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What if the secret alien space station protecting the Earth went PUBLIC?


Hanna Abebe has come far since leaving Ethiopia. All the way to the other end of the galaxy, in fact. And although her course at the Essoona Pilots’ Academy is tough, it’s not as tough as maintaining the ultimate long-distance relationship…

Astronaut Dan Simpson is furious. The Galaksi Alliance have exiled him on a remote planet to stop him telling NASA about them before they’re ready. But by the time they come to take him home, Dan has fallen in love with an enigmatic alien and decides to stay. Only then does he discover what a perilous business his new girlfriend is involved in…

At last! Captain Joe Llewellyn has permission to initiate first contact via the UN. But if he messes it up, the Galaksi Alliance could cancel the Shantivira’s funding, leaving the Earth defenceless. So, no pressure. All goes well until a rogue Samaritan flies a cargo ship through months of painstaking negotiations…

This character-driven eco science fantasy is a must-read for fans of Becky Chambers, Ursula Le Guin, Douglas Adams and Doctor Who.
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PROLOGUE


DAN, JANUARY 2015

The Soyuz capsule had separated from the International Space Station, survived the sizzling plasma stream and re-entered the Earth’s atmosphere, all without incident. When the parachutes deployed, Dan allowed himself to relax. Almost home. They’d be on the ground in ten minutes. He’d done it.

Against all odds, he’d smuggled hard evidence that aliens existed down to the planet. He couldn’t wait to see the expression on his senior officer’s face when he handed it over. They’d award him a medal, for sure. His folks were going to be so proud of him.

Valentin, the Soyuz commander, reached across and shook his hand, congratulating him on a successful re-entry. Dan grinned back at him and did the same with Tatiana, the co-pilot. They all had the same sparkle in their eyes: a heady mixture of relief and joy to be returning to the Earth. Dan’s heart swelled with elation and anticipation.

An unknown red-head materialised directly on Dan’s lap, making him yell with shock. She said nothing, but her iridescent yellow eyes flashed with utter contempt as she pulled out a knife and sliced open his spacesuit with brutal efficiency. In a single swift movement, she reached inside and ripped away the stolen zana he’d taped to his body for safekeeping.

Dan yelled again, this time with pain. For an instant, a shaft of sunlight illuminated the translucent communication device and the dark chest hairs still stuck to the tape. Then the woman vanished.

Immediately grasping Dan’s betrayal, Tatiana opened her mouth to speak. Valentin caught her eye and she shut it again. The loudspeaker crackled, breaking the horrified silence.

‘This is Ground Control. Are you OK? The cockpit camera failed, then we heard screams. Report!’

Valentin responded, ‘Flight Engineer Simpson has torn his suit. I didn’t see what happened.’

‘Flight Engineer Simpson? What happened?’

Dan hesitated. What could he say? Not, ‘an irate space demon with a very sharp knife,’ or Ground Control would have people in white coats ready to cart him off the minute they landed.

‘Flight Engineer Simpson, report!’

‘I don’t know!’ he lied feebly. ‘I just looked down and my suit was ripped.’

‘Board Engineer Markovich?’

‘I was looking at the instruments. I didn’t see anything.’

‘Ground Control?’ said Valentin. ‘We must prepare for landing. There’ll be time for questions later.’

Except for essential communication, the cockpit was uncomfortably quiet for the rest of their descent. The retrorockets fired and the Soyuz capsule came to a standstill with a violent jerk. ‘Soft landings,’ they say, Dan thought. He’d been in softer car crashes.

The cosmonauts continued with the silent treatment while they waited for the team outside. The open audio feed meant he was spared the full force of their disapproval. But, in their way, they were telling him he was on his own.

After a long few minutes, the hatch opened and helping hands pulled them out into the beautiful fresh air. Dan took in great lungfuls of it; he’d never smelt anything as good as the Earth smelt that day. The journey back from space was over. Now they’d be under constant observation by the space agencies and wouldn’t be able to speak privately for weeks or even months. The cosmonauts stayed in Kazakhstan; Dan travelled back to the US, alone.


PART ONE



1. A NEW FRIEND


HANNA, JANUARY 2015

In her lowest gear, Hanna crested the hill and gasped as the icy breeze hit her full on, blasting the warmth out of her jacket. She stopped pedalling and admired the view over Essoona to the rolling waves out at sea. High, fluffy clouds scudded across the winter-blue sky.

She turned and cupped her hands round her mouth, yelling, ‘Come on, Lucy!’ Unlikely she’d be heard, but never mind. She dropped her bike and found a sheltered spot to wait in. Out of the wind, the pale morning sunshine felt almost warm.

To the west, the sun climbed the sky above a ridge of mountains. The forbidding white peaks slashed with dark stripes of rock reminded Hanna of last month’s disastrous trip to Switzerland. Once again, she thanked her lucky stars she’d reached Syenitia on time and in one piece.

The teleports on the Shantivira had stopped working when Kitty, the Earth’s resident shape-shifting space demon, had gone into self-imposed exile. Kitty’s sister Rowan, the only other space demon in the galaxy, had temporarily reactivated them so Hanna and the rest of the second-year trainees could travel to Syenitia.

Hanna’s mind returned to yesterday’s zana call with Irion. Mary and Irion, her unofficial adoptive parents who ran the Shantivira’s secret language school in London, had been rushed off their feet since the arrival of the latest intake of first-years. As the students couldn’t access the space station for flight training, they were having additional classroom sessions. Irion was working flat out teaching the new recruits Kawaida, the interstellar language Hanna and her classmates had learned last year.

‘Things will calm down when Kitty returns,’ Irion had said. ‘Once the teleports are up again, it’ll be Tima and Valeri putting in the extra hours on the simulators and I can have a break.’

Hanna had waited as the holographic projection of the silver alien took a delicate sip of tea from an ElizabethII Diamond Jubilee mug. Behind her, Hanna could see the brown 1980s kitchen units in Mary and Irion’s basement flat. Arguably hideous, but familiar and therefore comforting. The first place she’d felt safe and loved since her parents had died. Knowing she could always go back there gave her the confidence to face the challenges the coming year would bring.

