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The air rushing around us is louder now. We must be getting closer to the ground. The pod gives a sickening lurch, and the side I’m on drops, sending my stomach into my throat. I’m looking up at the people strapped in opposite me, all of them tilted forwards.

The parachute. It’s all too easy to imagine a hole in it, the air rushing through, our drag decreasing as we plummet towards the ground, the hole getting wider with every second. And there’s nothing I can do. Nothing any of us can do.

Through the cockpit window, I see the ground. We’re close enough to pick out every rock, every crack in the terrain. It’s rushing towards us, way too fast.

“Everybody hang on!” Syria says. We’re skimming over the ground now – it’s moving too fast, the texture of the dirt blurring as I look at it. I try to picture Carver and Prakesh, holding them uppermost in my mind.

There’s a grinding, wrenching crash. The pod flips over, and then everything goes away.
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Prologue

The meteor tears a hole in the sky.

The low-hanging clouds glow gold, as if the sun itself has dropped into the atmosphere. Then the white-hot rock rips them in two.

There’s a shape behind the flames, just visible past the corona. A long cylinder, black against the clouds, attached to the meteor by a shimmering cord. The cord breaks, and the crack is loud enough to knock frost off the trees below.

The man on the ground throws himself to the dirt, hands over his ears, as if the pieces were passing right above the tree line. Icy mud soaks his skin, but he barely notices.

His cheek is pressed to the ground, the world turned sideways, but he can still see the pieces. Their white heat has faded to a dark red. Most of them are vanishing over the eastern horizon, but at least one seems to be plummeting right towards him, screaming down through the air.

He scrambles to his feet, trying to run. But the piece is nowhere near him – how could he have thought it was? It’s going down in the east, the red metal fading to scorched black. His heart is pounding, and in the split second before it vanishes over the horizon, its shape leaps out at him.

That’s not just a meteor.

It’s a ship.

Slowly, ever so slowly, the roar begins to fade. There’s a final crackle, like fading thunder, and then it’s gone.

His legs are shaking, but none of his companions notice. They’re as stunned as he is, staring up at the sky.

One of them is moving, pushing through the brush, yelling at them to follow him.

“Think there’ll be survivors?” someone shouts.

“No one survives a crash like that,” comes the reply.

But the man isn’t so sure. A long time ago, he was in one just like it.
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Riley

The alarm starts blaring a split second before the shaking starts.

Aaron Carver is floating in the centre of the ship’s medical bay, and Prakesh Kumar and I get thrown right into him. Everything else in the room is strapped down, but I can see the instruments and the bottles shaking, threatening to tear loose.

“What the hell?” Carver rolls away from us, putting his arms out to stop himself from crashing into the wall. The ship is rattling hard now, the metal bending and creaking, caught in the fist of an angry giant.

“It’s re-entry,” Prakesh says. He’s holding onto the ceiling, and his body is swinging back and forth as the pull of gravity increases.

“Can’t be,” I say, my words almost swallowed by the noise. “It’s too soon!”

But it isn’t. We’ve been in Earth orbit for a week. Normally the ship would be spinning to generate gravity, but we’ve spent the past day in zero-G as we prepare to plunge through the atmosphere. There was supposed to be plenty of warning before we actually started re-entry – enough time for everyone to get into the escape pods. It shouldn’t be happening this fast. The G-forces were supposed to come back gradually.

My stomach is doing sickening barrel rolls, and my hands feel heavy, like my fingers are weighed down with rings. “I thought this was supposed to be a smooth ride,” I say, trying to keep my voice calm. “The asteroid—”

“No good,” Carver says. He grabs hold of a strut on the ceiling, the muscles standing out on his powerful upper arms. His hair is almost as long as mine now, although he doesn’t bother to tie it back, letting the blond strands float freely.

“I told them,” he says. “You can shape the damn asteroid as much as you want but if you’re using it as a heat shield, things are going to get – shit!”

He spins sideways as the ship jerks and kicks, flinging him against one of the cots bolted to the floor.

“It’s OK,” says Prakesh, sweat pouring down his dark skin. Neither he nor Carver have shaved, and bristly stubble covers their faces. “We just sit tight. They’ll come get us.”

We all stare at the door. The alarm is still blaring, and the hull of the ship is screeching now, like it’s being torn in two.

“They’re not coming, are they?” says Carver.

“Just hang on,” says Prakesh. “Let’s not—”

“They would have been here by now,” says Carver, horror and anger flashing across his face. “They’re not coming, man.”

I close my eyes, trying not to let frustration overtake me. He’s right. The Earthers – the group who took control of this ship to get back to our planet – don’t trust us. Not surprising, given that I tried to destroy the ship’s reactor in an attempt to prevent them from leaving.

There’s no way of stopping the ship. It’ll be travelling at 18,000 miles an hour, even after it’s passed through the upper atmosphere and burned off the asteroid it’s tethered to, acting as its makeshift heat shield. Getting off the ship means being in one of the two escape pods, and it’s easy to picture the chaos as the Earthers rush to get inside them. They’ve either forgotten us, or decided that we aren’t worth saving.

I scan the walls and the ceiling, looking for an escape route that we missed the previous dozen times we tried to find one. Not that we tried that hard – after all, if we got out of the medical bay where else would we go?

Carver half swims, half crawls his way over to the door, pushing Prakesh aside and twisting the release catch up and down. When that doesn’t work, he kicks at it, but only succeeds in pushing himself away.

Prakesh stares at him. “What are you doing?”

“What do you think?” Carver makes his way back to the door, kicks it a second time. It shudders but stays firmly shut.

“It’s locked, Aaron.”

Carver swings round, staring daggers at Prakesh. “You think I don’t know that?”

“Then why are you still doing it?”

“Because it’s better than doing nothing, like some of us!”

