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Chapter 1

	 

	[Somewhere in the eastern marshes near The Wash, England, 

	Morning of 22nd November 2106]

	 

	The throbbing might be inside his own head, or it might be for real. Lawrence turned this way and that, trying to make out the direction. A truck? It seemed too steady for a truck. This was a slow, thrumming beat. An aircraft? It was getting closer, louder, and quickly. He dropped flat. Moments later, a flying boat roared overhead from behind the trees and banked into a sharp turn, the sun flashing off the panes of the cockpit. Lawrence shuddered with dread and ground his face into the mud. How could they possibly have seen him? But the sound was receding now. When he risked a glimpse up, he saw the flying boat had straightened out again and was making off into the south-west still low to the ground.

	So, The Captain had an aircraft. Up in this useless wilderness, Naclaski rules did not apply—the savages and rustics of this landscape did not operate radar-laid 155mm anti-aircraft batteries. The Captain was free to roam all over these marshes covering in a single hour what Lawrence could not have trudged in a week. He stared out over the wide-open grass and bog he had to cross. The Value System overalls were about the same shade of brown as the dead grass, and they were smeared with mud anyway. By lying face down and dead still, it was unlikely his minuscule form would be spotted if The Captain returned—there was a hell of a lot of land visible even from a low-flying aircraft. It was more likely The Captain, or a henchman, was travelling rather than searching. There was probably a suitable stretch of water on which that machine could land at Wisbech. There certainly was at Peterborough—it was unlikely to be coincidence that the flying boat had made off in the direction of that city. Lawrence watched it shrink to a speck on the horizon, haunted by the sense of a vast net stretching over his hopes.

	Peterborough was not like Wisbech; it was a city with a railway station, a glory garrison and a veritable community of several thousand inhabitants. There were a lot of places to hide, especially for one who had spent three years based there. He could think of a few old timers who might help him—if he could get there. He had to trek alone across a wilderness that did not love him any more than it hated him. It would no more crown him king than fling him down a well. What made it deadly was its utter indifference. Bottomless bogs, storms, brackish water and nothing more nourishing than the occasional, and carefully-selected, toadstool. These were the realities. 

	To survive this wilderness required the right tools.

	First, he needed a weapon. With his knife, he cut the empty leather sleeve that had held water into thin strips and plaited them to form a sling longer than his arm, the elbow forming a natural cup for the stone shot. After a few tries the snapping technique came back. One shot would smash a man’s head

	Second, he had to be able to cross mud without drowning. The little strip of woodland in which he had found cover that morning was blessed with raw materials. He tore some branches from a river birch tree and pulled up a bundle of reeds. Through bending and binding, he fashioned a couple of frames similar to snow shoes but larger. While he was about this, he fed on inner bark harvested from the river birch, washing the dry fare down with scoops of fresh water from a nearby puddle.

	After these meagre rations, he fastened on the mud shoes and set off over the bog with a gait like a cross-country skier tackling deep snow.

	*

	 

	In these last few hours of daylight, Lawrence made fine progress. From his mind’s eye recollection, the direction to Peterborough lay about forty-five degrees to the right of this old drain to Wisbech, pretty much due south-west into the prevailing wind. He aimed at a copse of trees and some ruins on the horizon, while the sun gradually faded to ruby and sank from sight under a translucent blue afterglow. The copse and ruins lay on the far side of boggy ground, across which he splatted and wobbled on his mud shoes with the night descending around him. He could still make out the bare trees against the starlit sky. The wind was rising. It had a bitter edge to it. 

	The last hundred metres of this bog proved tougher than expected. He was sinking in, frigid water rose over the mud shoes. He plugged on, getting angrier and more and more alarmed to find himself wading in water up to his knees and then halfway up his thighs. There had been no open water visible at nightfall. So where had this damned pond come from? It tasted brackish. Even in here, miles from the coast, the marsh was tidal. Numbness crept up his legs to his knees and started taking his fingers. He was going to lose his feet if he was not out of this trap quick—it was speed that mattered, not staying dry. Screwing himself up into a pitch of energy, he strode forward, ploughing through waist deep water, the mud shoes now dragging at his boots and catching in submerged tussocks and reeds, tripping him straight into it. He pounded at the water to claw forward, twisting the mud shoes to stop them holding him dead. Exhaustion burned in his arms and panic pumped in his chest. He chanted curses and sobbed curses, swearing at the cold and the trees laughing down at him. His flailing arms churned into a bank of reeds and he dragged himself up, sobbing and limp with fright. Christ, he was going to have to be more careful than that. It was awfully easy to die out here.