‘Anyway, in other news,’ Irion had continued, ‘remember that SD card Lucy gave Mary before Christmas?’

Hanna had nodded. How could she forget? The SD card holding details of the prototype weapon Nestor and David had built, ostensibly to protect the Earth, but which Nestor had highjacked and fired at Kitty. The SD card included a list of everyone who’d worked on the Shantivira, right back to the 1970s. Through it, they’d discovered Nikolai’s mother had also been a Shantiviran. A fact Hanna suspected Nikolai would have preferred to keep to himself.

David had pressed the card into Lucy’s hand moments before his death; Lucy had handed it to Mary, who would give it to Joe as soon as the teleports came back online. They’d all agreed deciding what to do with it was a job for the Shantivira’s captain.

‘Well it’s gone!’ Irion had said, tucking a lock of lime-green hair behind her ear. ‘I’m still hoping it’ll turn up, but Mary’s convinced it’s been stolen.’

Hanna’s stomach had swooped, leaving her nauseous. Only she and her closest friends knew about the card. Was one of them a thief? She couldn’t bear the thought there might be another traitor in their midst, not after last year’s dramas.

‘Any idea how long it’s been missing?’ she’d asked.

‘No. Mary hid it under a loose floorboard in our bedroom. Then we forgot about it, to be honest. I disturbed the floorboard while vacuum cleaning yesterday; when I looked, it wasn’t there!’

‘Could it have slipped out of sight?’

‘I don’t think so. It could have been gone for weeks already.’

‘That’s disturbing.’

‘Yes. Could you have a gentle probe, Hanna? All the people who know about it are with you in Essoona. Perhaps there’s a perfectly rational explanation.’

Waiting in her sheltered nook on the hillside, Hanna gazed at the jagged horizon as she mulled over the problem. Someone who knew about it. Her. Her boyfriend, Hassan. Her best friend, Farida. Her arch rival and (after a bumpy start) good friend, Lucy. Lucy’s boyfriend, Felix. Saïd. Nikolai. All people she trusted with her life. Not Hassan. Not Farida. Not Lucy, not this time. Hmm.

Lucy appeared, pink-cheeked and panting as she pedalled up the last few metres to where Hanna sat. ‘Phew!’ she said, throwing her bike down beside Hanna’s. ‘I’m so unfit after Christmas! I’m not sure I’d have made it up here without the reduced gravity.’ She looked round at the scrubby hillside. ‘D’you reckon the story’s true?’

Hanna knew which story she meant: the Syenitian fairytale, The Princess and the Dragon. The story that this hill was the ancient remains of a gigantic space spirit who’d died and turned to stone while defending the planet, his Syenitian wife and their twin daughters. Few Syenitians knew that Rowan and Kitvian, the unique half-Syenitian, half-space spirit daughters, were not only real, but still around today, with a telepathic link enabling them to communicate over any distance. Syenitian mythology referred to them as the ‘space demons’: Verndari, or ‘Protector’, who traditionally shielded Syenitia from harm, and Reika, or ‘Wanderer’, who had left Syenitia to roam the galaxy.

‘Well,’ Hanna said, ‘it is called Dragon Hill. I don’t see why not.’

They sat watching some hikers they’d overtaken earlier plod past towards the summit. The hill was rumoured to have sacred healing powers, which meant it attracted tourists of all shapes and sizes.

‘Do you think Kitty will ever die?’ asked Lucy.

‘In the story, Ahmitor only stops being immortal because he became a father. So no, not unless she has some children tucked away that we don’t know about.’

‘I think there’s a lot we don’t know about Kitty,’ said Lucy.

‘What I want to know is, when will she come back?’ Hanna sighed.

Lucy grinned. ‘You mean, when will the teleports work again, so you can see Hassan? You’ve only been apart a fortnight!’

Unusually perceptive for Lucy. Hanna smiled shyly. It might have only been two weeks, but it was the longest she and Hassan had been separated since they’d met, nearly eighteen months ago. Hassan was a year ahead of them on the programme, living aboard the Shantivira for his final phase of training. The worst was not knowing when they’d meet again in person. They couldn’t even make plans. Still, they called each other every day on their zanas, so it wasn’t all bad.

Hanna changed the subject. ‘How are you finding Dunia House?’

Dunia House was the one place in the Syenitian capital– and on Syenitia– where you were sure to meet other humans. A place where the furniture was the right size, where the media streams were tuned to Earth channels and where the books were in Earth languages. It acted as an unofficial embassy and a hall of residence for second-years like Hanna and Lucy. Hanna knew it well from visiting Hassan last year.

Lucy shrugged. ‘I like the kitchen. And Mrs Park’s cool. I’m quite getting into her K-Dramas.’

Dunia House was managed by an elderly Korean couple. During the week, Mrs Park, the housekeeper, prepared an evening meal which they ate together at the long kitchen table. Her husband, Mr Park, worked in the garden and on the Dunia House allotment, providing them with most of their fruit and vegetables. The enormous kitchen was Mrs Park’s domain, the walls lined with wooden cupboards crammed full of equipment and hand-labelled jars of pickled everything.

Whenever they got home, her first question was always, ‘Have you eaten?’ She’d serve them a bowl of whatever bubbled on the hob, or fetch plates of deep-fried yumminess from the pantry. Hanna’s waistband already felt tighter.

Mrs Park loved watching television while she worked and had a wall-mounted screen showing back-to-back Korean dramas. When not alone, she turned down the sound and switched on the Hangul subtitles. Hanna constantly found herself trying to work out the plot with only the actors’ theatrical expressions to go on.

‘I’m glad I have my own room,’ continued Lucy, ‘especially as Felix is sharing with Saïd.’

‘The lounge is nice, isn’t it?’ replied Hanna absently, her mind drifting back to Hassan. She picked up a flat stone and placed it on a larger one near her feet. She found another and balanced it on top of that. Another six months and he’d be a qualified Tumba pilot. Thinking of him gave her a warm glow inside.

