

[image: Cover for The Cleaner, the Cat and the Space Station]



There’s an alien space station orbiting the Earth, secretly protecting us from invasion.


And it’s recruiting humans like you to train as fighter pilots.

Since leaving Ethiopia, Hanna Abebe has survived in London by working illegally as a cleaner. But her life unravels after a sexual assault; living rough, she loses the resulting pregnancy and very nearly her life. Help arrives and Hanna’s rescuers welcome her into an unusual new family: a school for recruits to the Shantivira, the secret alien space station which protects the Earth. Then Hanna uncovers a traitor in their midst...

Lucy Cooper is horse riding on Dartmoor when a mysterious shape-shifter offers her a place on the Shantivira’s training programme. Her instinct is to refuse, but an organisation claiming the Shantivira’s motives are sinister persuades Lucy to become their spy...

Joe Llewellyn is bored. Being the captain of the Shantivira isn’t the challenge he’d hoped. Plus, he’d like to inform the Earth about aliens, but his boss won’t permit it. Then a stray asteroid hits the ISS and Joe is forced to let the cat out of the bag...

This heart-warming blend of fantasy and science fiction is a must-read for fans of Becky Chambers, Ursula Le Guin, Ben Aaronovitch, Douglas Adams and Doctor Who.
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PART ONE



1. THE STRANGEST GRAVE


HANNA, JUNE 2013

Hanna squatted in the dirt beneath the bridge, barely registering the noise of the midsummer night traffic beyond the Regent’s Canal. She wouldn’t be cleaning hotel rooms in the morning, so much was clear.

Her existence had shrunk to waves of pain, the fear of the coming wave almost worse than the pain itself. There was no room for thought when giving birth: only instincts, reactions. Eventually, after a mighty final spasm, the pain stopped. The relief! Oh God, the relief! Carefully, Hanna gathered up the slimy bundle and investigated.

A boy. Much smaller than babies were supposed to be and strangely floppy. Why wasn’t he moving? Why didn’t he cry? She held him to her face, but she could feel no breath. She clutched him to her chest with the last of her strength. Samuel, she’d call him. He should have a name, even though his life was over before it had started.

Female voices. A white-tiled bathroom. Strong arms holding her upright. A warm shower. Pink water swirling down the plughole. Gentle hands shifting the miniature corpse from one arm to the other. Samuel. Hold him tight. Never let him go. Sleep.

Hanna woke in a king-size bed made up with freshly laundered bedding: dainty blue flowers on a white background. Tiny Samuel lay on the pillow next to her, swaddled in a soft red blanket like any other newborn. She was relieved to see her plastic bag of belongings on an armchair in the corner. Apart from a persistent ache in her abdomen, she felt considerably better.

She lay still for a minute, relishing the sensation of being warm, clean and comfortable. Then she rolled over and blinked in disbelief as she took in the woman sitting silently at her bedside. In all the years Hanna had spent surviving in London’s underbelly, she’d never met anyone who looked like this. Hanna stared at the delicate features, silver skin and long, lime-green hair. She ought to be frightened, but giving birth to Samuel had left her uncharacteristically passive, anaesthetised by postpartum hormones. She was just too exhausted to be scared. Anyway, the woman’s expression was so kindly Hanna knew at once that this was a friend. Wherever Hanna was, it was a place of safety.

She tried to speak, but her tongue stuck to her mouth. Understanding immediately, the silver lady poured her a glass of water from the jug on the bedside table. Hanna sat up and gulped it down gratefully. Then she tried again.

‘Where am I?’

‘Marylebone.’

‘Still London then. Why is your skin that colour? I mean, if you don’t mind me asking.’

‘I’m a Sayari. My home planet is at the other end of our galaxy. My skin is this colour because our sun emits more radiation than yours does. My name’s Irion.’ She held out her hand for Hanna to shake. ‘And you are?’

Hanna drew her arm out from under the covers and reached for Irion’s hand. It was warm and slightly rubbery, as if made of neoprene. ‘Hanna. Are there…um…lots of aliens in London?’

Irion’s face remained serious, but her ears waggled violently, making Hanna want to giggle. ‘I suppose that depends on who you define as an alien. Hanna, you’re very welcome here. You’re safe with us.’

And intuitively, Hanna felt she was. Whoever and whatever Irion was, Hanna knew she’d help her with the urgent task ahead. ‘I have to bury my son,’ she said. ‘As soon as possible, somewhere I can visit him regularly. Not a cremation: a burial. That’s how we do it where I come from.’

‘Where do you come from, Hanna?’

‘Gambella. In Ethiopia. The thing is, I don’t have any papers. I’m not supposed to be here.’

Irion nodded gravely. ‘We guessed as much. We looked through your things to see if there was anyone we could contact about you, but we found nothing. Leave it with me. I’ve been living here illegally for years myself. I have an idea; I just need to clear it with my boss.’

‘Do you have anything to eat? I’m so hungry.’

The ears waggled again. It seemed to be an expression of amusement. ‘Of course. I’ll go and get you something.’ Irion stood up and left the room, her thin white robe swishing around her ankles.

Grateful for the chance to weep in private, Hanna picked up Samuel and held him to her. He was cold and stiff now. Her tears splashed onto the little face and she rocked back and forth, howling as she allowed the grief to engulf her.

Sometime later, Hanna had cried herself out and was investigating her surroundings. She was in a basement flat in one of those posh old central London houses. Her room was larger than most hotel bedrooms, with a fitted pale blue carpet and heavy curtains which matched the bed linen. Everything was spotlessly clean, the en suite bathroom white and modern. The dark wooden furniture– a bed, drawers, a desk with a green leather top, chairs and a wardrobe– appeared to be antique. The wardrobe was a massive, carved affair which dominated the room. She opened it curiously, but it was empty save for some padded coat hangers and lavender sachets, the bare shelves lined with scented paper.

The window faced the front of the building and, outside, mossy stone steps led up to the pavement. Beyond the black railings she could see the legs of passers-by and, behind them, a row of mature trees. Hanna undid the latch and the sash slid up with reassuring ease. She could leave anytime she wanted.

Fresh air flooded in and she was reconnected with audio London: footsteps, the background hum of combustion engines, screeching brakes and the occasional siren, overlaid by the sound of the summer breeze rustling the leaves above her. She could smell exhaust fumes and the sharp tang of vinegar as someone walked by eating fish and chips.

Food. Exploring had distracted her, but she couldn’t suppress her hunger forever. Unfortunately, she didn’t yet have the courage or the energy to leave her sanctuary in search of something to eat. How long was Irion going to be?

A knock at the door. At last! Hastily, she jumped back into bed before calling, ‘Come in!’

A short, stout woman entered with a tray. ‘Hello, dear. How are you feeling? I’m Mary. I’ve brought you some shepherd’s pie.’

