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Chapter 1


Rainmaker’s heads-up display is a nightmare.


The alerts are coming faster than she can dismiss them. Lock indicators. Proximity warnings. Fuel signals. Created by her neurochip, appearing directly in front of her.


The world outside her fighter’s cockpit is alive, torn with streaking missiles and twisting ships. In the distance, a nuke detonates against a frigate, a baby sun tearing its way into life. The Horsehead Nebula glitters behind it.


Rainmaker twists her ship away from the heatwave, making it dance with precise, controlled thoughts. As she does so, she gets a full view of the battle: a thousand Frontier Scorpion fighters, flipping and turning and destroying each other in an arena bordered by the hulking frigates.


The Colony forces thought they could hold the area around Sigma Orionis – they thought they could take control of the jump gate and shut down all movement into this sector. They didn’t bank on an early victory at Proxima freeing up a third of the Frontier Navy, and now they’re backed into a corner, fighting like hell to stay alive.


Maybe this’ll be the battle that does it. Maybe this is the one that finally stops the Colonies for good.


Rainmaker’s path has taken her away from the main thrust of the battle, out towards the edge of the sector. Her targeting systems find a lone enemy: a black Colony fighter, streaking towards her. She’s about to fire when she stops, cutting off the thought.


Something’s not right.


“Control, this is Rainmaker.” Despite the chaos, her voice is calm. “I have locked on incoming. Why’s he alone? Over.”


The reply is clipped and urgent. “Rainmaker, this is Frontier Control: evade, evade, evade. Do not engage. You have multiple bogies closing in on your six. They’re trying to lock the door on you, over.”


Rainmaker doesn’t bother to respond. Her radar systems were damaged earlier in the fight, and she has to rely on Control for the bandits she can’t see. She breaks her lock, twisting her craft away as more warnings bloom on her console. “Twin, Blackbird, anybody. I’ve got multiples inbound, need a pickup, over.”


The sarcastic voice of one of her wingmen comes over the comms. “Can’t handle ’em yourself? I’m disappointed.”


“Not a good time, Omen,” she replies, burning her thrusters. “Can you help me or not? Over.”


“Negative. Got three customers to deal with over here. Get in line.”


A second, older voice comes over her comms. “Rainmaker, this is Blackbird. What’s your twenty? Over.”


Her neurochip recognises the words, both flashing up the info on her display and automatically sending it to Blackbird’s. “Quadrant thirty-one,” she says anyway, speaking through gritted teeth.


“Roger,” says Blackbird. “I got ’em. Just sit tight. I’ll handle it for y—. Shit, I’m hit! I—”


“Eric!” Rainmaker shouts Blackbird’s real name, her voice so loud it distorts the channel. But he’s already gone. An impactor streaks past her, close enough for her to see the launch burns on its surface.


“Control, Rainmaker,” she says. “Confirm Blackbird’s position, I’ve lost contact!”


Control doesn’t reply. Why would they? They’re fighting a thousand fires at once, advising hundreds of Scorpion fighters. Forget the callsigns that command makes them use: Blackbird is a number to them, and so is she, and unless she does something right now, she’s going to join him.


She twists her ship, forcing the two chasing Colony fighters to face her head-on. They’re a bigger threat than the lone one ahead. Now, they’re coming in from her eleven and one o’clock, curving towards her, already opening fire. She guns the ship, aiming for the tiny space in the middle, racing to make the gap before their impactors close her out.


“Thread the needle,” she whispers. “Come on, thread the needle, thr—”


Everything freezes.


The battle falls silent.


And a blinking-red error box appears above one of the missiles.


“Oh. Um.” Hannah Elliott’s voice cuts through the silence. “Sorry, ladies and gentlemen. One second.”


The box goes away – only to reappear a split second later, like a fly buzzing back to the place it was swatted. This time, the simulation gives a muted ding, as if annoyed that Hannah can’t grasp the point.


She rips the slim goggles from her head. She’s not used to them – she forgot to put her lens in after she woke up, which meant she had to rely on the VR room’s antiquated backup system. A strand of her long red hair catches on the strap, and she has to yank it loose, looking down at the ancient console in front of her.


“Sorry, ladies and gentlemen,” she says again. “Won’t be a minute.”


Her worried face is reflected on the dark screen, her freckles making her look even younger than she is. She uses her finger this time, stabbing at the box’s confirm button on the small access terminal on the desk. It comes back with a friend, a second, identical error box superimposed over the first. Beyond it, an impactor sits frozen in Rainmaker’s viewport.


“Sorry.” Stop saying sorry. She tries again, still failing to bring up the main menu. “It’s my first day.”


Stony silence. The twenty tourists in the darkened room before her are strapped into reclining motion seats with frayed belts. Most have their eyes closed, their personal lenses still displaying the frozen sim. A few are blinking, looking faintly annoyed. One of them, an older man with a salt-and-pepper beard, catches Hannah’s eye with a scowl.


She looks down, back at the error boxes. She can barely make out the writing on them – the VR’s depth of field has made the letters as tiny as the ones on the bottom line of an eye chart.


She should reset the sim. But how? Does that mean it will start from scratch? Can she fast-forward? The supervisor who showed it to her that morning was trying to wrangle about fifteen new tour guides, and the instructions she gave amounted to watching the volume levels and making sure none of the tourists threw up when Rainmaker turned too hard.


Hannah gives the screen an experimental tap, and breathes a sigh of relief when a menu pops up: a list of files. There. Now she just has to –


But which one is it? The supervisor turned the sim on, and Hannah doesn’t know which file she used. Their names are meaningless.


She taps the first one. Bouncy music explodes from the room’s speakers, loud enough to make a couple of the tourists jump. She pulls the goggles back on, to be greeted by an animated, spacesuited lizard firing lasers at a huge, tentacled alien. A booming voice echoes across the music. “Adventurers! Enter the world of Reptar as he saves the galaxy from—”


Hannah stops Reptar saving the galaxy. In the silence that follows, she can feel her cheeks turning red.


She gives the screen a final, helpless look, and leaps to her feet. She’ll figure this out. Somehow. They wouldn’t have given her this job if they didn’t think she could deal with the unexpected.


“OK!” She claps her hands together. “Sorry for the mix-up. I think there’s a bit of a glitch in the old sim there.”


Her laugh gets precisely zero reaction. Swallowing, she soldiers on.


“So, as you saw, that was the Battle of Sigma Orionis, which took place fifteen years ago, which would be …” She thinks hard. “2157, in the space around the hotel we’re now in. Hopefully our historical sim gave you a good idea of the conditions our pilots faced – it was taken directly from one of their neurochip feeds.


“Coincidentally, the battle took place almost exactly a hundred years after we first managed to send a probe through a wormhole, which, as you … which fuelled the Great Expansion, and led to the permanent, long-range gates, like the one you came in on.”


“We know,” says the man with the salt-and-pepper beard. He reminds Hannah of a particularly grumpy high school teacher she once had. “It was in the intro you played us.”


“Right.” Hannah nods, like he’s made an excellent point. She’d forgotten about the damn intro video, her jump-lag from the day before fuzzing her memory. All she can remember is a voiceover that was way, way too perky for someone discussing a battle as brutal as Sigma Orionis.


She decides to keep going. “So, the … the Colonies lost that particular fight, but the war actually kept going for five years after the Frontier captured the space around Sigma.”


They know this already, too. Why is she telling them? Heat creeps up her cheeks, a sensation she does her best to ignore.


“Anyway, if you’ve got any questions about the early days of the Expansion, while we were still constructing the jump gates, then I’m your girl. I actually did my dissertation on—”


Movement, behind her. She turns to see one of the other tour guides, a big dude with a tribal tattoo poking out of the collar of his red company shirt.


“Oh, thank God,” Hannah hisses at him. “Do you know how to fix the sim?”