	When the shock had eased out of him, he once again faced the war against sleep and death. In soaking clothing, he could not survive another night in the open. Already a dangerous ache was growing at the back of his head and his efforts to pull himself were getting sluggish. The cold was literally gumming up the blood in his veins. His only hope was a fire, at which idea he lay on his back laughing at the preposterousness of generating a fire on this sodden land. No, this was the end game, he was going out this time. Strange it did not seem that bad, more like a massive relief to relax on a bed of cotton wool and drift into eternity…

	He clutched Sarah-Kelly to him, her body so soft and warm, her lovely head pressed under his chin, his arms wrapped so tightly around her that she gasped she could not breathe. Her head was cold and pale, with two horns—a deer skull! He threw it away with a cry of revulsion and lay against a fence, listening to the sough of the wind. 

	The fence gave way and he fell back, becoming aware of the smell of cold ashes and leather. Without thinking about it, he turned over and pulled himself forward, finding he was sheltered from the wind on a dry wooden floor. Now his mind snapped alert and he sat up, looking around. He was in some kind of hut or bothy. It was the door he had leaned on, not a fence. He kicked it shut and gripped one of the stones in his pocket, ready to bash anyone who came at him. Nothing stirred. He cut off the mud shoes with his knife and explored by dragging himself about, pulling himself up to feel along shelves and walls. There was an iron stove, a pile of chopped wood and kindling, pots, animal traps with vicious steel jaws, a bench and a bed of grass and hessian. It was a hunter’s bothy, abandoned for the winter. If he could find a tinderbox, he could have a fire after all; with a fire he had a chance. The tinderbox was on a shelf above the chopped wood, the first place he looked.

	The stove drew with a soft droning. Its heat woke his sluggish blood and thinned it to filter back into his dead feet and nose and fingers and ears. The pain laid him on his back gasping and whimpering at the agony of the flesh scorched back to life by fresh blood. At the back of his mind, he saw of the plume of smoke drifting off down the wind. Acute noses could pick up the scent miles away if some quirk of turbulence carried it down to ground level. 

	When he next was aware, he was sprawled half off the bed. A wan light filled the single window. He looked down at himself and saw the overalls were caked in mud. The stove was still warm, but the fire had gone out, so he rekindled it with the rotating drum flint and charcloth and soon had the luxury of heat once more. The smoke was a risk—but so was gangrene caused by frostbite. On balance, he felt the risk was worth taking while it was overcast and misty and the smoke went straight up. The flying boat would not be out today.

	Visibility was only about a hundred yards. Even so, he moved about on all fours, grazing the natural larder, keeping under cover behind stone walls, aware the mist could clear suddenly. The ruins had been a small church with a graveyard and a couple of cottages, now shells, their rafters looted decades ago. Amid the tangle of bushes and wild grass, a few old gravestones still endured, plastered with lichen. The bothy was a lean-to shed against the remains of the church. Its thoughtful builder had included a water butt to collect run-off from the roof. The remains of couple of mice rested on the bottom of it, despite which it tasted fine to Lawrence’s parched palate—there was no other source of fresh water apart from some muddy puddles. 

	With his thirst and hunger abated, there was now a ritual he anticipated with relish after laying his hands on a pair of rusty pliers. With these, he twisted at the pin of his Value System tag until it broke and he was free, the hated thing was there in the palm of his hand. The wild meal of winter chanterelle and shaggy parasol had by now induced a certain urge; it was with utmost pleasure he smothered the tag with the result of that urge before burying the lot.

	His boots and clothes now being dry, he decided to get moving while the light lasted.


Chapter 2

	 

	 

	 

	Drizzle frosted the window. Lawrence swore. After all the effort to dry out, this. Although the Value System overalls were waterproof, for a while at least, his woollen hat was not. A rummage around the bothy yielded a whetstone wrapped in oil cloth—just the job. With the whetstone he gave his knife a much-needed sharpen, while the oil cloth made a fair sou’wester wrapped around his head and draped over his collar, even if it did smell of mouse piss and stale oil. There were also some ancient woollen socks. Despite their filthiness, he filled them with fungi and slung them around his neck tied together with twine. Lastly, he needed some way of carrying water. Despite a thorough hunt both inside and around the bothy, the only container he could find was the bulky old kettle. All the while, his mind was pondering. He was averse to doing the obvious. To take a direct south-west bearing to Peterborough was the shortest although not the easiest route. The problem was that he could easily miss Peterborough completely and perish in the wastelands beyond. What he needed was a target he could not miss. He recalled that a public drain ran due north of Peterborough for twenty miles to connect with the Norwich-Nottingham drain at a big crossroads. Long ago as a trooper going up to Nottingham on furlough with some pals, the lot of them had got drunk in an inn at those crossroads. By trekking due west to that drain, he cut by half the distance across sodden wilderness. Plus, The Captain was less likely to look for him that way. Of course, the route might have a bloody great inland lake on it. It was a chance he decided to risk—once he reached the public drain, it was a simple walk to Peterborough; that was the pay-off. 