“I’m trying to—”

“Both of you! Shut up!” I shout. I can’t afford to have them bickering now. They’ve been sniping at each other ever since we were locked in here – Carver has feelings for me, and he’s still furious that I turned down his advances to stay with Prakesh. It’s something I’ve tried not to think about, a problem I’ve pushed to the back of my mind again and again, not wanting to make a choice, not even knowing how to start.

“We kick together,” I say. “All at once.”

I don’t have to explain. I see Carver’s eyes light up. He moves next to me, bracing himself against the wall.

“Aim for just above the lock,” I say, as Prakesh gets into position on my left. “Hit it on zero. Three! Two! One! Zero!”

The door bangs as our feet slam into the space above the handle, but remains stubbornly shut. The force pushes us backwards, nearly knocking us over. Somehow we manage to stay upright.

“Again,” I say. There’s a hold on the wall, and I grab onto it with an outstretched arm, bracing us.

“Three! Two! One! Zero!”

The door explodes outwards, the lock ripping off the wall, and we tumble into the corridor. The alarm is piercing now, ear-splitting. Carver pumps the air in triumph.

The ship jerks sideways. For a second, the wall is the floor, and everything is a nightmare jumble of limbs and noise. Prakesh falls badly, his head slamming into the metal surface with a clang that I feel in my bones. In the moment before the ship flips back, I see his face. His blank, uncomprehending eyes. A trickle of blood runs down his forehead.
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Okwembu

The ship’s movement knocks Janice Okwembu onto all fours.

She staggers to her feet, leaning against the wall, trying to control the nausea. There’s a blur of movement on her right, and one of the Earthers shoves past her, pushing her out of the way.

Okwembu tries to stay calm, but she can’t stop her hands from shaking. She barely makes it to the corridor hub before she stumbles again. Her green flight jacket is bulky, but she can feel the frigid floor plates through the thin fabric of her pants.

The asteroid was supposed to have held up, dissipating the massive heat and shock wave of re-entry. Every calculation they did showed that the vibrations wouldn’t start until they were deep into the atmosphere. But they got it wrong – a missing variable, something they didn’t take into account. The asteroid is fracturing, leaving everyone on board the ship to scramble for the escape pods.

She looks up. Mikhail Yeremin, the leader of the Earthers, is at the other end of the corridor. His greasy hair frames a face locked into deep panic. In that moment, it’s as if he doesn’t even recognise her.

He vanishes, ducking out of sight. Okwembu curses, tries to get to her feet, but the ship lurches again. The back of her head smacks into the wall, and bright stars glimmer in her vision.

There’s a hand reaching for her. It’s another Earther, a young woman – one of those who went outside the ship, using plasma cutters to shape the asteroid. She’s wearing a ship jumpsuit two sizes too big for her, and her eyes are bright with fear. Okwembu grabs her hand, lets the woman haul her up.

The movement of the ship stops, just for moment, then becomes more violent than ever. Okwembu goes over backwards. The Earther reaches out for her, misses, her fingers brushing the front of the fleece she wears under her jacket.

They snag on the lanyard around her neck.

It pulls tight, the cord pinching against Okwembu’s spine. The hold keeps her upright – just – but it’s stretched to breaking point. The woman’s hand is wrapped around the green plastic data stick at the end of the lanyard, her knuckles white. Any second now, it’s going to snap right off.

With an effort of will, Okwembu balances herself, planting her back foot on the floor. The pressure on her neck drops, and the woman lets go of the data stick. It bounces against Okwembu’s chest.

“You OK?” the woman says, trying to hustle her along, holding her by the shoulder. She shakes loose. She’s got her balance back now, and she’s feeling calmer, more focused. “I’ll be fine. Just go.”

The woman wavers, then bolts. Okwembu’s hands find the data stick, holding it tight.

For the past week, while they prepared for re-entry, all Okwembu has done is scrape data, putting every scrap of information she could onto this one little stick. None of them know what’s down there, what it’s really like on the planet’s surface – all they have is a garbled radio message, talking about how part of the planet has somehow become habitable again. So Okwembu spent her time downloading everything off the ship’s antiquated operating system – water filtration methods, studies on the best soil for growing food in, atmospheric data, reactor blueprints. Maps and charts and graphs, petabytes of information. She doesn’t know if any of it will be useful, or if she’ll even be able to access it on the ground, but she’s not going down without it. The Shinso Maru is worth nothing now, but its data is a price beyond jewels.

The lights in the ceiling are flickering, and the few Earthers she does see are panicked, moving like mindless insects. Contempt boils inside her, but she tells herself to stay focused. Contempt can become anger, which can mutate into panic. She can’t afford that. Especially not now.

The escape pods are a short distance away, and Okwembu moves as fast as she can.
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Riley

No matter how hard I shake Prakesh, I can’t make him open his eyes.

Carver crouches down, shoving his head under Prakesh’s left arm, hoisting him upwards. I do the same on the other side, heart pounding in my chest. Prakesh is amazingly heavy even in low gravity, his feet dragging on the ground between us as we try to keep our balance in the shaking passage.

There are shelves along the walls, with small plastic crates strapped onto them. One of them comes loose as we walk past it, slipping out of its fabric straps, and we have to pull to the side as it bounces off the walls and floor. The ship’s jagged motion turns it into a pinball.

I pull Carver’s head down as it flies towards us. Not fast enough. The crate just scrapes across his forehead, and he hisses in surprise, staggering into the wall. His hiss turns into a growl as his shoulder takes the hit.

Somehow, we manage to get moving again. I’m getting better at it now, bending my legs, anticipating the ship’s movements. Carver is doing it, too. The screeching of the Shinso’s hull has been replaced by a crunching, grinding noise, as if bits of the ship are being ripped off by the friction of re-entry. I don’t even want to think how fast we’re going. I don’t want to think at all. If those escape pods leave without us …

Just keep going.