He ignores her. “OK, folks,” he says to the room, smooth and loud. “That concludes our VR demonstration. Hope you enjoyed it, and if you have any questions, I’ll be happy to answer them while our next group of guests are getting set up.”


Before Hannah can say anything, he turns to her, his smile melting away. “Your sim slot was over five minutes ago. Get out of here.”


He bends down, and with an effortless series of commands, resets the simulator. As the tourists file out, the bearded man glances at her, shaking his head.


Hannah digs in her back pocket, her face still hot and prickly. “Sorry. The sim’s really good, and I got kind of wrapped up in it, so …” She says the words with a smile, which fades as the other guide continues to ignore her.


She doesn’t even know what she’s doing – the sim wasn’t good. It was creepy. Learning about a battle was one thing – actually being there, watching people get blown to pieces …


Sighing, she pulls her crumpled tab out of her pocket and unfolds it. Her schedule is faithfully written out on it, copied off her lens – a habit she picked up when she was a kid, after her mom’s lens glitched and they missed a swimming trial. “Can you tell me how to get to the dock?”


The other guide glances at the outdated tab, his mouth forming a moue of distaste. “There should be a map on your lens.”


“Haven’t synced it to the station yet.” She’s a little too embarrassed to tell him that it’s still in its solution above the tiny sink in her quarters, and she forgot to go back for it before her shift started.


She would give a kidney to go back now, and not just for the lens. Her staff cabin might be small enough for her to touch all four walls at once without stretching, but it has a bed in it. With sheets. They might be scratchy and thin and smell of bleach, but the thought of pulling them over her head and drifting off is intoxicating.


The next group is pushing inside the VR room, clustered in twos and threes, eyeing the somewhat threadbare motion seats. The guide has already forgotten Hannah, striding towards the incoming tourists, booming a welcome.


“Thanks for your help,” Hannah mutters, as she slips out of the room.


The dock. She was there yesterday, wasn’t she? Coming off the intake shuttle. How hard could it be to find a second time? She turns right out of the VR room, heading for where she thinks the main station atrium is. According to her tab, she isn’t late, but she picks up her pace all the same.


The wide, gently curved walkway is bordered by a floor-to-ceiling window taller than the house Hannah grew up in. The space is packed with more tourists. Most of them are clustered at the apex, admiring the view dominated by the Horsehead Nebula.


Hannah barely caught a glimpse when they arrived last night, which was filled with safety briefings and room assignments and roster changes and staff canteen conversations that were way too loud. She had sat at a table to one side, both hoping that someone would come and talk to her, and hoping they wouldn’t.


In the end, with something like relief, she’d managed to slink off for a few hours of disturbed sleep.


The station she’s on used to be plain old Sigma XV – a big, boring, industrial mining outpost that the Colony and the Frontier fought over during the war. They still did mining here – helium-3, mostly, for fusion reactors – but it was now also known as the Sigma Hotel and Luxury Resort.


It always amazed Hannah just how quickly it had all happened. It felt like the second the war ended, the tour operators were lobbying the Frontier Senate for franchise rights. Now, Sigma held ten thousand tourists, who streamed in through the big jump gate from a dozen different worlds and moons, excited to finally be able to travel, hoping for a glimpse of the Neb.


Like the war never happened. Like there weren’t a hundred different small conflicts and breakaway factions still dotted across both Frontier and Colonies. The aftershocks of war, making themselves known.


Not that Sigma Station was the only one in on the action. It was happening everywhere – apparently there was even a tour company out Phobos way that took people inside a wrecked Colony frigate which hadn’t been hauled back for salvage yet.


As much as Hannah feels uncomfortable with the idea of setting up a hotel here, so soon after the fighting, she needs this job. It’s the only one her useless history degree would get her, and at least it means that she doesn’t have to sit at the table at her parents’ house on Titan, listening to her sister talk about how fast her company is growing.


The walkway she’s on takes a sharp right, away from the windows, opening up into an airy plaza. The space is enormous, climbing up ten whole levels. A glittering light fixture the size of a truck hangs from the ceiling, and in the centre of the floor there’s a large fountain, fake marble cherubs and dragons spouting water streams that criss-cross in midair.


The plaza is packed with more tourists, milling around the fountain or chatting on benches or meandering in and out of the shops and restaurants that line the edges. Hannah has to slow down, sorry-ing and excuse-me-ing her way through.


The wash of sensations almost overwhelms her, and she can’t help thinking about the sheets again. White. Cool. Light enough to slide under and –


No. Come on. Be professional.


Does she go left from here, or is it on the other side of the fountain? Recalling the station map she looked at while they were jumping is like trying to decipher something in Sanskrit. Then she sees a sign above one of the paths leading off the plaza. Ship Dock B. That’s the one.


Three minutes later, she’s there. The dock is small, a spartan mustering area with four gangways leading out from the station to the airlock berths. There aren’t many people around, although there are still a few sitting on benches. One of them, a little girl, is asleep: curled up with her hands tucked between shoulder and cheek, legs pulled up to her chest. Her mom – or the person Hannah thinks is her mom – sits next to her, blinking at something on her lens.


There are four tour ships visible through the glass, brightly lit against the inky black. Hannah’s been on plenty of tours, and she still can’t help thinking that every ship she’s ever been on is ugly as hell. She’s seen these ones before: they look like flattened, upside-down elephant droppings, a bulbous protrusion sticking out over each of the cockpits.


Hannah jams her hand in her jeans pocket for the tab. She wrote the ship’s name for the shift in tiny capitals next to the start time: RED PANDA. Her gaze flicks between the four ships, but it takes her a second to find the right one. The name is printed on the side in big, stencilled letters, with a numbered designation in smaller script underneath.


She looks from the Panda to its gangway. Another guide is making his way onto it. He’s wearing the same red shirt as her, and he has the most fantastic hair: a spiked purple mohawk at least a foot high.


Her tab still in hand, she springs onto the gangway. “Hey!” she says, forcing a confidence she doesn’t feel into her voice. “I’m on for this one. Anything I need to know?”


Mohawk guy glances over his shoulder, an expression of bored contempt on his face. He keeps walking, his thick black boots booming on the metal plating.


“Um. Hi?” Hannah catches up to him. “I think this one’s mine?”


She tries to slip past him, but he puts up a meaty hand, blocking her path. “Nice try, rook,” he says, that bored look still on his face. “You’re late. Shift’s mine.”


“What are you talking about?” She swipes a finger across her tab, hunting for the little clock.


“Don’t you have a lens?”


This time it takes Hannah a lot more effort to stay calm. “There,” she says, pointing at her schedule. “I’m not late. I’m supposed to be on at eleven, and it’s …” she finds the clock in the corner of her tab. “Eleven-o-two.”


“My lens says eleven-o-six. Anyway, you’re still late. I get the shift.”


“What? No. Are you serious?”


He ignores her, resuming his walk towards the airlock. As he does, Hannah remembers the words from the handbook the company sent her before she left Titan: Guides who are late for their shift will lose it. Please try not to be late!!!


He can’t do this. He can’t. But who are the crew chiefs going to believe? The new girl? She’ll lose a shift on her first day, which means she’s already in the red, which means that maybe they don’t keep her past her probation. A free shuttle ride back to Titan, and we wish you all the best in your future endeavours.


Anger replaces panic. This might not be her dream job, but it’s work, and at the very least it means she’s going somewhere with her life. She can already see the faces of her parents when she tells them she lost her job, and that is not going to happen. Not ever.


“Is that hair growing out of your ears, too?” she says, more furious than she’s been in a long time. “I said I’m here. It’s my shift.”


He turns to look at her, dumbfounded. “What did you just say?”


Hannah opens her mouth to return fire, but nothing comes out.