	He weaved in and out of woodland, staying on open grass where the going was easier and he left less of a trail. For direction, he used the more exposed trees, which had been permanently bent by the prevailing south-westerly wind. That was all he had to go on unless the sun came out. This vagueness of direction dogged him constantly with a feeling of wasting time going the wrong way, against which he had to respect the risk of the weather suddenly turning arctic—the longer it took him to reach Peterborough, the greater that risk. On top of which, he was getting weaker all the time, for mushrooms and worms really do not provide the thousands of calories needed by a man trekking across-country in cold weather. Dreams of feasting taunted his thoughts—even nostalgic fancies of Sunday breakfast in the Value System. Breaking into his first sock of mushrooms did not help much. 

	In these early hours the ground remained good with plenty of cover from patches of woodland and bushes. The curtain of mist thinned and visibility increased out to about a quarter of a mile. He kept to higher ground as much as possible to avoid boggy areas where his boots would leave marks, stepping on roots or between tussocks, listening, eyes roaming all about for any signs left by people. There were deer in the area, he saw their tracks and droppings and now and again caught glimpses of them amongst bushes. The risk of ground traps left by the marsh people was something he just had to accept. It seemed to him a pit deep enough to trap deer would inevitably flood. The thought of a shallow pit with stakes nagged, kept him uneasy, and would have slowed him had he not focused his concentration on maintaining the pace. It reassured him that he had seen no evidence of people here: no paths, no faeces, no signs of fire, no remains from feasting. During his service in these fens as a trooper, the marsh people had simply not been a factor to reckon with, it was the seasonal bandits from the high country east of King’s Lynn that were the mortal enemy, those and the terrain.

	A strong smell of dead animal stopped him, his natural wariness causing him to follow the smell up the wind to the scene of a kill on the margin of some bushes. It had been a deer. It had not been killed by humans—a human hunt would have either taken the prize home or cooked it on the spot. The hide was badly torn and the bones scattered about, including half of the rib cage. This was a kill by wild predation. After inspecting the immediate area, he found several paw prints in mud. They were as wide as his hand and lacked claw marks, which meant they had not been left by any kind of dog or wolf, in addition to which, they were too broad to be a dog’s. Possibly a big cat? He had repeatedly heard tales of these marshes being inhabited by big cats descended from animals that had escaped or been released from zoos during the Glorious Resolution. They were incredibly shy creatures though. He had never seen or heard one in three years’ service. It was feral dogs that filled the nights and provoked the curses of shepherds around Peterborough.

	There was a bamboo grove in the vicinity. He tore out a stalk about the thickness of a broom handle and around ten feet long, sliced off all its branches and whittled the tip to a point. It was the best weapon he could make with the time and tools he had, and in any case, he found it hard to work up much concern about big cats relative to the really frightening beasts on two legs.

	He estimated it was early afternoon when he sensed the wind picking up and the mist starting to shift and thin rapidly, the sun broke out above, within a matter of minutes a new landscape opening out in the sunshine. He faced grassy islands amid bog pools as far as the eye could see. Spitting curses to drive back his fears, he bound on the mud shoes and started out across the spongy ground, muddy water oozing up over his laces. He used the higher ridges to avoid the black bogs. Slowly, methodically, he zig-zagged from island to island. This was fine, until he crossed a larger island and found his way blocked by a channel of open water several hundred yards wide. He stood arms akimbo, furious and fearful, scowling to left and right. There was no way around it that he could see. 

	What to do? His legs were leaden tired. The thought of back-tracking to find a way around was unendurable. He decided to sit down and wait, hoping that the channel would empty at low tide. It did not occur to him to hide—this was dead season in desolation, after all. He sat down on the grassy bank of the channel and dozed, occasionally jolting awake when he started to tip sideways.

	 

	*

	 

	Grunts and yelps broke into his sleep. Dogs? He leaped to his feet, still groggy, swiping the sleep from his eyes. A canoe with three men in it surged towards him from the channel. In the first seconds of confused emergence from sleep, he yelled and waved to them assuming they must be duck hunters out of Peterborough. Then the sleep cleared and he saw their faces. On each forehead was a scarlet strip.

	Marsh people.