‘Yeah, very comfy,’ conceded Lucy. ‘Are you and Farida getting on each other’s nerves yet?’

Hanna shook her head. ‘I’m pleased we’re sharing. We always have plenty to talk about when she gets back from university.’ Carefully, Hanna positioned another stone on her little tower. How high could she go before it collapsed?

‘Syenitian Mathematics.’ Lucy shivered. ‘Ugh. Rather her than me. How’s she doing?’

‘Finding it tough, being the first ever human to go there. But you know Farida: never happier than when she’s studying.’

‘She’ll miss us next year, when we’re home on the Shantivira and she has another two years to go.’

Hanna pursed her lips. She’d miss Farida too, but they had a whole year together first. ‘She’ll have made new friends by then.’

‘You think? They’re not as snooty up at the uni as the Academy lot?’

‘Oh, they’re not that bad!’ But Hanna knew Lucy’s experience was different to her own. The humans lagged far behind their alien classmates at the elite Essoona Pilots’ Academy. The native Syenitians were merely patronising, but some trainees from other Galaksi Alliance planets were openly hostile, saying the humans were only there because of their physical resemblance to young Syenitians. Those with pale skin, like Lucy, Felix and Nikolai, bore the brunt of this antagonism. Nikolai suffered particularly because, as well as being white, he was considerably overweight. Even Saïd had shaved off his beard in an attempt to blend in; Hanna thought it suited him.

‘I can see why they hate us,’ said Lucy, philosophically. ‘We need to show them we’ve earned our place here. Shall we do some extra navigation later?’

‘OK,’ Hanna said, cautiously adding another rock to her pile. It was respectably high now, but distinctly wobbly. ‘I wish they’d let us practise on the simulators outside class times,’ she said. ‘I’m nervous about tomorrow.’ Oh. Damn. The stack tumbled to the ground, scattering stones. Lucy giggled and Hanna set about collecting them. She’d have another go, this time aiming for stability rather than height.

Lucy helped Hanna gather more rocks. ‘I’m nervous, too. They’re all so much more experienced than us.’

‘Are you worried you’ll be in the bottom ten per cent and get thrown off the programme?’

Lucy screwed up her face. ‘A bit. I’m more worried about Felix.’

She had a point. Hanna focused on positioning her next stone correctly. Felix had many talents, but he was one of the worst pilots in their year. Tomorrow’s races– their first time flying in space proper– would be insanely competitive. The Academy’s policy was to take on excess students at the start of the year and weed out the slowest after a fortnight’s training. Nobody wanted to be one of the fifteen who’d have to leave the course tomorrow.

‘I’m sure he’ll be fine,’ Hanna said, trying to sound reassuring. They’d all miss Felix if he had to return to Earth.

The flight training was incredibly demanding. Hanna and Lucy had been stunned to find themselves flying real Tumbas on their very first morning. They’d practised over the sea every day since, for hours at a time. Hanna longed for Tima, who’d taught them to fly on the Shantivira’s simulators. Their new Syenitian trainer, Kalarran, expected perfection at all times. If he didn’t criticise you, you could consider yourself highly praised. His chiselled features reminded Hanna a little of Aldeman, Joe’s Syenitian boss, but he lacked the politician’s charm.

From outside, the one-person fighter craft looked like giant horse chestnuts. The prickly green shells were grown on farms; the flight systems were added after they matured. Tumbas were cybernetic organisms with low-level consciousness and they had distinct personalities. Flying them was a different experience to flying simulators.

Each student had been assigned their own Tumba; Hanna’s was called ‘Tulu’. She’d no idea if Tulu was a he, she, they or an it but, after a few hours flying, she chose the pronoun ‘her’. Hanna had been tense that first day and Tulu had responded badly: flying erratically and not reacting immediately to instructions. Then Hanna’s training had kicked in and she’d realised she knew what she was doing. Once she’d relaxed, Tulu had become more cooperative. Soon Hanna found herself talking to her, having whole one-sided conversations.

Now it was crunch time. Tomorrow, she’d see new stars, without the glare of the city lights. If Tulu crashed, it would be Hanna’s fault. And if they finished in the slowest ten per cent, well, that would be Hanna’s fault, too.

She completed her stone-stack and sat back on her heels with satisfaction. That should last a while, she thought.

‘Good job,’ said Lucy. ‘What do you reckon? Shall we push on to the top?’

‘I’m not sure I can be bothered,’ said Hanna. She closed her eyes and directed her face towards the sun. It might be winter, but it still offered a pleasant warmth. ‘It’s so nice, sitting here.’

But Lucy was not to be dissuaded. ‘Come on, it can’t be much further.’

They followed the dirt track upwards until they reached an exposed ridge. The track became so narrow, one wobble of Hanna’s handlebars would send her plummeting down the hillside. Ahead, a lone walker approached. It would be impossible to pass. This was beyond Hanna’s comfort zone.

Thankfully, Lucy agreed. ‘This is no good,’ she said, dismounting. ‘We’ll turn back. We can come another day on foot.’

They were heading off when a shout from behind made them pause. The walker was closer now and waving at them. ‘I thought it was you!’ she shouted in Kawaida. ‘Maybe you don’t recognise me, but we just started flight school together? I’m Aneira.’

Aneira was not a Syenitian. Instead of towering over them, she was roughly the same height as Hanna. Had her eyes been brown and not pale violet, she’d have passed for a South Asian human. Her straight black hair was bobbed short and, when she smiled, her teeth were pleasingly crooked.

‘Sorry, I don’t know your names.’

They introduced themselves and walked down the hill, Hanna and Lucy wheeling their bikes. ‘What are you doing up here on your own?’ asked Hanna.

‘I often come.’

‘Often?’ said Lucy. ‘Have you been on Syenitia long?’

‘I grew up near Aldina, up the coast. My brothers and my dad still live there. My parents divorced a few years ago and I came to Essoona with my mum.’