Her mom and dad would know. Callista definitely would. Her older sister would understand exactly how to smooth things over, make this asshole see things her way. Then again, there’s no way either her parents or Callie would ever have taken a job like this, so they wouldn’t be in this situation. They’re not here now, and they can’t help her.


“It’s all right, Donnie,” says a voice.


Hannah and Mohawk guy – Donnie – turn to see the supervisor walking up. She’s a young woman, barely older than Hannah, with a neat bob of black hair and a pristine red shirt. Hannah remembers meeting her last night, for about two seconds, but she’s totally blanking on her name. Her gaze automatically goes to the woman’s breast pocket, and she’s relieved to see a badge: Atsuke.


“Come on, boss,” Donnie says. “She was late.” He glances at Hannah, and the expression on his face clearly says that he’s just getting started.


“I seem to remember you being late on your first day.” Atsuke’s voice is pleasant and even, like a newsreader’s.


“And,” Donnie says, as if Atsuke hadn’t spoken. “She was talking bakwas about my hawk. Mad disrespectful. I’ve been here a lot longer than she has, and I don’t see why—”


“Well, to be fair, Donnie, your hair is pretty stupid. Not to mention against regs. I’ve told you that, like, ten times.”


Donnie stares at her, shoulders tight. In response, Atsuke raises a perfectly shaped eyebrow.


He lets out a disgusted sigh, then shoves past them. “You got lucky, rook,” he mutters, as he passes Hannah.


Her chest is tight, like she’s just run a marathon, and she exhales hard. “Thank you so much,” she says to Atsuke. “I’m really sorry I was late – I thought I had enough time to—”


“Hey.” Atsuke puts a hand on her shoulder. “Take a breath. It’s fine.”


Hannah manages a weak smile. Later, she is going to buy Atsuke a drink. Multiple drinks.


“It’s an easy one today,” Atsuke says. “Eight passengers. Barely a third of capacity. Little bit about the station, talk about the war, the treaty, what we got, what the Colonies got, the role Sigma played in everything, get them gawking at the Neb … twenty minutes, in and out. Square?”


She looks down at Hannah’s tab, then glances up with a raised eyebrow.


“My lens is glitching,” Hannah says.


“Right.” This time, Atsuke looks a little less sure. She reaches in her shirt pocket, and hands Hannah a tiny clip-on mic. “Here. Links to the ship automatically. You can pretty much just start talking. And listen: just be cool. Go do this one, and then there’ll be a coffee waiting for you when you get back.”


Forget the drink. She should take out another loan, buy Atsuke shares in the touring company. “I will. I mean, yeah. You got it.”


Atsuke gestures to the airlock at the far end of the gangway. “Get going. And if Volkova gives you any shit, just ignore her. Have fun.”


Hannah wants to ask who Volkova is, but Atsuke is already heading back, and Hannah doesn’t dare follow. She turns, and marches as fast she can towards the Red Panda’s airlock.




Chapter 2


“Mom, check out that star!”


Corey Livingstone leans way back, pointing straight up through the tour ship’s viewing dome. The star is the lone red one in a black void filled with thousands of dim, white pinpricks. It’s just beyond the other ships cruising above their docking station. He can see himself there, too, reflected in the glass, the Apex Space logo on his white T-shirt just visible. And he can see the top of his mom’s head, which means she either didn’t hear him, or is pretending not to.


“It’s not a star.” Malik sounds bored, his eyes fixed on his hologram in front of him. “Just a mining ship.”


“How do you know? You didn’t even look.”


Malik shrugs. Like always, he has the movie editor open on the holo – Corey can see footage of their dad on the diving board of the hotel pool, running on a silent, three-second loop. No sooner do his feet leave the board than he’s back on the edge, right foot forward, making the jump, over and over again.


Corey wrinkles his nose. Malik is fifteen, only five years older than him, but sometimes he acts like he’s thirty. And, of course, he thinks he’s so bàng because he uses outdated tech like the hand-held holocam, a stick of black plastic with a big hologram display floating above it. He claims it’s because it has better image quality than his lens, which isn’t true. Malik is only doing it because Shanti Evans at school did it first.


He looks back up through the dome. “Mom, you see it?”


“In a second, honey,” Anita Livingstone says, not looking at him. She and his dad, Everett, are arguing about the return tickets. Again. They’re doing that weird thing where they both speak quietly without looking at each other. Their index fingers are touching, linking their lenses, which they wouldn’t even have to do if they’d just let them all get neurochips like everyone else. His mom had the thirty-day trial shot last year, which she claimed gave her a headache, and that was the end of that discussion.


“No, seriously, check it out,” Corey says. “Is that Phobos-B? I think it might be, but I don’t know if—”


“Dad.” Malik doesn’t look up. “Could you tell him to go bother someone else please?”


“But, Dad, look, it’s—”


“Very nice, Corey,” his dad says, glancing up towards the dome for perhaps a third of a second. As always, he’s wearing an old denim shirt and faded jeans, although at least he didn’t bring his nasty work shoes on this trip, with their spatters of reactor sealant. He squints, frowning at something on his lens. “They’re supposed to be here,” he says. “The station cloud should have them.”


“Well, it obviously doesn’t.” His mom drops her finger from his. She’s wearing a green shirt, unbuttoned, over a tank top and slim pants.


“But they were there when we checked in. I even said …”


Corey’s finger wavers, then drops. He slouches in the bucket seat, one of about two dozen on the tour ship’s main deck.


His gaze drifts to the ships crossing above them. Antares D6 cruiser, cold fusion drive, three hundred crew capacity. AI-controlled, minimal range. A big cargo carrier slides into view, and Corey blanks for a second before the answer comes – of course it does, it’s on the big poster on his wall at home showing all the main Frontier ships, upper left corner. Vector Leviathan. Got a hold big enough to take an entire squadron of Scorpion fighters.


His imagination lights up with scenes of a quiet cargo hold, the fighters stacked like toys, flight-suit-clad pilots waiting silently for their go signal. Fat chance. These days, it’s probably just hauling asteroid slag or something. That’s what a lot of the old combat carriers are doing – getting rented out to the big companies as freighters. It’s kind of sad, even though it’s still pretty crash seeing one up close.


At the edge of the dome, he can just see the tip of the Horsehead Nebula, a tight cluster of stars that glow like a fistful of diamonds. Corey lingers on them for a second, then looks back at the cargo carrier.


The Neb is amazing, but once you’d been looking at it for a week solid, you kind of got over it. And it was just getting to that point of the trip where they’d run out of stuff to do, which was why they were on this lame tour in the first place.


Man, he’s looking forward to going back to Earth.


Sigma was pretty cool – at first, anyway. It was the only place in the whole Frontier that you could actually get a good look at the Neb, and getting here had felt like an actual adventure. There’s only one jump gate – the other one got blown up in the war – and it cost a lot to get this far out. It’s weird how people can invent something as amazing as a jump gate network, and then spend almost thirty years fighting over it and blowing it up, but whatever.


They’d gone swimming, and eaten in some OK restaurants, and – of course – spent hours looking at the Neb from every angle they could. The only time he’d been really bored was when Mom and Dad had sent them to some dumb kids evening, where a bunch of the staff did this really embarrassing play with audience participation.


They’d almost called on Corey, but if there was one advantage of the growth spurt that had propelled Malik to nearly six feet, it was that Corey could hide behind him when he had to. He still couldn’t wait until he got his own spurt – he hated his body, hated his pudgy five-foot frame and his stupid hair that his mom wouldn’t let him get cornrows in, like Malik had.


He hadn’t wanted to go to the kids’ thing – he doesn’t even like thinking of himself as a kid – but Mom and Dad said they wanted some alone time. That meant s-e-x, but when they got back to the room it didn’t smell like s-e-x. It didn’t smell like anything.


