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1
Supernova



It was the autumn half-term holidays. Johnny Mackintosh sat in his chair gazing out of the window for any sign of his friend who was, by now, several hours late. He glanced again at the device on his wrist, checking the time. If he didn’t leave soon he might miss the meeting at Halader House, the children’s home where he lived. His headmistress had demanded it – the school was becoming tired of his unexplained absences.


‘Still no sign?’ The voice came from Clara who had just entered the room behind him. She walked over and stood beside Johnny’s chair. Unmistakably they were brother and sister, with their matching white-blond hair and pale skin. Golden chains hung around each of their necks, supporting ornate lockets inlaid with crystals. Their clothes nearly matched too. Both wore white tops over their jeans, but while Johnny’s was emblazoned with five gold stars in the shape of a wonky ‘W’, Clara’s had seven lilac stars in the form of the constellation the Plough.


Johnny shook his head grimly, rose from the chair, stepped over a sleeping grey and white Old English sheepdog and walked across to the window – the scene outside had remained nearly the same for the last five hours. That didn’t make it any less extraordinary, but Johnny Mackintosh was hardly an ordinary boy. In fact, you could say he was as unordinary as it was possible to get. Through his dark green eyes (speckled with silver flecks) he was staring at the huge planet Saturn, which completely dominated the view. The majestic rings cast a dark shadow over the gas giant’s flattened globe, obscuring many of the storms that raged in its upper atmosphere. For Johnny was not standing in any room on Earth. He was on the bridge of his very own spaceship, the Spirit of London. The ship had been given to him six months before by no less a person than His Majesty Bram Khari, Emperor of the Galaxy, and from the outside was a carbon copy of his favourite building, the London Gherkin.


‘There!’ said Clara, pointing to a tiny white dot that, if it hadn’t winked into existence a moment before, might have been just another star.


‘I am being hailed,’ said a friendly, assured female voice. As she spoke, lights flickered in time to the words on a screen near to where Johnny was standing – it was the spaceship herself speaking.


‘Put it through, Sol,’ said Johnny to the ship’s mind.


The viewscreen cut to the insides of a smoking, battered spaceship, with alien bodies scattered across its deck and one impaled on a great spike in a chair at the centre.


‘This is Imperial Frigate Cheybora to Terran vessel Spirit of London. Require urgent assistance. Over.’ While Sol had been speaking English, the familiar gruff, female voice from the other ship spoke Universal, the standard language for interspecies communication across the Milky Way. It was only six months ago that Johnny and Clara had left Earth for the very first time. Abducted by the evil, alien Krun and being taken who knew where, Cheybora was the spaceship that had rescued them.


‘Cheybora – this is Johnny. We’re coming.’


‘This is Imperial Frigate Cheybora to Terran vessel Spirit of London. Require urgent assistance. Over.’


‘Sol – let’s get over there as fast as we can,’ Johnny said. ‘Can we fold?’


‘Negative, Johnny. The space between myself and Cheybora is distorted well beyond safe limits. Computing … at maximum speed we shall rendezvous in 10 minutes, 54.716 28 seconds.’


‘This is Imperial Frigate Cheybora to Terran vessel Spirit of London. Require urgent assistance. Over.’


‘And turn that off,’ said Johnny. The figure pinned to the chair on the other bridge was his friend, Captain Valdour, and the sight of his body filled Johnny with dread. Worse still, Cheybora must be a couple of light minutes away so the image in the viewscreen couldn’t show what was happening now – it had already taken place. He hoped they weren’t too late.


Outside, the orange, cloud-covered moon Titan was passing beneath them, bigger than the planet Mercury, and recently visited by the Huygens space probe. Johnny had wanted to land there after his rendezvous with Valdour. The Emperor of the Galaxy himself had once told him there was something special on Titan, but now that was the last thing on Johnny’s mind. He raised his arm to his mouth and spoke into the wrist-based communicator, or wristcom, he was wearing. ‘Alf, we need you on the bridge.’


‘On my way, Master Johnny.’ A few seconds later, a figure in a pinstriped suit wearing a bowler hat stepped out of the antigrav lifts and walked across to Johnny. Alf’s face had a slight metallic sheen because he was an artificial life form. When on Earth, Johnny’s ship took the place of the real Gherkin and stood at the heart of London’s financial district – the android, trying very hard to fit in with his surroundings, might just about have passed for an eccentric banker. ‘Are we on the move? I thought we were already at the designated coordinates,’ he said.


