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Prologue
The Mountain and the Mammoth
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THE STEEL CHEETAHS RACED LIKE THE WIND. Onwards they ran, hauling the stolen chariot ever faster up the rocky mountain pass. The young boy at the reins, crouched low in the carriage, clenched his hand around the speed control and shoved it to maximum. Ahead, the road continued to climb, winding through the jagged vista like the coils of a mighty slumbering snake. The boy glanced over his shoulder, shook the shaggy blond hair from his eyes and grinned. There was no sign of a pursuit.
Escaping the secret research base had been the easy bit. He had slipped his guards a dozen times before but until now had never made it through the forest surrounding the fake Roman town, the abandoned holovid set of Pompeii. Finding the red and gold racing chariot and its two cyberclone cheetahs in the town’s amphitheatre had given him an opportunity he could not ignore. This time, the nasty colonel and horrible doctor would not catch him and take him back. He was free; all he had to do now was cross the mountains, find the spaceport and smuggle himself off this stupid scary world for good.
The twin suns of Alpha Centauri were high in the sky. The gravel track twisted again and suddenly he was racing through a tunnel, a stretch of inky darkness that was gone just as quickly as he passed through into sunlight on the other side, the road shimmering in the heat. The twists and turns of the pass were becoming tighter, the terrain ever steeper. To his right, the rocky slope rose like a canyon wall. To his left, a sheer drop promised certain death.
In his mind’s eye, the boy gave his cranium implant a mental prod, hoping to be within range of a network that would give him a map, but still there was nothing. Another tunnel came into sight, one that curved through the mountain, hiding the view of what lay beyond. His stolen chariot raced onwards, its wheels bouncing wildly in the low gravity.
The boy did not see the mechanical mammoth until it was too late. Yelping in fright, he yanked back the speed control and pulled hard on the reins. Blocking his exit was a huge contraption of steel, parked with its hindquarters in the tunnel. Sparks flew from the cheetahs’ heels as they dug into the road. He was going far too fast to avoid a crash.
The chariot slammed into the mammoth’s rump, barely missing the swishing razor-sharp tail before crunching to a halt between its monstrous hind legs. The boy just had time to be thankful he wore his safety harness before his knees buckled and he tumbled to the floor.
The mammoth released a metallic groan and raised its head. The tusks and trunk casting shadows across the ruined chariot were not alone. The boy raised his head and stared in fright at the blank stares of two burly humanoids in black medieval armour. Then a third figure approached, a woman with dark shoulder-length hair, who wore a crisp black suit and sinister mirror shades. She paused before the cyberclone knights and shook her head.
“Young man, you are becoming a nuisance,” she growled. “They may call you star man or the chosen one, but I’m no fool. This is not a game!”
The boy released his harness, climbed to his feet and greeted her with a scowl.
“If you take me back, I’ll run away again,” he said sullenly.
“You got lucky this time, Artorius. You won’t get another chance.”
“I saw them!” the boy hissed. “I don’t want to be there when they escape!”
The woman removed her glasses and frowned. “Is this one of your stories?”
“The spiders!” urged Artorius. “They won’t rest until we’re dead!”
 
* * * * *

Chapter One
An Unexpected Reunion
 
[Prologue] [Contents] [Chapter Two]
 
RAVANA O’BRIEN WAS CAPTIVATED. It did not matter that the tiny theatre was no more than a scruffy storage shed tucked away at the back of the market, the stage of shipping pallets draped in threadbare carpet, nor that the repurposed runway lights illuminating the performance creaked ominously on rusty chains above where they sat. Nor did she care that the actors themselves, two elderly women dressed in old-fashioned survival suits, stumbled over their lines and gave each other prompts. The story spoke to something deep in her soul. She would never look at life in quite the same way again.
“Is this rubbish nearly over?” murmured the dark shadow that was Endymion, sitting to her left. “My arse is getting numb sitting here.”
“Shush!” hissed Ostara, who sat to Ravana’s right. “This might be a good bit.”
Ravana frowned, the play’s spell upon her broken. Endymion, the tall Nigerian youth who had wormed his way into her affections, fidgeted on his packing-case seat looking bored. The usually chirpy Ostara, a diminutive Chinese woman in her twenties, wore a puzzled frown as she studied the stage for its next revelation. Ravana had to admit she was not quite sure why a play about two old women pining for their lost sweethearts should resonate so strongly with herself, a seventeen-year-old Indian Australian from the Epsilon Eridani settlements. Even by late twenty-third century standards, Waiting for Goddard was a strange and confusing play. One woman was part way through a dreadful rhyming soliloquy fairly typical of the play’s many lovelorn odes:
 
“Lost in space, adrift in his hollow moon,
“His heart cried to me, a bright star-hewn tune!
“Wrought of loneliness, all hope nearly lost,
“I send you my love, whatever the cost!”
 
That the tale referred to a hollow moon was enough to keep Ravana enthralled. The play was about the mysterious disappearance of the Robert Goddard, a twelve-kilometre asteroid colony ship which had left the Solar System for Barnard’s Star more than a century before and vanished without trace. Its sister ship the Dandridge Cole, launched at the same time, had better fortunes; after a successful fifty-year voyage to a planet called Frigg, it had gained a second life in the hands of dispossessed adventurers seeking a refuge of their own. The Dandridge Cole, still in orbit around Barnard’s Star, had been Ravana’s home for the past ten years. She stared again at the stage’s panoramic holoprint backdrop of an inside-out world, wondering if it had been taken aboard her own familiar hollow moon.
The makeshift theatre was at the tiny spaceport of Lan-Tlanto on the planet of Ascension, as Frigg was now known. Outside the settlement’s protective dome, there was little to offer visitors other than harsh alien scrubland and thin, poisonous air. Inside, the spaceport’s reliance on black-market trading meant there were far too many shady characters around for comfort. With time to kill whilst awaiting cargo, Ravana needed little persuasion after Ostara spotted a poster put up by the touring theatre company.
Waiting for Goddard was a play she had heard of but never seen. Two hours later, baffled yet spellbound, Ravana was amused to note that the enthusiasm of her companions had faded fast. The rest of the pitifully small audience never made it past the interval.
“What I don’t understand,” whispered Ostara, gesturing to the women on stage, “is why they are in love with two men they’ve never seen?”
“Or why we’re here watching it at all,” muttered Endymion.
“All they heard was that garbled radio message at the beginning,” Ostara continued, pointedly ignoring Endymion. “That’s hardly a basis for a lasting relationship.”
“I think that’s the point,” Ravana replied, albeit hesitantly. The play was certainly odd; the second half mainly consisted of the two women trying to outdo one another by shouting dreadful poetry at the sky. “The Robert Goddard took away their dreams.”
“Very deep,” said Endymion. “Wait, are they finished?”
Ravana realised the play had come to a somewhat abrupt halt. The women had concluded their amateur dramatics and were bowing to the audience, or at least those who remained. Their anxious expressions sought approval. Endymion shook his head and sighed. Ravana yelped as she found herself dragged to her feet by Ostara.
“Bravo!” cried her friend, clapping wildly. “Well done!”
Ravana smiled and joined in the applause, reluctantly followed by Endymion. The performers smiled, bowed again and meekly shuffled from the stage. Dusty overhead lights came on as the spotlights faded within the shed. The show was over.
Ostara looked around the empty theatre. “What happened to everyone else?”
“The ones not stupid enough to sit through the whole thing?” asked Endymion.
“Shut up,” Ravana told him. “A bit of culture now and again won’t harm you.”
“Tell that to my backside,” he complained. “That seat gave me splinters!”
 