What if the Vector did have a fighter or two in the hold? One they hadn’t decommissioned yet? Maybe if he was nice to Mom and Dad, they’d let him go ask. Maybe whoever owned the Vector would let him sit in a Scorpion fighter cockpit – he’d done that once, in the Frontier War Museum on Europa, and it was awesome. Totally zhen.


Besides, what if aliens attacked the station or something? They’d need somebody to fight them off, and he could definitely fly one of the Scorpions, if he had to. Well, they wouldn’t let him, not at first, but if all the other pilots got blown up, and there was one ship left … He smirks as he imagines his brother filming him doing it, swooping back and forth. Much better than their dad on a stupid diving board.


He’ll have to time it right. No point asking while Mom and Dad are like this. Maybe later, when they’re back in the room …


The ship rumbles, jerking him out of his thoughts. He shifts on the uncomfortable seat, folding his arms, his gaze tracking back to the red star. Malik was right (not that he’d ever admit it – he’d rather get called on at the kids’ evening). It is a ship, the shape starting to form as it closes on the station. Probably just another Antares.


The tour ship they’re on is old. Really old. They came in through the airlock in the bar on the lower level, and most of the lights were off, which meant his mom nearly lost her balance on the stairs. Corey doesn’t know why. They’ve been on a bunch of these ships before, and they’re all identical. Same bar, same stairs leading to a big main deck on the upper level, same grimy walls. Same rows of scratched and dented plastic bucket seats, bolted to the floor. Each of the rows has seats back-to-back, which is annoying, because you’re always bumping someone’s head when you tilt yours up. There aren’t any safety straps on the seats, although Corey can see the brackets for them. Either they took them out, or never bothered to put them in in the first place.


Without even trying, Corey can picture the layout of the rest of the ship in his head. Cockpit in front of the main deck, with a small passage leading to it. Bathroom under the stairs in the bar. The rest of the lower level taken up by astronautics and the fusion engine – you can’t get there through the bar, but there’s a trapdoor on the floor of the main deck, just off to his right.


There’s an escape pod at the back of the main deck, the door covered with red warning signs. A super-dense, curved gravity well covers the entire bottom of the ship, cradling it like a hand. It’s your standard Maverick tour vessel: twenty-four-passenger capacity, plus a three-person crew.


There’s hardly anyone around, though. A young couple at the front. Both of them are wearing leather jackets, and the woman’s long brown hair hangs down her back in a swooping ponytail. The man is enormous – six-six, easy, with shoulders like steel beams, tight against the leather. His left hand and arm are metal, which is kind of strange, because most people with switched-out limbs get them covered in skin-type material so they look real. Not this guy.


Does it make a noise when he turns over in bed? Or during s-e-x? Either way, Corey’s a little bit jealous. Only a little bit – losing an arm just to find out the answers wouldn’t be fun – but he’s seen that series about people with prosthetics going one-on-one against droids in the ring, which wasn’t bad, even though the droids usually won.


Maybe that’s why the guy got his arm switched out. Even droid fighters need vacations now and then.


There’s an old woman to their left in a thick grey tracksuit, with a giant, unclipped fanny pack on her lap. She sees Corey looking, and smiles, the dark skin around her eyes wrinkling. Corey flashes her a smile back.


The last person is a man in a green polo shirt and suit jacket. He looks a little like Terio Smith, the point guard for the Austin Djinns back home in Texas – same shaped face, same big shoulders. He’s staring at nothing, absently twisting the hem of his shirt in his fingers.


How awesome would it be if the man actually was Terio Smith?


The man glances at Corey, then away, his mouth turned down. Corey looks at his shoes, annoyed with himself. The man’s a lot older than Terio, late thirties. Plus, he’s going bald on top, his hairline crawling back. And if Terio Smith was here, there’s no way he’d be on a crappy tour like this one.


Maybe the man is related to Terio Smith – they do kind of look alike, after all. He could tell everybody he met Terio’s cousin, get a photo or …


He sighs. Kicks his feet against the chair supports.


One more day. Then they’d head to the gate, and jump back home through the wormhole. He’d have a whole week to mess around with Jamie and Allie before school started. Maybe Jamie’d finally managed to finish that new engine model – it’d be useful when they finally started building their own ships.


Jamie would design them, Allie would do all the business stuff and Corey would fly them, all the way out of Sigma Station and beyond, further than anyone had ever gone. They’d already picked out a name for their company: 866 Industries, after the first three digits of the Universal Location Coordinates for Austin.


Of course, he’d have to join the Navy first. He wasn’t wild on the whole boot camp thing, but being Frontier Navy meant that he’d really get to learn to fly, even if they weren’t doing too much fighting any more. But who knows what kind of secret tech they had? Stuff they only showed the top pilots?


There’s a soft click, and a man’s voice issues from a nearby speaker: a recording, loud and perky. “Thank you for choosing Sigma Destination Tours. We value your business. This comfortable, spacious vessel will provide all the amenities you need on your adventure. We hope that—”


The recording is cut off abruptly by another voice, this one not pre-recorded. It’s a woman this time, deeply bored, with one of the thickest Russian accents Corey has ever heard.


“Ladies and gentlemen, welcome aboard the Red Panda. I am Captain Jana Volkova and I will be your pilot today on our tour of Sigma Station. The tour guide is running very late but will be here soon so in the meantime I will tell you about this ship. Restrooms can be found at—”


There’s a long pause, as if the mic has cut out, before the captain’s voice comes back, “—under the stairs near the bar. After your tour starts, our staff member Barrington will be happy to serve you a range of bev … oh, sorry, I just looked at the staff roster and he didn’t come in for work today, and we are short-staffed, so no bar service, sorry again. Safety reminders, should the gravity well fail, you will find handholds located along the struts across the main viewing area …”


Corey’s mom is staring into the middle distance, which means she’s working on her briefings. Again.


His dad notices, too. “We’re supposed to be on vacation, ’Nita. We talked about this.”


“What difference does it make?” she says, blinking. “You heard the captain. We’re waiting.”


“All the same. We’re here to relax.”


“I’m just catching up on my reading,” she says, not noticing as Corey mouths the words along with her.


He doesn’t blame his dad for being annoyed. It’s not like Mom is going to be able to beam back her notes to the office – even if she could, it’d take years and years and years for anybody to get them.


Usually, her lens is direct-connect to the Frontier government servers. Won’t work all the way out here, though, so she had to download everything before she came. Like always, she has her handbag with her: a giant tote made of shiny green fabric that she takes pretty much everywhere. Corey snuck a look in there once; all it has are weird creams and bottles of painkillers and four or five pairs of sunglasses, plus a few boring political books that she could easily get on her lens but which she claims to prefer reading in her hands.


He can’t remember a trip they’d been on where she wasn’t reading, or writing memos, or drafting policy. The only time she’s even looked remotely guilty about it was when Corey saw her doing it in a restaurant on Titan, eyes flicking left and right while Mal and his dad talked basketball. Or movies. He can’t remember.


Anita Livingstone works for a Frontier senator. She’s a deputy legislator, which Corey knows is pretty high up. He sometimes wonders how she got together with his dad, whose office is in an industrial area in Austin and who spends most of his time driving from place to place, installing home fusion reactors. He’d asked them once, and they given each other the strangest look, as if both remembering something slightly different. “Just in college,” his dad had said, which was kind of a boring answer.


He kicks his legs, drumming them against the chair support as the captain drones on, glancing at the holo display floating above his brother’s hand cam. Malik tweaks the tracker with his thumb, adding in some special effects: a cartoon explosion from Everett’s feet as he leaves the diving board.


There’s a clunk from the airlock below them, then the sound of running feet. Seconds later, a woman pops out of the stairwell like a cork from a bottle.


