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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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VANTIA1


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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NAVAL TACTICS





Two teams of cadets floated in the zero-G game chamber, all at angles to one another. Without any gravity, there was no up or down. It reminded Harry Hugo of deep space itself.


But there was no time to think about that right now.


“Catch!” yelled Ava. She flung the ball, and it spun through the air in a flash of silver.


“Got it,” muttered Harry.


He had wired his prosthetic arm up to his rocket boots, and a twitch of his thumb rerouted power to the thrusters. A little too much power. WHOOOSH! His heart lurched as he shot off, straight past the ball towards the metal wall of the game chamber.
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He was too slow to manoeuvre and threw up his arms just in time to cushion the impact. THUMP!


Laughter echoed round the chamber as he righted himself. He saw a tall, blond-haired boy in the other team’s colours intercept Ava’s pass. Markus Knox. Harry gritted his teeth as his smug opponent flipped in the air, then hurled the ball towards the goal. The keeper flailed but failed to stop it.


“GOOOOAL!” The cry rang around the chamber. The glow-buoys flashed green and Markus did a victory somersault. A holographic scoreboard spun slowly above the court. 8-0.


Harry groaned. Zero-G handball took some getting used to – especially with a new pair of rocket boots.


“Hey Robo-arm, nice catch!” crowed Markus. He looped the loop, and Harry noticed that he was wearing Fireflash Rocket Hoppers – the best boots that credits could buy. Boots I’d never be able to afford …


“Pro tip,” called Markus. “In the cadets, we try not to fly straight into walls.” He grinned at his team-mates, but none of them seemed to find him all that funny.


Harry clenched his fists. His cheeks burned. But before he could answer back, Ava’s hand closed over his arm. “Hey! You’re new to the cadets, remember? This is the first time you’ve even played. You’re doing great.” Harry felt a little calmer, looking into her kind brown eyes. But he could still hear Markus behind her.


“And check out those boots! I’ve seen cheap fakes before, but seriously … They look home-made!”


“They are,” snapped Harry, before Ava could stop him. “Not everyone on Vantia1 has more credits than sense.”


He was rewarded with a brief flash of anger on his rival’s face. Markus might be the Governor’s son, but Harry knew that making rocket boots from scratch was way beyond him.


Then, luckily, the scoreboard chimed and rose up through a hatch in the ceiling. It was the end of the match. Zero-G deactivated, and the players all sank slowly to the bottom of the chamber.
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“Seriously, it wasn’t that bad,” said Ava a little while later, as they took off their rocket boots in the cadets’ common room. “My first zero-G match, I spent half of it spinning round and round in circles. I got so dizzy I threw up afterwards!”


Harry grinned. “I’m fine,” he said. “To be honest … I was finding it hard to concentrate on the game.”


Ava’s grin faded, and she nodded. She must have guessed what was on Harry’s mind.


Vellis. Harry couldn’t get the man out of his head. Vellis, with his sneering smile and his arrogant gaze … Vellis, the scientist who had tried to destroy Vantia1 with a huge, powerful robo-dragon. Vellis, who had worked with Harry’s parents back on their home world of Avantia, before the spinning vortex known as the Void had swallowed the whole planet, and Harry’s parents with it …


Vantia1’s analysts had always blamed Harry’s mum and dad for the Void. They said his parents had created it by accident, in a scientific experiment gone wrong. But Harry knew it wasn’t their fault. And if he could just prove it was Vellis who was responsible …


He realised he was clenching his fists again, and forced himself to relax.


Captain Nyman stepped into the room. The leader of the Cadet Force stood ramrod-straight in his purple uniform, gold braid glittering on his shoulders and chest. He was tall and stern, and his sweep of glossy black hair was streaked with grey. “Look sharp, cadets,” he said. “Only five hours until the history test. Get changed and get cramming.”


Ava rolled her eyes at Harry when Captain Nyman turned away. Harry grinned. He knew she would ace the test. Her mother was Admiral Achebe, after all, and the test was on naval tactics throughout the ages.


Behind them, Markus was whispering to his gang. “Who cares about history? We’re on the most advanced space station ever created, and Captain No-fun wants us to learn about wooden boats.”


“I certainly do, Cadet Knox,” said Captain Nyman, calmly.


Harry couldn’t help smiling as he saw the blood drain from Markus’s face. Nyman’s excellent hearing was legendary.


“Sorry, sir,” mumbled Markus.


“You will be, if you don’t study,” said Captain Nyman. “If we don’t learn from the past, we only make the same mistakes over and over. Remember that, Knox. And I’ll see all of you in …” He checked a screen on his wrist. “… four hours, fifty-eight minutes … and forty-four seconds.” He turned on his heel and marched away.


“You can wipe that smile off your face, loser,” Markus snarled at Harry. “You owe me a week’s candy rations, remember?”


Ava raised an eyebrow.