* * *
 
Outside the temporary theatre, the market bustled with activity. Lan-Tlanto’s habitation dome, three hundred metres in diameter and sixty high, was one of the oldest structures on Ascension and tiny compared to later settlements on other worlds. The market hall was in the centre of the dome, overlooked by cheap hostels and towering storage sheds, a rowdy meeting place where stalls bristled with displays advertising the vendor’s wares. Those who frequented Lan-Tlanto were a motley bunch of traders, spaceship crews, mechanics and crooks drawn from the four corners of humanity. English remained the language of trade but the air buzzed with a dozen different languages laden with colourful curses. Ravana hesitated as a glimpse of a red-headed woman in black awoke an unwelcome memory, then dismissed it as paranoia. Lan-Tlanto was a place to be wary, where merchants and smugglers had their own way of dealing with rivals. Danger was never far away in a place like this.
Almost anything could be bought or sold at Lan-Tlanto: farming supplies, spare parts, software, robots, even second-hand spacecraft; but for those inclined not to ask questions, its speciality was illicit narcotics and weapons. City administrators at Newbrum, Bradbury Heights and the other legitimate settlements of Ascension had for years left Lan-Tlanto to fester, happy to keep the planet’s undesirables on the far side of their world, out of sight and mind. Yet times were changing. There were to be elections next month to choose a new Administrator and council for Lan-Tlanto. Quite who the voters were was a mystery; the spaceport was currently considered illegal with no official residents.
Spicy aromas of fried delights, wafting from food stalls offering weird and wonderful delicacies from across the five systems, were making Ravana’s stomach rumble. The odours clung like sweat, the skin on her face itching beneath her thick make-up. Swinging her bag to her shoulder, she momentarily closed her eyes and jabbed a mental finger to bring up a time display in her mind’s eye. Her cranium implant, a communication and control device, was a legacy of her childhood in Epsilon Eridani, lodged in her head by someone who should have known better. Its biological processor used brain cells cloned from those of Epsilon Eridani’s mysterious alien greys, a fact she found profoundly disturbing to this day.
Ostara stopped to stare at an election poster for a candidate called Damian Nyx. Scowling, she glanced at her wristpad, which most people used as their link to the five system network. Even Ravana thought they were far more sensible than brain implants when it came to being fashionable. The same could not be said for Ostara’s attire. She wore a long tweed coat that came down to her knees and a matching hat with flaps that could be untied to cover her ears. Endymion and Ravana were less conspicuous in their usual grey flight suits, though being teenagers amongst grizzled old smugglers inevitably turned stares.
“Wow,” said Ostara, sighing. “I can’t believe we were watching that play for two whole hours. Doesn’t time fly when you’re having fun? Still, it’s one way to kill time.”
“And brain cells,” grumbled Endymion. “What now?”
“We should head back to the ship,” said Ravana. “Ostara, are you sure you don’t want to come with us? Father was saying he hasn’t seen you in months.”
“It’s been almost a year! The last time I saw you in Newbrum you still had those awful scars on your face,” remarked Ostara. “You still haven’t said how you got rid of them! I think I’ll give the Dandridge Cole a miss. Investigations don’t take care of themselves, you know.”
“How is Newbrum’s premier detective agency?” asked Endymion, adopting a gentle mocking tone. “Still chasing lost cats?”
“Someone has to bring order to Ascension,” Ostara said solemnly. “The world you abandoned for your new adopted home. You used to mock us for living in a ‘crazy asteroid’.”
“Stop it, both of you,” chastised Ravana. “It’s been lovely catching up. Come on, let’s get to the dock. I’ve a feeling those mechanics are all-too ready to start stripping the Platypus for spares if we’re late getting back.”
“Spares for what?” retorted Endymion. “Museum exhibits?”
“Hey!” she protested. “That ship has a good few years left in it yet.”
Feigning annoyance, Ravana stomped away through the crowded market, challenging the others to follow. The supplies they ordered should have been loaded onto their ship by now. Despite Lan-Tlanto’s reputation, their cargo was nothing illegal; the issue was more that their Dandridge Cole home was not recognised as an official Commonwealth colony in the Barnard’s Star system, which made regular trading difficult.
By the time Endymion and Ostara caught up, Ravana had reached the far end of the market. Watched by the pretty boys in skirts and cat ears lounging outside Sekhmet’s Saloon, this was where the stalls gave way to a wide thoroughfare leading to the main dock. Ravana paused to let a six-wheeled transporter rumble past, its turbine hissing under the weight of the spacecraft plasma engine strapped to its cargo bed. A pair of shadowy figures in brown cloaks waited in a similar manner on the other side of the road. Their eyes were not on the passing vehicle, but on Ostara, Endymion and herself.
“Drat,” muttered Ravana. “We may have outstayed our welcome.”
The others did not hear her. She hastened them onwards, following the transporter through the huge airlock doors ahead. Both sets between the main dome and the dock were wide open, contravening numerous safety protocols, not that anyone seemed to care.
Lan-Tlanto dock was little more than a large concrete hangar alongside the main dome, where robot forklift trucks laden with cargo hummed quietly between the airlock gates lining the far wall. Ravana turned towards the one for their own ship and stopped. Two men in green flight suits stood blocking their way, their faces marred by scowls as unpleasant as the plasma pistols holstered at their hips. She glanced back and saw a man and a woman enter the dock behind them, their brown cloaks now pulled back to reveal similar attire.