We pass a window in the corridor, looking into what appears to be a gym. The treadmills and weight machines are straining against their brackets, slowly working loose. I catch our reflection in the window. We’re a mess. All of us are wearing badly fitting flight gear – grey jackets and T-shirts that are too big for us. Stray strands of hair stick to my face in greasy lines. Prakesh’s face is ash-grey, blood still dripping from his head wound. Carver’s arms are straining, his face contorted as we pull Prakesh along.

I tear my gaze away, focusing on the passage ahead. “How long do we have?” I ask.

“Not nearly long enough,” says Carver. I flash back to when we first came aboard the Shinso, when he asked me to use his first name: Aaron. I still haven’t been able to shake the habit of using his last name.

We reach the junction. There’s a sign on the wall, grubby with age: Mining, Astronautics, Engines. I jab a finger at the corridor on the left. “Astronautics. Let’s go.”

Prakesh groans again. It’s like he’s trying to fight his way back. I put a hand on his chest to steady him –

– And trip.

I try to catch myself, but my legs get tangled underneath me. I go down on one knee, struggling with Prakesh, Carver grunting in surprise.

Fire rolls out from the back of my knee, travelling up my leg and down into my ankle. I wait for it to pass, gritting my teeth.

Back on the station, a psychotic doctor named Morgan Knox implanted explosive charges in the muscles behind my kneecaps, blackmailing me so I would break Janice Okwembu out of prison. I cut one of the explosives out of me when I tried to destroy the Shinso’s fusion reactor, tried to stop the Earthers abandoning Outer Earth. It didn’t work. And after we were captured, I had to beg the Earthers to take the second explosive out of me. It took a few days, but they finally did it, numbing my leg with anaesthetic and slicing me open. I’m slowly healing, but there are bandages on the backs of my knees. Both the wounds hurt like hell.

Everything that happened on Outer Earth feels like a distant dream. We still don’t know if anybody on the station survived. Even if they’re did, we’re much too far away for them to reach us.

I push upwards, straining against Prakesh’s weight. The corridor is even narrower here, and at one point Carver and I have to turn sideways to get him through a door.

The escape pods are right ahead, three sets of airlock doors built into the corridor, with big letters stencilled on either side in black. EMERGENCY USE ONLY.

While some Earthers worked on the asteroid, others worked on the escape pods. They turned them from space-going vessels into something that might actually be able to land on Earth, creating makeshift parachutes from material found on board the Shinso.

The pods themselves are too small to have their own fusion reactors, so they run off conventional liquid fuel. They’re housed inside specially designed airlocks. There are Earthers everywhere, helping each other inside the first pod’s open door, stumbling, panicked. An orange light above each airlock door blinks on-off, on-off. The floor of the airlock is slightly lower than the floor in the corridor, and I feel my knees jarring as we step through.

Carver and I pull Prakesh into the pod. There’s a cockpit at the front with rows of seats along each side. Each one is a mess of thick straps, with a neck guard protruding from the seat back. Oxygen masks hang from the ceiling, swinging wildly as the Shinso bucks and writhes. I badly want to see outside, but the only thing visible through the cockpit glass is the outer airlock door.

The pods can take twelve people each, plus a pilot. All but three of the chairs are full. Mikhail Yeremin is there – he’s checking his straps, his long hair hanging down over his face. There’s lettering above his head: ESCAPE VESSEL 1. Underneath it, in smaller black letters, is a vessel name: Furor.

Carver perches on the edge of an empty seat, pulling Prakesh onto the one next to him. I lean in to help, yanking the straps down and buckling them tight. Carver does the same with his own straps, snapping himself in. We made it.

I stand up, intending to take the one remaining chair in the escape pod, opposite Prakesh. Any second now, they’ll shut the door and we can –

Carver’s eyes go wide.

Two hands grasp my shoulders, pulling me backwards. I cry out, my feet tangling up in each other, catching the edge of the pod’s entrance. I land on my coccyx, cracking it against the floor plates in the airlock.

Janice Okwembu is looking down at me.

I haven’t seen her since the day we came aboard. She’s a former Outer Earth council leader who went rogue, joining up with the Earthers. The expression on her face is completely blank.

“No!” Carver shouts, fighting with the straps holding him to the chair. “Leave her alone!”

I scramble to my feet, moving as fast as I can. Not fast enough.

Okwembu looks down at me, reaching over to one side of the frame for the control panel. “Goodbye, Ms Hale,” she says.

And the door closes in front of me.
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Okwembu

Aaron Carver finally gets loose.

He shoves Okwembu out of the way. She collides with one of the seats, almost falling on top of its occupant, a man with tangled black hair and an acne-speckled face. Okwembu ignores him. She lifts herself into a seat, grabbing the straps, concentrating on buckling herself in.

Carver hammers at the control pad, but the door doesn’t open. Of course it doesn’t. Okwembu made sure to twist the rotary to the Eject position. It shuts the pod down in preparation for launch, to ensure that the door has a good pressure seal. It can’t be opened again. Behind it, the inner airlock doors will be closing.

She hopes that Riley Hale has the good sense to get out while she still can.

Mikhail Yeremin is staring at her, and she doesn’t like the expression on his face. She turns away, ignoring him, busying herself with her straps. She’s still looking down at her buckle, and so isn’t prepared when Aaron Carver slams her back against the seat. His face is inches from hers.

“Open it up,” he says. When she doesn’t respond, he barks the words in her face. “Do you hear me? Open it up.”

“You should sit down, Mr Carver,” Okwembu says.

He rips her straps away, lifts her up, throws her out of her seat. She hits the floor, wincing in pain as her right hand takes the impact, bending at the wrist.

Carver grabs the back of her jacket, dragging her to the door. Mikhail is almost out of his seat, huge fingers fighting with the catch on his chest. The other Earthers watch without saying a word.

Okwembu attempts to spin away, trying to get her arms out of her jacket. Carver sees the move, stops her, pulling her up so her face is level with the lock. “Open the door,” he yells, right in her ear.