She’s young, early twenties, with arms and legs that remind Corey of the thin arms on space construction bots, and she looks harassed. She’s wearing a red T-shirt that’s too big for her, the tour company’s bright white logo across the back – a weirdly shaped silhouette of a ship, zooming across the words SIGMA DESTINATION TOURS. In one hand she clutches a crumpled tab. Corey blinks. Mal’s holo might be old, but actual tabs are prehistoric.


Captain Volkova’s voice booms through the main deck. “OK, I see the guide has arrived, so we can begin the tour.”


With a clunking shudder, the ship disengages from its dock. The view outside the dome begins to change, sliding to the right. The tour guide drops her tab. She bends down, flustered, trying to scoop it up, and has to dodge back as she almost bumps heads with the male half of the couple at the front. Malik already has his holo up, filming the encounter.


Corey looks back up at the dome. The red ship is gone.


“All right,” says the tour guide. A tiny mic clipped to her T-shirt collar broadcasts her voice through the ship’s speakers, the sound crackly and distorted. “Sorry I was a little late, ladies and gentlemen, but we can get started now. My name is Hannah, and I’ll be your guide for this tour around Sigma Station. As you probably know already, the station is not only a luxury hotel, but an active mining centre, processing at least twenty mil—”


She stops, looking down at her tab, tapping at it experimentally. Idly, Corey wonders why she doesn’t just use her lens. “Yes. Twenty million tons of helium-3 a year, although it is also a popular tourist destination which … I guess you also know already, and you’ve probably had a good look at the Horsehead Nebula, which around here we call the ‘Neb’.”


She gives an awkward laugh. Every sentence she speaks rises in pitch until, in the middle, it drops again, coming to rest on a low note. It makes Corey want to put his hands over his ears.


“And if you take a look through the dome now,” Hannah says, “the station itself should just be coming into view.”


Corey glances up and his mouth falls open.


They’d seen the station from the outside once before, when they were coming in on their transport ship (Diablo F400, needle nose, twin fusion engines). But that was a fleeting glimpse, and the station was just a dark shape, shadowy and indistinct. From here, it’s silhouetted against the glowing expanse of the Horsehead Nebula, and Corey can’t believe how big it is. Dozens of cylindrical modules, each the size of a city block, with what must be a million twinkling lights. The giant command sector hovers above the station like an umbrella. A dozen ships are in view, slowly coasting through space, moving in and out of the cavernous station dock.


Corey isn’t the only one staring. Every other passenger, even not-Terio-Smith, is craning their necks to look.


At that moment, Corey spots the red ship again. Only, it’s not red. The light from the Neb made it look that way from a distance, but it’s actually painted a dull orange. He doesn’t recognise the silhouette – it’s sharper and more streamlined than the Vectors or the Antares, and it’s still not close enough for him to pick out the details.


Whatever it is, it’s moving crazy fast. It must have been a hundred miles away when he first saw it, and now it’s almost on them.


“So when the war ended ten years ago,” Hannah is saying, reading from her notes, “the Belarus Treaty allowed the Colonies to keep ten planets around the Talos core, with the remaining ninety-six occupied planets and outposts being ceded to the Frontier – including this station.”


She taps at something on her tab. “The station holds around ten thousand people full-time, plus there are usually anywhere between fifty and a hundred mining ships docked or in orbit. They arrive using the Sigma jump gate, which is too far away for us to see from here but which you’ve probably … Yes?”


The old woman with the grey hair is holding up a shaky hand. “I read the Frontier got a raw deal out of the treaty?” she asks.


“Oh no, ma’am,” Hannah says, smiling. This time, she doesn’t have to refer to her notes. “That’s a common misconception. It’s true that the Colonies got to keep some valuable mining outposts, but the Frontier got a much larger chunk of territory, plus control of the jump gate network. And when you consider that the war only started because the Colonies decided to keep the resources they were sent out for instead of firing them back through the gates like they were supposed to, I’d say it’s a good compromise. Everybody got what they wanted. Mostly. Does that sort of answer your question, ma’am?”


“Oh, please don’t call me ma’am,” the old woman says, returning Hannah’s smile. “And yes, thank you.”


Corey glances at his mom – Anita Livingstone is staring daggers at Hannah, and he can understand why. She’s spent the past two years trying to get the treaty changed, arguing that the Frontier did get a raw deal out of it. Please don’t let her start arguing with the tour guide …


The Red Panda starts to turn, and the orange ship slips out of sight. They’re heading further out from the station, coming past the loading docks, giving the incoming ships a wide berth. D6 cruisers shine in the light from the Neb.


“So here’s a little factoid about the station you might not have heard,” the guide says, leaning on the word factoid. “When we first set out to build permanent gates – ones we could actually send humans through – this was one of the first completed. It meant we had a lot more volunteers prepared to leave Earth, which, as you know, was a pretty crucial issue after the sea levels rose. So when you jumped through the gate on your journey to Sigma, you were jumping through history!”


She beams at her audience, and gets precisely zero reaction back.


“OK, ladies and gentlemen,” says the pilot. “There will be a slight acceleration now, so please hold onto your seats and do not walk around, thank you.”


There’s a rumble as the Red Panda’s engines take the strain. As it does, the orange ship comes into view again.


It’s much closer now – close enough for Corey to finally pick out the details. The ship is huge, easily as big as an Antares, with an aggressive, pointed nose and thin, almost needle-like fins. It’s slowing down, its thrusters pointed forward, ejecting white puffs of gas as it comes to a slow cruise above the station.


A shiver sneaks up Corey’s spine. He thought he knew just about every type of ship there was, but this one? He’s never seen it before.


The other passengers have seen it, too. His dad catches the old woman’s eye and shrugs, smiling. The couple near the front are asking Hannah about the ship. “I’m not sure,” the guide says. “It’s probably just another mining vessel.”


A tiny opening appears on the side of the orange ship. Small metal spheres begin to pop out, dispersing into the vacuum. Each looks to be about the size of a small hovercar.


Two spheres become three, then a dozen, then two dozen, drifting like a cloud of flies. Thrusters on the spheres activate, one after the other, sending them on a curving trajectory towards the station.


“What are those?” his dad says, pointing up at the spheres. The rest of the passengers are just as confused, craning their necks to look up through the dome.


Corey can’t move. He can’t tear his eyes away from the cloud of spheres. One changes course, zipping away from the pack, colliding with one of the cruisers near the station dock.


A ball of silent, swirling flame erupts, the cruiser’s body cracking in two. Corey’s eyes go wide, and the old woman sucks in a horrified breath.


“Um …” Hannah says.


Then the rest of the spheres reach their targets, and, without a sound, Sigma Station explodes.




Chapter 3


Hannah Elliott’s mind shuts down.


The station is being torn apart in front of them, silent bursts of fire shredding the modules, the command centre ripping in half. Cargo cruisers are coming about, trying to flee, chased down by the metal spheres. One particularly large ship splits down the belly, its cargo spinning out into the void, tiny silver particles glinting. Food containers, probably destined for the station restaurants.


She’s still in the sim. She has to be. She’s fallen asleep, and her jump-lagged brain is in the middle of a horrible lucid dream. She’s definitely not here, on a tourist vessel shaped like an upside-down turd, watching an entire station get blown to pieces.


Atsuke’s still on there. So’s Donnie. The tattooed guy in the VR room. And the little girl on the bench in the dock. Everybody.


The people on the tour ship’s main deck are screaming.


The family at the back are going nuts, the two parents pulling their boys in, trying to shield them as if one of those spheres is about to come hurtling through the viewing dome. The old woman is still seated – she’s pulled herself into a tight ball, like a centipede curling in on itself, fingers clutching her fanny pack. Her mouth is moving, whispering something rapid and panicked – a prayer, maybe. The man in the suit jacket and polo shirt is on his feet. He’s shouting, and every word is a horrible wail: “Hooohmygod! Hoooh! Hoooooohno!” To Hannah, it sounds like he’s gasping for air, barely pausing for breath between each one. His eyes are enormous, locked on the chaos outside the ship.