“Hey!” called one of the men ahead, glaring at them. “We want a word with you!”
He and his companion started towards them, walking with the confident swagger of professional thugs, no mean feat on a world with gravity around half that of Earth. The man and woman who had trailed them into the dock were hastening forward, their guns drawn. Ravana was mystified to see that the woman wore a blue badge with the words: ‘VOTE NYX’. Looking anxious, Endymion and Ostara shuffled closer.
Ravana cast a furtive glance around the hangar. In her mind’s eye, a deft mental jab flexed the purple icon of a duck-billed platypus, her private link to her father’s ship. The image turned green and expanded into a line of symbols, behind which hovered a cobweb image of the Platypus itself. Ravana sent a request to the onboard artificial intelligence unit to start pre-launch checks, sensing they might need a quick getaway. After a moment’s thought, she set her implant to scan the dock for malicious devices that should not there.
“Who are they?” she whispered to Endymion. “Do we have anything worth stealing?”
“They might be Federation,” he muttered. “My sister said they were back at Bradbury Heights University last month, asking about your adventure on Falsafah.”
“It was Que Qiao who were after us,” Ravana pointed out. “And Dhusarians.”
“Same difference,” he grumbled. The new Terran Federation of Worlds, comprising of Yuanshi and Taotie in Epsilon Eridani, Falsafah in Tau Ceti and Mercury in the Solar System, had taken over much of what previously had been administered by China’s mighty Que Qiao Corporation. “One big unhappy family now.”
Ostara nervously huddled behind him as if trying to make herself invisible. Ravana’s father Quirinus disliked having weapons aboard the Platypus and none of them were armed. It was then that Ravana realised just who their scary antagonists were glaring at.
“Detective Lee!” the first man declared. “Moritasgus would like you to pay him a visit. Come with us now and your friends will not be too badly damaged.”
His hand went for his holstered pistol. Ravana glanced warily to Ostara. The fearful look she got in return was a picture of dismay.
“Bouki Moritasgus!” exclaimed Ostara. “I thought he was in jail!”
“One of your detective cases?” asked Endymion, perturbed.
Ostara nodded. Visibly shaking, she was trying to stand firm. Being a detective was her dream job but chasing the low life of Ascension brought occupational hazards. Ravana did not need to ask what Ostara’s response to the man’s demand might be. As he and his three accomplices came closer, she checked her cranium implant’s targeting function. The dock was clear of hidden enforcement cyberclones, which had been her fear. The AI systems of the forklift trucks glowed bright yellow beneath the cross-hairs in her mind’s eye.
“Well?” asked the man, sneering. “Do we do this the hard way?”
“I have no business with Moritasgus,” declared Ostara, sounding much braver than she looked. “It’s his own fault for associating with slimy scumbags like Captain Nyx. I went to see him in Bradbury Heights and he locked me in a garage full of space rats!”
“Actually, that was me,” said the woman standing to their right. “It was hilarious.”
“I’ve got this,” Ravana whispered. She took Ostara’s hand and squeezed gently. “Whatever you do, don’t move a muscle.”
Beside her, Ostara tensed. Endymion gave a wry grin. Ravana closed her eyes and concentrated on the glowing icon representing the nearest forklift truck. The operator menu now opening in her mind’s eye was similar to that of the cargo lifters aboard the Dandridge Cole. She just needed a few seconds to study the controls.
“Space rats?” Endymion was saying. “Bradbury Heights has really gone downhill.”
“Shut your mouth,” growled the man before them. His colleague had yet to speak. “You’d better persuade your detective friend to come quietly or… hey!”
His words ended in a strangled yelp. A forklift truck shot past Endymion, scooping the man up onto its lowered forks. A second truck was right on its tail, bowling the woman onto the empty wooden pallet it carried and raising her high in the air. Ravana, her eyes still closed, watched the dizzy scene unfold through the trucks’ onboard sensors, her mind’s eye view jumping from one camera to the next. A gun slipped from the grasp of the woman trapped on the elevated pallet and clattered to the warehouse floor.
The first truck surged towards the others, their wriggling colleague still stuck between its forks. Raising his gun, one of the men fired at the approaching machine. Ravana flinched as plasma bolts ricocheted harmlessly off the tough shell of the truck. In her mind’s eye, she saw her last two targets staring in horror into the camera as the forklift knocked them off their feet. Alarms began to sound, followed by the thud of boots as Lan-Tlanto’s security team finally ran into the dock. The truck crunched to a halt against the wall, pinning all three men between its forks. Only then did Ravana dare open her eyes. Security guards had surrounded both forklifts and were shouting at those trapped to drop their weapons. It took her a while to realise that the spluttering sound beside her was Endymion laughing.
“Space rats are not funny,” Endymion told Ostara, wiping the tears from his eyes. “But that was. Bloody hell, Ravana. When did you learn to do that?”
“That was you?” asked Ostara. Her bewildered stare moved from the trapped men to Ravana, who was holding a hand to her throbbing headache. “You used your implant!”
“Never mind that,” said Ravana, wincing. “Let’s get out of here.”
Ostara looked up at the woman on the raised pallet, who was on her hands and knees, staring down at the distant floor with genuine fear in her eyes. Endymion hastened them towards the airlock, which Ravana saw was already open.
“I’ve reconsidered your offer,” Ostara said hesitantly, turning to Ravana. “A trip to the Dandridge Cole and away from the day job will do my nerves the world of good!”
 