When she doesn’t move, he wrenches at the rotary switch alongside it, trying to get it back to Doors Manual. Okwembu wants to tell him not to bother. The most he’ll be able to do is tear the switch itself off the control panel.

“We need to launch now,” shouts the pilot from the front of the craft. “Everybody better strap in.”

“We’re not leaving,” Carver says. “Not until—”

Mikhail grabs him around the shoulders, shoving him backwards into his seat. Carver tries to get back up, but Mikhail won’t let him, holding him in place as he clicks the catch shut.

“You don’t strap in, you die,” he says.

Okwembu takes the gap. She staggers back to her seat, heart pounding, strapping herself in. She looks up to see that Carver has stopped fighting. He’s gripping his straps tight, his fingers bloodless. Mikhail is making his way back to his own seat, grabbing at the straps.

“She’d better make it,” Carver says, looking Okwembu right in the eyes. “Or I’m going to end you.”

In the moment before the pilot launches the pod, she wonders about Carver. She shouldn’t be surprised at his actions. He doesn’t have any sort of vision or understanding of the wider consequences of what’s happening here. What he has are mechanical skills, and Prakesh Kumar, sitting next to him, has agricultural ones. The moment she saw the make-up of this pod, she knew it was the one she needed to be in.

The people inside it – Carver, Kumar, the other Earthers – all have skills that can be used on the planet below. Hale doesn’t. She can run, and she can fight, and as far as Okwembu is concerned neither one is particularly useful.

It’s more than that, she thinks. You wanted to do it. You wanted to put her in her place.

Okwembu closes her eyes, and the pod explodes away from the ship.
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Riley

I lose control.

If the pod’s door wasn’t made of metal, if it wasn’t completely beyond human strength to do anything to it, then my fingers would be digging long channels in the surface. I kick and hit and hammer and try to wedge my fingers into the whisper-thin gap. I scream Okwembu’s name, but the only thing that comes back at me are the waves of vibrations tearing through the Shinso.

“What are you doing?”

It comes from beyond the inner airlock door. Syria is standing there, staring at me like I’ve gone crazy.

He was a community leader from Outer Earth, from a place known as the Caves. He fought hard to stop the Earthers from taking the ship, but ended up here with them. Like Okwembu, I haven’t seen him since the day we boarded the Shinso. He must have been locked up somewhere else – there’s no way he would have helped Okwembu and Mikhail. He’s tough and wiry, wearing a bright red flight jacket, and his dirty hair is thick with knots.

He works his way into the airlock and grabs me, then has to do it again when I tear my way out of his grip.

“Hey!” he says, grabbing my arm. “Are you crazy? There’s a second pod.”

“My friends are in there,” I shout back. At that moment, the word doesn’t seem adequate enough. Carver and Prakesh aren’t just friends. They’re everything. They’re all I’ve got left.

Syria pulls me through the outer airlock door. It’s starting to shut, the mechanisms sliding the door closed. “And we’ll be right behind them,” he says. “Guaranteed.”

The second pod is twenty yards down the corridor. Before I can blink, Syria hustles us inside, shoving me into a seat and buckling me in. I don’t have the energy left to fight back. The seat straps are tight around my chest and stomach. The shaking is getting very bad now.

“Release in ten seconds,” shouts the pilot from the front of our pod.

“We have to go now!” another voice says.

“Negative. We need to give the other pod time to get clear, or we’ll smash into it,” the pilot says. I can’t see his face, just the back of his head. A woman opposite me is muttering something that sounds like a prayer, her eyes shut tight. The name of the pod is above her on the wall: Lyssa.

I think back to Prakesh and Carver, tight on either side of me, our legs raised to kick down the locked door. All of us together, acting as one. I try to hold onto it, but it sends an unexpected spasm of anger through me – and this time I’m angry at myself.

I spent a week with them in that damn medical bay, a week where I could have talked to them, a week where we could have straightened out where we stood with each other. I wanted to be with Prakesh, told Carver as much, but it didn’t stop the choice gnawing at me, making me wonder if I’d made the right decision. It didn’t stop me thinking about how I kissed Carver while we were dealing with the last few hours of insanity on Outer Earth. I had all the time in the world to say something, and I didn’t, and now I might never see them again.

And on the tail of that thought comes another. Janice Okwembu took them away from me. When I see her again, I’m going to make her pay.

I’ll find you, I say, willing the thought to reach Prakesh and Carver, knowing it won’t and not caring. I don’t care what happens. I’ll find you.

“Release!” says the pilot.

But there’s no bang. No shuddering explosion. Nothing happens.

The pilot hammers on the control panel, each hit more and more frantic. But no matter what he does, our pod refuses to launch.
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Prakesh

Prakesh is back in the Air Lab on Outer Earth.

He can see the ceiling lights through the canopies of the enormous oak trees towering above him. He can smell the damp scent of the algae pools, the thick musk of soil.

His parents are there, his father’s arm around his mother. He can see every detail – his father’s prosthetic leg, his mother’s scarf, the earrings she wears. He tries to say their names, but when he moves his lips, no sound comes out. And they’re not smiling – they’re just looking at him, sadness lining their faces.

Then they’re gone, and Riley Hale is there, standing before him. The woman he loves. He doesn’t want her to speak. He knows what she’s going to say.

Resin, Prakesh. The words come in her voice, even though she hasn’t opened her mouth. Resin. It came from you.

He doesn’t want it to be true. The virus that tore through Outer Earth can’t have come from him. It’s a dream, that’s all. A bad dream. Any moment now, he’s going to wake up in bed with Riley, in their hab in Chengshi.

The Air Lab is shaking. The tree branches are swinging back and forth, groaning, as if caught in a hurricane. Riley is gone.

There’s a bang. It explodes through Prakesh’s body, filling every cell, blotting out the world. His eyes snap open. For a moment, he doesn’t know where he is. Then he sees Aaron Carver next to him, his eyes squeezed shut, G-forces rippling his cheeks.