Hanna phrased the question as sensitively as possible. ‘But your ancestors aren’t from Syenitia originally?’

The crooked smile reappeared, a toned-down version this time. ‘You mean, why am I small and brown, instead of tall and pale like the natives?’

‘I suppose I do, yes,’ said Hanna.

‘My family’s from Amra, which isn’t an Alliance planet, but we moved to Syenitia for my dad’s work. He has an import-export business with my uncle, who’s still on Amra. I could apply for an Academy scholarship because I’m a Syenitian citizen now. But tell me about you. I’d never heard of humans until you turned up at school. Where’s your planet? What’s it called?’

‘Earth,’ said Lucy. ‘It’s not an Alliance planet either.’

‘But we don’t know where it is,’ said Hanna.

Aneira blinked. ‘What do you mean? You must know, roughly. How many days did it take you to get here? What kind of ship did you travel in? Where did you stop on the way?’

Hanna looked at Lucy. Were they allowed to talk about the teleports?

As usual, Lucy missed the hint and opened her mouth without thinking. ‘We teleported,’ she blurted out before Hanna could stop her. ‘It would’ve taken us weeks otherwise.’

‘Teleported?’ Aneira echoed. ‘How are you authorised for teleports? I thought only senior government officials could access them.’

Hanna shrugged. ‘We got lucky. There’s no interstellar travel on our planet; we’re just starting out. Most people back home don’t realise there’s intelligent life outside our solar system.’

‘A primitive planet? Goodness. Why are you being allowed to train?’

Hanna explained about the Shantivira. How Aldeman Varpushaukka, the head of the Syenitian Council and Syenitia’s Galaksi Alliance representative, had set up the space station more than forty years ago in the hope that humans would eventually contribute to intergalactic peace. The Shantivira’s day-to-day mission was to protect the Earth from hostile species– without revealing the existence of aliens to the general population.

They stood to one side as another group of hikers passed them on the path.

‘Tell me about humans,’ said Aneira as they continued downwards. She jerked her head at Lucy. ‘How come she looks like an adolescent Syenitian and you don’t?’

Before Hanna could answer, Lucy said, ‘Skin tone varies all over our planet: Hanna’s ancestors lived in a region with strong sunshine, so her skin has more of the special pigment which protects us from UV light than I do. My ancestors come from a region with far less solar radiation. They evolved pale skin to get enough of a vitamin which our skin can synthesise from sunlight.’

Aneira nodded. ‘That’s nice– that looking different to each other is normal on your world. It must be easy to fit in wherever you go there.’

Lucy caught Hanna’s eye and Hanna shook her head. No need to admit what life on Earth was really like. Time to change the subject. She asked Aneira, ‘Do you know anyone else in our year?’

The path widened into a track, broad enough to walk side-by-side. It wasn’t so steep now; soon they’d reach the bottom of Dragon Hill.

‘I know a couple of the Syenitians,’ said Aneira. ‘I went to school with Briavan in Aldina. Stay away from her, she’s nasty. There’s a guy from Essoona who takes the same tram as me. We chat sometimes. And now I know you two.’

Hanna thought of the twenty humans she lived with at Dunia House. Lived with, ate with, studied with, spent her free time with. A warm cushion of friends who insulated her from the strangeness outside. However much she missed Hassan– not to mention Irion and Mary– she’d never be lonely here like Aneira obviously was. She had a flashback to her former life as a cleaner: an Ethiopian in the UK illegally, working for a fraction of the minimum wage. Years of loneliness she wouldn’t wish on anyone else.

‘Come back to ours for lunch,’ she said, putting her hand on Aneira’s arm. ‘Then you can meet the rest of us.’


2. LEARNING TO FLY (I)


HANNA

The following day dawned bright and clear, a good omen. For the third time, Hanna checked her backpack: a fresh hygiene balaclava to wear under her helmet, her trusty zana (she’d decorated hers with glittery stickers to prevent it from getting mixed up with the others), a packet of tissues, a pencil and a notebook, a bottle of water, sandwiches and some omena fruit from the Dunia House allotment. It would be a long day. Then she left to catch the tram.

The flying trams formed the backbone of Essoona’s public transport system, blanketing the city in a dense and frequent network. Passengers paid nothing; you hopped on and off as you wished, never having to worry about what sort of ticket you needed. Three separate tiers ran above the street-level roads (which were reserved for the pay-as-you-go private pods).

The platforms, located over the pedestrian walkways and cycle tracks, housed a multitude of tiny kiosks selling refreshments to commuters. Hanna could pick out the meaning of the signs and menus written in Kawaida, but many were in Syenitian with no translation, making her feel illiterate.

Hanna had often travelled on the trams with Hassan, but he’d always avoided peak periods. Now she understood why. Aliens of every shape and colour jostled for space in the morning rush hour and she never knew who or what she’d be pressed up against. Since Hanna was shorter than most of the locals, sometimes even breathing was tricky. When the weather got warmer– which Mrs Park promised it would– Hanna vowed she’d do the trip by bike. Assuming she made it through today and didn’t get thrown off the programme.

At the stop for the Academy, Hanna glimpsed a familiar black bob on the stairs below. ‘Aneira!’ she called. The head turned– it was her– but the current of people swept her onwards. When Hanna, Lucy and the other Dunia House residents reached the street, they found Aneira waiting for them. They walked through the leafy suburb together, towards the coast and the day ahead.

Kalarran was at the gate, making sure they went straight to their Tumbas. There’d be no sitting in the classroom today. To get to theirs, Hanna, Lucy and Aneira had to walk past Elian, a Syenitian who radiated confidence and behaved as if he were the natural leader of the group. Maybe he was: the other Syenitians all deferred to him and he’d come top in every test so far. His chestnut hair was plaited into a single waist-length braid, ready for the active day ahead. He faced away from them, talking to a pretty Syenitian female who was mirroring his body language.

‘That’s Briavan, who I went to school with,’ said Aneira.