* * *
 
Space-traffic control at Lan-Tlanto was half-hearted at the best of times. Given the circumstances, Ravana did not ask for permission to leave. She disconnected the walkway to the ship’s airlock immediately upon closing the cargo bay door, rushed to the flight deck and soon had the Platypus rolling onto the runway. The slim purple and white Mars-class freighter powered into the air, all four wings extended, its beak-like sonic-shield generator pointing to the sky. The chastisement they received over the communicator from the spaceport was more bemused than annoyed. Lan-Tlanto was used to hasty departures.
Ravana ignored the sarcastic farewell messages and concentrated on their ascent. She had become more comfortable using her implant link to the ship’s AI and its reassuring stream of data in her mind’s eye. The shuddering of the hull intensified as the Platypus picked up speed, then eased once more as the wings retracted and the ship left the tenuous atmosphere of Ascension. The curve of the rusty-brown planet fell away and the sky deepened from pink to black. The roar of the engines faded to a grumble and finally fell silent. Through the flight-deck windows, stars glittered pin-sharp and bright in the endless void.
Endymion and Ostara were with her on the flight deck, Endymion in the co-pilot’s chair that was usually Ravana’s when she flew with her father. A sabotage attack aboard the Platypus the year before last had cost Quirinus his sight in one eye and his licence for Ascension airspace. Ravana, though only seventeen, had recently qualified as a fully fledged pilot in her own right, allowing her to take over the regular cargo runs to Lan-Tlanto. Local space-flight regulations required her to have a second person aboard, but more often than not it was Endymion rather than her father who accompanied her. Ostara sat in the seat behind her on the right, her petrified expression finally fading to a broad grin as the ship’s shuddering ascent slipped into the weightlessness of orbital free-fall.
“Ship?” called Ravana. “Fire up the plasma drive and set a course for home.”
“Your wish is my command, Captain Ravana,” purred the AI’s female tones.
“I’ve not been in space since we left the hollow moon aboard the Indra,” Ostara confessed. “I’d forgotten what it was like. Did the ship always talk like that?”
“Woomerberg Syndrome,” said Endymion. Ostara gave him a blank look. “The AI caught a bug and got conceited.”
Ravana leaned back in her chair and wearily rubbed her eyes, still on edge after the confrontation at the dock. Now safely in space, she brought up the maintenance log on an auxiliary screen. A puzzling line of text had caught her eye during pre-flight checks.
“You’ll soon get your space legs back,” she remarked, flashing Ostara a reassuring smile. “But I was right to be suspicious about the ground crew,” she added, gesturing to the console. “Someone briefly reopened the cargo bay door while I was jousting bad guys with forklifts. Your friends may have been planning to ambush us when we boarded.”
“That’s not all that’s suspicious,” Ostara said warily. There was a tremble in her tone that made Endymion turn and stare. “Ravana, what happened to your face?”
Ravana froze. “My face?”
“Your make-up is smeared,” Endymion said hesitantly. “Doesn’t she know…?”
Startled, Ravana’s hand instinctively went to her right cheek. The fingers of her other hand fumbled for the communications console, bringing the flight-deck holovid camera view on screen. A pale streak marred her face below where she had rubbed her eye. Beneath the carefully applied brown foundation, grey skin glistened with faint silver threads.
“Your scar!” exclaimed Ostara. “Couldn’t the clinic match your skin colour?”
“I didn’t have surgery,” snapped Ravana.
“But when I saw your scars gone, I thought…” began Ostara.
“It… just happened. I was ill, then this rash appeared. It was horrible!”
Endymion leaned across and gently took Ravana’s hand.
“Aliens,” he said solemnly. “She caught the same weird virus from the cloning stuff Taranis left in the engine room. Remember those half-alien, half-human cyberclones?”
“Of course I remember. Ravana and I saw them being born!” retorted Ostara. “You were with me when we ran into two of them again in Newbrum! Ravana, is that what happened? Did you really lose your scars to an alien virus?”
“I don’t want to talk about it!”
Ostara seemed miffed. “I’m your friend! You can tell me.”
Ravana scowled and turned away. Feeling stifled, she shoved her thumb against the console to switch off the offending screen. The trauma of her illness last summer haunted every mirror. Ostara was her best and oldest friend, but now she lived on Ascension the closeness in their relationship was no longer there for Ravana to confess her fears. The best Endymion or her father could do was reassure her that everything was fine. Ravana felt the pins and needles where the scars on her face and right arm had been and knew otherwise. Ostara’s innocent concern left her flustered. Ravana felt hot and bothered.
“Ship!” she said crossly. “Check the environmental systems. It feels stuffy in here.”
“Increased carbon dioxide levels detected. Oxygen levels are six per cent below optimum,” reported the AI, catching Ravana by surprise. “Current crew manifest lists three occupants, as instructed. Readings suggest there is an unlisted fourth person aboard.”
Not for the first time, Ravana wished the AI had an actual unambiguous presence on the flight deck so she had somewhere to direct her startled stare.
“There’s someone else aboard?” she asked, suddenly fearful. “Ship, show the camera feeds for inside the carousel and cargo bay. And update the environmental settings to get some fresh air in here. I’d rather not suffocate before we get home.”
“Confirmed,” chirped the ship.
Endymion looked perturbed. “A stowaway?”
“It could be one of Jagger Jamshid’s gang!” Ostara whispered fearfully.
“Who?” asked Endymion, confused.
“Or maybe Samurai Siduri,” she mused. “She hates my guts.”
Ravana’s eyes narrowed. “Just how many people have you annoyed on Ascension?”
All eyes went to the console screen. A holovid of the interior of the spinning passenger carousel appeared, its bunks and couch conspicuously empty. The next view was of the rear section of the cargo bay, crammed with strapped-down freight. Ravana caught her breath as she glimpsed what looked like a face peering from behind a crate.
“Ship, hold that view,” she said. “Look!”
Endymion squinted at the screen. “A woman,” he said. “With red hair.”
“Damn,” muttered Ravana. “Of all the people who…!”
“It’s her!” Ostara exclaimed, straining against her seatbelt to look.
“What?” asked Ravana, puzzled. The person she had been thinking of was not from Ascension, nor the Dandridge Cole. “You know her?”
“She doesn’t look familiar to me,” Endymion said unhelpfully.
“Ship, maintain our course and alert me straight away to anything out of the ordinary,” Ravana instructed. She glared at Ostara. “We’re going to the cargo bay.”
“We’re going to confront the stowaway?” asked Endymion. “All of us?”
“You could go alone,” suggested Ostara.
“Let’s go together,” he agreed, nodding sagely. “Someone has to keep you girls safe.”
Ravana rolled her eyes. Releasing her seatbelt, she pushed herself from her chair and somersaulted gently in the zero gravity back towards the rear of the cabin. The hatch to the metre-wide crawl tunnel was habitually left open whilst in flight, but the one on the far end into the cargo bay was sealed. The tunnel formed the hub of the passenger carousel, a squat cylindrical chamber which in deep space revolved six times a minute to mimic Luna-like gravity against its curved walls. Ravana slipped into the revolving tunnel, past the carousel entrance and onwards to the cargo bay hatch. Endymion was right behind her, followed by Ostara’s yelps as she struggled to remember how not to get bruised in free fall.
“Our visitor might be armed,” whispered Ravana, glancing back. “Endymion, I need you to guard the airlock controls for the main door in case our guest tries anything stupid.”
Endymion nodded. Behind him in the tunnel, Ostara lifted her head and waved.
“Ostara, your job is not to do anything stupid yourself,” Ravana told her.
Ostara shrugged. “I’ll do my best.”
Ravana released the mechanism securing the hatch and carefully pulled it open. The cargo bay lights were on. The spherical bulk of the extra-dimensional drive blocked her immediate view across the small bay, which was crammed to capacity with goods for the Dandridge Cole. With one hand on the access ladder, she retrieved a cricket bat from a nearby strip of cargo netting. Their guest would appreciate her choice of weapon.
Bat in hand, Ravana launched herself across to a handhold on the ED drive and shimmied up the power conduits that wrapped the drive like a web. Reaching the top, she slipped beneath the oxygen tanks lining the roof of the bay, paused and looked across the hold. The intruder was crouched in the far corner, her arm looped through a rope securing a pallet of grain sacks. The woman’s stare darted between Endymion and Ostara, who had made their way to the floor at the other end of the bay.
Ravana watched Endymion as he checked the airlock controls and armed himself with a rope knife. Ostara had spotted the woman and was gesturing excitedly. Ravana sighed. She had hoped to take their stowaway by surprise.
“It’s okay!” cried Ostara. “She’s…”
Ravana did not let her finish. With one hand on the ED drive, she planted her boots against the ceiling and launched herself towards the floor in a slow somersault. As her feet hit the grain sacks, she grabbed a rope to stop herself bouncing away and raised the cricket bat. Startled, the woman whirled around, brandishing a gun. Ravana’s fierce stare locked upon her familiar stern features. The intruder’s close-fitting black overalls looked militaristic but carried no insignia. Ravana’s earlier suspicions had been right.
“You!” she exclaimed, scowling. “What are you doing on my ship?”
The red-headed woman grinned. “Ravana O’Brien! Caught you on the back foot?”
“You know her?” asked Ostara. “We met months ago in Newbrum. Her name’s…”
“Marion Kedesh,” Ravana said sourly. “Commander of the Grand Priory.”
“The English secret agent you told me about?” remarked Endymion, edging closer. He brandished the knife as if not quite sure what to do with it. “From Falsafah?”
“You make me sound so furtive!” Kedesh snapped irritably. “Sneaking aboard other people’s ships is not my usual style. I find myself on somewhat of a sticky wicket.”
“I thought Que Qiao locked you away,” grumbled Ravana. “Why are you here?”
“Artorius is in trouble,” said Kedesh. “Is there any tea on this spaceship?”
 