Prakesh remembers everything. His gaze darts around the packed escape pod. Janice Okwembu is near the front, her eyes closed, her head tilted back. Mikhail is a few seats down from her.

They’re in-flight. They have to be. That means the escape pod jettisoned from the Shinso. Prakesh tries to turn his head, pushing against the Gs, and gets a brief look out of the cockpit glass. It’s a mess of black and red, matted with a dull grey. Clouds, he thinks.

The headache comes suddenly, flaring at the base of his skull. It’s like a red-hot needle, jamming upwards into his brain. There’s blood on his face – where did it come from? The last thing he remembers is kicking the door down, holding tight onto …

Riley. Where’s Riley?

At that moment, the shaking stops. The escape pod stabilises, and the roaring from outside vanishes, replaced by the gentle hum of the engines. The G-forces holding Prakesh against his seat disappear, although the headache remains. An audible sigh of relief rises from the cabin and someone gives a weak cheer.

Carver still has his eyes closed, his head tilted back.

“Everybody sit tight,” says the pilot. “Parachute’s out.”

“What’s our location?” It comes from Janice Okwembu, her voice calm and controlled.

Prakesh doesn’t hear the pilot’s answer. “Where’s Riley?” he says to Carver.

No answer. Prakesh licks his lips. “Carver. Why isn’t Riley here?”

“Ask her,” Carver says, jerking his head at Okwembu, thunder on his face.

Prakesh’s eyes find hers, surprised fury igniting inside him. “What did you do?”

Okwembu doesn’t hear him, or, if she does, she doesn’t say anything. Prakesh twists his head, looking back at Carver

“But they got off OK, right?” he says. “They’re behind us?”

Carver doesn’t get a chance to respond. There’s a distant boom, almost too soft to hear, like thunder from an unseen storm.

“There goes the Shinso,” says the pilot.
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Riley

The control panel of the Lyssa is a chaos of flashing lights. The pilot is panicking, shaking the stick back and forth.

This is what my father must have felt.

The thought is clear in my head. My father was on a mission to return to Earth, to establish humans on the planet again. His ship, the Akua Maru, suffered a catastrophic explosion during re-entry. He must have felt this, too. The same shaking. The same terror. My knuckles have gone white, my fingers gripping the seat.

“Gunther,” someone shouts. “Check the couplings.”

“Couplings are fine!” Gunther says over his shoulder.

“Then cycle the software. There must be—”

The bang feels like it shatters my eardrums. The G-forces rocket up, slamming me back into the seat and holding me there as the pod spins away from the main body of the Shinso. My eyes feel like they’re going to drill out of the back of my skull.

A moment later, there’s a second bang – the Shinso finally tearing itself apart. The sound reaches into the Lyssa, ripping through it, knocking us into a crazy spin. My head snaps to the side, then the other, at the mercy of the G-forces.

The other pod got off OK. I know it did. I heard it launch. I repeat the words in my mind, one after the other.

A hand grips mine. Syria. I want to look at him, but I can barely move. Everyone in the pod is screaming, held fast to their seats.

The G-force changes direction suddenly, knocking my head back the other way. I’m still squashed against the scratchy fabric of the seat, but I’m looking towards the cockpit now. I can see right out of the glass.

There are flecks of grey vapour spinning around us. The sky behind them is a dark blue, and at its bottom edge I can just see it turning to scarlet.

In a split second, the view changes. The grey vapour blocks out the sky – we must have fallen into a cloud bank. And there’s burning debris, screaming past us – huge chunks of it, trailing fire. It’s impossible to tell which chunks are asteroid and which were part of the Shinso.

There’s a thunk as a piece hits us. I’m almost certain that the Lyssa is about to tear in two, but then our spin begins to slow.

“Drogue’s out!” says Gunther from the cockpit. “Looking good. Everyone hold tight.”

The parachute deploys. Our wild movement doesn’t just slow – it comes to a sudden halt, snapping us upwards against our straps. I’m holding onto one at my shoulder, and two of my fingers get caught underneath it, burning as the fabric bites into them.

The noise vanishes, draining away. The view outside the window is swinging, left to right. It’s not just sky now – there’s something in the distance, a jagged shape, brown, capped with white.

“Gods,” says Syria. It takes me a moment to see where he’s looking.

Gunther’s head is lolling onto his right shoulder. His eyes are dull and glassy, and I can see his right hand, drooping off the armrest of his seat. I’ve seen snapped necks before – it must have happened when the main parachute deployed. Maybe his straps came loose, or he hadn’t secured them tight enough.

The air rushing around us is louder now. We must be getting closer to the ground. The pod gives a sickening lurch, and the side I’m on drops, sending my stomach into my throat. I’m looking up at the people strapped in opposite me, all of them tilted forwards.

The parachute. Whatever construction the Earthers cobbled together from the Shinso’s supplies isn’t holding. It’s all too easy to imagine a hole in it, the air rushing through, our drag decreasing as we plummet towards the ground, the hole getting wider with every second. And there’s nothing I can do. Nothing any of us can do.

Through the cockpit window I see the ground. We’re close enough to pick out every rock, every crack in the terrain. It’s rushing towards us, way too fast.

“Everybody hang on!” Syria says. We’re skimming over the ground now – it’s moving too fast, the texture of the dirt blurring as I look at it. I try to picture Carver and Prakesh, holding them uppermost in my mind.

There’s a grinding, wrenching crash. The pod flips over, and then everything goes away.
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Prakesh

They should be drifting down slowly, held up by the billowing parachute. Instead, they’re moving sideways, as if the wind has caught them, tossing them like a leaf.

“Too fast, too fast, too fast,” Carver says, as if that alone will be enough to slow them down. He speaks more to himself than to anyone else, but Prakesh can still hear him over the rushing air. The man opposite him is praying audibly now, invoking Shiva’s name, Vishnu’s, Buddha’s.