Briavan showed no awareness of their presence, but as they passed, she jabbed her leg into Aneira’s path, sending her sprawling to the ground.

‘Wow. What a bitch,’ Lucy said.

Elian helped Aneira up. ‘Are you all right?’ he asked with genuine concern. ‘What happened?’

‘You didn’t see?’ Hanna half-shouted. She turned on Briavan, intending to give her a piece of her mind, but Aneira placed a restraining hand on her arm.

‘It was an accident, Hanna,’ she said, her eyes begging her not to say anything. ‘I tripped.’

Briavan stood motionless, her arms folded across her chest. Her lips twitched into a thin, triumphant smile.

Elian was still holding Aneira’s hand. ‘But you haven’t hurt yourself?’

‘No, no, I’m fine,’ said Aneira, backing away. ‘Thank you.’

‘Good luck in the races,’ he said. Behind him, Briavan’s expression flashed thunder.

Hanna was relieved to climb into Tulu’s warm interior, the all-round screen still blank. Despite being naturally gregarious, she relished the solitude of her own independent spacecraft. She put on her helmet, fired up the control panel and initiated the launch sequence.

In her earpiece, Kalarran’s voice announced the rendezvous coordinates. Tulu’s screen showed a location two thousand kilometres beyond Syenitia’s atmosphere. A safe distance from the main transport routes but not too close to the satellite orbits. It was the furthest Hanna had ever flown away from Essoona. As the light from the planet faded, her screen filled with stars: a view as clear as from the Shantivira’s biomes, but with unfamiliar constellations. She ought to be able to identify them; they’d covered the star charts of this region in their first week. Looking closer, she recognised a couple of shapes, but couldn’t remember their names. More studying was required.

‘We’ll do some warm-up exercises first,’ said Kalarran. ‘Find a space and practice your standard manoeuvres. Return to these coordinates in thirty minutes.’

Tulu seemed perkier out here. Normally sluggish in the morning, she zipped about cooperatively at Hanna’s slightest command. ‘You like it up here, don’t you?’ she said. A bubble popped up at the side of her screen: Aneira requesting a connection. Hanna accepted, and a small version of Aneira’s cheerful face appeared.

‘How are you getting on?’

‘Good, thanks. Tulu likes it up here.’

‘Oh, yeah, all Tumbas prefer being in space. Listen, I’ve set up a private group for you, me and Lucy. So we can talk outside the open channel.’

‘Is that allowed?’

‘Everyone does it. How would you form flight teams, otherwise?’

‘Flight teams?’

‘You don’t know anything, do you?’

Lucy’s face materialised below Aneira’s. ‘Hi, Hanna. This is fun, isn’t it? Permin’s doing what I ask him for once.’ Permin was Lucy’s Tumba. ‘Aneira, will you show us how to link with the others? I want to bring some of the boys in too.’

‘Afterwards, on the planet. I’d rather keep the group small. I’m not sure it’s permitted, officially. Come on, it’s time to head back to the rendezvous.’

On the way, Hanna repeated her question, ‘What’s a flight team, Aneira?’

‘When you connect your Tumbas so you can cooperate as a smaller unit. Otherwise, we can only talk to Kalarran or everyone at once. This way, we can work together.’

‘Work together on what?’ said Lucy.

Kalarran interrupted before Aneira could answer. ‘Time for the races. You’ve been split into groups of ten and issued with start and finish coordinates.’

As Hanna programmed the locations, she asked Aneira, ‘Are we in the same group? How do I know who I’m competing against?’

‘Ask Tulu,’ came the reply.

Hanna did. Tulu displayed the positions of the Tumbas in her group and showed a live feed of the pilots’ faces down the side of the screen, each identified by their Tumba’s name. The only person she recognised was Nikolai.

‘Can they see me?’

‘If they know how to switch on the feed,’ said Aneira. ‘Some will.’

‘Can they hear us?’ Lucy asked.

‘If you invite them into a group. Kalarran’s closed the open channel for the races; officially, we can only communicate with him.’

‘Good luck, you two,’ said Hanna.

‘Good luck,’ Lucy answered.

Aneira said, ‘I’m going to switch off for the race, so we don’t distract each other. Good luck.’

Aneira’s and Lucy’s faces disappeared and Hanna focused on the task ahead. At the bottom of her screen, the clock counted negative numbers up to the start time. The route overview showed a rectangle, with the start and finish at the lower right corner. She switched to navigation mode and waited.

Ready.

Go.

She threw herself forwards into her harness and Tulu accelerated. She was among a knot of leaders: in her peripheral vision she saw a Tumba close on each side. So close, she was aware of their shields repelling hers as she tested how far she could move left and right. She didn’t dare turn to look back, or Tulu might turn with her. The Tumbas on either side rolled around her exterior to join in front, blocking her path. What an evil trick! Were they working together? On the overview she saw they were the only two ahead of her. Another pair had moved up to her sides, three more bunched up at her rear.

Corner approaching. The pack lurched into it, still in a tight cluster. One of the Tumbas directly behind was edging its way above her, she sensed its shields shoving her downwards. At the same time, another was trying to move below her. She must escape this trap right now, or she’d be stuck. This was all harder, faster and more aggressive than anything she’d experienced. OK, she thought. If that’s how you want to play it.

She told Tulu her plan, unsure how much the pod understood beyond direct commands. On the straight, she punched the little ship down, briefly pushing away the lower competitor before it shoved up into the gap, helping to drive her out of the pack.

Hanna kept pressing forwards, keeping a close eye on the approaching marker for the next bend. In space, it was harder to judge which line to take: she had to rely on her instruments absolutely.

‘Now, Tulu!’ she shouted.

She flung herself sideways and Tulu responded sweetly. ‘Good girl!’ Hanna yelled.

She was below the left-hand leader now, the cluster of spacecraft still pelting along at maximum speed. The coming curve would decide everything. She needed to arrive at the finish coordinates, not some point beneath them. When should she come up level with the others again? Before the curve? After it? Time was running out. Don’t do two things at once, she thought. ‘Now, Tulu!’ she shouted again, hurling herself to the left. Wow. Tulu activated the exterior thrusters in the same millisecond. A perfect right angle at hundreds of kilometres per hour.