* * *
 
The Dandridge Cole, slipping slowly around Barnard’s Star on its long elliptical orbit, was the closest it had been to Ascension for years but still more than three hours away. Back on the flight deck of the Platypus, Ravana was not sure how to take Kedesh’s surprise appearance. Endymion, having confiscated the woman’s gun, kept a wary eye on her. Ostara had collected some drinks from the food molecularisor in the spinning carousel. The tea offered to Kedesh brought forth a pained expression.
“You’ve changed,” the woman told Ravana. “I don’t just mean getting rid of your scars. Still smarting after that rough innings on Falsafah? I clearly made a lasting impression,” she added wryly, nodding to the cricket bat wedged beside Ravana’s seat. “Though I expected a warmer welcome than this. And better tea. Machines never could get it right.”
“You do seem different,” agreed Ostara, looking appraisingly at Ravana. “You’ve grown up a lot since the evacuation. You seem tougher somehow. More assertive. Look how you took on Moritasgus’ heavies at the dock!”
“I watched on the camera feeds,” said Kedesh. “Impressive stuff.”
“Tough?” Ravana laughed. “Me?”
“You should have seen her and the Zapp Franklins fighting troopers,” Endymion said proudly. “A Que Qiao Corporation battleship came to the hollow moon.”
“How did you escape Que Qiao?” asked Ravana, turning to Kedesh. She remembered all too well the woman’s infuriating habit of wrapping herself in secrets. “When that footage of the spiders on Falsafah hit the networks, I searched every scrap of news, hoping to find some mention of you or Artorius, but there was nothing. Zotz told me an old friend of yours in London was also trying to find you. I assumed the worse.”
Kedesh looked chastened. “Sorry about that. How is young Zotz, by the way?”
“He’s on Earth,” said Endymion. “Patagonia, I think. Visiting his mother.”
“Don’t change the subject!” snapped Ravana.
“Artorius and I were taken to Aram,” said Kedesh, catching her glare. “Diplomats got involved and some deal was made for my release. Then Yuanshi declared independence, the Terran Federation of Worlds came into being and Que Qiao collapsed in chaos. Still in play on Earth, of course,” she reminded them. “Shareholders are hopping mad at how President Uma and Taranis pulled stumps on its off-world operations. Quite a few board members turned out to be under the thumb of the Dhusarian Church. Uma played a cunning game.”
“I can’t believe she’s President,” admitted Ravana. “I grew up in the hollow moon knowing her only as the mysterious Maharani, exiled with her son Surya. Everything’s changing so fast! What will happen to independent colonies like ours?”
“All you can do is sit tight and keep your eye on the ball,” said Kedesh. “This new Terran Federation is being played on a very sticky wicket. History is littered with examples where nations gain independence only to fall into civil war.”
Endymion frowned. “Well, this is cheerful. Is there anything to look forward to?”
“My detective agency is doing well,” Ostara said brightly. “Kedesh herself came to see me last year!” She tailed off as the red-headed woman fixed her with a steely stare. “Though of course, I am bound by client confidentiality.”
“Yes,” Kedesh said firmly. “You are.”
Ravana looked at Ostara, puzzled. Endymion glanced to Kedesh and shrugged.
“What about Artorius?” asked Ravana, turning her gaze back to Kedesh. The secret agent had a politician’s flair for wandering away from the question. “If you’ve left that poor boy all alone in the hands of religious nutters…!”
“No one is more concerned for his welfare than I,” Kedesh replied hastily. “But we could not secure his release. Agents across the five systems followed those who came for him. Ironically, we tracked him to the one world watched more than any other. He’s snared in a game that’s knocked him for six. This time, it’s not just the Dhusarian Church in play.”
Ravana gave her a quizzical look. “So where is he?”
“All will be revealed,” said Kedesh, smiling wryly. “Your father needs to hear this too. Say, didn’t this heap of a ship used to have weird tendrils hanging everywhere?”
Ravana smiled as a gasp of indignation rose from the AI.
“Heap?” she asked, feigning annoyance. “Don’t forget, this ship saved your life!”
 
* * *
 
Three hours later, the Dandridge Cole filled the flight-deck windows ahead. Harvested more than a century ago from the Solar System’s belt of rubble between Mars and Jupiter, the ten-kilometre metal-rich rock was tiny even in comparison to worlds like the diminutive Deimos, the lesser of Mars’ two rocky moons. Before the slender hull of the Platypus, the asteroid colony ship was scarily huge. Ravana had nudged the freighter’s approach into a gentle roll to match the Dandridge Cole’s own silent lazy rotation. The rectangular airlock in the asteroid’s rocky nose lay open ready to receive them.
The first attempts at interstellar travel, like the ground-breaking voyage of the Edward Everett Hale to Alpha Centauri, used mighty ships of metal, built in sections on Earth and assembled in orbit. Asteroids offered an alternative: back in the twenty-second century, mining rare metals in space was well-established and operations such as those of the fledging Que Qiao Enterprises were creating habitats in the asteroid belt by hollowing-out suitable rocks. Nothing before however had been on the scale of the colony ships.
Yet like many grandiose projects, the Dandridge Cole was obsolete before it even completed its mission. A prototype of Krakenspreken’s revolutionary extra-dimensional drive was already being tested as the colony ships got under way. When the Dandridge Cole finally reached its destination fifty years later, a later generation of adventurers had got there first, riding new ships that could leap light-years in the blink of an eye. Disenchanted, many from the colony ship returned to Earth, bitter that their chance to carve a new world afresh had been taken away. The Dandridge Cole itself was left to drift in the quiet backwaters of Barnard’s Star, waiting for its day of rediscovery and the independent settlers who would make it their home. It was a better fate than that of its sister ship the Robert Goddard, now notorious as the biggest space exploration failure of all time.
“The infamous hollow moon,” remarked Kedesh. “I’m quite bowled over. I often wondered if I’d ever get to see it with my own eyes.”
“I miss the place,” admitted Ostara. “Though I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to return.”
“Home sweet home,” murmured Ravana. “Endymion, have you secured that damn gun? I don’t want it going off by accident if we clip the sides on the way in.”
Endymion looked startled. “Is that likely?”
Ravana flashed him a smile. “There’s a first time for everything.”
The Platypus swept onwards, past the huge steel doors of the outer airlock into the kilometre-long tunnel beyond. Minutes later, the freighter slipped smoothly to a halt inside the inner airlock, its thrusters killing the last dregs of momentum. Muffled clangs reverberated through the hull as docking tethers and a refuelling gantry grabbed the ship. The big airlock door at the stern sealed with a thud, then a faint clatter of compressors was heard as the chamber filled with air. Through the flight-deck window ahead, the huge circular portal that led into the interior of the hollow moon watched like a Cyclops’ eye.
“Docking protocols engaged,” declared the AI. “Welcome to the Dandridge Cole. I wish you a pleasant stay and hope you fly the Platypus again soon.”
“This ship is odd,” remarked Kedesh. “Definitely one bail short of a wicket.”
Ravana ran her fingers across the controls to shut down the flight systems. The others eagerly released their seatbelts in a rush to disembark. They remained weightless inside the airlock, which lay on the asteroid’s central axis, away from the centrifugal forces within. Ostara’s and Endymion’s free-fall scramble to be the first through the crawl tunnel brought a reluctant smile to Ravana’s lips. She always felt sad when leaving the Platypus at the end of a voyage.
“Be careful in the service elevator,” she warned, glancing to Kedesh. “The gravity creeps up on you quickly as it descends.”
“I’ve been spin bowled by every rotating space station in the five systems,” Kedesh reassured her. “Besides, it looks like your father has come to meet us.”
Ravana looked through the flight-deck windows. Green lights winked on a panel on the side of the airlock wall, indicating the atmosphere within had been restored. Next to the panel, the hatch to the personnel elevator was already open. A man drifted in the doorway, a well-built figure with a bald head and bushy beard, wearing grease-stained blue overalls and a patch over his left eye. Ravana grinned and waved to her father.
“Quirinus!” called Ostara, right in Ravana’s ear. Endymion had beaten her to the exit.
“He can’t hear you,” Ravana retorted.
Quirinus raised his hand in greeting. Endymion appeared in the airlock chamber outside, having evidently opened the ship’s cargo door. Ravana looked at Kedesh.
“Well, we’re here,” she said. “This big secret of yours had better be good.”
 