It occurs to him that they might not make it. It’s all too easy to see the pod slamming into the Earth at hundreds of miles an hour, vaporising on impact, turning everyone inside to burning dust.

“Listen up!” It’s the pilot, shouting back over his shoulder. “We’re coming in over the water, and we’re coming in hot. There’s going to be one hell of a bang, so everybody—”

Prakesh doesn’t hear the rest, because that’s when he sees the water. Whatever they’re above – a lake, a river, the ocean for all he knows – fills the cockpit window, glittering in the distantly setting sun. It’s rushing past at an impossible speed.

Okwembu turns her head away, tensing in her straps. Prakesh does the same, holding on tight, thinking of Riley, picturing her in his mind, but all he can hear is Carver screaming, “Fuuuuuuuuuuuuu—”

The impact lifts Prakesh out of his seat, ripping his head back. The whiplash takes him, snapping his head forward. A bright stab of pain lances through his neck.

They’re airborne again, moving above the water. He can hear the rushing air above the screams from the pod’s passengers. How are they still in the air? He remembers video footage he saw once, archival stuff: a stone skipping across a pond. Get the angle and the velocity right, and that stone could skip for a hundred yards.

But the pod is no stone. Prakesh has half a second to realise that they’ve flipped upside down, that he’s hanging awkwardly in his straps, and then they hit the water again.

The impact this time sounds muted. It’s a whooshing thud, vibrating up through the pod. Prakesh fights to stay conscious, to not let the pain in his neck and head overwhelm him. He opens his eyes – it feels like it takes him days, but he does it.

The pod is still moving, but much more slowly now. It comes to a rocking halt, still upside down. Prakesh can hear rushing water. He raises his eyes to where the ceiling of the pod should be, down below him, and sees why.

The water is coming in. As Prakesh watches, one of the panels shears off and a fist of water hits the man opposite him. The man chokes and splutters, his eyes wide with shock.

We have to get out of here.

The thought comes to Prakesh from a great distance. He wants to shout it to everyone, but his vocal cords have stopped working. His fingers move on their own, finding the strap release buckle on his chest.

He has the presence of mind to take a single, deep breath. Then he clicks the catch open, and drops.
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Okwembu

The water knocks the breath from Okwembu’s lungs

For one terrible moment it shuts her body down completely. She is entirely submerged, hanging upside down in her seat. Her arms and legs won’t move.

The need for air overpowers everything, short-circuiting every rational part of her mind. Okwembu throws her head forward, desperate to break the surface of the water, aware that she might not be able to. Her brain sends out a desperate signal to breathe, and she opens her mouth wide.

Air. Beautiful, wonderful, air. She can’t get enough of it, and she can’t keep it inside her. Her lungs can’t hold onto it, shocked into uselessness by the water. But she’s above the surface, and awake, and alive. Electrical connections short out in bursts of sparks, lighting up the pod’s interior.

A moment later, the water rises over her face. In a panic, Okwembu thrusts herself upwards, but she’s strapped in tight and can’t keep her head above the surface. The air vanishes, ripped away.

The other passengers are just like her, upside down, the water over their chests. They’re thrashing in place, fingers fumbling at the straps, desperate to get loose. Okwembu keeps her eyes open, forcing her body to cooperate. Through the dark water, she can see a huge hole in the back of the pod, edged with jagged, torn metal. That’s her way out.

She is going to survive this. It’s insanity to think otherwise. She is going to find the source of that radio transmission, make contact with whoever is sending it and continue her life. That’s all that matters.

Okwembu works quickly, unstrapping herself, pushing past the panic, working the buckles on the safety straps. They come loose, but she’s tangled up in them, her left arm pinned in an awkward position. She wrenches to the side, popping it free.

She doesn’t know how to swim. None of them do. Nobody in this pod has ever encountered this much water in one place. She has to work it out as she goes. The water makes fine motions impossible, the cold robbing her of control. But she can still move her arms and legs, and she propels herself towards the hole. She forces her eyes to stay open, even though it feels like they’re going to freeze in their sockets.

A hand claws at Okwembu. The face behind it is upside down, eyes wide with terror, like something out of a nightmare. The fingers are in her hair. For a horrifying second, she’s caught, stuck fast. Then she twists away, pushing through the jagged hole.

Her next stroke gets her clear. It takes every burning atom of energy she has to keep going, but she does it, breaking the surface.

And all she can see is fire.

It takes her a confused second to work out what’s happening. The surface of the water is burning, the flames licking against a darkening sky. The fuel. It’s draining from the pod, ignited somehow, burning hard. Smoke stings her eyes. Heat bakes the water off her face, but below her neck she’s almost completely numb with cold. Her clothes are heavy with water, holding her in place.

Movement, off to her right. Coughing and spluttering. A shadow, pulling itself out of the water, heaving its way up onto –

The shore. It’s visible through the smoke, close enough to get to. She can make it.

Okwembu starts swimming, winding a path through the burning fuel. But her movements are slower now. Underwater she could swim, but here it’s almost impossible. Every stroke feels huge, but seems as if it propels her no more than a single inch. Her vision shrinks down to a small, burning circle.

It can’t end like this. She won’t let it. But the circle threatens to wink out, and she tastes the water in her mouth, cold and sour.

Then she’s being lifted up. Hands under her arms, pulling her bodily out the water. She slams into the ground on the shoreline, mud spattering her face, tongue touching dirt. Her limbs twitch spasmodically. She rolls over, without really meaning to. Her clothing clings to her like a second skin, and her legs are still submerged in the water.

Mikhail Yeremin stands over her, breathing hard, his shoulders trembling.
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Riley

What happens next comes in flashes.

The seat straps are digging into my shoulders, biting down through my jacket. They’re digging in because I’m tilted forwards, all the way, on the edge of my seat. My left thigh hurts, but it’s a distant pain, and it doesn’t seem important right now.