“Jesus fucking Christ,” says a stunned voice to Hannah’s right. It’s the man in the leather jacket. He’s got an Irish accent, and he too is on his feet. The woman with him has her hand over her mouth, staring in horror.


Hannah can’t move. Can’t think. The orange ship is still just visible, the hole in its belly is still shooting out those spheres. Hundreds of them, whirling away, heading for different parts of the station.


“We gotta get out of here,” says the man in the suit jacket. When Hannah doesn’t respond, he bellows at her. “You hear me? We gotta go now!”


Hannah opens her mouth, but can’t get the words out. She swallows, tries again. “If everybody could just stay calm—”


The captain’s voice booms over the speakers, clear and urgent. “OK, everybody on the main deck stay sitting, and hold on!”


Hannah nearly loses her footing as the Red Panda turns, the inertial dampeners straining. The thrum of the engines increases, the dampeners fighting to keep them stable as the pilot banks hard. Hannah grabs one of the plastic chairs for support, but her fingers are slimy with sweat. She can’t get a grip. Her right knee bangs against the deck, hands splayed out in front of her. There’s a curious metallic taste in her mouth.


A shadow crosses the viewing dome. Hannah looks up, and there’s a ship heading right towards them.


It’s a tugboat, its cabin destroyed, its back half shorn almost clean off. Someone – the father of the two boys, she thinks – gives an angry roar, as if to scare the thing off. As it gets closer, Hannah sees a burned, human-looking shape in one of the pilot seats.


The Red Panda banks again, sending the destroyed tugboat sliding to the left, only just missing them. Hannah’s shoulders are trembling under her oversized T-shirt. A sphere rockets past the dome as she gets to her feet, making her flinch. Her own words echo back at her in her mind: The station holds around ten thousand people full time.


“What do we do?” It’s the boys’ mother. Her face is white, and her voice almost a shriek. The old woman’s prayer is audible now, her voice hitching, reeling off something in Spanish. All the passengers, even the old woman, are looking at Hannah. She can feel the stunned terror radiating off them – it reminds her of the waft of dry heat you get when you open an oven that’s been on for a long time.


They’re staring at her because she’s the one in charge. She’s the one standing at the front, the one with the notes and the official T-shirt, and they want her to tell them what they have to do.


“Um,” Hannah says, barely aware that she’s speaking. “Just …”


Then she turns and runs.


In seconds, she’s in the tiny corridor leading to the cockpit, pushing through the grimy door. The passengers are screaming in startled fury behind her. Somewhere, deep in her chest, there’s a tiny beat of horrified shame. She doesn’t care. She can no more face the passengers right now than she can breathe in space.


The first thing she sees through the cockpit glass is another station module erupting in a massive gout of flame. It’s close, less than a mile away, and it’s happening in absolute, perfect, horrid silence. Hannah flinches, banging her head on a ceiling strut, sending darts of light shooting through her vision. This isn’t happening.


The cockpit is small, with a horseshoe-shaped control deck surrounding a single battered chair. Hannah can just see the back of the occupant’s head, greying hair pulled into a severe bun.


“Captain, we have a proximity alert,” says the cheerful voice of the Red Panda.


“I know!” The pilot changes from English to Russian, spitting a torrent of abuse as she reaches out, hammering on the control panel.


She’s an older woman – fifty, at least – with a heavily lined face and a receding hairline. She wears a short-sleeved white pilot’s shirt with epaulettes, and her wrists are heavy with gold bangles. A cigarette – a homemade one, not a NicoStick – hangs from one corner of her mouth. Hannah can’t remember the last time she even smelled tobacco.


The pilot turns, twisting in her seat, bloodshot eyes landing on Hannah. “Guide? What are you doing here? Get back! Get to the cabin! Deal with the passen—”


She cuts off mid-sentence to yank the control stick to the right, twisting the Panda around to avoid a chunk of debris the size of Hannah’s parents’ house. Hannah screams, and ducks. A dim, unfocused thought crosses her mind: why is there an actual control stick in the cockpit, when the pilot could easily control the ship with her lens?


Volkova flips a switch and starts speaking again. “Mayday, mayday, station control, this is the Red Panda, XT560 dash T1, requesting instructions, do you – pizdets!”


Hannah is almost knocked off her feet as the Red Panda shudders from an impact. She’s almost certain one of the spheres has found its mark, that she’s about to be sucked right through the wall as the ship undergoes explosive decompression. Then a car-shaped chunk of metal appears in the viewport, spinning away from them, torn wires sprouting from its edge. The Red Panda smacked right into it, hard enough to shake the ship.


They’re above the station’s command module now. Hannah can see right through it, right down to the main station modules below. The wreckage is spitting gouts of purple-blue flame, twisting and coiling like snakes.


We should be shooting back. Hannah might not know Sigma Station well, but she knows that it has some defences – long-range torpedo batteries, designed to intercept threats before they get close. That kind of thing. And yet the attacking ship is still there, hanging above the chaos like a malevolent god, untouched. It doesn’t make sense.


“What’s going on in here?” It’s the man in the suit jacket, slamming through the cockpit door, bracing himself on the wall as Volkova pulls out of the roll. The drumbeat of shame in Hannah’s chest gets louder, thumping in time with her heart.


With a grunt, the man thrusts himself into the cockpit, propelling himself along. Something inside Hannah, some nugget she retained from the guide orientation sessions, reasserts itself. She steps in front of him, hands raised. “Sir, if you could just return to the main cabin …”


“Are you out of your mind?” the man screams at her. He tries to push past her, reaching out and putting a hand on the captain’s shoulder. “We have a right to know what’s—”


Volkova twists around in her seat. For a half-second, Hannah is sure she’s going to lunge forward and take a bite out of the man, like a rabid dog.


“Get out!” Volkova bellows into his face. Another ship drifts past, spinning wildly, broken and torn.


“The hell with this,” the man says, tearing himself away. “I’m getting on the escape pod.”


“No!” Volkova roars the word over her shoulder, but the man is gone, pushing past Hannah before she can even blink, ripping the cockpit door open and vanishing through it.


Escape pod. Of course.


She’s taken two steps when Volkova grabs her, iron fingers knotting the fabric of her T-shirt, pulling her back. Hannah only just manages to stay on her feet.


“Stop him,” Volkova says. The sharp whiff of booze on her breath is unmistakable. “They launch the pod, they die.”


“But—” Of course they need to launch the pod. What is the captain talking about?


Volkova pulls her close. Despite the booze on her breath, her eyes are clear.


“This is a crap ship,” Volkova says, jerking her head at the control panel. “Short-range, no weapons, moves like a pig in mud. You cannot even control it with a lens – you must use a stick. But the escape pod is even worse. No control – drift and drift until boom. Plus, it sends out an automatic locator beacon. Easy to find, easy to kill.”


“I can’t,” Hannah says, barely able to get the words out. The shame has reached a thundering crescendo, and the thought of going back out there to face the passengers is almost too much to take. She swallows, forces herself to speak. “Why can’t you do it?”


Volkova shoves her away. “Didn’t you hear me? This crap ship’s crap autopilot is going to get us killed. I have to fly it, so you need to control the passengers. Go!”




Chapter 4


As he sprints back onto the Panda’s main deck, all Jack Tennant can think about is the minibar in his room.


There’d been a whole row of tiny Nova whisky bottles, lined up like soldiers on one side of the fridge. When he’d left his room this morning, for the first time since he arrived on the goddamn station, all but one had been drained. Did he bring it with him? He can’t remember.