‘Well done, Tulu! Now, up to the same level as the others, while we’re still in front.’ Hanna pushed against the floor, the harness digging into her shoulders. This was the home stretch. ‘Don’t let up, girl,’ she said as she leaned forward to keep the speed. ‘Stay on this line, as fast as you can.’

She felt the pack jostling behind her, trying to creep past. But there was no time. Almost there. Almost… yes!

Hanna yelled with exhilaration and relief, lavishing Tulu with exuberant praise. Then she flopped back in her seat, trembling with exhaustion.

In her earpiece, Kalarran’s voice said. ‘Congratulations, Hanna. Your cornering was satisfactory. You have fifteen minutes to reach the coordinates for the final.’

Again? She had to do it all again? Hanna wasn’t sure she could. Her legs were like jelly. ‘Take it easy on the way over, Tulu,’ she said. ‘Give us a chance to recover.’

Aneira’s face flickered into view again, followed by Lucy’s. ‘How’d you do?’ Aneira asked.

‘I won!’ Hanna said, beaming.

‘Congratulations! What about you, Lucy?’

‘I won too,’ said Lucy, with an ear-to-ear smile. ‘It was awesome; like Permin could read my mind. He wanted to win as much as I did.’

‘Well done, Lucy!’ said Hanna. ‘Nikolai came fifth in my group. And you, Aneira?’

‘Yeah, piece of cake. Your friend Felix came eighth.’

‘Did he?’ said Lucy, her voice hopeful. ‘So he’ll stay on the programme with us?’

‘Should do,’ said Aneira. ‘It’ll depend on his times, but usually it’s just the slowest person in each group who has to leave.’

That’s a relief, thought Hanna. ‘So we’re in the final together?’ she said.

‘See you in ten minutes.’

Fifteen Tumbas lined up, the clock ticking towards zero for the second time. Hanna could see her rivals on her screen: Lucy, as always, Aneira, Saïd, one Sayari male with skin as silver as Irion’s but darker green hair, one four-armed Wadudu (gender unknown); the rest were ethnic Syenitians. Two she recognised: Elian and Briavan.

Aneira had left their communications on this time, saying they might be able to help each other. But they were all silent, totally focused on the start.

And they were off.

This course was a convoluted sequence of markers in 3D space, testing their manoeuvring skills rather than their ability to fly fast. The last race had been a warm-up in comparison. A dense pack of Tumbas formed ahead, with Elian in front beyond it and Briavan hot on his heels. Hanna was in eighth place, with the new and unwelcome sensation of not being the best pilot in the group. At least she was ahead of Saïd, who had a secondary pack building up behind him. Lucy clung to the rear of the head pack; Aneira had the inside pole position.

Time to do something while she was still free of neighbours. Tulu clearly had a talent for cornering. That was how to catch up. ‘We’ll do what we did last time, Tulu. Take a line just below them, then we’ll have space to move.’

The next corner was approaching fast. ‘Ready?’ she said, her voice loud in the small cockpit. ‘Go!’ Tulu fired the thrusters to change direction as Hanna threw herself into the bend. She checked their position. Good. The lead pack was still in front, but closer, since cornering tightly was impossible while flying in a group.

‘Ready? Go!’

Now she was with the pack, directly under Lucy. ‘Hi Lucy!’ she said.

‘Where’ve you been? It’s not like you to let me get so far ahead.’

‘I’m making up for it now though. Come on Tulu, next one!’

Now she was below Aneira. ‘Hello Aneira!’

‘Hanna, glad you caught up! Now we can have some fun.’

Fun? thought Hanna. How is there time for fun? It was all she could do to stay on course at this speed.

‘All right, ladies,’ said Aneira, ‘here’s the plan. On the next corner the three of us will break away from this cluster and form our own, just beneath it. It’s a drop, so it should be easy to pull away. Then we’ll catch up with Briavan.’

‘And teach her a lesson?’ asked Lucy hopefully.

‘No. We’ll just be faster than her. That’ll be enough, believe me. Hanna, you’re lowest. You lead. OK?’

‘OK. Ready, Tulu? Go!’

Hanna squatted and pulled her knees to her chest simultaneously, her feet in the loops attached to the floor. Her seat telescoped down and Tulu changed direction abruptly, closely followed by Aneira and Lucy. Tulu swivelled to face forward, and Hanna threw herself into her harness, going for maximum acceleration. They’d done it! Briavan’s Tumba was nearer now.

‘Great work, you two!’ said Aneira. ‘Don’t relax, keep pushing.’

Aneira led the next corner. Hanna launched herself upwards in a desperate attempt to keep up. On the feed, she heard Lucy grunt with physical effort. Now they were right behind Briavan with a straight stretch ahead.

‘OK,’ said Aneira. ‘Hanna, go on her right, Lucy on her left. I’ll go above. Let’s block her view.’

Flying at top speed, they crept closer. Briavan must have seen them, but they were too fast for her to pull away. Now they were level with her Tumba, rolling slowly round its exterior to meet in a triangle at the front. If Hanna hadn’t been concentrating so hard, she’d have laughed at Briavan’s furious expression.

‘We did it!’ Aneira sounded delighted. ‘Watch out for the upcoming bend, keep it tight, Lucy, you lead.’

‘OK,’ said Lucy, ‘Did you hear, Permin? One, two, three… go!’

They cornered as a single unit, giving Briavan no opportunity to slip past.

‘The leader isn’t far ahead,’ said Hanna.

‘Can we catch him?’ said Lucy, a new confidence in her voice.

‘Let’s find out,’ said Aneira. ‘Briavan’ll stick to us like a takiainen burr, though, whatever we do. Hanna, you lead the next corner.’

‘OK,’ said Hanna, ‘Ready Tulu? One, two, three… go!’