The bottom of the Lyssa is gone. The space where it should be is filled with rocks and dirt, jagged and uneven, the shadows falling in strange shapes. The rocks are speckled with ice, painted in a dozen drab shades of white and grey and brown. Here and there is a flash of colour: dark purple, like a plant clinging to the surface.

When I open my eyes again, there’s movement. Hands. Feet. Someone falls, their body plummeting past me.

I don’t see them hit the ground. My eyes are already closed. All I hear is the hard thud, and the piercing scream that follows it, trailing off as I sink into darkness.

I come back when something grips my shoulder. A hand. Syria’s hand. His face is taut with concentration. He’s hanging off the side of the Lyssa – the pod has been torn to pieces, the metal shredded and pierced. Torn wires spit showers of sparks.

“Come on Hale,” Syria says. His voice sounds like it’s coming from another dimension. “You’re the last one. Don’t make me wait here any longer than I have to.”

I close my eyes again.

Just before I go away, I feel Syria fumbling at my chest. His fingers are caught on something.

The buckle, I think. It’s connected to the straps, and the straps are—

My eyes fly open just as Syria pops the catch.

I drop, tumbling head first out of the seat. Syria grabs me around the wrist, holding tight. I can see the muscles in his arm straining, the drops of sweat pouring off his brow. I swing in place, clutching at him with my free hand, holding on with everything I’ve got.

The Lyssa is tilted at a sharp angle. What I thought was the floor was actually the wall opposite my seat, and there’s a fifteen-foot drop from where we are to the ground below. The dark purple things on the rocks are the shredded fragments of our parachute.

There’s a body on the ground. A woman, writhing in agony, clutching her leg, her blue jacket spread out around her like angel’s wings. She’s half lying in a pool of water. It stains the rocks, creeping up their sides.

“Just drop me,” I say to Syria.

“What?”

I don’t wait for him to get the idea. I shake loose of his arm and drop, tucking my legs.

For an instant, I get a clear view past the edge of the Lyssa. More rocks, some the size of the pod itself, resting in a sea of dirt. The ground is steeply sloped. A giant gash has been ripped out of it, the Lyssa tearing up the hillside. We must have come in at an angle, crashing across it. I catch a glimpse of grey sky, the clouds low and dark.

I hit the ground. Hard.

My muscles aren’t primed for it. It’s uneven, nothing like the hard, flat surfaces on Outer Earth. I land at the edge of the pool of water, try to roll, channelling my vertical energy at an angle, twisting so the impact travels across my spine, but my feet sink into the dirt. It absorbs the energy, trapping it, and the precise roll I was planning turns into a clumsy tumble.

I somersault, landing face first, a dagger of rock jabbing into my cheek. My thigh is screaming at me, as if someone stuck a hot knife in there and is slowly twisting it back and forth.

I ignore it, forcing myself to get up, shouting for Syria before I’m on my feet. He’s halfway down, clambering past the bottom edge of the Lyssa. The pod itself is almost torn in two, resting up against a boulder. There’s a smell in the air I can’t place, thick and pungent.

“Come on!” I shout at Syria. My words form puffs of white as I speak, and I suddenly realise how cold it is. The dry air scythes deep into my lungs. I’m aware of my fingers straying to my thigh, aware of them brushing something hard that sends little sparks of pain shooting through me. I look down, but my vision is blurry, unfocused. I can’t see anything.

Whatever it is, it isn’t slowing me down. It can wait.

The woman in the blue jacket is still on the ground. She’s passed out, and two more Earthers are dragging her to safety. Their faces are smeared with dirt and blood.

I run in, intending to help, then stumble to a halt.

The ground on the side where the woman lies is churned up, with dozens of depressions formed by everybody dropping down. Depressions filled with liquid that I thought was water.

It isn’t water.

It’s fuel.

Highly volatile, flammable fuel. So unstable that it’s not even supposed to be exposed to air.

There’s a steady stream of it trickling down the large boulder. That’s what the horrible smell is. And, above us, shredded wires are raining sparks.

“Get out of here!” I scream at the two Earthers dragging the unconscious woman. All I can think about are her clothes, soaked in fuel. There are two more Earthers beyond them, sprinting across the slope.

Syria is hanging, getting ready to drop. A thin stream of sparks rains down around him, and for the first time I see that he’s wounded, blood running from a huge gash in his shoulder.

He lands awkwardly, stumbling. I sprint towards him, pulling him away from the crashed pod, my feet catching on the uneven ground. I can’t seem to focus on any one object – the world is a mass of grey and brown, the freezing air slicing into my lungs. I almost fall, sliding down the slope a few feet, and have to use my hands to steady myself.

There’s no telling how long we have, or how big the explosion is going to be. I don’t even know if there’ll be an explosion, but I’ve seen fuel before and I don’t want to be around if it goes up.

“What about the others?” Syria shouts, looking over his shoulder.

“We don’t – watch out!”

I grab Syria’s shoulder, stopping him cold. What I thought was a pile of rocks concealed a short drop, the mucky ground sloping away at a steep angle. There are more rocks piled at the bottom of the slope, some as large as I am.

I hoist myself over, dropping down, telling myself to be careful. There’s a crack behind us, a big one, like the boulder holding up the Lyssa is giving way.

Whoomp.

For a split second the world is completely silent. There’s no air in my lungs – it’s been sucked away, pulled towards the Lyssa.

There’s no bang. No explosion. Just a sound that goes from a murmur to a roar in less than a second.

Syria screams. I’m looking up at him, and in that instant there’s a halo of white fire around his body. His jacket is burning. With a kind of horrified fascination, I see his hair start to smoulder.

Then the shock wave knocks him off the ledge. He collides with me and sends both of us tumbling down the slope.

Sky and dirt whirl around me. I roll end over end, screaming, fingers scrabbling at the ground, legs kicking out as I try to stabilise myself, my thigh sending up frantic signals of pain.