This woman’s appearance was so conventional, so British-Establishment, Hanna wondered if her conversation with the silver alien had been a hallucination. She studied her. Steel-grey hair. Boring brown skirt. Woollen stockings. Lilac cardigan. Saggy boobs like a shelf halfway up her chest. Hanna found it hard to judge the age of white people. They all looked so old, like papery ghosts. This one could well be past retirement. Presumably there was a matching husband around somewhere too. Hanna imagined a snowy-haired gentleman with sunken cheeks and brown lace-up shoes, who wore a shirt and tie even while watching TV.

In all her years in London, Hanna hadn’t had much to do with the people she thought of as ‘The Natives’. The English whose ancestors had been content to remain on this moist and chilly island, generation after generation. They surrounded you wherever you went, but were separated from you by an invisible crust of unconscious privilege.

‘Where’s the other lady?’ she asked. She half-expected the woman to reply, ‘Who?’

‘Irion’s gone to find a place for your laddie, there,’ said Mary, nodding at the red bundle on the pillow. ‘Have you given him a name?’

‘Samuel. After my little brother.’

‘Lovely. Names are important.’ Mary passed her the tray and sat down by the bed.

‘How did you find me?’ asked Hanna, starting to eat.

‘Kitty found you. She saved you; you’d almost gone the way of Samuel there.’

‘Is Kitty…like Irion?’

Mary laughed. ‘Oh no! Nothing like Irion! But she’s not human, if that’s what you mean. You’ll meet her later. Don’t judge her until you’ve had a chance to get to know her. None of us here are what we seem. Not even me.’

Hanna raised her eyebrows in a silent question, but Mary was not to be drawn.

‘Why don’t you tell me your story, dear?’

Between mouthfuls, Hanna related how, five years ago on her fourteenth birthday, an ‘Auntie’ from the orphanage had brought her to London on a tourist visa for a ‘holiday’. The ‘Auntie’ had left her in a big house with some people who’d seemed nice enough at first– until they took her passport and forced her to work as a cleaner. She never saw the ‘Auntie’ again.

Hanna ran away as soon as her English was good enough. She lived under the radar, surviving by cleaning hotels for cash. Through her work she met other illegal immigrants, who helped her find somewhere to stay and taught her how to avoid getting deported. She had no immediate desire to return to Ethiopia; even if she’d had the money and documents to get there, she had nothing to go back to. Her life was in Britain now.

‘And Samuel’s father?’ asked Mary, gently.

Hanna pursed her lips and shook her head. She wasn’t ready to talk about him.

Mary didn’t press her any further. Instead, she took her hand and squeezed it. ‘I promise you Hanna, whatever surprises you experience here, you are safe. Stay as long as you want. You’re clearly a strong person, and you will be strong again.’ She stood up and took the tray. ‘Rest now, until we know more about the funeral. One of us will be back when there’s news.’

Hanna lay dozing, digesting the first warm meal she’d had in weeks. She hadn’t heard the door open, but she was suddenly aware of a presence beside her. Opening her eyes, she found herself face-to-face with the most beautiful white woman she’d ever seen. Narrow, dark eyebrows framed symmetrical features in a pale, heart-shaped face. Straight black hair hung loose to her waist. Only the woman’s eyes gave her away. The emerald irises glowed with an unnatural sparkle and the pupils were vertical black slits, like a cat’s. Another alien.

‘Hey,’ said the woman, barely moving her cherry-red lips. ‘How are you doing?’ Slender, black-nailed fingers held out a tiny blue-and-gold casket for Hanna to take. ‘I’m Kitty. I’m so sorry about your son.’

‘Thank you,’ said Hanna, accepting the coffin. ‘You’re the one who found me?’

Kitty nodded. ‘You’re lucky I happened to be passing. May I?’ Closing her eyes, she reached for Hanna’s hand. Warmth spread up Hanna’s arm and across her body, making her feel stronger and more alert. The pain in her abdomen faded entirely.

‘The infection that caused the miscarriage has gone now,’ said Kitty. ‘I’ve healed the physical damage for you. But I can’t ease the grief, you’ll just have to get through that one day at a time.’ She released Hanna’s hand: the energising inner glow remained. ‘We’ve found a place for Samuel. Get ready and the others will take you there.’

Then, before Hanna could reply, Kitty vanished. Hanna stared at the now-empty chair by the bed. How was that possible? What else was Kitty capable of?

When the knock on the door came an hour later, Hanna was dressed in black and had shaved her head. Although she knew this was the proper thing to do, she felt strangely light-headed without the familiar weight of her braids to ground her. Clutching the miniature coffin, she followed Mary and Irion out of the flat into an unexpectedly institutional hallway lit with low-energy light bulbs. The scuffed beige linoleum and skirting boards were evidently subject to heavy traffic. A fire safety notice hung on the wall, next to a fire extinguisher and a red ‘break glass, press here’ alarm unit.

Mary opened an inconspicuous door which Hanna assumed was a cupboard. Cool air blew into her face and an abrupt drop in temperature made Hanna shiver. She was entirely unprepared for what confronted her: a cavernous hall, dotted with spherical white pods the size of small cars. These were connected to each other by a web of thick cables criss-crossing the white floor.

Mary was already striding ahead towards a large column at the centre. ‘Come on,’ she said, looking back at Hanna and Irion. ‘They’re waiting for us.’

‘It’s OK,’ said Irion, taking Hanna’s hand and tugging her gently over the threshold.

Hanna gazed all around as they crossed the brightly lit space. Was this one of those iceberg basement conversions billionaires had to house their swimming pools and staff quarters? Surely even they weren’t this big? And what were those pod things? Why was it so cold?

Mary was waiting for them in a cylindrical lift. All white, like everything else.

Hanna whispered, ‘What is this place?’

‘This is the Shantivira,’ said Mary, pronouncing it ‘Shanty-veer-a’, with the stress on the second-to-last syllable. ‘It’s the space station which protects the Earth. The door we came through is a teleport linking our cellar to the training deck.’ The curved doors of the lift slid open and they stepped into another circular space, bordered by numbered doors around the perimeter.

Irion said, ‘This is the accommodation deck.’

But Hanna wasn’t listening. Her brain was still wrestling with the words ‘space station’ and ‘teleport’. She followed Mary numbly past an enormous curved swimming pool to a gap between the doors. There was a hatch set into the wall, which Mary opened with a practised spin of the wheel handle. It swung inwards with a rush of cold air and Hanna was suddenly blinking in intense sunshine. Once her eyes had adjusted, she almost dropped Samuel in shock.

Directly ahead of them was a vast swirl of blue, green and white, suspended against an inky velvet background. The Earth! Was it real? Was that Africa she could see? There was no platform beyond the hatch. No airlock. They were facing directly out into– Space. Space with a capital ‘S’.

‘Magnificent, isn’t it?’ said Mary, and stepped out over the edge.

Hanna yelled and grabbed at Mary’s cardigan, fully expecting her to float away. But she was too slow. She shut her eyes tightly, not wanting to watch Mary die.