	A white-hot spear of terror skewered clean through him, he staggered a pace backwards. The canoe came on at the pace of a running man, fans of spray scooped aside by the bows. In moments they would be ashore. He had no chance of outrunning them in his heavy boots. In this moment, his back pressed against death, the warrior’s rage was like a great wave shoving him forward. He snarled at them. In his first, mindless action, he grabbed one of the stones from his pocket and hurled it at them. The three marsh warriors ceased their huge strokes and stared up, six eyes following the trajectory of the stone until it landed with a feeble splash to the left of them and they laughed and paddled on, more easily now, knowing they had their prey banged to rights. 

	Lawrence now pressed a stone into the pocket of the sling and worked up the action, whirling the sling around faster and faster until it was a blur. The marsh warriors watched, a kind of patient perplexity on their faces. Lawrence released. The stone hissed the gap in a blink and struck the middle warrior’s forehead with a crunch like thin ice, kicking his head back and spraying blood over the warrior behind. As their dead comrade slumped, the two others erupted into screams. The leading warrior jumped up, eyes popping with rage. Like a deer he leaped out over the water and as he was soaring across the gap to the shore, Lawrence’s second shot hit him in the stomach. He collapsed in the shallows, hissing and rolling about in agony.

	The abrupt treatment of his comrades left the third warrior gawping up, fear-frozen in the stern of the canoe. He was younger and smaller than the other two, barely more than a boy. Lawrence charged into the shallows and finished him off with his beauty, slashing at the jugular, hot blood spraying over his hands and sleeves. The last warrior, struggling to recover from the hit in the guts, lunged to grab Lawrence in the groin and got his throat opened to the elements for his pains. Lawrence collapsed, shock leaving him utterly exhausted.

	The wind carried the canoe along the bank, watched by an apathetic Lawrence. Finally, he struggled to his feet and followed, eyeing up the distance, agonising over whether to swim out and retrieve it. What forced him was the fall of evening. That canoe had been won at great risk and he could not let it drift off into the dusk. This cornered him into the lunatic action of stripping naked and swimming out to retrieve it. Minutes later, he had the canoe ashore, his feet aching again from the brief swim. The air felt warm compared to the water, so balmy was it. That was the east of England for you—west winds brought wafts of the Caribbean, east winds ice fangs of the Arctic. Dressed again, he dragged the three very dead marsh warriors up and out of sight into bushes. He loaded his mud shoes, the last sock of mushrooms and the kettle of water, still half full. He left the bamboo spear behind, as it was too awkward to carry with the kettle. Under the grey screen of dusk, he paddled out into the channel. 

	 

	*

	 

	He paddled half a mile northwards—the opposite direction of his plan—before going ashore and pulling the canoe a good fifty yards from the bank to hide it in a copse, going back to brush up the slight trail left through the grass. Any pursuing marsh people would now have to work hard to locate the canoe even if they found the bodies. He was thinking that with the evening now coming down, they would not be able to commence any serious search until the morning. Furthermore, he doubted they would pursue any trail far from the channel. This was based on a growing feeling the marsh people were averse to treks across featureless marsh, probably because travel by canoe was faster and navigation easier. That would explain why he had seen not a trace of their presence since leaving the Norwich to Nottingham drain.

	In thinking that, as he was about to leave the canoe, he suffered another bolt of shock to see a canoe out on the channel sliding by going southwards. The view through the trees was too limited to follow its progress. He did note the canoe bore two warriors, and that they paddled at a steady, economical tempo. This area could be seething with the bastards! The only solution was to get away just as fast as he could, find the drain and achieve Peterborough before dawn.

	The first half mile was a torture of suspense, scared by every creak or scamper of some little animal. Once, a startled pigeon gave him such a fright he sank down to all fours sobbing in hopeless despair, and it took all of his will, and the thought of real warriors coming after him, to get back to his feet and walk on. He maintained a heading of what he hoped was a little south of west. Under the clouds, his only navigational cue was the wind-bowed trees as before, and with darkness even that guide became problematic. He kept going at the risk of wasting time in the wrong direction, for it had become too cold to stop. Indeed, the fall in temperature now worried him more than the marsh people.

	His next step dropped into thin air. He toppled into waist-deep mud and it took desperate groping at grass and reeds to writhe himself out, now soaked from the waist down again and filthy. In fright, he had thrown away the kettle, which meant the end of his water. For some time, he sat in the darkness, cold and getting colder, growing pessimistic. It was pointless to continue. But then, it was pointless to sit wet from the waist down. In the end, he continued on his hands and knees, too dulled by conflicting fears to grasp what he had been reduced to. And then, Fate smiled—the clouds slid away on the breeze! Now he had the moon to see by and the North Star to steer by. He kept near woodland as much as possible where the ground was firm, until the trees petered out and he was back to probing out over dark bogs, sinking, having to back-track and try again. The drag of the mud-shoes wearied his legs. The tediousness of this terrain weighed on him.

