’ he mutters.

He pours sparkling golden fluid into a glass he’s handed. Wisps of vapour rise to dance above it. He shuffles around, splashing some into our glasses, although not as much as he had. I’m not complaining though. Just the smell of the liquor almost burns the nose off my face.

We’re all on our feet by now. I go and stand by Sky as she sniffs at her beaker, only to jerk her head back.

‘Oh
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