She felt Irion place a gentle hand at the base of her spine. ‘Hanna,’ she said, ‘it’s OK. Open your eyes.’

Mary was crouching on the wall outside at right angles to them, extending her hand back towards Hanna with an encouraging smile. ‘Take my hand, Hanna. It’s perfectly safe.’

Hanna did as she was told and Irion caught her around the waist, lifting her smoothly over the edge onto a white metal surface. The hatch which, seconds ago, had been a door in a wall was now a trapdoor at their feet. Huh?

‘Always tricky, the first time,’ said Mary cheerfully. ‘The gravity generators allow us to walk on any surface we like up here. We’re on the outer hull of the space station now.’

Irion patted her arm reassuringly, and they followed Mary through a gate and across a farmyard, glossy brown chickens scattering at their approach. A farm? In space?

Hanna kept stealing glances up at the Earth. How could the sky be black and sunny at the same time? Was it the sky, or were they still underground in some huge film set?

‘But how can we be in space?’ she demanded. ‘We don’t have space suits on. We shouldn’t be able to breathe. This can’t be real.’

‘We’re in one of the Shantivira’s biomes, protected by layers of magnetic shielding,’ explained Mary. ‘You can’t see the shields, but you’re right, there’d be no air up here without them. This is where we generate the atmosphere for the rest of the facility. The crew also grow their fresh food here.’

‘People live here?’ said Hanna.

‘About two hundred fighter pilots, plus the support staff and their families.’

‘Fighter pilots?’

‘Ready to protect the Earth from alien invasion,’ said Mary, as if this were obvious.

‘Oh,’ said Hanna, not knowing what to make of this. ‘Right.’

They continued walking, past greenhouses, fishponds, across fields with grazing cattle, taking a direct line towards a forest on the horizon. How far were they going? She didn’t have the right shoes on for this.

‘Would you like me to carry that for you?’ said Irion, indicating Samuel’s casket.

Hanna shook her head. The cloth-covered box in her arms was all that connected her to reality. No way was she letting go of it. She struggled on, the heels of her only good pair of shoes sinking into the mud. Soon they reached the wood, a dirt track leading them into dim, fragrant coolness under a mottled green canopy.

The track wound between ancient trees, past tangled undergrowth, swarming anthills and mossy, rotting tree trunks sprouting bizarre fungi. The air tasted tangy and moist and wherever Hanna looked, the whole place was vigorous with life. Beetles, spiders, birds. Four different kinds of butterfly. A ginger streak of squirrel above and machine gun bursts of woodpecker somewhere to her right.

Finally, Mary stopped on the edge of a clearing with a straw-roofed hut at the centre. A man stood next to it: a stocky white man not much taller than Hanna, flicking intently through the pages of a small, leather-bound book. A black jaguar sat motionless beside him. Hanna froze, her instincts telling her to back away slowly before the predator saw her.

Irion put her hand on her shoulder and whispered, ‘It’s all right. It’s only Kitty. She often takes that form when she doesn’t feel like talking. She won’t hurt you.’

As they crossed the grass, Hanna noticed the hole which had been dug in preparation. She remembered why they’d come to this strangest of places and her throat clenched into a painful knot. The man was introducing himself, welcoming her, but she couldn’t respond. It was as if he were on the other side of a triple-glazed window and she couldn’t hear him. Instead, she began to cry again, wailing loudly and persistently, her grief a wall of sound blocking everything else out. Hanna recalled her parents’ funeral, back in her village when she was ten years old. At the time, she hadn’t understood why the adults had made such a racket. But it was oddly cathartic.

The man gave up speaking and guided her to the graveside. He helped her place the colourful little casket into the ground and, when Hanna’s sobs subsided, read some suitable words from the Bible. She couldn’t say afterwards what they’d been, but they had sounded appropriate.

Then he produced a sapling, a Wanza tree, she noticed with a spark of recognition. When had she last seen one of those? She helped him plant it carefully in the hole above the coffin. As she scraped the soil with her bare hands, watering the roots with her tears, she imagined them growing, encircling Samuel in an eternal embrace.


2. THE WEEKLY MEETING


JOE

Joe rested at the side of the roof-top pool, looking out over the twinkling carpet that was Essoona at night. The city lights stopped abruptly at the water’s edge, outlining the broad curve of Essoona Bay with a chain of gold. Out at sea, the black void was punctuated by occasional dots of brightness: ships waiting for permission to dock and spacecraft coming in to land. To the north, Joe could see the lighthouse flashing steadily, six times a minute, simultaneously warning shipping of the rocks at Kallio Point and guiding incoming pilots towards the large spaceport on the edge of town. A cool breeze brushed his forearms and he pulled them back into the water for warmth, reaching a decision. There would be no better moment.

He turned away from the view and watched his brother-in-law’s pale torso bobbing in the opaque green water. Aldeman floated peacefully, his black hair swaying under the surface like a mermaid’s. Wisps of steam rose into the starlit darkness. Essoona’s public baths were almost empty at this time of night.

Joe reached out with his foot and touched his boss’s hand. Aldeman’s eyes snapped open and he flipped over, swimming a few strokes to where Joe waited.

‘What is it, little brother?’

Time to get it off his chest. ‘You know…how I’m an adrenaline junkie?’

‘Remind me, “junkie”?’

‘Addict. It’s just an expression. I’m bored, Aldeman. Being the captain of the Shantivira isn’t the challenge I thought it’d be.’

‘But you have only been in the job four years! Rohini did it for twenty-five!’

‘I don’t have her patience,’ sighed Joe. ‘Since I’ve been in charge, we’ve deflected precisely seven probes and one single alien spacecraft before it entered Earth’s atmosphere. Apart from constant training exercises, we fill our days tracking down space debris and dematerialising it. It’s not enough. I need a job that gets my heart pumping. You haven’t got a cohort of interstellar ships looking for a new commander, by any chance? Or, how’s your personal pilot these days? Is she as good as I was? Are you thinking of replacing her anytime soon?’

Aldeman grinned. ‘Sorry, Joe. I miss your company on those long trips. And I do not deny you got me out of a few tight corners. But I need you on the Earth.’

‘What’s the point, if the world doesn’t even know we’re there?’

‘All my sources, including you, tell me that most humans are not ready for that knowledge yet. And yet they also tell me the probability of the Earth being invaded by a hostile species increases with every day that passes. What does Mrs Llewellyn have to say about this?’

‘Kitty thinks I should wait until my contract is done before considering what to do next. But neither of you understand, you Syenitians. You’ll never feel the pressure of time like we humans do. I’m forty-three. I’ve got maybe twenty years of active service left in me before my body starts packing up. If I’m lucky. And there’s so much to see out there! So many adventures to be had! No wonder I’ve got FOMO!’

‘FOMO?’

‘Fear of missing out.’

