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Avantia …


Once upon a time, it was a lush, green planet with sparkling blue oceans. A haven for life in all its forms, and a home to eight billion people. A place of incredible technology and culture.


Until the Void …


In Avantia City, it struck on a clear day at the height of summer. No one saw it coming. No one understood it. And no one was prepared.


First there was a roar, like distant thunder. Then a swirling vortex ripped apart the sky, streaked with vivid green and purple storms of electricity. It was vast, like the mouth of a monster.


As earthquakes shook the ground, the citizens scrambled into any craft that could fly. They fled their homes, their very atmosphere … and from the darkness of space, they watched the Void swallow their planet, leaving nothing behind.


For most, it was the end.


But for those lucky few, the survivors …


It was only the beginning.
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VANTIA 1
Personnel


1: Harry Hugo is a talented apprentice engineer, and there’s nothing he can’t fix.


2: Ava Achebe is a cadet, training to be one of Vantia1’s elite space pilots.


3: Zo Harkman, Chief Engineer, has taken care of Harry ever since his parents disappeared.


4: Markus Knox, another cadet, thinks he’s brave and daring ...


5: Governor Knox is in charge of running Vantia1 and protecting all the station’s inhabitants.


6: Admiral Achebe is the commander of the space fleet, and gives orders to the pilots.
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INCOMING!


On the lowest deck of the Vantia1 Space Station, among the crates of cargo, a small group of labourers had gathered to watch a slingshot contest. Harry Hugo loaded a blue energy ball into his sling’s pouch and took aim. The target was twenty metres away – circular piece of scrap metal from the engine of an old space wreck.


“Get a move on!” said one of the other cargo workers, a wiry woman with her hair tied back in a bandana. “Our break will be over soon.”


Harry drew the cord back, sighting along it. He was supposed to be running errands for his guardian (and Chief Engineer of Vantia1), Zo Harkman, but when he’d seen the game in progress he’d asked to join. Now he was one more bullseye from winning a stack of credits. Enough to upgrade the jets on his Space Stallion. He could feel several pairs of eyes on him, willing him to miss.


For a moment, the only sound was the faint buzzing of the energy ball, close to Harry’s ear.
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He let fly.


Whooooosh!


A streak of blue light tailed the ball like a comet as it shot straight and true.


A chime rang out as it hit the target, shooting off sparks.


“Yesss!” Harry punched the air.


“The youngster wins,” muttered a huge, sweaty man with a scar running down vertically over one eye from forehead to cheek. His nametag read “Jackson”. He scooped up the credits in his tattooed arms and started towards Harry.


“Whoa, there!” The wiry woman stood between the two of them. She nodded at Harry’s arm. “Anyone would win with tech like that.”


Murmurs of agreement rose from the crowd.


Harry felt his cheeks burning as he glanced down at his sling hand. He’d been born with one arm, and used a state-of-the-art prosthesis he’d customised himself. The hand looked natural enough, with its super-smooth robotics and top-of-the-line synth-skin coating. You could hardly hear the faint whine when he moved his fingers.


But under the black sleeve of his cargo loader’s overalls, the rest of his arm was a different story – shining rods of metal, blinking LEDs and interlocking cogs. Harry liked the robotics exposed. It made it easier to tinker, when he had the time.


He would never cheat, though. He’d deactivated any tech that might help right before the competition.


Harry switched the slingshot to his other hand. “How about a re-do?”


The woman’s eyes narrowed suspiciously, but she nodded.


Plucking a fresh energy ball, Harry loaded and took aim again.


The silence of the Cargo Deck seemed even more intense this time, as though everyone was holding their breath at once.


Harry realised that he was holding his, too.


“Harry!” said a tinny voice. “ Where ARE you?”


Harry groaned and lowered the sling. The voice was coming over his wrist communicator, and it belonged to Zo Harkman.


“Er … just got lost,” he said into the device.


“Well, you’re wanted urgently on the Flight Deck,” said Harkman. “ Important job, apparently.”


“On my way,” said Harry. He turned to the workers as he backed away. “Thanks for the game!”


“What about your credits?” asked Jackson.


“I’ll win them back another time!”


He sprinted across the cargo hold, dodging a huge robotic lifter, then headed for the Mole dock. Most people took the ‘Mole’ to get across the station. The network of transportation chutes carried pods between the different areas, a bit like an elevator, but travelling in every direction.


An important job on the Flight Deck! Harry wondered what it could be. Perhaps he’d be working on a fighter jet’s weaponry, or tinkering with a space cruiser engine, or even calibrating a navigation system.


The Mole pod was almost full, but he squeezed in. “Flight Deck, please,” he said, and the doors closed before the capsule sped off. The Flight Deck was many storeys up. Harry looked at his reflection in the mirrored wall, and saw he had a grease stain on his cheek. He wiped it with his sleeve, then smoothed down his mop of dark hair.


With a bump, they came to a stop one floor up and the doors opened. Three officials in green uniforms were waiting. They looked at Harry, and one gestured for him to make way. “Wait for the next one, kid.”


He obeyed, stepping out. Instead of hanging about, he decided to find another route to his destination. Harry had lived on Vantia1 for eight of his twelve years, since the day the Void swallowed his home planet, Avantia, and took his parents too. Their friend Zo Harkman, now Chief Engineer on Vantia1, had adopted him, so Harry knew more than his fair share about how the station operated. That included all the short cuts and back channels most inhabitants never used.


He’d exited the Mole pod on the Farm Deck, a series of giant interconnected tents where Vantia1’s food was grown. Harry hurried along one of the suspended walkways threaded between the multiple platforms filled with greenery – fruits, grain and vegetables to feed the space station’s thousands of residents. The air was warm, and filled with moisture as he made his way past the hovering garden-bots that constantly monitored the crops in the synthetic soil and sprayed them with water.


