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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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GHOST STATION


“Are you done yet?” asked Ava, for the third time. She was drumming her fingers impatiently on the dining table.


“I …” muttered Harry, “am …” – he slotted the upper arm unit into his shoulder socket – “… done!”


With a hiss of hydraulics and a satisfying clunk, the robotic arm locked into place, and a green light glowed on the back of the hand.


A smile spread across Harry’s face. He had lost the last version of his robotic arm in a fight with a giant robotic spider, and it was a relief to feel whole again. “Check it out! It’s online.”


“Nice!” Ava leaned across the table to admire Harry’s new creation. “What does that bumpy bit do?”


Using his free hand, Harry clicked open the housing on his robotic index finger. “Laser cutter,” he said proudly, showing Ava the unit. “It’s not easy making one so small.”


Ava rolled her eyes. “We get it, you’re an engineering genius.”
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Harry grinned back at her. “Well, if you think that’s impressive, wait till you see the extendable high-tensile grappling hook.”


“Hmm.” Ava raised an eyebrow. “Anyone would think you’re planning on having some kind of adventure or something.”


Harry tried to smile, but this time he couldn’t manage it. There was only one adventure on his mind. Rescuing my parents. He couldn’t stop picturing their faces, pale and scared, on the holographic transmission Vellis had shown him. The evil scientist was holding Harry’s parents captive on the Avantian moon of Gwildor, forcing them to work on something he called his “project”.


Meanwhile Harry and Ava were stuck on Vantia1, hanging out in Zo Harkman’s quarters all day long.


“Have you spoken to your mum yet?” asked Harry. Ava’s mother was Admiral Achebe, the military commander on Vantia1. If anyone could convince Governor Knox to authorise a rescue, it was her.


Ava’s face fell. “I’m sorry, Harry. I tried, but she just told me to be patient. They won’t send a mission until they’ve gathered more intelligence.”


“Being patient won’t stop Vellis,” said Harry.


“Hey, I’m on your side,” said Ava, throwing up her hands. “I’m sick of this too. And the station’s so … empty now, with everyone shipped off to Vantia2.” She gave him a sly grin. “You know, I’m even starting to miss Markus Knox.”


Harry let out a snort of laughter. Markus was the Governor’s son, but unlike her, he was an arrogant bully. At least he’s one thing I don’t have to worry about right now.


Harry pushed the thought of his parents from his mind and flexed his robotic fingers. They whirred faintly, but the movement was smooth – just as responsive as the fingers on his real hand. “Hey, toss me an apple,” he said.


Ava took one from the fruit bowl. “Catch!”


Harry reached and caught it with the robotic hand. “Looks like the spatial programming is on point.” He lifted the apple to take a bite.


Ka-chunk!


The robotic fingers closed suddenly, crushing the apple. Chunks of fruit went flying, spattering Harry’s face with juice. He blinked and wiped himself down with a sleeve.


“I take back the engineering genius part,” said Ava.


Harry frowned. “It’s just a minor setback. I’ll run a diagnostic on the grip. Hey, you want to come? The tool’s down in Zo’s lab.”


Ava yawned. “Sure. Beats sitting around all day waiting for something to happen.”
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A few minutes later, the Mole doors swished open on the Engineering Deck.


Harry and Ava stepped out into a corridor that was just as deserted as the rest of Vantia1. It’s like a ghost station, thought Harry, with a shiver. Apart from Harry and Ava, only a few essential personnel had stayed behind while Vantia1 was repaired after Vellis’s last attack.


The laboratory was at the end of the corridor. Harry scanned his ID card and the door slid smoothly open. But as they stepped into the large, gleaming white space, he was surprised to see that they were not alone.


“Hello, you two,” said Harkman, giving them a nod from the far side of the lab. Harry’s guardian was a large man with neatly combed grey hair and bright blue eyes. Standing with him were Admiral Achebe, shaven-headed and straight-backed in her uniform, and Governor Knox herself in her purple robes of office. The three most important people in the whole station!
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Only Harkman had turned to greet them. The others were staring intently at an image floating above a blue-lit projection table. It looked like a three-dimensional spider’s web, with a hundred glowing, coloured nodes.


“Intruder alert,” said a robotic voice, and a sleek white security droid hovered across the room. “Please leave immediately.”


“Belay that,” said Harkman, waving a hand impatiently. “Access granted.”


The droid slid to a halt and powered down.


“What’s going on?” asked Ava, eyes wide.


Admiral Achebe turned at her daughter’s voice and beckoned them over. Harry and Ava went to join the adults, their faces all glowing blue in the light of the projection table.


“It’s some kind of molecular model, right?” said Harry, peering at the rotating image.


“Indeed,” said Harkman. “We sent a recon drone to your parents’ old laboratory on Avantia. We were hoping it would turn up some evidence about how the Void was created.”


“And did it?” asked Ava.


Harkman nodded. “Most of the lab files were scrambled, of course. But there were a few encrypted logs in Vellis’s name. That’s where we found this.”


Harry tensed. Vellis had worked with his parents, long ago, before he had turned against them all.


“Go on then,” said Ava. “What is it?”


“It’s Tallium.”


Harry looked up at the new voice. It was A.D.U.R.O., the station’s AI, whose face had materialised on the far side of the projection table. Her smooth features were as expressionless as ever beneath her shock of spiky white hair.


“Tallium is a highly unstable radioactive element, capable of releasing vast amounts of energy,” explained A.D.U.R.O.


“It looks like Vellis was experimenting with it,” said Admiral Achebe. “And those experiments went badly wrong. We think they caused a meltdown that generated the Void.”


“I’ve heard of Tallium before,” said Harry. “It’s rare, isn’t it?”


Harkman and the other grown-ups shared a glance.


“There’s something you’re not telling me,” said Harry.


Governor Knox gave a nod, and Harkman sighed. “The only place we’ve ever found Tallium is on Gwildor.”


A sick feeling came over Harry. “He must be extracting it!” He pointed at the projection. “That’s why he needs my parents.”


Harkman shifted uncomfortably. “Even if Vellis has a base on Avantia’s moon, we don’t know that he’s using Tallium.”


Harry’s heart was racing. “But if he is? Whatever Vellis is working on, it’s bound to be something dangerous. Maybe even more dangerous than the Void. This isn’t just about Mum and Dad. It’s about Vantia1. It’s about the whole galaxy!”


He turned to Governor Knox. She was still staring at the spinning model of the Tallium molecule, apparently lost in thought. “Please…” he begged. “We’ve got to send a rescue mission.”


“Harry,” said Harkman, gently. “We’ve already discussed this. It’s not for you to—”


“No.”


Everyone stared at the Governor. It was the first word she had spoken. But now she looked up at them, her hawk-like eyes glinting with purpose.


“Cadet Hugo is right. Now we know what Vellis is capable of, we have a duty to do something. Ready a ship, Admiral Achebe. Gather a team. We’re going to Gwildor!”
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