Aldeman chuckled. ‘You are a warrior in peacetime, Joe. You were bound to find it hard. Be patient. Build your friendships, consolidate your team. Enjoy the time with your wife. I put you where you are with good reason and I believe it will pay off. Thank you for keeping me informed, but for now I ask you to persevere.’

Joe felt a wave of frustration building. He ducked his head below the surface in an attempt to hide his disappointment. Then again, he’d expected no other response. Of course he’d complete his contract, but he wanted to have something more interesting, OK, yes, more dangerous, set up for the day it finished. Something to look forward to. This conversation was only the first step of what would have to be a concerted and persistent campaign. Working with Syenitians was often like banging your head against a polite but immovable wall, but they weren’t unreasonable. They just had a horror of acting too quickly.

Lungs empty, he resurfaced. With wet hair, the night air felt several degrees colder.

Aldeman gave him a sidelong glance. ‘Supposing you left the Shantivira when your five years are up? Who would you suggest as your replacement?’

‘Kazembi.’

‘Nkosi’s wife?’

‘That’s right. Thandiwe will be in school by then. Before you ask, Yisheng doesn’t want the job. He’d rather stay as second-in-command and support a young captain with his experience and wisdom, although he phrased it more modestly than that. You know Yisheng. But Kazembi is the ideal choice. She has a real knack for getting people to want to do what she wants them to.’ Joe’s mouth twitched. ‘Like you, brother.’

‘An important skill, Captain Llewellyn, which has served me well. Then let us discuss this again in a year’s time.’

Joe knew he’d get no further today. At least he’d broached the subject. ‘As you wish, my lord,’ he nodded respectfully. ‘Actually, there’s something I left out of my briefing earlier.’

‘Your wife’s latest adoptee?’

‘So you’ve heard.’ Joe smiled wryly, unsurprised. ‘Kitty found her, but it’s Irion who’s adopted her. It seems she’s always wanted to be a mother. If the girl’s story wasn’t so tragic, it would be rather sweet.’

‘A child burying her child. Immensely sad. I am glad you could help her.’ The glacier-blue eyes were wells of compassion.

‘I didn’t help much. She was like a howling zombie. I’ve never seen anyone so young consumed by grief like that. Not even during the Troubles. It touched me proper, I have to say.’

Aldeman reached out underwater and held Joe’s shoulder, a comforting grip, firm and warm. Joe grasped the arm affectionately in return. Aldeman made hundreds of difficult decisions every day, but however much you might disagree with him, there was no doubting his empathy for all living creatures.

‘Humans are one of the most resilient species I have ever come across. I am sure she will bounce back. Keep me updated on her progress. And her reaction to the Shantivira. From what I understand, she boarded the space station with no psychological preparation at all?’ Aldeman raised a charcoal eyebrow, informing Joe of his disapproval and that Joe would be held responsible for any negative repercussions.

‘There was a time constraint, my lord. I won’t bore you with the details, but I can assure you the girl is being closely supervised.’


3. TWO UNEXPECTED PROPOSALS


LUCY

Lucy drew in great lungfuls of pollution-free air, relishing the tangy scent of wet ferns and peaty Dartmoor soil. Apart from the reedy whine of the wind, they were surrounded by silence: no traffic, no electronic intrusions, only the thud of hooves and an occasional creak from her saddle. The track was so narrow, she could barely see her feet. The horses swam in an emerald sea.

Why didn’t she do this more often? It was such a contrast to her dusty, grimy-windowed office on the industrial estate in Telford, where she spent long hours achieving other people’s goals. She’d thought engineering was a creative profession, but she’d become trapped in the corporate machine, ticking boxes and fulfilling targets for profit-hungry shareholders. Job satisfaction: zero.

She should have gone into renewable energy, or robotics, or biomedical engineering. Somewhere she could have made a positive difference to people’s lives. But, at twenty-seven, it was almost too late for her to switch industries. Not if she wanted to have children and still have a career to return to afterwards. All her experience was in the automotive sector, and that was where she’d be most likely to get another good job. But her heart wasn’t in it anymore.

She tried to look on the bright side. Spending the weekend at her parents’ house in Devon meant she could escape the cramped shared house in Shrewsbury, and her housemates and their boyfriends unwittingly reminding her of her newly single status. Not that she wasn’t better off without Jude. She’d felt unconsciously for months that their relationship wasn’t working, and known it for certain when he’d assumed she’d be delighted to ‘invest’ all her savings in his nebulous new business venture. Money she’d painstakingly scraped together towards a deposit for a house. She was about halfway there now, as long as she gave up any notion of buying somewhere close to her parents, or indeed anywhere at all in the south of England.

Her refusal had cooled Jude’s ardour perceptibly. A week later, she’d found him in the bath with that slinky little tart Katie. How long had that been going on? What shocked her most was the sense of relief she felt. Anger too, but more with herself for wasting two years of her life on that loser.

If only her mum and dad hadn’t moved away from Marlborough when her dad had retired from the RAF, leaving behind the house she’d grown up in. The guest bedroom in Topsham was just that– a guest room– not the familiar cocoon in which she’d spent her adolescence. That was long gone. She had no sanctuary to retreat to now. Lucy felt rootless, as if she didn’t truly belong anywhere.

On the plus side, she was meeting Alice in Exeter tonight. Amazing that the energetic medical student she’d once shared a house with was content to live so far from the rest of her family in London. Falling for solicitor-farmer Pete had shifted Alice’s priorities. Pete’s upbringing on his family’s farm rooted him so deeply in the local community, it was unthinkable for him to live anywhere else.

Lucy envied him his certainty about where he belonged, but the idea of spending the rest of her life in one place made her shiver. Perhaps she should take some time out and go travelling? She could go back to Karlsruhe and see if she could resurrect her German. Weird to think she used to speak it fluently. She sighed, remembering how exhilarating it had been to communicate easily in a foreign language. Use it or lose it. Maybe she could apply for a job in Germany?

Fiona, the ride leader, reined in and gazed westwards. ‘Uh-oh, look at that!’ A solid bank of cloud was racing in their direction. ‘That wasn’t in the forecast this morning!’

Minutes later, deadening fog surrounded them.

‘Don’t lose sight of the person in front of you,’ called Fiona’s disembodied voice back down the line of horses. ‘But don’t get too close, you don’t want to get kicked. The main thing is for no one to fall off.’

‘How do you know where we’re going?’ asked one of the riders nervously.

‘I’ve got a compass and a GPS thingy. If we get separated, the horses should find their own way home. We’ll be fine.’

At that instant, a sheep exploded from the undergrowth, directly in front of Lucy. Silvertone shied violently, galloping flat-out away from the other horses into the mist. Lucy lost a stirrup and slid precariously in the saddle, the ground a thundering blur below, too close for comfort. Knotting her fingers in the steel-grey mane, she clung on for dear life.