Not bad. They accelerated along the straight, edging nearer to Elian.

‘I’ll lead the next corner,’ said Aneira. ‘Ready? Go!’

They went.

Now they were right behind him, the triangle of friends sandwiched between Elian in front and Briavan at the rear.

‘OK, same like we did to Briavan, before the next bend. Lucy left, Hanna right, me below.’

Painfully slowly, they edged in front of Elian.

‘Ready for the corner?’ shouted Aneira. ‘I’ll lead. One, two, three… drop!’

They plunged down. Briavan used the chance to creep up beside Elian, but Hanna, Lucy and Aneira managed to pull away as a pack.

‘What now?’ asked Lucy. ‘We’re coming to the finish.’

‘Thanks for your help, ladies,’ said Aneira.

‘Thanks for yours,’ said Hanna. ‘Now we’re ahead, I’m going to try and come first, OK?’

‘Of course!’ said Aneira, grinning. ‘So am I!’

‘May the best woman win,’ said Lucy, pulling away. Sneaky.

I’m not having that, thought Hanna. ‘Come on, Tulu, catch her!’ she cried. But Aneira was faster and overtook Lucy on the last bend.

‘Aaargh!’ yelled Lucy in frustration as Aneira surged ahead on the final stretch, putting lengths between them and her. She passed the final marker first, followed by Lucy, then Hanna, milliseconds later.

Hanna pulled up with relief. ‘Well done, Tulu!’ she said, patting the console. ‘We came third on our first day in space!’

Lucy groaned, ‘We’ll be stiff all over tomorrow. My thighs are on fire!’

‘Mine too,’ said Hanna. ‘And my stomach muscles.’

When all fifteen Tumbas had finished, Kalarran said, ‘Good. Next, some flying in formation.’

Would it never end? Hanna wanted to return to Dunia House and crawl into bed. Instead, she ate her sandwiches while Tulu flew back to the rendezvous.

Lucy asked, ‘Where did you learn to fly like that, Aneira?’

Aneira shrugged modestly. ‘I’ve been racing deactivated Tumbas since I was a teenager. I was Syenitian Junior Champion six years’ running.’

Hanna laughed. ‘That explains a lot.’

‘I’m astonished we could keep up,’ said Lucy.

‘You were both excellent, considering your lack of experience,’ said Aneira. ‘You have an unusual rapport with your ships, which is more important than people think. It’ll be fun trying to stay ahead of you.’


3. EXILED


DAN, FEBRUARY 2015

Dan sat in the empty waiting-room, his right knee twitching to its own private rhythm. This was the point of no return. In a few moments, that door over there would open and he’d reveal the whole Shantivira story to the NASA debriefing panel. The lack of evidence made things so much harder. Would they hear him out, or laugh in his face?

Despite mounting pressure, he’d managed to postpone speaking about the damage to his spacesuit. Instead, he’d focused on reporting on his time aboard the ISS and doing the standard tests for recently landed astronauts.

The past weeks had been a lonely emotional roller coaster. After being caught red-handed with the stolen zana, he’d initially suffered from guilt and regret, doubting whether he should speak up at all. But, as time went on, his thoughts settled into a loop of resentment and self-justification.

He knew he was going against the wishes of his fellow ISS crew members– and the promise of temporary secrecy made to Joe Llewellyn, the captain of the Shantivira, when he’d pulled the ISS in for emergency repairs after a debris strike. But it was Dan’s duty to inform the authorities. America had a right to know.

A movement in his peripheral vision alerted him: he was no longer alone. An unwelcome figure had appeared beside him, a head taller than him even sitting down. Her medieval dress creased where it touched the marble floor, covering her feet in folds of green velvet. Dan took in the braid of red hair over her shoulder; her sparkling yellow eyes with vertical slits for pupils; her flawless skin and slightly pointed ears. He knew if she parted those perfect ruby lips, he’d see the wickedly curved canines of a predator. He was certain: she was a space demon, like Kitty. How many of these terrifying beauties were there? He’d thought Kitty was the only one.

Shock is a physical reaction. It hit him in the stomach first, then icy splinters extended to his heart, spreading cold fatigue through his limbs. He froze in his seat, incapable of movement. Who are you? he wanted to ask, but all he managed was, ‘Uh-oh.’

The woman took his hand. ‘Time to go, Dan.’

Instantly, a roaring sound filled his head, as if he’d fallen into deep water. Flickering lights rushed past his eyes, disorienting him and making him want to vomit. A second later it stopped; Dan’s body felt strangely heavy. Or weak, he wasn’t sure which. The atmosphere was suddenly humid, thick with heat and moisture. When he drew breath, the air had a slightly bitter, astringent taste.

As his eyes adjusted to the strong sunshine, he saw they were standing on a scrubby hillside, overlooking a city. The only visible highway passed directly above the buildings in the centre: a fat ribbon of densely packed air traffic. A wide, brown river separated the town from an industrial zone on the plain beyond. Dan thought he saw an airport, although the aircraft appeared to be all shapes and sizes.

The woman released his hand and grinned at him, revealing her demon’s teeth. Dan gulped. He’d played fullback at college, but she towered over him. Terror locked his knees, rooting him to the spot. His heart thumped so hard, he was sure she heard it too.

‘I heard you were curious about teleporting,’ she said, studying him like a scientist evaluating an interesting specimen. Her eyes were like a snake’s, with an added unearthly glitter. ‘Now you know what it’s like.’

‘Who—Who are you?’ he stammered, managing to take a step back. ‘Where are we? Are you going to kill me?’

‘Don’t be so melodramatic. Of course I’m not going to kill you. I’m Rowan.’ She held out a pale hand for him to shake. Dan stared numbly at her black fingernails and, after a moment, she dropped it again.

‘Fine,’ she shrugged. ‘Be like that. You met my sister, before she went away.’

‘Kitty?’

‘Yes. Kitty.’

‘Is she all right? Is she still… big?’ said Dan, remembering the last time he’d seen Kitty, just after she’d ripped an invading spacecraft to pieces with her bare hands.