	He gradually became aware of a background rushing sound, like a waterfall. After some minutes, he saw glimmerings ahead—moving lights. The noise was engines, not falling water. This told him he must be approaching the drain that was his goal. It did not solve the mystery of why trucks would be moving at night in winter. Only the direst emergency could prompt such an operation. As he got closer, he could distinguish the tiny red tail lights the drivers followed to stay on the drain. The lead vehicle probably had an infra-red lamp, with the driver using a viewer to see ahead. He counted twenty vehicles. In the darkness, there was no way of knowing what type they were. They left a potent reek of diesel fumes blown past him by the prevailing breeze.

	After edging his way across some soft ground with the mud shoes, he climbed a firm embankment and at last stood on the hard gravel drain, a well-constructed artefact of the Public Era. He knew it ran clean and dry all the way to Peterborough. An astonishing victory! He jumped about, cheering and punching the air, oblivious to possibility there might anyone near enough to hear him. He had beaten that disgraceful Captain and his Value System. The euphoria soon crumbled to a sober low. There were still an awfully large number of ways by which he could fail. Normally at this time of the year, Peterborough was not guarded in any way as there was nothing to guard against. However, the night convoy evidenced trouble of some sort.

	He set off south, into the darkness.

	 

	*

	 

	Even at a distance, Peterborough garrison displayed itself to the night by the glow of floodlights. This night was unlike any of the hundreds of nights Lawrence had spent in Peterborough, for he had never known any glory garrison anywhere to waste gold shining into the night. It was like some tale from the Public Era. 

	For hours he walked. The hump of light floated ahead on the dark horizon. Pounding of engines from behind forced him to take cover down the embankment as another convoy rolled past. Might this frenetic mobilisation be something to do with him? He had no idea how far The Captain’s influence extended. Was he walking to his own coffin? He lay on the embankment, anguishing over what to do. Reverse and head north towards Nottingham or Lincoln? He knew nothing about those places. The one edge he had at Peterborough was that the city was familiar and there might still be old friends there. So, he continued towards the hump of light despite the sense of walking into a trap.

	In the last few miles he came to landmarks he remembered from his life in Peterborough, notably crossroads where lesser drains ran off into the marsh, then a large circular junction with a wide, major drain that had once marked the outskirts of the Public Era suburbs. Baying hounds added a nostalgic accompaniment—he had forgotten that the area around the town held a population of feral dogs much loathed by the locals for predation upon sheep and goats and, legend had it, occasional children.

	He left the drain and skirted towards the overgrown suburban ruins around the surviving core of Peterborough. Most of the ruins were overgrown places of cats, foxes and rodent life, amongst which existed a few hamlets inhabited by clans of simple, illiterate people who sold meat and fish to the glory garrison, or else hunted in the surrounding fens. They did not like visitors. It was avoiding these humans Lawrence had in mind, whilst taking little notice of the baying dogs getting closer, until a dog bolted past, turned and snarled at him. Damn the brutes! He must be offending their territory or some such insult. More of them padded around him, panting and swishing through the grass. They still did not concern him much; he kept to his course along the edge of strip fields, knowing this track would lead him to what appeared to be a canal but was in fact a river that turned the land to the north into a sodden wilderness by flowing into it. This river traversed the core of Peterborough, which made it an easy route into the centre of the city. 

	“Bugger off, you,” he snapped at one of the dogs, batting it across the head after it had taken a bite at his right hand, fortunately protected by a thick leather Value System working glove. This was the first time he had really looked closely at any of them. The light from the city centre reflecting off the low overcast yielded a pale illumination like a full moon in which the dog’s eyes burned with lust, its ribs corrugated its flank in a striped pattern of shadows. It was half-starved. This observation had barely registered when the dog leaped at Lawrence’s face at just the moment he aimed a great kick at its throat, which actually struck it in the belly and flipped it on his back. He was slow pulling his knife out with clumsy, numbed fingers in the thick gloves. Another dog jumped up and bit his shoulder, crushing like a man-trap but unable to pierce the heavy canvas overalls. He was struggling to beat it off when he felt paws scrabbling on his shoulder blades and his head was getting yanked back—the damned brute had bitten the end of the oil cloth he had wrapped around his head as a makeshift sou’wester. He hacked this new attacker with the heel of a boot, catching it somewhere painful enough to force it back with a yelp. Now he had the knife in hand he rammed it deep under the rib cage of the character trying to chew his shoulder off. It uttered a high-pitched scream and fell writhing and yowling. Damn, human voices from a patch of lanterns a hundred yards or so away. He was terrified a local would take a pot-shot at the fight with a rifle; this terrified him far more than some desperate brood of hounds. They had jumped back to a more cautious distance after the fate of their comrade, now reduced to a final, gasping death-pant. Lawrence backed away in long, quick paces, being careful to keep his movements deliberate and measured to avoid any hint of panic. The pack followed, dancing about whining and nervous, increasingly agitated by the approach of more humans from the hamlet, angry and swearing ones with lanterns hung out on poles, sweeping about and getting nearer. One of them fired what must have been a musket, or else a blunderbuss, as a terrific flash followed by a cascade of sparks and a boom erupted from the bushes, the pack of dogs bolted leaving two more of their number thrashing about yowling, caught by the fan of shot. Lawrence turned and sprinted, hoping like hell the lanterns had dazzled the shooter since they could not have failed to hear his pounding boots and branches splintering. On reaching the towing track along the side of the river, he stopped and crouched to get his breath back and check for pursuit. There were dogs baying again, although none nearby. The locals had not bothered to chase him. With a sigh and some muttered curses, he moved on, massaging his shoulder and trembling with aftershock, trying to sooth himself down. When he passed into the gloom beneath a massive concrete bridge, he knew he was at the edge of the old city centre. 