At last, the mare began to slow, puffing and blowing. Lucy managed to right herself and regain control. The initial panic was over, but Silvertone was still jumpy. Lucy patted her neck, waiting for her own pulse to return to normal. As far as she could see was– nothing. A white out. The moist silence was eerily total. As she peered in all directions, trying to get a fix on any kind of landmark, Lucy wondered if this was what it was like to be deaf. She looked at her mobile. No signal. Of course not.

Without warning, Silvertone wheeled around and began cantering through the fog. Her ears pointed firmly forward and there was a joyfulness to her gait, which she punctuated at intervals with a communicative whinny. This time they were heading towards something, not running away from it.

A shape loomed out of the mist: a black horse with neither saddle, bridle nor rider. A fairytale cascade of wavy mane failed to disguise its muscular build. Its dark coat absorbed the flat light, giving the impression of a horse-shaped hole in the whiteness. Lucy had never been afraid of horses but there was a wildness to this one, an aura of independence and power, which made her uneasy.

Silvertone screeched to a halt, throwing Lucy inelegantly onto the mare’s neck. The horses performed an equine greeting, blowing into each other’s nostrils and speaking in soft whinnies and whickers. Close up, Lucy could see iridescent green eyes burning behind the stranger’s forelock. The pupils were vertical, like a snake’s. She’d seen eyes like that before somewhere, but she couldn’t for the life of her remember where.

The horse vanished without warning. In its place stood an extremely tall woman with long black hair and the same sinister eyes as the horse. She moved gracefully, like a dancer, and her medieval red dress accentuated her regal posture. She smiled broadly, displaying yellowish, elongated canines: slightly curved and barely hidden by her lips. Lucy jerked back in alarm.

‘Lucy Cooper! Great to meet you at last. I’m Kitty.’

‘W-What are you?’ Lucy stammered. ‘How did you do that?’

‘I mean you no harm, please don’t be frightened,’ said Kitty. ‘How did I shape-shift? I don’t know. I’ve never understood how it works.’

‘How do you know my name?’

‘I’ve been watching you. I’ve waited weeks for the chance to speak with you alone.’

Lucy surreptitiously gathered up her reins, preparing for a quick getaway. Kitty spotted the movement and raised her hands in frustration.

‘Look at me, Lucy, I can’t meet you in a public place! And you’d feel even more threatened if I approached you in your home. Out here, if you don’t like what I have to say, you can just ride away. I have an invitation for you from my boss. He’s as human as you are.’

‘Couldn’t he just e-mail me?’ said Lucy.

‘What I need to tell you should be said in person. And how you handle meeting me is part of the test.’ Kitty moved in front of them, stroking Silvertone’s nose. ‘You’re in no danger, Lucy. I’ll not stop you if you want to go.’

‘Then get out of the way!’ shouted Lucy, kicking Silvertone’s girth violently. But Silvertone stood stubbornly where she was, happily nuzzling the woman’s velvet sleeve.

‘I could guide you back to the stables and we could talk on the way. This is the only chance you’ll get.’

‘My only chance for what? And what test?’

‘To start with, how you react to meeting an alien,’ said Kitty, adding, ‘Not doing too well so far,’ in a murmur loud enough for Lucy to hear.

‘You’re an alien? Like, from outer space?’

Kitty grinned, revealing her predator’s teeth again. ‘Well, I wasn’t born here. But I’ve lived here longer than any human has. Earth is my home. I consider myself a naturalised citizen.’

Lucy considered for a moment. If this…person was going to attack her, it probably would have already happened. And she hated the idea of failing a test, whatever it might be. Curiosity edged up her field of galloping emotions, overtaking fear and confusion by a nose. ‘All right,’ she said. ‘Take me back to the stables and tell me what this is all about.’

Kitty smiled up at her. ‘Attagirl.’ She folded her arms behind her back and started walking. Only then did Lucy notice that her feet were bare below the hem of her dress. Silvertone moved too, keeping Lucy’s knee level with Kitty’s shoulder.

Kitty spoke without turning round. ‘I come from a planet called Syenitia, many parsecs from here. My mother’s people, the Syenitians, are one of the oldest known intelligent species. They travelled all over the galaxy, exploring and building trade alliances. There was even a settlement here on Earth for a time, about twenty thousand years ago.’

‘What happened to it?’

‘It was abandoned. They couldn’t breed here. Syenitians aren’t very fertile. They don’t need to be, because their lifespans are so long. But every single pregnancy here ended in a miscarriage.’

Lucy remembered the abortion she’d had in her first year of university, a sadness she carried even now, eight years on. Not the same as a miscarriage, but still a lost child to be grieved for. She found herself sympathising with the Syenitians, whoever they were.

‘Where is this settlement? Can I visit it?’

Kitty laughed. ‘Not without a submarine! Sea levels are much higher now. It’s long gone.’

‘So you have no evidence? You could be making all this up?’

Kitty turned and looked her in the eye. ‘I could be,’ she winked. ‘Actually, traces of my people are evident in your folklore. If I say “Elf” to you, what do you think of?’

‘Elf? I suppose…pointy ears.’

‘Check.’ Kitty swept back her hair to expose a pointed ear.

‘Woah! Freaky!’ Briefly forgetting her fears, Lucy leant down and examined it. ‘I can’t see a join; it looks really real!’

‘What else?’

‘Um, green hats with bells on and stripy tights?’

‘Not Christmas elves! The other kind.’

‘Floaty dresses and into trees and flowers and stuff?’

‘Syenitians believe all life is sacred and we try to live in harmony with the natural world. What else?’

‘They’re magical. I’m sorry, I don’t believe in magic.’

‘Even though you just saw me change from a horse into a Syenitian?’ said Kitty. ‘Don’t answer that. I don’t believe in magic either. I think there’s always an explanation, even if it’s too complex to understand. I’m only half Syenitian, biologically. Normal Syenitians’ teeth and eyes are like yours, and they can’t shape-shift. They’re no more magical than you are. But think about how they must have appeared to the locals back then, with all the technology they brought with them.’

‘OK, I accept your point. But what are you then? What’s the other half that’s not a Sai-yeh-what-was-it-again?’ asked Lucy.

‘Syenitian. That’s a story for another day.’

OK…probably something unspeakably nasty, then. Lucy considered for a moment. ‘What about other fairytale creatures? Fairies, dwarves, witches and dragons and the rest?’

‘People invent them to explain things, don’t they? Stories are collective knowledge, older than religions and longer lasting. I’ve never seen a fairy, have you?’

Lucy shook her head and Kitty continued, ‘Little people are just humans with dwarfism. Witches were women who dared to voice an independent opinion. Dragons are so rare; no wonder people think they’re a myth.’

‘And vampires?’ asked Lucy.

Kitty laughed. ‘Yeah. They might actually be my fault. Although I don’t understand where the whole blood-drinking thing came from. That’s not how I feed at all! Anyway, we digress. I must tell you about the Alliance.’

‘The what?’