The tips of the fingers on my right hand snag something – a plant, growing out between the rocks. I don’t get a chance to make out the details – it snaps almost immediately, but it’s enough to slow me down a fraction. I’m on my back, my legs facing downhill. I spread them wide, my heels bouncing off the uneven ground. It’s crusted with ice, rock-hard, and I can’t break through.

Syria is just below me, still tumbling. For an instant, I see his back, a terrifying mess of red and black. Parts of his jacket are still smoking. Before I can do anything, he smashes into the rocks below, howling in pain.

I’m coming in way too fast. I lift my legs, using every muscle I have to get them off the slope. It looks like I’m doing a complicated stretch. I slam them back down, and this time my heels catch, smashing through the crust just enough to slow my descent.

I come to a stop, bumping up against Syria. Even that light tap is enough to jerk a horrified moan from him. He’s on his back, his face twisted in agony, breathing far too hard.

The fire has turned the top of the slope into hell. I don’t know how hot rocket fuel burns, but the rocks are blistered and blackened.

I get to my feet. I’m unsteady, off balance, but I pull Syria to his feet with a strength I didn’t know I had. He screams again, tries to push me away, but he’s too weak.

I don’t know if we can outrun the fire, but we have to try.

I wrap an arm around him. As I try to get a grip under his armpit, my hand brushes his shoulder. It’s baking hot, and the surface feels wrong: crumbly and soft, all at once.

No time to check. Moving as fast as I can, I pull Syria across the slope, away from the burning pod.
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Riley

Gradually, the slope gives way to more level ground.

We’re on the edge of a vast, uneven plateau. Behind us, a peak rises to the sky, its tip buried in the clouds. The air is hazy, but I can make out smaller hills around us, their surfaces barren.

I have to keep my eyes on the ground. There’s plenty to trip over down there: slippery rock, patches of crusty ice, those weird scrubby plants with their brittle tendrils. Syria is almost a dead weight, barely conscious. I’m shivering – the adrenaline is draining out of my body, and it’s beginning to wake up to how cold it really is out here.

Should we go after the Earthers? Try join up with any that survived the explosion? But even the thought of trying to get Syria back up that slope is too hard to take in. As it is, each step is a small miracle. I try to push myself into a rhythm, the same rhythm I used when I was a tracer: stride, land, cushion, spring, repeat.

“Stay with me, OK?” I say to Syria. He doesn’t respond.

The fire might be burning hot, but it’s not spreading. After a few minutes, it’s a distant rumble, and the insane heat fades. I concentrate on putting one foot in front of the other.

We’re on Earth.

The thought forms slowly. It’s hard to take in. A few days ago, I was on the station, the only home I’d ever known. Every second of my life had been spent inside a metal ring, and I never once thought that I’d step outside it. It wasn’t even something I took for granted. It just was, a fact of my existence that was never going to change.

I can’t even begin to understand how this place exists. The whole planet was meant to be a poisoned, radioactive wasteland. Humans were supposed to have been wiped out. And yet we’re here, out in the open. There’s sky and clouds and ground and a horizon, stretching out in front of me.

Fear starts to gnaw at me. Just because we’re walking around on Earth doesn’t mean it isn’t killing us right now. I could be breathing poisoned air, bathing in radiation, and not know until it was too late.

Of course, there’s not a single thing I can do about it. If it’s true, we’re all dead anyway.

The light is changing. I raise my eyes skywards, and the strangest thing happens.

I see low-hanging grey clouds, growing dimmer as the sun sets beyond them. They run from one end of the horizon to the other, flat and unbroken, featureless, capping a world of distant, snowy peaks and barren rock. But everything is much too bright. I can’t focus on things, and trying to do so plants the seed of a headache behind my eyes. I screw them shut, try a second time. Same result. It’s like I’ve put on someone’s glasses – someone with much worse eyesight than mine.

I decide not to look at the sky again.

We enter a shallow depression in the hill, bordered by more rocks, and that’s when Syria’s legs finally give out. For a moment we’re locked in a crazy dance, as if he’s my partner and I’m bending him over in a complicated move. But he’s heavy, way too heavy, and he goes down, thumping face first into the dirt. That’s when I get a really good look at his back

It’s as if an amateur artist tried to mix red and black paint to create a new colour, and didn’t quite manage. Most of his jacket is gone. Parts of it are fused with skin, melted onto it, along with his shirt. There’s a large, undamaged section of it near his waist, flapping loose, but even that is only hanging on by a few burned threads. The skin itself is crusted black; the burned area runs all the way from his lower back up to his neck and across his shoulders. If I hadn’t climbed down onto the slope first …

Don’t think like that. You can’t. Not now.

I don’t know a lot about burns, but even I’m aware just how easy it is to get them infected. And we’re out in the middle of nowhere, with no supplies, and the sky growing darker by the minute.

I need help. But any Earthers who were in the Lyssa are long gone, and Prakesh is –

Prakesh. Carver. The longing I feel for both of them at that moment is almost indescribable. I don’t even know how to start looking for them – they could be on the other side of a hill, or on the other side of the world.

My thigh spasms. I bite back a scream, my fingers straying to it, finding the hard thing again. With the adrenaline draining away, I’m starting to feel more pain, and even touching my thigh sends a thin whine hissing through my teeth.

At first, I can’t figure out what’s wrong. I’m feeling a hard edge, but I can’t see anything, just –

Then I see. There’s a piece of metal embedded in my thigh. Shrapnel from the crash. Has to be. It’s two inches long, almost flush with my skin, hiding under a thin slit in my pants fabric. The wound is on the inner curve of my thigh, a few inches below my pelvis.

I can’t leave it in there. If it starts festering, it might stop me walking, and if that happens I’m as good as dead. I won’t be able to help myself, let alone Syria. My mind takes this thought and amplifies it. Take it out




OEBPS/images/9780356505183.jpg
®ROB COFFARD






OEBPS/images/pi-01.jpg