* * *
 
Ravana never got bored of watching the faces of visitors as they gazed upon the interior of the hollow moon. Asteroid colony ships were true marvels of engineering, built in an era when spending vast sums on interstellar adventures seemed a reasonable response to climate change on Earth. Deep within the asteroid that would become the Dandridge Cole, machines had hewn a cylindrical chamber a kilometre in diameter and five kilometres long. Mobile refineries then processed the rubble, providing the raw materials to build the infrastructure within. Spinning the asteroid once a minute on its long axis generated the sensation of Ascension gravity against the walls of the chamber within.
The real challenge had been establishing a biosphere, a landscape of genetically engineered flora nurtured to take root in powdered rock and the melted ice of comets. Oxygen from the same water, along with nitrogen from carbonaceous meteorites, provided a breathable atmosphere. The result was an inside-out world, where the fields and trees, farms and houses clung to the inside of a huge drum, warmed by a tiny artificial sun that stood upon three radial pylons in the middle of the sky. Seeing the land rise upwards and overhead had sent many a visitor falling onto their back.
“Impressive,” noted Kedesh, gazing in awe at the verdant concave terrain. “I bet this view has knocked a fair few people for six.”
“We almost lost the lot,” remarked Quirinus. “All because of that damn priest.”
“Glad to be back?” asked Ravana, smiling at Ostara. Her friend was staring across the landscape like a mariner sighting land for the first time in months.
“I’ve been away for too long,” Ostara murmured. “It’s as lovely as ever.”
“Not much call for a detective though,” admitted Endymion.
They had gathered to eat at Ravana’s favourite cafeteria in Dockside, which had balcony seating looking out across the hollow moon. A nearby apple orchard was in full bloom, its pink blossom filling the air with a sweet fragrance. Less than two kilometres away lay the picturesque cottages of Dorfhimmelberg, the hamlet built by German families who once made up a quarter of the original colonists aboard the Dandridge Cole. The view contrasted sharply with Dockside itself, home to the engineers and technicians who kept the asteroid’s systems running. The hollow moon’s port was an unruly ring of concrete and steel buildings, sprawling all the way around the circular cliff at the airlock end of the main cavern. Faint clangs and thuds rose from the nearby hangar, where an elevator had brought down the Platypus to have its cargo unloaded by robots. Other than a brief stint on Ascension following the evacuation, Ravana and her father had lived in Dockside since she was seven.
“Makes a change to eat fresh food,” remarked Kedesh, pushing away her empty plate. The Mediterranean pasta and salad buffet was all local produce, grown by lakeside farms near the pylons for the sun. “Self-sufficiency is back in vogue, what with the Federation throwing curved balls on trade.”
“We’re struggling a bit with an invasion of ants,” confessed Quirinus. “The ecosystem is still not back in balance after the big freeze last year.”
Endymion grabbed an empty wineglass and reached to the floor. After a pause he brought the upturned vessel back to the table, looking pleased. Ravana shuddered at the trapped garden spider scurrying across his palm beneath the glass.
“And spiders,” remarked Endymion. The tiny arachnid was trying to climb the walls of its prison to escape. “Shall I squish it?”
“No! They help keep bugs in check,” protested Quirinus. “Take it outside.”
“Just as long as it doesn’t grow any bigger,” Ravana muttered. She watched warily as Endymion left to release the spider over the balcony. Returning to the table, he calmly used the same glass to help himself to more wine. Ravana screwed up her nose in disgust.
“We’ve had lots of new people arrive,” Endymion told Kedesh. He gestured to the bottle of Bradbury Heights Chardonnay. “Some bring proper gifts, not random insect infestations. We’re getting the vineyards here back into shape too.”
“I’ll drink to that,” said Ostara, raising her glass. “To business!”
“To business,” echoed Ravana, reaching for her own drink. Her eyes were on Kedesh, who had declined the offer of wine and settled for a cup of tea and slice of cake. “Maybe it’s time the mysterious commander told us exactly what that might be.”
Kedesh glanced across the cafeteria, her gaze lingering on a couple of diners sitting several tables away. There was no one else in sight.
“It’s a hat-trick of requests,” she said cautiously. “The first is something only you can help me with, Ravana. Do you still have the translation application that Artorius gave us on Falsafah? The one developed by the Dhusarian Church?”
“Aliens!” exclaimed Endymion. “I knew this would be about the greys!”
Ravana’s eyes went wide. On Falsafah in the Tau Ceti system, she had found herself imprisoned at a secret Dhusarian outpost, alongside Artorius and two alien humanoids known as greys. The truth that intelligent alien beings existed had been suppressed for decades by Que Qiao. The new Federation was doing its utmost to uncover the corporation’s secrets, but many still dismissed the greys as an invention of the alien-worshipping Dhusarians, especially now the Church and Federation had become entwined. After their escape, Ravana learned that Artorius had been coerced into helping develop a translation device for cranium implants, software that turned the greys’ white-noise shrieks into images. Artorius himself was the mysterious ‘star man’ of Dhusarian prophecy, though the truth they uncovered was far stranger still. As for the translator, Artorius had given a copy to both Ravana and Kedesh. Ravana closed her eyes, flicked through the icons in her mind’s eye and found the one shaped like a pair of grey lips outlined in red. She had not dared activate it since.
“Yes,” said Ravana, opening her eyes. “I still have the translator.”
“My implant was wiped on Aram,” said Kedesh, sighing. “Leaving me somewhat on the back foot for my next innings. Grand Priory agents undercover inside the Federation know nothing about it. You may have the only copy outside the Dhusarian Church.”
“You can have it,” said Ravana. “What else?”
“I seek passage to Asgard, Alpha Centauri,” said Kedesh, this time looking at Quirinus. “Either Valhalla or New Tortuga. But I can field for a ship to collect me if you don’t take charters. I assume you’re happy for others to dock here?”
“Most visitors are welcome,” Quirinus said carefully. Ravana caught her father’s expression and thought of the Que Qiao dreadnought that brought havoc the summer before. “We’re overdue a trip to Valhalla. Maintenance stores are running low and the ship breakers on Asgard have a knack of finding the old stuff we need.”
“Can I come?” asked Ostara, her face brightening. “I’ve never been to Asgard.”
“Me neither,” admitted Endymion. “Full of pirates, I heard.”
“More the merrier,” Quirinus said grumpily.
“What was the third thing?” asked Ravana, looking back at Kedesh.
Kedesh smiled. Reaching into her overalls, she withdrew a short data rod and held it before her. When Ravana tried to take it, the woman gently snatched it away.
“A chance to step up to the crease,” said Kedesh. “First, let’s watch a holovid.”
 