‘Syenitia’s long-term strategy is to actively form partnerships with other space-faring civilisations. It’s a founder member of the Galaksi Alliance: a union of intelligent life from around thirty or so different planets. We work to promote peace, trade and the exchange of ideas throughout the galaxy. When a planet joins the Galaksi Alliance, it gains access to the technology of all the other Alliance planets, in return for peace treaties and trade agreements.

‘Syenitia’s population has been decreasing for thousands of years. The rise and fall of many peoples are documented in our archives: we’ve accepted that our civilisation won’t last forever. But we’re not willing to sacrifice the progress we’ve made. We’re always on the lookout for species with similar attributes and values, who might be capable of continuing our work when we’re gone. Humans are one such species. You’re so fertile and adaptable, and there are so many of you. Your potential is huge. And you’re physically similar to us, which means we have a natural affinity for each other.’

‘I thought you said you lived here? Do you never watch the news? Living in harmony with nature and promoting peace is really not our thing.’

Kitty laughed. ‘Not yet. But either you’ll work it out or head for extinction even faster than my people. Syenitians live for thousands of years. They take the long view and are permanently optimistic. I’m not sure they’re right, but I have my own reasons for wanting humans to survive.’

‘But why are you telling me all this?’ said Lucy, getting impatient. ‘You said your boss had an invitation for me?’

Kitty nodded. ‘This is a dangerous time for the Earth. You’re constantly sending signals into space– advertising this luscious planet to any passing spacecraft– but you can’t flee it or defend it without outside help. Luckily, you’re well off the main trade routes. But the risk of invasion only increases with time. The Syenitian Council has designated this planet as a nature reserve, so you can develop without outside interference, but only Alliance members recognise that status.’

‘A nature reserve?’ spluttered Lucy. ‘Did you even ask us if we wanted your help?’

‘We have a small base in orbit with human fighter pilots on standby,’ continued Kitty, ignoring Lucy. ‘The Shantivira. Its purpose goes beyond protecting the Earth. So far there’s not been much to protect it from. Our other objective is to train human ambassadors, so that when the time comes, your planet will have its own representatives who understand the interstellar community and speak its common language.’

Lucy attempted to digest the information. ‘That’s a huge investment. What’s in it for the Syenitians? Why bother?’

‘This planet’s greatest resource is its intelligent life,’ said Kitty. ‘My people might not be able to settle here, but we would still benefit from an association. If we don’t get in first, some other species will, and they are unlikely to be as sympathetic or well-intentioned. This planet is a treasure trove. Once word of its existence gets out, there will be wars to win control of it. If humans want a say in the future of their planet, then they’ll have to form strategic alliances early on. But that’s all far off. Syenitians like to think ahead.’

‘What does all this have to do with me?’

‘Haven’t you guessed?’ Kitty turned to face Lucy and said formally, ‘I am inviting you join our training programme.’

Lucy’s mind whirled. Impulsively, she gathered up the reins and mercilessly kicked Silvertone into a gallop, only allowing her to slow once Kitty was safely a hundred metres behind them.

Could it be true? Or was the woman insane? Those teeth could be faked. Those eyes could be contact lenses. It could all be a hoax.

Except. The black horse had been there, she hadn’t imagined it. And it had disappeared right before her eyes, to be replaced by Kitty. Lucy couldn’t conjure up a rational explanation for that.

Silvertone halted to nibble at a bush and Lucy didn’t urge her on. She just sat, waiting for Kitty to catch them up. What if it were true? She had to know more.

Now Lucy remembered where she’d seen those eyes before. A black cat had been turning up at her house recently, never staying long, never eating anything; it simply liked to sit on people’s laps and be stroked. Bizarrely, it always appeared in time for Strictly Come Dancing, which she and her housemates often watched together. They called the cat ‘Magic’ because of its weird eyes. Thinking about it now, they were less peculiar on a cat than on a horse. Or a person.

White-hot fury overtook aversion and doubt. How dare she! Kitty had been eavesdropping as Lucy grumbled about her job, the whole Jude drama and God knew what else. Seriously creepy. Lucy turned in the saddle, psyching herself up to tell Kitty where she could stick her invitation. But the moor behind her was empty.

Silvertone pricked up her ears; whinnying, she began trotting purposefully down the hillside. Soon Lucy could hear it too: hooves on a road. More than one horse, and voices too. Moments later she was back with the others, being bombarded with questions.

‘What on earth happened to you?’ exclaimed one of the ladies.

‘We waited for ages!’ said her friend. ‘We were so worried!’

‘Are you OK?’ asked Fiona. ‘You’re not hurt?’

‘I’m fine,’ said Lucy. ‘I stayed on and Silvertone found the way back.’

‘Thank God you’re all right. That sheep came out of nowhere!’

Lucy reassured her, ‘Really, I’m fine. We’re not even going to be late back.’ It was true. She felt she’d lived a lifetime in the last hour, but that was all it had been– not even a whole hour.

The weekend passed in a blur of social obligations. Her mum couldn’t understand her breakup with Jude. ‘Such a nice, well-mannered man. So charming.’ When he wanted to be, thought Lucy, dourly. Generally only in front of other people. Why had it taken her so long to realise it was all an act?

The train journey back to Shrewsbury was Lucy’s first chance to think about the alien spy. She was still too angry with Kitty to make a rational evaluation, but her gut feeling told her not to have anything to do with it. Perhaps it was a great opportunity, but it just didn’t feel right. It might all be a wind-up. Unless she’d imagined the whole thing?

By the time the train pulled out of Bristol, her churning thoughts had subsided. OK, it had been the weirdest weekend, but at least she’d learnt something new. It ended there. She’d update her CV and find another job somewhere down south, closer to her ageing parents. She wasn’t ready for the commitment a mortgage represented yet. It would be better to rent for a few more years.

She put in her headphones, letting her mind drift with the music as her eyes roamed the passing landscape. The leaden sky became a heavy squall of rain, leaching all colour from the world. Her eyes tracked the paths of the water droplets from one side of the window to the other.

At Cheltenham Spa, three men in black suits and ties waiting on the platform caught Lucy’s eye. They had no luggage, not even a laptop. Odd, she thought, wearing work clothes on a Sunday. The youngest of them looked like a night club bouncer, all muscle and no neck. The others weren’t far off retirement. One was short, overweight and balding, pink skin stretched over his face like a sausage ready for piercing. His craggy-featured companion was taller and in better physical shape. A shock of snowy hair topped crevices formed by long exposure to life. Not someone who smiled often.

The train pulled away and Lucy was about to resume her daydreaming when the doors to her almost-empty carriage hissed open. The three men from the platform made a beeline for Lucy’s table: the bouncer trapping her in her window seat, the older men sitting opposite.

What was this? She flicked a glance at the emergency brake. She’d have to stretch past the fat man’s shoulder to reach it. Would they stop her? How would she explain afterwards why she’d wanted to stop the train?