	Across the river was the railway line south to London. It was a rare Public Era artefact as most railways had been ripped out in accordance with the Frite laws. He could hear a diesel locomotive rumbling and a clunk of shunting. Ahead, the old town bridge was lit by a string of floodlights. It seethed with glory troops and armoured cars. Those inside the artificial sunlight must be night-blind, so he felt confident to approach within thirty yards, close enough to see faces, ranks, teeth. The string of lights curved north, towards the central railway station. It was plain this was a major operation. 

	The ancient lanes and courts of the medieval core around the cathedral were dark as a mine and deserted at this hour. By touch, he found his way around to the far side of the cathedral and approached the railway station along an alley lined by high brick walls. He found the wide street in front of the station floodlit, as he expected. Troops halted with a crisp stamp, got bawled at by their team lieutenant and broke up at the double to disappear inside the low brick façade of the station.

	Immediately to the right of the station entrance, a poster broadcast a message to the world. Even from the far side of the street and somewhat up an alley, the image and block text were clear. The image was his own face. The block text read: “Reward 50 TAu for the recovery of Lawrence Aldingford, Night and Fog fugitive. To be apprehended on sight and brought before your superior officer.” 

	TAu was short-hand for Troy ounces of gold. Fifty ounces was equivalent to two or three months’ pay for low-ranking troopers. Lawrence retreated to think. Two things were obvious. One, he absolutely had to be clear of Peterborough by dawn. In these dirty, Value System overalls he would be picked up anyway as a vagrant, after which identification was a foregone conclusion. Two, there must have been a calamitous irruption—a severe one—on a sovereign land. Troops were being rushed to repair the frontier and extract infestations. That train was his way out—a gift he could not miss.

	Keeping to the dark alleys of the town centre, he tried to get north, beyond the floodlights. Familiar buildings, pubs and night clubs appeared, disappeared and reappeared. Damn these medieval streets! He happened to glance down a passageway and remembered it was a short-cut through to the main road. After various exasperating wrong turns and dead ends, he found his way to a bridge over the tracks just north of the station. The risk of broken ankles did not hinder him—one glance over the parapet, then down the bank he went on his backside to the permanent way of the railway.

	This was a good position. From the deep shadow beneath the bridge, he had some leisure to survey the scene in the light cast from the floodlit platform. The train was made up of troop coaches at the front and flat cars loaded with armoured vehicles to the rear. The last wagon was a so-called ‘stinger’, an armoured box equipped with machine guns to guard the rear of the train. What he had to do was get on a flatcar without being spotted from the stinger. 

	He rolled across the lines beneath the bridge and crawled along the far side of the shunting area until he was half a dozen flat cars forward of the stinger. What he now had to do was cut back across the tracks—devoid of cover—and get onto a flatbed. 

	From down the line came the rising bellow of locomotives. The train started to move, quite gently although with a persistent acceleration like a rope disappearing off a cliff. He sprinted, tripped, sprawled across a set of points banging a knee, jumped up again spitting in pain to find the train was gaining and the stinger was catching up. His right shin whacked some obstacle and he flew beside the singing wheels. By sheer instinct he grabbed a chain fixing down an armoured car and was yanked faster than he could run, his boots banging and bouncing on the blur of sleepers. His feet would be smashed if he could not get them up. An extra great stride, a spasm like a high-jumper, one boot hooked on the edge of the flatbed while the other swung at the wheels… A writhing slither and he was under that armoured car. Barely had he begun to exhale a blast of relief when something grabbed his shoulders and dragged him out again. A couple of glory troopers stood over him, pistols in his face. 

	“Get up!” shouted one of them.