He wasn’t even supposed to be on Sigma. He’d wanted to go to Kepler-186, check out the new boutique resort there – the kind of thing the Europa Central Feed had sold him on when they hired him as their hotel critic in the first place. But the economy was in the toilet and readers wanted family package experiences and yadda yadda yadda, and so they’d sent him to fucking Sigma.


Jack had retired to his room (small, dilapidated) more or less immediately. He’d spent three days lying in bed, ordering up room service (tiny portions, steak overcooked) when he got hungry, watching movies he’d seen before and pillaging the minibar for everything it had. This morning, he’d finally emerged, bleary and unshaven, wearing his last clean shirt and jacket. He’d been tempted to wing it, make the whole thing up. His editor wouldn’t even notice, mostly because – as he tried to remind himself as often as possible – he was a hell of a writer.


In the end, he’d decided not to. He might hate this job, but he’d be damned if he’d compromise his ethics.


His early horror gives way to a furious, panicky purpose. He bursts onto the main deck, arms pumping, eyes hunting for the escape pod. Someone on his right, he doesn’t see who, is yelling, asking what’s going on. The irony is, he can hear them perfectly – the ship’s engines might be firing hard, but the destruction around them is completely silent. Whoever it is grabs his shoulder, and he twists away, almost toppling over one of the plastic bucket seats.


It’s the man with the robot arm – he and his wife are standing side by side, eyes huge. “What did they say?” the woman says, in a thick English accent. “Where’s the guide?”


“Forget her. We’re getting out of here.”


And there’s the escape pod, a door in the back wall, big and square, festooned with warnings. They should be able to get everyone in there – even the pilot and the tour guide, if they’ve actually got the balls to leave the cockpit. Once they’re out, they can –


A sun-bright bloom of fire fills the dome above them. Jack looks on reflex, and the after-image sears itself onto his retinas, the old woman’s startled scream slamming his eardrums shut.


He blinks hard, squeezing stinging tears out. The family – Mom, Dad, the two boys – are huddled in a tight ball at the far end of the line of seats. The dad’s face is just visible over his wife’s back. He’s shaking his head, from side to side, as if what he’s seeing is a hallucination he can dislodge if he just shakes hard enough.


The old woman is still in her seat. Jack grabs her by the arm – more on instinct than anything else – pulling her upright, ignoring her squawk of protest. He drags her down the aisle between the seats, shouting at the others to follow him, nearly falling as another vibration shudders into the cabin.


“This vessel is experiencing unsafe conditions,” says the Red Panda’s cheerful voice. “Please remain in your seat.”


Jack reaches the escape pod door, still dragging the old woman. There’s a big green button in the middle of it, protected by a transparent plastic cover. He scrabbles at it, fingers trying to pry it off, but it won’t move. The thick plastic clip on the bottom of the cover is stuck.


“You’re hurting me,” the old woman says, with something like wonder.


Jack ignores her. “Help me with this,” he says over his shoulder, speaking to anyone in range. When no one responds, he twists around, his gaze landing on the father of the two boys. “Hey, I need help here, come on!”


“I don’t—”


“Just pull!” Jack turns back to the door, beyond caring if the man understands him or not. He braces his feet, puts every bit of force he has into pushing the clip back. How could they possibly make it this hard to open an escape pod? His mind is blaring nonsense words, terror and anger stirring them up like a swarm of hornets. He still hasn’t let go of the old woman.


Hands on his, pushing down, someone forcing themselves in between him and the door. He tries to resist, but whoever it is has him off balance, and he stumbles back. It’s the goddamn tour guide. She’s shouting at him, waving her hands, her voice lost in the mad buzzing sound in his ears.


Jack lunges forward, hunting for the button cover. He’ll smash it if he has to – there’s got to be something here that can dent the plastic, a fire axe, something …


“Wait a second, just listen to me,” the guide is saying. When Jack ignores her, she leans into him, grunting as she tries to shove him back. She’s tall, gangly, but she’s planted her feet. He can’t get past.


Fine. He’ll shove her sideways if he has to. He’s on the verge of doing it when the cabin lights blink twice, then die completely, leaving them in flickering shadow. Bursts of light from outside the window turn the cabin into a nightmare.


The guide raises her voice, piercing the darkness. “If you go in the pod, you die.”


The lights come back on, dimly at first, then glaring bright. “I said, you’re hurting me,” the old woman says, finally yanking her arm from Jack’s grip. It pulls him slightly off balance, and gives the guide a chance to get in front of him, blocking the button with her body.


“Why can’t we use it?” says the mother of the two boys. It comes out as a hysterical yell.


“Right,” says a voice over Jack’s shoulder. Robot arm guy. His lilting Irish accent is at odds with his size and with the panic in his voice. “You do know you can’t keep us here, yes?”


The guide’s eyes are huge. She has the same look she had on her face just before she ran, before she went and hid in the cockpit. A burst of indignant fury surges through Jack, but before he can act on it, she says, “The pod’s got no control. You’ll just drift until one of those things find you. At least here, the ship has—”


“But it’s an escape pod,” the woman in the leather jacket says.


Jack blinks. This is insane. Everybody on this ship has gone insane. They’re standing here, arguing, in the middle of a firefight. Well, they might be happy to get blown to bits here, but not him. He steps forward, mouth set in a thin line, ready to grab the tour guide’s shoulders and physically move her out of the way.


One of the boys screams.


It’s the younger one, the one with the fuzzy mop of hair, and it’s the kind of scream that nobody can ignore. Everyone turns to look at him, and then they look at where he’s pointing, up through the viewing dome.


They’re not just close to the hotel. They’re heading right for it, moving at full speed towards one of the ruined modules. It has huge chunks torn out of its side, the outer surface pitted with dark holes. The sight makes Jack’s tongue go curiously dry. In that instant, he is desperate for a drink, the need overpowering, the phantom taste of Nova curling up the back of his throat.


The Red Panda is heading right towards one of the holes in the module wall. A hole that is way, way too small for them to make it through.




Chapter 5


Corey can’t remember when he first read about Maverick-class touring vessels – it was probably something he skimmed over on the way to the really cool part of the book, with its Vector carriers and Antares cruisers and Frontier Scorpion fighters. But he can see it clearly in his mind now, an exploded diagram with measurements in tiny writing.


Maverick. Fifty metres long, thirty metres from gravity well to upper viewing dome, twenty-five metres wide. Safe operating distance of ten metres outside the docking arm.


There is no way – no way – that the hole is bigger than their ship. They’re coming in from below, the Panda yawing, the hotel approaching fast. Through the gap, Corey can see what looks like a chandelier. It’s surrounded by a cloud of glittering particles, and as Corey stares at them he realises they’re shards of glass.


The man in the polo shirt, the one who looks like Terio Smith, goes back to yanking at the escape pod door, shoving the guide away, swearing to himself in quick, shocked bursts. A second later, Corey’s view is blocked by his dad’s body, climbing on top of him again, shielding him. Corey can smell his dad’s aftershave, thick and pungent. His mom is holding Malik. Distantly, Corey wonders how they decided who should shield who.


“Just hold on, Corey,” Everett Livingstone says. It’s impossible to miss the terror in his voice. “Just hold onto me.”


Up until now, none of this felt real. He was either dreaming, or it was some kind of educational thing, a historical sim, something arranged by his parents to keep them busy. But as he stares at the module, the truth finally hits home. The pilot’s crazy. They’re never going to fit through. It’s going to be like trying to shove a basketball into a coffee cup.


Corey shuts his eyes tight, and buries his face in his dad’s shoulder.


And as he does so, he feels the ship turn.


There’s a huge thud, and the squealing of metal on metal echoes through the cabin. The lights flicker, and the world outside the viewing dome goes black.


Corey can still smell his dad’s aftershave.


Very slowly, he opens his eyes. They’re still in the Red Panda, still moving. It shouldn’t be possible. But unless the afterlife is exactly like real life in every way, that’s what just happened.