Sausage Face spoke. ‘Lucy Cooper?’

Lucy didn’t feel like cooperating. She said nothing, just studied the thin, greasy hair draped across his scalp, imagining how much more ridiculous it would look if brushed the other way to hang down over his ear.

The man pulled an envelope from inside his jacket. Stubby fingers spread the contents on the table. Photographs: close-ups of Lucy in the canteen at work, Lucy riding yesterday, her father filling his car with petrol and her mother working in their garden. Fear spiked Lucy’s heart.

He said, ‘You have been approached by an extremely dangerous and violent individual. A demon responsible for countless deaths. You are only alive now because it wants to use you. It sees you as a pawn; cannon fodder; a snack.’

Lucy looked at the men, gathering her thoughts. He could only be talking about Kitty. Was Kitty a murderer? Possibly. Be honest. Probably. Somehow that didn’t bother her as much as the fact that Kitty had been spying on her. Just like these people had.

‘So?’ she countered. ‘What does that have to do with my parents?’

‘This creature and the organisation behind it must be stopped. It has told you a pack of lies to enlist your cooperation.’

Lucy leaned across the table. ‘What did “it” tell me? What do you know about it?’

‘It recruits impressionable young humans to serve the Syenitian Empire. You don’t have the slightest idea what you are getting yourself into, my dear. It doesn’t care whether you live or die. It wants to control this planet because it considers…it considers the human race,’ the man’s face flushed puce and his chins quivered with indignation, ‘to be a…a delicacy!’

Lucy restrained herself from sniggering at his pomposity. This was no joke. The guy was obviously outraged by Kitty’s very existence. Did she really eat people? Surely not.

‘You still haven’t told me what this has to do with my parents.’

The other man opposite, the one with eye bags you could carry your shopping in, took a more conciliatory tone.

‘We want you to spy for us, Lucy.’ His accent was foreign– Spanish? ‘You are in an ideal position to access the information we need. We know the creature got to you first and has started the brainwashing process.’ Bushy eyebrows met in a frown. ‘We understand you are reluctant to help us. But the fate of our planet is at stake. We must discover what the Syenitians intend to do with the Earth, so we can mount a defence.’

‘Who are you?’ demanded Lucy.

‘My name is Nestor. I lead the Anti-Alien League. We are a top-secret organisation; if the Syenitians found out about us, they would wipe us out like that!’ He slammed his hand down on the table top, making Lucy jump. ‘I do not relish pressuring you, Lucy, but it is for the greater good. Yes, we know where your parents live. Sometimes the ends justify the means. By assisting us, you will be keeping them safe and helping protect humanity from an existential threat.’

He stood up and the others rose with him.

‘Goodbye for now. We will be in touch.’

They trooped out of the carriage, leaving Lucy in her seat. Her hands trembled as she put the photos away in her bag. Yesterday she’d been afraid of Kitty, but Kitty hadn’t threatened her in any way. The fear had been Lucy’s own, primeval impulses enhanced by the mist and the deserted moorscape.

Who was telling the truth? She wanted to believe Kitty, but her visitors’ zeal had been genuine. She’d never forgive herself if anything bad happened to her parents. Did this mean she had to take up Kitty’s offer after all? But as a spy? She quailed at the thought.

A hand-delivered A4 envelope awaited Lucy when she got home from work the next day. In the privacy of her bedroom, she ripped it open to find a pack of printed paper with a handwritten letter on top.

Dear Lucy,

I must apologise for the way I approached you. I didn’t pitch it right. I’m sorry I scared you. But I’m not ready to give up on you just yet.

Here are some more details so you can make an informed decision. The next step would be an assessment weekend on the Shantivira– for you to get to know us and for us to see if you’re a potential pilot. You can meet the team and tour the base.

You have one week from today to call me on the number below. Until you do, I will not approach you in any form. This is your decision and that decision is final. If you do not initiate contact, we’ll leave you alone. The same applies after the assessment weekend. If you decide against joining us, we won’t contact you again.

Warm regards,

Kitty

So she could just not call the number and it would be over. Only, what would the anti-alien guys do to her parents?

Lucy flicked through the rest of the paper. Joining the Shantivira was a five-year commitment, the first half spent training and the second half as a duty pilot on the space station. The first year would be in London, learning ‘Kawaida’, whatever that was, with some simulator training. Her eyes widened when she saw the second year would be spent flying real spacecraft on Syenitia, with ‘Courses in the theory of space travel, spacecraft mechanics and maintenance, troubleshooting, emergency repairs, navigation, marksmanship, etc.’ Serious stuff. Ah, here was an explanation of the Kawaida thing:

Kawaida is the official language of the Galaksi Alliance. It is widely used by intelligent life forms across the galaxy. Kawaida is also the language of the Shantivira. It is essential you learn it quickly, so you can communicate with your colleagues. If you fail the language exams at the end of the first year, your contract will be terminated.

Lucy breathed a sigh of relief. That could be a way out. If those men in black were going to pressure her into this, she could fail the first year and say, ‘Sorry, I didn’t make it through to the next year.’ She could handle a year of language lessons and simulator training. It might even be fun! Here was another interesting bit:

Your contract will be terminated with immediate effect if you publish information about our operation on the internet or anywhere else (don’t think we won’t find out). If we consider you to be a serious security risk, we will relocate you without notice to a non-Earth location and leave you to fend for yourself for the rest of your life.

Well, that would be another way to get out of it, although the consequences were pretty dire. Perhaps not. All in all, it looked almost too good to be true. A generous salary. They provided a cover story for your absences and a device which let you call home any time, no matter where you were. They emphasised you were free to leave the programme whenever you wanted, you just wouldn’t get the large bonus everyone received after five years’ service.

Lucy spent the next few days procrastinating. She still seethed with anger about being spied on by Kitty. She’d like to see her again, just to get it off her chest. And she was curious to see this space station. She could have a look and still not join the programme. She might fail the assessment anyway. She wondered how the anti-alien league would react if she did. How were they watching her? Who had taken those photos? What else did they know about her?

At work on Thursday, a bouquet of yellow roses was delivered to Lucy’s desk. The flowers were dead, the slimy rotting stems stinking sweetly of decay. Confused and revolted in equal measure, she pulled out the stiff black envelope wedged between the crispy petals. It contained a single sheet of printed paper.

YOU HAVE NOT MADE THE CALLYET.

MAKE THECALL.

YOU HAVE 24HOURS.

DO NOT DIVULGE OUR EXISTENCE OR YOU WILL REGRETIT.

AAL

Her stomach flipped. They’d hacked her phone? Bastards! What did the bouquet signify? That she was dead if she didn’t do as she was told? Or her parents were? Fury, fear and frustration jumbled her thoughts. What should she do? Telling Kitty wasn’t an option, not that Lucy trusted her enough to consider it. She felt powerless. How dare they treat her like this?

With trembling hands, she pulled out her phone and searched for Kitty’s contact details. Waited as the number dialled.