* * *
 
Kedesh insisted they go somewhere private. Ravana led her and the others to one of Dockside’s communal lounges, where they made themselves comfortable on a couple of battered couches in front of a large holovid unit on the wall.
With lights turned low, all eyes were on the strange events unfolding on the screen. The footage showed a huge circular room, where figures clad in white overalls tended equipment ranged along the wall. In the centre of the room was a sight spookily familiar to Ravana. A ring of twelve grey rods rose to waist height, surrounding a dark pool of what looked like oil. It was just like what they had seen at the archaeological dig on Falsafah, only on a larger scale: judging by the relative size of the figures working nearby, the rods were thicker and the dark pool in the centre looked twenty metres wide. Faint voices could be heard, fragments of urgent commands as the holovid recording switched from one camera feed to the next. The view returned to a wide-angle shot of the room and froze.
“It’s the alien portal,” Ravana said quietly. “Only bigger.”
“Security-camera footage?” asked Quirinus.
“It is,” replied Kedesh. “From a top-secret American research laboratory.”
A young woman shimmered into view in the centre of the holovid, looking shifty in a long overcoat, dark glasses and rakish hat. She loomed like a giant over proceedings, her image having been superimposed upon the frozen three-dimensional recording.
“Fort Smith, Valle d’Aosta region,” the woman announced solemnly. “The location of a mysterious American exobiology centre on Avalon, a mission that started with the crew of the Edward Everett Hale more than fifty years ago. Officially, this region is under United States jurisdiction, separated from lands claimed by the Avalon Broadcasting Corporation by a ten-kilometre exclusion zone. Fort Smith has long been a place of secrets. What our investigations reveal goes beyond mere research.”
The woman crossed the time-frozen tableau, flickered past a group of scientists and paused before a circular hatch recessed in the wall.
“This whole complex is underground,” she said. “Behind that door is a vault, containing gold bullion to the value of four million credits. Payment for what, I wonder?”
“Four million credits!” exclaimed Endymion.
“Shush!” whispered Kedesh. “Listen!”
“The real mystery lies in the centre of this room,” the narrator continued, waving a hand across the scene. “The experiment you are about to see has confounded our experts. Intelligence received from an operative on Falsafah, along with the footage released by the Federation on the unidentified creatures known as weavers, suggests that whatever is happening at Fort Smith could change the five systems as we know it.”
The woman’s image faded from view. The security-camera footage began to play once more. As they watched, a white-clad scientist moved to the centre and raised a gloved hand to one of the rods. There was an audible thud and all twelve suddenly started to lengthen, rising to the ceiling until they looked like the bars of a huge cage. Eerie blue light leapt from one to the next, then they began to creep sideways, revolving anti-clockwise around the central dark pool. The faint blue glow from the shifting rods grew stronger, forming a hazy column of light. Accompanied by a rising whine, the rods quickly became a blur. Ravana glanced to her father, who frowned. Both they and Kedesh had seen this before.
“I don’t understand,” she said, perturbed. “I thought the archaeological dig at Arallu was still knee-deep in those freaky spiders.”
“This is Alpha Centauri,” Kedesh reminded her. “The moon of Avalon.”
Ravana frowned. “But that’s where they film those stupid holovid shows.”
“They’re making a movie of your adventures!” exclaimed Ostara. “How exciting!”
“No,” Kedesh said firmly. “Keep your eye on the ball.”
Outside the portal, a small figure crept past the working scientists and crouched before the spinning columns. It was a pale, blond-haired boy, wearing a white laboratory coat clearly too large for his frame. His hand reached towards the blue light.
“That’s Artorius!” cried Ravana. “What’s he doing?”
“Turn on your translator,” urged Kedesh. “The greys are about to speak.”
“Greys?” asked Ostara, confused. “Where?”
Endymion gasped. “Look!”
Within the whirling rods, images were forming. A huddle of pale ghosts wavered into view above the central pool. They were squat humanoids, clad in flowing cloaks, with spindly fingers and almond-shaped eyes that stared mournfully from inverted triangular faces. Ravana stared in wonderment at the fabled aliens of Epsilon Eridani.
A wash of white noise hissed from the holovid unit, a sound she remembered well. Closing her eyes, she gave the grey lips in her mind’s eye a mental prod, turning its outline green. Pictures flowed into her thoughts as the translator reacted to the sound. She shrieked as a huge spider jumped into her head. Images of heavy doors were slammed shut.
“It’s a warning,” Ravana said fearfully, opening her eyes and staring at Kedesh. “They’re telling Artorius to keep the portal closed. The weavers are coming!”
“Weavers?” asked Ostara, looking nervous. “As in huge scary spiders?”
“That does not sound good,” muttered Endymion.
“Trust me, it’s not,” grumbled Quirinus. “We met the beasties on Falsafah.”
The footage reached the final frame and paused, freezing the action once more. The narrator materialised back into view and moved closer.
“This is all the footage we have been able to obtain,” she said. “If this experiment is in any way linked to what is happening on Falsafah, it must be deemed a threat. The common element seems to the boy, whom we know was also present at Arallu. The attached briefing contains maps of the area and intelligence gathered to date. Your mission is to retrieve the boy, assess the threat and if necessary, sabotage. The Grand Priory awaits.”
The screen faded to black. Kedesh rose from her seat and looked to Ravana.
“That’s the job,” she said. “It seems the alien portal we saw on Falsafah is not the only one. Artorius is in the hands of the Americans, who are resuming play where the Dhusarians left off. There’s something important about this boy we don’t fully understand.”
“Poor Artorius,” murmured Ravana. In truth, he had been one of the most annoying little brats she ever had the misfortune to meet. “What about the Dhusarian Church? They seemed very keen to get hold of him before.”
“There are other interested parties,” Kedesh conceded. “The Dhusarians have a lot more resources at their disposal now that Taranis is batting for President Uma. I have a team scouting the wicket on Avalon, ready to assist. I could do with another pair of hands.”
Ravana gave her an odd look. “You want me to join you on a mission?”
“You proved a solid all-rounder on Falsafah. And I could use your expertise. You figured out how the portal at Arallu worked, remember.”
“Nana and Stripy did that,” said Ravana, referring to the names Artorius gave the two greys. The aliens had used the portal to go home, wherever home was. “We agreed to take you to Asgard. I can’t promise anything more than that.”
“It’s a lot to ask,” Quirinus said firmly. “She went through hell on Falsafah.”
“On the other hand, Alpha Centauri is the one system where we haven’t made loads of enemies!” Ostara said brightly. “It’s a long way from Taranis and his Federation.”
“Then there’s the four million in gold…” murmured Endymion.
Ravana shuddered at the mention of Priest Taranis, the man who had caused her so much grief. Admittedly, she had been a thorn in his side too and had stolen his holy book, the original Isa-Sastra, the fabled Book of the Greys. Picking up the holovid controller, she reversed the footage to look again at Artorius crouching by the portal. He seemed in pain, his hands reaching up to the grey figures as if imploring them for help.
Her gaze moved to the ghostly shapes within the spinning rods. With a start, Ravana realised there was another wraith-like figure behind them. Although indistinct, it looked like a tall woman with long dark hair, clad in a floor-length silver and black fur coat. Ravana sighed. She could easily imagine a sly smile upon the apparition’s face.
“Athene,” she muttered. The watcher’s presence had to be bad news.
 