	He climbed to his feet, rocking due to the wagon motion, hands raised. He faced a basic and leading basic—two guys barely out of childhood. They quailed back, alarmed by his unexpected size. He made a disarming gesture.

	“Easy… Do not shoot. I’m one of you… Let’s go into the stinger and I’ll explain everything.”

	Every scrap of the social poise, the elocution, the calm superiority of his background went into those words. A little of their edginess relaxed. The leading basic wagged his pistol and shouted above the clatter of the wheels:

	“Keep it nice and slow. It’s nothing to us if you go under the train.”

	 


Chapter 3

	 

	 

	 

	Lawrence ripped open his laces, dragged the filthy boots off and shoved his feet at the stove. A flustered grade lieutenant 2nd class winced at the foul reek rising from the body now starting to fume in the cosy air of the stinger.

	“What do you think you’re doing, trying jump onto our train?” he twittered. 

	“Please excuse my presentation, in particular the feral odours. I have been on a field operation for several days.” Lawrence extended a dirty hand to the grade lieutenant.

	“Cost-Centre Lieutenant Lawrence London.”

	The grade lieutenant’s eyes were on Lawrence’s left ear, which was still pierced from the Value System tag. “Do you have ID, sir?”

	“No. We never carry ID into the field. If we were killed or captured, it could be used by bandits.” 

	He continued with some chit-chat about the tedious operational reports one had to fill in after a field trip. The forms were real. They had been the bane of his life as a sergeant preventing fenland bandits. He joked about the euphemisms: “ammunition expended on target practice”, “replacement of trenching tools”, “biomass for composting” etc. The hearty manner and intimate knowledge of glory bureaucracy was having its effect, despite the suspicion aroused by the pierced ear.

	“Why did you jump on this train, sir?”

	“It’s part of the op.”

	“But this train is a special, the account-captain only announced it at dinner time—so you could not have known about it in advance.”

	“It was the account-captain who advised me to use it.”

	“Where are you going, sir?”

	“To Norwich.”

	This was a calculated gamble. Most of the Peterborough garrison’s domain lay to the east and included the city of Norwich. A calamitous irruption in any other direction would have been solved by troops from Leicester or Cambridge. In the subtle rustle of wool, the stiffening of alertness, he sensed the gamble had failed.

	“This train is going to London.”

	“It’s what? It can’t be. That makes no sense… In all logic, why would Peterborough relieve London? My briefing clearly stated—”

	The grade lieutenant drew his pistol.

	“There hasn’t been a train to Norwich in two years. General Wardian lost a court case under Frite and had to yield the line. It’s peculiar the account-captain misled you on that point.”

	Lawrence fought with total desperation. In prime condition, he might have beaten them back enough to get the door open and jump, but days of semi-starvation had worn out his magnificent physique. They bound his wrists and ankles with his leather boot laces, before fastening him to a steel frame of the wagon’s structure. Finally, they gagged him to shut up his manic ranting. He writhed about wide-eyed and heaving like a fish landed in a world it could not believe, gaping into a fate too terrible to accept. 

	 

	*

	 

	As the hours passed, Lawrence’s plans focused on how to kill himself. A parapet. A passing train. A nervous guard. Death was the price of failure. 

	By the by, from the conversation in the stinger, it filtered through his suicidal fixations that there was trouble around the Central Enclave of London. The industrial asylums around the Central Enclave were afflicted by agitation. Two weeks previously, Brent Cross had been shelled under Naclaski for sheltering a radio transmitter. Then Elephant and Castle got the same ‘education’. Just yesterday, Holloway got it too. These lessons had provoked a torrential flow of outraged slummies down the Holloway turnpike to pool outside the Caledonian fort of the Grande Enceinte. Only rain and high winds had cooled tempers to disperse the pool back to slummy little hovels. The situation required a demonstration of safety features. The brigade on the train was going to occupy Holloway asylum where it would provide a little reminder that guns and gold reigned supreme.

	This reading of events was not universally accepted. While the grade lieutenant and his master sergeant espoused the need for ‘education’, Lawrence saw less enthusiasm from the ordinary ranks, especially the older, passed-over leading basics. Their faces soured and a few of them leaned close and exchanged what sounded like dissent. Now aroused from his funnel of morbid gloom, Lawrence picked up telling details. He was amazed to notice some of the basics and leading basics wore a badge of an orange circle on a dark green background. He recognised the motif as the old symbol of radical politics, a representation of the sun (SUN stood for Solidarity, Unity, Nation, the chant of the nationalist radicals). Times must have changed in recent months for glory troops openly to be displaying sympathies for radicals. Division meant opportunity. The critical point was that none of them recognised him as being a wanted man, nor did any display much interest in him now that he was subdued. Amid all the excitement of embarking on the special train, none of them had paid attention to the poster.