‘Lucy! How lovely to hear from you!’ Kitty sounded genuinely delighted. ‘Are you coming to see us, then?’

‘Um, yes, I’ll come.’

‘Funny, I had the feeling you weren’t going to go for it. I’m so happy to be wrong. Would this weekend be all right?’

Bloody hell, that’s quick, Lucy thought. She answered, ‘Yes, that would be fine,’ in as calm a voice as she could manage.

‘Great. Meet me at Bodbury Ring by Church Stretton at 7a.m. on Saturday. Bring an overnight bag and wear comfy shoes.’

The next day, Lucy received another hand-delivered note.

GOOD. DO NOT FAIL THEASSESSMENT.

AAL

What would happen if she did? What could they do? It would be too late then. Maybe she should make some harmless blunder and get herself labelled as a reject.


4. THE SWIMMER


HANNA

The day after Samuel’s funeral, Irion showed Hanna how to scan her palm print on the teleport door, so she could visit the cosmic oasis whenever she felt like it. In the forty days that followed, Hanna went every day. She would sit for an hour or so, gazing at the Earth and the stars, sometimes crying, mostly silent.

The house was a language school, Mary told her. Twenty human trainee Shantivira pilots lived on the upper floors, studying Kawaida, the lingua franca used by space-travelling species. Hanna began doing odd jobs around the school to earn her keep: cleaning, shopping, helping in the kitchen. She stayed out of the students’ way, observing them in furtive fascination as they crossed the hallway to the dining room at lunchtimes.

They seemed so confident and happy, chattering away in the singsong alien language they were learning. As if they all belonged to one big family– although they clearly didn’t. According to Irion, they were deliberately selected from countries with different languages, so they had to use Kawaida socially as well as in lessons.

One student in particular caught Hanna’s eye. A head taller than the others, slender yet athletic, he always wore a pair of heavy black and silver boots, despite the summer heat. His skin was the same ultra-dark tone her father’s had been, and although he had no scars to indicate which tribe he came from, his face suggested an East African heritage. She found
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4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole, must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply to any document created using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND, EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY, INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


Apache License
                           Version 2.0, January 2004
                        http://www.apache.org/licenses/

   TERMS AND CONDITIONS FOR USE, REPRODUCTION, AND DISTRIBUTION

   1. Definitions.

      "License" shall mean the terms and conditions for use, reproduction,
      and distribution as defined by Sections 1 through 9 of this document.

      "Licensor" shall mean the copyright owner or entity authorized by
      the copyright owner that is granting the License.

      "Legal Entity" shall mean the union of the acting entity and all
      other entities that control, are controlled by, or are under common
      control with that entity. For the purposes of this definition,
      "control" means (i) the power, direct or indirect, to cause the
      direction or management of such entity, whether by contract or
      otherwise, or (ii) ownership of fifty percent (50%) or more of the
      outstanding shares, or (iii) beneficial ownership of such entity.

      "You" (or "Your") shall mean an individual or Legal Entity
      exercising permissions granted by this License.

      "Source" form shall mean the preferred form for making modifications,
      including but not limited to software source code, documentation
      source, and configuration files.

      "Object" form shall mean any form resulting from mechanical
      transformation or translation of a Source form, including but
      not limited to compiled object code, generated documentation,
      and conversions to other media types.

      "Work" shall mean the work of authorship, whether in Source or
      Object form, made available under the License, as indicated by a
      copyright notice that is included in or attached to the work
      (an example is provided in the Appendix below).

      "Derivative Works" shall mean any work, whether in Source or Object
      form, that is based on (or derived from) the Work and for which the
      editorial revisions, annotations, elaborations, or other modifications
      represent, as a whole, an original work of authorship. For the purposes
      of this License, Derivative Works shall not include works that remain
      separable from, or merely link (or bind by name) to the interfaces of,
      the Work and Derivative Works thereof.

      "Contribution" shall mean any work of authorship, including
      the original version of the Work and any modifications or additions
      to that Work or Derivative Works thereof, that is intentionally
      submitted to Licensor for inclusion in the Work by the copyright owner
      or by an individual or Legal Entity authorized to submit on behalf of
      the copyright owner. For the purposes of this definition, "submitted"
      means any form of electronic, verbal, or written communication sent
      to the Licensor or its representatives, including but not limited to
      communication on electronic mailing lists, source code control systems,
      and issue tracking systems that are managed by, or on behalf of, the
      Licensor for the purpose of discussing and improving the Work, but
      excluding communication that is conspicuously marked or otherwise
      designated in writing by the copyright owner as "Not a Contribution."

      "Contributor" shall mean Licensor and any individual or Legal Entity
      on behalf of whom a Contribution has been received by Licensor and
      subsequently incorporated within the Work.

   2. Grant of Copyright License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      copyright license to reproduce, prepare Derivative Works of,
      publicly display, publicly perform, sublicense, and distribute the
      Work and such Derivative Works in Source or Object form.

   3. Grant of Patent License. Subject to the terms and conditions of
      this License, each Contributor hereby grants to You a perpetual,
      worldwide, non-exclusive, no-charge, royalty-free, irrevocable
      (except as stated in this section) patent license to make, have made,
      use, offer to sell, sell, import, and otherwise transfer the Work,
      where such license applies only to those patent claims licensable
      by such Contributor that are necessarily infringed by their
      Contribution(s) alone or by combination of their Contribution(s)
      with the Work to which such Contribution(s) was submitted. If You
      institute patent litigation against any entity (including a
      cross-claim or counterclaim in a lawsuit) alleging that the Work
      or a Contribution incorporated within the Work constitutes direct
      or contributory patent infringement, then any patent licenses
      granted to You under this License for that Work shall terminate
      as of the date such litigation is filed.

   4. Redistribution. You may reproduce and distribute copies of the
      Work or Derivative Works thereof in any medium, with or without
      modifications, and in Source or Object form, provided that You
      meet the following conditions:

      (a) You must give any other recipients of the Work or
          Derivative Works a copy of this License; and

      (b) You must cause any modified files to carry prominent notices
          stating that You changed the files; and

      (c) You must retain, in the Source form of any Derivative Works
          that You distribute, all copyright, patent, trademark, and
          attribution notices from the Source form of the Work,
          excluding those notices that do not pertain to any part of
          the Derivative Works; and

      (d) If the Work includes a "NOTICE" text file as part of its
          distribution, then any Derivative Works that You distribute must
          include a readable copy of the attribution notices contained
          within such NOTICE file, excluding those notices that do not
          pertain to any part of the Derivative Works, in at least one
          of the following places: within a NOTICE text file distributed
          as part of the Derivative Works; within the Source form or
          documentation, if provided along with the Derivative Works; or,
          within a display generated by the Derivative Works, if and
          wherever such third-party notices normally appear. The contents
          of the NOTICE file are for informational purposes only and
          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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