* * * * *

Chapter Two
Almost Famous
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MAIA SCREAMED and furiously scrambled backwards, her terrified gaze fixed on the shape falling lazily from the sky above. A split second later the piano crashed into the forest clearing with a thunderous cacophony of chords, spitting broken keys like teeth. Maia’s shriek became a cry of panic as her boot found a tree root and she sprawled to the ground. The piano had landed just where she had been standing moments before.
A broken electronic voice rose from the wreckage. “From your supporters at the Lisbon Academy of Music,” it burbled. “Have a nice day!”
“You fiends!” she screamed, shaking a fist to the sky. “If you want me dead, you’ll have to do better than that, you frigging sadistic freaks! I hate you all!”
The roar of jets faded as the delivery drone moved away. Maia ran a hand through her tangled blond hair and scowled. A rusty metal-feathered owl stared from a tree, its holovid-camera eyes following her every move. She gave the owl a rude one-fingered salute, climbed to her feet and brushed the dirt from her leggings and chainmail tunic. A crack in the piano’s wooden casing looked like a malevolent grin.
“I hate this game,” muttered Maia. “But I’m a celebrity and I won’t give in!”
She retreated to the edge of the clearing and sat on a fallen tree to sulk. Friends and family back on Ascension had warned her that Gods of Avalon would turn nasty. Avalon, a planet-sized moon of the gas giant Thule, was home to the Avalon Broadcasting Corporation, the largest independent producer of holovid entertainment across the servermoon network. Gods of Avalon was the jewel in its broadcasting crown, a show where minor celebrities fought their way through a fantasy world, one with robotic monsters, cyberclone beasts and a terraformed climate all controlled by the votes of a ruthless audience. Maia had followed the show for years, laughing at the clueless contestants and bragging how she could do better. Five months after the Christmas launch, she was learning she could do no better at all.
It had come as a huge surprise to be invited onto this year’s Gods of Avalon. Now aged seventeen and out of school, Maia was the most minor of celebrities, a catwalk model for a fashion house in her home city of Bradbury Heights and the face of a popular chain of restaurants. She had readily accepted Avalon’s invitation, picturing herself as the people’s champion, a sparkling and witty personality whom everyone took to their hearts. Now she was actually here in Alpha Centauri, she tried not to think about the runts, contestants who rubbed people up the wrong way and became media hate figures, the villains of the show. She steadfastly refused to accept that this year’s runt was her. No matter how many pianos, exploding toilets or buckets of fish the viewers gifted her via the drones.
With a sigh, she rose to her feet, scooped up her backpack of meagre provisions and looked for a path through the forest. The endless expanse of wind-pollinated maples and oaks were not native to the moon and low gravity had made them grow into huge, distorted caricatures of their cousins back on Earth. If she did not find the other players soon she would have to spend another night alone. She looked up at the owl.
“Any advice, beaky?” she asked, not expecting an answer.
The owl swivelled its head full circle and leaned forward on its bough.
“Seek and you shall find,” it squawked.
“Thanks,” grumbled Maia. “That’s not helpful.”
She glanced at the time display on her official Gods of Avalon amulet and scowled as the locator icon flashed. The medallion had a tracking device, which undoubtedly was how the delivery drone had found her. She ripped the traitorous device from her neck and hurled it away. Avalon’s gravity, a third that of Earth, was just over half of what she was used to on her home world of Ascension. Her throw launched the amulet impressively far from sight.
Maia squinted into the mid-morning glow of Alpha Centauri’s twin suns, trying to fathom which way was north. Avalon, a moon the size of Mars, was not tidally locked to its gas-giant parent for reasons scientists struggled to explain, instead performing two backwards rotations in the two Terran days or so it took to hurtle around Thule. The part-shadowed hulk of Thule, a planet on the small side for a gas giant, loomed scarily huge in the eastern sky behind her. A day here lasted twenty-six hours and its suns rose in the west.
“That way,” Maia declared, staring into the forest. It pained her how the other players had never trusted her with so much as a glimpse at the team’s map. “I think.”
She swung her pack to her shoulders, found a break in the trees and began to walk. An eerie silence filled the forest, the air unnaturally still. Maia was uncomfortably reminded of one dark night the Christmas before last, lost in the woods at a Barnard’s Star ski resort with crazy robot wolves on the loose. She tried to tell herself she was nowhere near the Gods of Avalon challenge grounds and the risk of running into mechanical monsters was low. Yet the metal owls were everywhere, watching every stumbling step.
Maia stopped. A musical tinkling drifted from the clearing behind. Startled, she turned and peered back through the forest. A murmur of voices reached her ears, then the chortle of a man’s laugh. It was a surprisingly cheery sound, quite unlike the metallic cackles of derision the owls often gave when asked for advice. She cautiously retraced her steps, crept to the edge of the clearing and crouched low near a tree to look.
Five men and a pale-faced woman had appeared by the fallen piano. They were all dressed similarly in dark green tunics, leggings and heavy boots, with daggers and short swords in scabbards hanging from their belts. Heavy backpacks lay on the ground, from which two of the men were pulling various items of food and drink as the woman helped a third set up a portable stove. A young man with a tanned face, unruly blond goatee and a mass of curly golden hair had raised the lid of the broken piano and was tentatively playing a tune on the few keys that still worked. Suddenly, he started singing:
 
“I left the mines in search of love,
“But didn’t know where to find her,
“A piano fell from far above,
“And left me a flat miner!”
 
Maia frowned. The strangers looked to be aged in their late twenties, if not older. There was something odd about the scene she could not quite put her finger on.
“Hey Galar,” grunted the man at the stove, a scrawny figure with a pallid blotchy complexion and untidy beard. Maia detected a certain likeness to the dark-haired woman with him, who wore a smile to his frown. “Shut that racket or I’ll flatten you!”
“Don’t be rotten,” protested a young man with dark skin, staring wistfully at Galar at the piano. Unlike the unruly styles favoured by his male colleagues, the man’s jet-black hair, beard and moustache were neatly cropped. “I like his funny songs.”
A pale-skinned youth, with mousy dreadlocks and bushy beard woven with coloured strips of fabric, stared in bemusement from where he squatted by the backpacks. The dark-skinned man with him, a striking bald-headed figure with a groomed dark beard, rose to his feet. He took a few steps towards where Maia cowered in the undergrowth and waved.
“It’s okay miss,” he called, grinning. “You can stop hiding now.”
Maia gave a squeak of alarm and froze. The man approached the edge of the clearing and held out his hand in greeting. His face bore a broad friendly smile, the first she had seen in weeks. Maia rose and warily stepped from the trees. The tinkling piano fell silent as the man’s companions turned to look. She suddenly realised what had been bothering her earlier. The pantheon of Gods of Avalon featured magical races of secretive elves, mischievous pixies, evil goblins and many others hell-bent on bringing contestants to their knees, all invariably cyberclones. The six figures before her were undeniably human, yet stood no higher than her shoulders. Maia, who was not particularly tall for her age, felt like a giant.
“We’re not here to cause trouble,” the man said wryly. “Not for you, anyway.”
Maia stared down at him. “You’re so… But… Are you…?”
“She’s going to say the ‘D’ word!” warned the woman.
“…Hobbits?” asked Maia.
There was a stunned silence. The others left what they were doing and shuffled closer. Maia took a hesitant step back. The metal owl in the tree swivelled its holovid gaze to watch.
“Hobbits?” exclaimed the man who had been tending the stove. “On Avalon? Does this bleeding look like The Lord of the Rings?”
“Tolkien borrowed a lot from Arthurian lore,” the man with the decorated dreadlocks said shyly. “Gandalf is basically Merlin. It gets confusing because the medieval stuff in Gods of Avalon isn’t the proper Dark Ages setting for King Arthur.”
“Yeah, it’s from the movies,” the other grunted in reply. “Pretty teenagers running around with swords being heroic. Makes me want to vomit.”
“The films and holovid series came from comic books,” the dreadlocked figure pointed out. “And the comics were based on a bunch of novels. The books took their storylines from the original Arthurian myths,” he conceded.
The man who had approached Maia gave an apologetic shrug.
“We’re not hobbits,” he replied, clearly amused. “My name is Hreidmar. We’ve been following you,” he added, still holding out his hand. His gaze flickered to the sagging piano. “You’re not having a very good time of it, are you?”
Maia stared at his palm, unsure of what to do. Information sessions for contestants had not covered the perils of diminutive strangers in the woods, though it was not unknown for producers to introduce new game elements on a whim. She wondered if Hreidmar and his companions were instead the infamous ‘crazies’, gatecrashers who smuggled themselves onto Avalon for a slice of fame, but
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