	The train slowed to a dawdle. The troopers manned the machine guns and ammunition belts, while the grade lieutenant and his master sergeant ascended to the observation cupola. The brakes uttered a long scream and the train stopped. Things clanged off the armour. From what Lawrence overheard of the grade lieutenant’s nervous telephone discussion with the train commander, the railway line was broken and they were surrounded by a mob of “riff-raff and sub-humanity”. Lawrence heard shouts and jeers, more things clanged off the armour—stones probably. From the front of the train they heard a roar, the roar of a mob, answered by a vicious, tearing rasp—brass-muncher, the sound was unmistakable. Several troopers openly cursed the murdering swine at its triggers. Lawrence strained and wrenched his utmost at the leather laces binding his wrists. He began rubbing against the rusty edge of a steel frame. Being entirely taken up with events outside, not one of the troopers in the stinger paid him any attention.

	The train lurched, buffers banged, they started to move again. The stinger rumbled over a rough stretch, which must have been the repaired section. The train proceeded at a crawl, the gunners intent at their posts, whilst Lawrence rubbed at the rusty beam with all his force, the effort sliming him in sweat from head to foot. He could feel he was making progress. Quite suddenly, the lace yielded and fell loose. He was free—but now he had to hide it. The train screamed to a halt again.

	The grade lieutenant narrated from the cupola that the locomotive was stopped within sight of the Regent’s Park East fort of the Grande Enceinte. That meant they were virtually at Euston depot. Lawrence would have no chance at all of escape once inside the depot. A frantic grab at the door and run for it? Better than what awaited him inside Euston.

	The gunners had faded to silence, their faces pale and grim. They swung their guns from side to side. From outside came a kind of rustling noise. The grade lieutenant muttered from the cupola:

	“We can’t kill all of the bastards.”

	“The telephone is dead,” the master sergeant said. “They’ve cut the line.”

	Flames belched in. A gunner danced about screaming, his front roaring up flames—the poor sod had taken a direct hit from an oil grenade, probably fired from a catapult. More grenades banged on the outside. Burning oil sprayed from a ventilator grill. Curtains of fire dropped into the centre of the stinger car, followed by two lumps thrashing about, rolling in the blazing oil as it burned off their blistering scalps. What had been the grade lieutenant’s head was bright red, with crisps of scorched skin peeling off it. Someone yelled:

	“Stay at your guns!”

	Lawrence grovelled back against the steel wall, knees against his mouth, fingers working the knot at the back of his ankles. In seconds the stinger would be a gas chamber for all of them, as the flames ate the oxygen. The unhurt troopers crammed the top corners, farthest from the flames, trying to burrow beneath one another. Lawrence pressed a cheek to the steel floor and took a deep breath, sitting up to reach for the wheel of the door—but it was searing hot. He pulled down the cuffs of his overalls and tried again. The wheel turned and the locking bolts withdrew. He threw his shoulder against the door.

	Heavy though the armoured door was, it clanged back against the steel plates and Lawrence fell out onto a bush. Dense grey smoke belched out above him. The air cheered as a pack of hungry beasts with human faces pressed in, leering to pounce, hesitating when he swept back his sleeves to show the bleeding weals from rubbing through the leather bindings. The filthy brown overalls, body smell and pierced ear lobe confused the beasts enough to buy him seconds. 

	“I’m one of you—I was their prisoner…”

	With deliberate slowness, he rose to his feet. Being a head taller than anyone else nearby, he could see the train was hopelessly buried within a lake of mob. It had stopped on an expanse of open ground outside the Grande Enceinte, the frontier wall of the Central Enclave. Helmeted heads looked down from its battlements—and they did nothing at all. In healthy times, bursts from brass-munchers would have scattered this mob. Ergo, these were not healthy times. 

	The first trooper got thrown into the crowd from the stinger. He was just a teenager, his face smeared by smoke and tears. The crowd surged into the space around Lawrence, jamming him in place solid as if he had been buried alive. Eyes around him bulged wide with panic. He heard wheezes of breath crushed from lungs, while he protected himself by locking his arms. More troopers skeeted over the top of the crowd, floating on heads and punches. A mouth stretched wide, spine arched into a bow. Someone had speared the kid through the chest with a meat cleaver. Another got his throat slashed and scattered blood in all directions to laughter and applause. Another lurch of the crowd and the pressure around Lawrence gave way, bodies dropped unconscious in heaps. Everyone close to him had been suffocated unconscious, while those farther out were all eyes on the slaughter of glory troops, laughing at the pleas of mercy. He ducked under the coupling between the wagons, getting tangled amongst traffic
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