“Dad?”


“Corey, just hang on.”


“No, Dad, look!”


Everett blinks at him, then looks over his shoulder. Corey takes the gap, sliding across the bucket seat, the edge digging into his backside. His mom is refusing to release Malik, who is trying to squirm out from underneath her, one hand clutching his tablet tight.


For the first time since the spheres appeared, the Red Panda’s main deck has gone quiet. Everyone, even Not-Terio-Smith, is looking up through the viewing dome. The guide’s mouth falls open. Under her freckles her skin is drained of blood.


They’re inside Sigma Station, coming slowly to a halt. The ship is in the only area big enough to take it: the atrium, the giant space inside the hotel module, the one with the chandelier and that corny fountain with the angels. The captain must have known where she was aiming, brought them right in.


But why? To protect them? How is being inside going to help?


The atrium’s undergone decompression, and there’s debris everywhere. Smashed marble. Broken plates. A jacket, still on its hanger, the sleeves floating freely. And bodies. Corey’s eyes land on a man floating halfway in and out of a doorway, dressed in a black porter’s tunic. In the light from the Panda, his skin is puffy, his eyes almost swollen shut. Frost has started to form on his skin.


Corey’s mom moans, turning away. He just stares in astonishment. He can’t even begin to think how they got through the gap. There’s a long scratch on the surface of the viewing dome, but that’s all. However they did it, Volkova has positioned them just right, bringing the Panda to a stop, filling the atrium. The jacket bumps against the viewport, caught for a second before sliding away.


“Christ,” says Not-Terio-Smith. The collar of his green polo shirt is skew, the button line pulled sideways on his chest. His fingers knot the hem, back and forth.


“Look,” says the tour guide – Hannah. That’s her name. “As long as we’re in here, we’re safe, so—”


“You call this safe?” says the man with the robot arm.


There are gaps in the atrium walls, the viewing windows shattered. At that second, a metal sphere rockets past, thrusters puffing white gas, less than fifty metres away. Corey’s mom screams, pulling him to her again.


The sphere vanishes. Through the gaps, they can make out more ships coming apart, flaming briefly against the blackness before dwindling to nothing.


“I’m—” Hannah swallows. “I’m sure there’s someone coming. We just have to sit tight.”


“What if they don’t?” Malik says. Corey glances at him, and sees his brother hit the holocam’s record button, doing it almost absent-mindedly. His finger jitters so much that he touches it twice, and he has to reactivate it.


“Of course someone’s going to come, honey,” says his mom, automatically. Something bangs off the dome. In the instant before it spins away, Corey sees that it’s a frying pan, liberated from one of the kitchens, still covered in grease.


The old woman is still praying loudly, eyes shut tight, the fanny pack clasped to her chest like a rosary. Suddenly, Corey feels a burning need to explore the ship. Right now. There might be something they can use, down in astronautics or the engines. Maybe he could go and talk to the pilot – the one who, somehow, got them inside the hotel. But, really, it’s because he just wants to get away. The main deck, with its hysterical adults and the big window above their heads, is just too much right now.


He slowly lifts himself off his seat, but doesn’t get more than three steps before his mom reaches out and clamps a hand around his wrist. She pulls him in, holding him to her chest like he’s five. He can hear her heart through her shirt, pounding hard, and that’s when he starts to get really scared.


“Don’t cry, honey,” his mom whispers into his head, her own tears soaking his hair. “Just stay with me.”


Corey tries to tell her that he’s not crying – he’s way, way too scared to cry. Another object collides with the Red Panda – something much bigger than a frying pan. There’s a scraping, grinding sound as whatever it is drags along the hull underneath them. Corey feels like if his mom holds him any tighter, he’s going to pass out.


“Guide!” The captain’s voice bursts out of the speaker in the wall, loud enough to make Corey’s ears ring. “Guide, come to the cockpit. Now!”




Chapter 6


Volkova is still hunched over the controls, playing the stick, keeping the Panda away from the walls of the atrium. Sweat drains down the lines on her face – the top half of her shirt is transparent with it, her white undershirt showing. As Hannah pushes inside, a chunk of wall or floor – she can’t tell which – bumps off the cockpit glass. Volkova doesn’t flinch. The cigarette is still jammed in the corner of her mouth, burned down to the filter. Hannah isn’t sure she’s even noticed.


The ship’s computer speaks, sounding like someone walking through a park on a warm spring day. “Captain, you have strayed from your recognised flight path. Do you wish me to inform Sigma Station Traffic Control?”


Volkova ignores the voice. “In two minutes, I’m going to shut down everything,” she says, before Hannah is even through the door. “You go and tell the passengers they must be quiet, OK?”


Hannah blinks. “What?”


“Captain, it is my duty to inform you that shutting down any function of this vessel without authorisation violates—”


“Da zayebis!” she spits back, speaking over the ship’s voice. “Guide – go, now.”


“Shut down everything? What does that even—”


“Everything! Light, air, gravity, toilets, engines, heat, everything. The passengers must be very, very quiet. No moving, OK? Make sure they hold tight to the hull, and stay still. Maybe the balls don’t look inside the hotel, maybe they do, so I will lower the temperature to disguise our heat signature.”


“Captain, Sigma Station Traffic Control is not responding. Would you like me to play some music while I try again?”


Hannah fights through the tangle of Volkova’s words, hands braced against the cockpit walls. “Why?”


“Because I am the captain, and this is an emergency, and you do what I say. OK?”


Hannah gapes at her. As she does so, she finds she’s angry.


She’s not trained for this. She’s a history major. The safety course they did the night before might have covered things like fire, or what to do if a guest had a heart attack, but it definitely didn’t cover what to do in the event the entire station got blown to pieces. She’s angry at herself, for having run from the passengers when this all kicked off, but now some of that anger is being directed at the Red Panda’s captain.


And why not? It’s all very well for her, sitting in this cockpit and issuing orders, but Hannah’s the one who’ll have to carry them out. She’s the one who’s going to have to face the passengers again. How can Volkova expect her to do that? Expect her to know what to do?


Callie would know. Callie would do it before the captain even asked. She’d have everything under control, and isn’t that the real reason you’re angry, Hannah Banana? Because someone expects you to be like her?


“Tell them yourself,” she says, through gritted teeth.


“What you say?”


“You’ve got a mic. You tell them what’s going on.”


Volkova swivels in her seat, eyes bugging out. The cigarette butt waggles furiously. Hannah expects her to shout, maybe even to finally snap, but she doesn’t. She gets control of herself, exhaling hard through her nose as she looks back out through the cockpit viewport, satisfying herself that there’s nothing coming at them. For the first time, she doesn’t look like she wants to kill someone.


“If I tell them,” she says, looking back at Hannah, “I will have every passenger in the cockpit yelling a million questions at me. I must stay at the controls. Focus, you understand?”


“But why? Why turn off the power?”


“You’re not seeing what I see,” Volkova says, pointing to a gap in the hotel’s outer wall. Hannah can just see another metal sphere cruising past. “They’re not stupid. They hunt light and thruster signature. Sound and heat. So we have to be dead, like a destroyed ship.”


“Will that even work?”


Volkova exhales, shrugs. “If humans control the balls, then maybe they think it’s impossible for a ship to be inside the hotel. Maybe they don’t even look for us. But if an AI controls them, they’ll look everywhere. So we must be like … what is word, oblomki sudna. Wreckage. Dead. We do that, maybe they …” Volkova waves her hand in the direction of the sphere, giving an up-down whistle.


“But without air—”


“Our CO2 filters can last one hour. We will be cold, but OK. Now, please, go and tell the passengers. Understand?”


There’s a blush rising in Hannah’s cheeks, and for the second time in ten minutes she wants to sink into a hole and blink out of existence. She takes a breath, then nods, heading back towards the cockpit door.
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