‘Bored out of her skull and missing Joe, but she’s got her size down to normal, now. She’ll need another month until she’s safe to be near people again. I’ve been feeding from her a lot myself. That helps. We speak every day. I’ll tell her you asked after her.’

‘Are you… like her?’

The reptilian eyes narrowed and Rowan tilted her head to one side. ‘Do you mean, am I a giant, shape-shifting space monster, masquerading as a harmless Syenitian? Or am I an instinct-driven crazy woman who spends unhealthy amounts of time with primitive species?’

‘Um—’

Rowan sighed. ‘Do you have siblings, Dan?’

‘Er, yeah, a younger brother. Mark.’

‘Are you alike?’

‘Not really. Actually, no, not at all.’

‘Well, I’m nothing like my sister, either. We’re twins: physically we’re alike, but our similarity stops there. I’m the sensible one. The reliable one. The one who steps in to clean up the mess.’

‘You mean me,’ said Dan, his shoulders slumping. He looked at the ground. The dust and small stones by his feet were a vibrant shade of orange.

Rowan’s voice softened. ‘Oh, not just you, Dan. But my workload’s doubled since Kitty’s been out of action. As hard as I try, I can’t be everywhere at once.’

Dan looked up at her. ‘So what did you bring me here for? And where is here?’

‘This is Amra, three hundred light years from Earth. It’s bigger than your planet, so the gravity’s stronger. You’ll feel tired until you acclimatise. But it’ll make you strong. I picked it because it’s safe and peaceful and its development level is similar to Earth’s. They’re rather ahead of you, in fact. It might look chaotic, but they have space travel and technology you’ll find interesting. It’s not an Alliance planet yet, but the Amranese are very keen to join. They have two arms, two legs and one head, like us. That city is Laro, an important trading post for the planet—’

‘Wait! You’re going to leave me here?’ Dan interrupted, almost shouting. ‘Three hundred light years from home? Take me back! Please! I won’t say anything, not ever, I swear.’

Rowan shook her head. ‘It’s too late, Dan.’ Her jawline hardened as she looked down at him. ‘You’ve broken our trust, twice. We respect your patriotism, but we can’t allow one country to learn about the Shantivira before the others. We’re simply putting you out of harm’s way until the negotiations start. Your crewmates are bright enough to keep quiet. Why couldn’t you? Joe will approach the UN when Kitty returns. You can go home a few weeks later.’

‘You can’t do this to me!’ said Dan. His voice came out shriller than expected. ‘I demand you take me back! I have rights!’

Rowan sighed again. ‘It’s not for ever. Regard it as an opportunity. Look, I have to be somewhere else in two minutes. So shut up and listen. There’s stuff you need to know.’

Her mouth twisted into a rueful smile as she pulled a zana from behind her back, seemingly out of thin air. ‘Ironically, I’m now authorised to give you your own zana. You can use it for communication, but access to the Earth networks is blocked. There are programs on it to help you learn Kawaida, and enough fedha per month to stop you from starving. Don’t lose it, it’s your lifeline. If you want more luxuries, you’ll need a job. They’re always on the lookout for pilots. You have flying experience, don’t you?’

He nodded, speechless. She really intended to leave him here.

‘What else? Oh yes.’ She turned and disappeared. Before Dan could react, she was back again, carrying a rucksack and a guitar case. Both belonged to Dan. ‘I hope I packed the right things,’ she said, dumping them at his feet. She pulled out a small bottle of green pills. ‘Take one of these every day until they’re gone. They’ll help with the bacteria shock.’

Zombie-like, Dan took the bottle. Bacteria shock? The lump in his throat prevented him from asking for more details.

Rowan looked at the sky and sniffed the air. ‘If you get going, you might make it to shelter before the afternoon rains. Watch out for the mosquitoes here. They’re nasty.’ She bent down and kissed his cheek. The scent of her skin was surprisingly pleasant. Subtly citrussy. ‘Good luck, kiddo. Sorry it came to this
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          do not modify the License. You may add Your own attribution
          notices within Derivative Works that You distribute, alongside
          or as an addendum to the NOTICE text from the Work, provided
          that such additional attribution notices cannot be construed
          as modifying the License.

      You may add Your own copyright statement to Your modifications and
      may provide additional or different license terms and conditions
      for use, reproduction, or distribution of Your modifications, or
      for any such Derivative Works as a whole, provided Your use,
      reproduction, and distribution of the Work otherwise complies with
      the conditions stated in this License.

   5. Submission of Contributions. Unless You explicitly state otherwise,
      any Contribution intentionally submitted for inclusion in the Work
      by You to the Licensor shall be under the terms and conditions of
      this License, without any additional terms or conditions.
      Notwithstanding the above, nothing herein shall supersede or modify
      the terms of any separate license agreement you may have executed
      with Licensor regarding such Contributions.

   6. Trademarks. This License does not grant permission to use the trade
      names, trademarks, service marks, or product names of the Licensor,
      except as required for reasonable and customary use in describing the
      origin of the Work and reproducing the content of the NOTICE file.

   7. Disclaimer of Warranty. Unless required by applicable law or
      agreed to in writing, Licensor provides the Work (and each
      Contributor provides its Contributions) on an "AS IS" BASIS,
      WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or
      implied, including, without limitation, any warranties or conditions
      of TITLE, NON-INFRINGEMENT, MERCHANTABILITY, or FITNESS FOR A
      PARTICULAR PURPOSE. You are solely responsible for determining the
      appropriateness of using or redistributing the Work and assume any
      risks associated with Your exercise of permissions under this License.

   8. Limitation of Liability. In no event and under no legal theory,
      whether in tort (including negligence), contract, or otherwise,
      unless required by applicable law (such as deliberate and grossly
      negligent acts) or agreed to in writing, shall any Contributor be
      liable to You for damages, including any direct, indirect, special,
      incidental, or consequential damages of any character arising as a
      result of this License or out of the use or inability to use the
      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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