“We had a bet on the game,” explained Harry, with a sigh. “Big mistake, obviously.”
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“Deck 5,” said a smooth, automated voice, a few minutes later. The metal doors of the Mole transport system slid open, and Harry stepped out of the pod. There were countless pods in Vantia1, all criss-crossing the station in a network of twisting tunnels.


Through a long viewing window, Harry could see the darkness of space, framed by the edge of Vantia1. The hull stretched out into the distance, like a vast cliff made of glittering metal.


Normally it was a comforting sight – a reminder of the fortress-like strength of the space station. Vantia1 had been built as a safe haven – a refuge for the people of Avantia, after their planet was destroyed. But it wasn’t long since the robo-dragon had attacked the station, and now the hull was scarred with gaping rips and exposed struts. TechDroids darted across the damaged sections like swarms of bees, their robotic arms swivelling, welding and fixing new sheets of metal into place.


That robo-dragon nearly finished us off, thought Harry, with a shudder.


He carried on down the corridor, heading for his quarters. Several engineers were clustered around a console, hard at work, and as Harry passed, a big man with a shaved head caught his eye and winked.


“Off to polish your boots again, Hazza?”


Harry grinned at the familiar face. It was Farooq, one of his old friends from his days as an engineering apprentice. “You offering to do it for me?” he asked.


Farooq flashed a grin full of gold teeth. “Ha! You cadets should try doing some real work once in a while.” He frowned. “Seriously, Hazza, when are you going to come and visit your old buddies in Engineering? It’s been too long.”
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Harry couldn’t meet Farooq’s eye. He felt suddenly very aware of the man’s grease-stained overalls, and of his own brand-new purple and gold uniform. “I keep meaning to. There’s just so much stuff to learn. And drills, and—”


“I get it,” said Farooq, waving a hand. “No big deal.” Harry wasn’t sure he really did get it. He felt a squirm of guilt.


“Just don’t forget us when you make Admiral, OK?” Farooq laughed and turned back to his fellow engineers.


Harry smiled awkwardly, but his friend was already hard at work again. He hurried on, keeping his head down.


Harry’s quarters were at the end of the corridor. He entered the passcode, waiting for the buzz and click of the door unlocking. But the door stayed shut. Huh.


He pushed his ear up against the metal. Inside he could hear the scuffling of feet, and the scraping of heavy objects being pulled across the floor.


“Zo?” he called. “Are you in there?” Zo Harkman was Vantia1’s Head of Engineering, and Harry’s guardian. Back on Avantia, he’d been a good friend of Harry’s parents. It was funny, though – he didn’t often double-lock the door to their shared quarters.


Beep! The door slid suddenly open, making Harry stumble off balance.


“Ah – there you are!” Zo Harkman had a wild look in his eyes, and his normally neatly combed grey hair was sticking up at an angle, as though he’d been running his hands through it.


“Everything all right?” asked Harry.


“Of course. Why do you ask?”


“Er …” said Harry.


“Cadets – how was it?” asked Zo, as though he’d only just remembered. He stepped aside, so that Harry could enter.


Harry’s eyes darted around the neat, minimal white furniture of the living space, hoping for some clue about what Zo was up to. But everything was just as it should be. Maybe it was nothing after all.


He threw himself on to the sofa, and felt his body sag with exhaustion. He was suddenly feeling very tired. “It was fine,” he said. “Well, actually …” He licked his lips. “It’s pretty hard. Captain Nyman doesn’t go easy.”


Zo settled into an armchair. “Nothing worthwhile is easy.”


Harry reached for a bowl on a side table, then thought better of it. The food production biomes were still out of action after Vellis’s attack, so the bowl was full of long-life nutrient algae. The slimy brown cubes weren’t exactly appetising. He sighed.


“What’s up, Harry?” said Zo, gently. “Are you thinking about the attack?”


Harry nodded. “And my parents.”


Zo’s face fell at that. Harry knew he hated talking about this. After all, there was nothing Zo could say to bring them back. But still … “If there’s a chance they’re alive, even the smallest—”


“Harry …” Zo leaned forward and laid a firm hand on his arm. “Some things can’t be changed – and what can’t be changed must be accepted.”


“Accepted?” Harry couldn’t help the bitterness creeping into his voice. “So I’m supposed to just accept that they’re gone? Accept that everyone blames them for the Void? For what happened to Avantia?” His voice was rising, and he stood. “If you really cared about them – if you cared about me—”


“Don’t you dare, Harry!”


Harry was caught off guard by the fierceness in his guardian’s voice. Zo’s blue eyes were blazing, and he jabbed at his palm with a finger. “For eight years, I’ve looked after you as if you were my own! And now you tell me I don’t care?”


Harry felt anger surging through his own body as he stood up. He couldn’t believe how quickly the argument had blown up. But he didn’t know how to end it, either. “Well, if I’m such a burden, you can stop right now!”


He stormed to his bedroom. If he could have slammed the door, he would have. But instead he punched the lock code fiercely into the pad, and let the door slide smoothly shut behind him.
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