The Farm Deck was hooked up to the same water system that fed the rest of the station, so Harry used a narrow service tunnel through the water treatment facility down to the Leisure Deck, where the 3D cinemas, sports facilities and other recreational activities were based. People were milling about, with four sweaty tennis players leaving one of the zero-gravity courts. A group of kids were queuing to play a space simulator.


Harry boarded another Mole pod, along with several smartly dressed pilots. He was bouncing on his heels, and rushed out in front of them when the doors opened on the Flight Deck, only to stop and suck in a deep breath. Ships of every size and description – from fighters to space yachts, transporters to landing craft, were dotted across the vast hangar. Some gleamed as though freshly painted, others were dented and rusty. It was an engineer’s dream, and Harry’s eyes drank it in.


“Can I help you?” said a squat droid on caterpillar treads.
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“Harry Hugo, reporting for duty!” he said.


The droid beeped, then extended a spindly hand. “You’re wanted in the cadet section,” it said.


Harry grinned, and headed over. The cadets were the trainee pilots who would one day make up the elite flying force of Vantia1 – those entrusted with the most dangerous and sensitive missions. Only the very smartest and most able kids ever got in. Harry had wanted to sit the tests on his twelfth birthday, but Harkman had refused, insisting he wasn’t ready.


“Anyway,” he’d said, “what’s wrong with being an apprentice engineer?”


“I want to explore!” Harry had retorted.


“There’s plenty still to explore in your textbooks!” came the stern reply.


Harry had argued, but his guardian’s stubbornness was legendary. If Zo Harkman said “no”, that was it. And besides, Harry knew the real reason for Harkman’s refusal. He was scared. Scared he’d lose Harry too, the same way he’d lost Harry’s parents on Avantia when the Void overwhelmed the entire planet.


As he approached the cadet section, he saw a boy not much older than himself leaning against the side of the cadet carrier, the SS Nersepha. The boy was tall, with a sweep of blond hair, and he wore the purple-and-gold uniform of the Cadet Force. Markus Knox. Anyone on Vantia1 knew his name, not just as the face of the cadet force, but as the son of the space station’s Governor.


Markus rolled his ice-blue eyes at the sight of Harry.


“About time,” he muttered.


“Sorry,” said Harry. “I was down in Cargo.”


The boy’s lips turned downwards, as if Harry had said he’d crawled out of a sewer. “Well, you’re here now. I need you to look at my seat.”


“Your seat?”


“That’s right. It’s squeaking.”


Harry could hardly believe what he was hearing. “Squeaking?”


“Is there an echo in here?” said Markus. “Just sort it out.”


Harry gritted his teeth. He knew the Nersepha’s systems like the back of his hand. He’d spent hours poring over its plans, dreaming about one day going on board. But not like this. He managed a tight smile. “It sounds like a drop of oil would do the trick.”


“Well, does that arm of yours have an oil-dispenser?”


Harry was about to use that arm of his to punch Markus in the jaw when the overhead floodlights died with a CLUNK. Everything was black for a moment, before emergency lamps flashed on, bathing the whole deck in red light.


“What’s happening?” asked Markus, eyes wide.


Alarms began to sound, and a hologram flickered into life above them. A young female face the size of a small transport vessel, with perfectly smooth skin and spiked white hair, peered down. It was Vantia1’s Advanced Diagnostic Ubiquitous Roving Operator (A.D.U.R.O., for short) – an artificial intelligence system which monitored all of the space station’s functions.


“Attention all station crew …” Her voice was as calm as her features. “We have a level 2 debris shower. Please adopt emergency procedures.”


The Flight Deck exploded with activity. Everyone was moving fast, calling out to each other, checking their emergency belts. The belts would activate space suits in case of any sudden hull breaches.


“Don’t know why everyone’s panicking,” said Markus. “The Moat will take care of it.”


The communicator at Harry’s wrist chimed again. “ Harry? Come in, please. Harry?”


“Here, Zo,” he said. “What’s up?”


“Are you somewhere safe?”


“All good,” he said, walking with Markus towards one of the large viewing windows that looked out into deep space. “Just about to enjoy the show.”


He could already see the incoming rocks, and they weren’t more than a few tonnes each. Debris showers coming from inside the Void were not uncommon, and Vantia1’s defence system was always ready. Nicknamed the Moat, its automatic cannons could locate and destroy any threats. Peering upwards, Harry could see massive guns swinging into position already. With a few green flashes, energy bolts zipped through space and vaporised the rock fragments to almost nothing.
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“Bullseye!” whooped Markus.


Harry found himself grinning. Zo Harkman had designed the Moat himself, and it had never let the station down. Then something caught Harry’s eye. A single fragment of rock no bigger than his own hand. It struck a bank of satellite dishes at an angle, crushing one like a tin can. It was a one-in-a-million chance.


“That’s not good,” Harry muttered.


Markus scoffed. “What do you know?”


“That’s part of the targeting system,” said Harry. “It locates the incoming threats and directs our response.”


“How do you know that?” said Markus, looking troubled.


“How do you not?” replied Harry.


Markus bristled. “It’s over now, anyway. Time to fix my seat, remember?”


Others were returning to their posts already, and Harry was halfway to the Nersepha when A.D.U.R.O. reappeared. “Attention all station crew, we have a level 3 debris shower. Please adopt emergency procedures.”


“There’s more!” someone shouted.


Harry stopped and turned back to the viewing window. Sure enough, a fresh barrage of rocks was heading their way. And now, just as he’d predicted, the cannons were swivelling aimlessly.


Markus’s open mouth and bloodless cheeks said it all.


Vantia1 was a sitting duck.
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