‘Something’s gone wrong,’ Johnny replied, biting his lips as he worried about exactly what.


Sol was displaying the other spaceship on the viewscreen. Normally dazzling white, parts of Cheybora’s hull looked blackened and bruised.


As the ten minutes passed and they drew closer, more of the damage became visible, the huge rips in the ship’s sides ever more apparent. She didn’t look spaceworthy.


‘Sol, prepare a shuttle,’ said Johnny.


‘No,’ said Clara. ‘There might not be time. Space has started to settle – I’ll fold us across.’


When Clara looked as determined as she did now, Johnny knew not to argue. As he watched, an archway appeared out of nothing in the middle of the bridge. It was about three times his height and curved so it widened higher up and, incredibly, it led directly from the Spirit of London onto the stricken ship. Johnny never stopped marvelling at his sister’s ability to take hold of a piece of the fabric of space itself in one location and fold it up against another piece elsewhere. In some higher, fourth dimension, the distance between them shrank to zero making it possible to go from your starting point to your destination in a single step.


With the opening established, the calm of their surroundings was shattered by the din from hundreds of competing alarm systems, and Johnny almost choked on the combined smells of electrical fires and something worse he didn’t recognize, all coming from the other ship. It took a moment to realize it was burnt skin and hair. Bentley, the Old English sheepdog, was now wide awake and barking. Quickly, Johnny tied the dog’s lead around a cylindrical tank at the centre of the Spirit of London’s bridge, took one last gulp of fresh air and jumped through. Alf followed a little tentatively, and immediately fell to the ground with a loud metallic thud. Clara came last. As she set foot on Cheybora’s bridge the archway behind her, together with the sound of Bentley’s barking, disappeared.


Clara’s ability to fold space was something usually reserved for the octopus-like Plicans who floated in tanks at the heart of every faster-than-light spacecraft. Unfortunately Alf’s complicated circuitry was incapable of handling this distortion in the fabric of the universe and he needed a reboot. Johnny bent down and twisted the android’s left ear three hundred and sixty degrees so it snapped back into its original position. Alf sat bolt upright.


‘Cheybora,’ Johnny shouted above the wailing of the alarms. ‘We’re here. What do you want us to do?’


The sirens were immediately silenced and the ship spoke. She had been through many dangerous space battles, but Johnny had never heard her frightened before. ‘The rest of my crew are simply unconscious, Johnny, but it’s my captain. I fear his hearts have stopped beating.’


Johnny was already standing beside the captain in front of the Plican’s tank. Valdour must have strapped himself in tightly so he could retain control of the ship during whatever it was he’d come from. That meant he’d been unable to avoid the sharp metal rod which had been uprooted from a weapons console, flown across the bridge and pinned the captain to his chair like a javelin. Johnny checked the humanoid’s grotesquely battle-ravaged face. A deep scar ran all the way down the right side, beneath a black eye patch. His other eye was closed. The remainder of the brown face was blackened with scorch marks and the man’s dark hair was matted to his scalp, perhaps with blood. He wasn’t breathing.


‘What do I do, Cheybora?’ asked Johnny. ‘Help me.’


‘You must remove the obstruction, then restart both hearts simultaneously. My sickbay has been destroyed. Do you have equipment on your ship? Please hurry.’


Clara turned immediately to reopen the fold, but Johnny stopped her. ‘There isn’t time,’ he said. ‘I can do it.’


He felt Alf by his side. The android took hold of the massive pole and began to pull. It slid out as effortlessly as if he were plucking a pin from a cushion. Acrid smoke hissed from the wound as the captain’s alien physiology sealed itself shut.


‘Where are his hearts, Cheybora?’ Johnny shouted, his throat tightening. As he stood before Valdour he began to wonder if he could really do this.


‘One under each arm,’ the ship replied.


Cheybora’s confidence calmed Johnny, who placed a hand in each of the captain’s armpits, ignoring the sticky secretions. Then he closed his eyes and willed the electric current he needed to come. During the last few months he’d discovered he could sense and even control electricity with his mind – the movement of electrons was becoming like music to him. He began to hum his favourite song; the current inside him fed back in a loop, resonating so it doubled on every beat. By the end of the first verse it was so strong he had to release the barriers holding it in check. He looked down to see blue sparks jump from his fingertips to underneath Valdour’s arms. The captain coughed and opened his one eye. He smiled weakly at Johnny, which made his face appear even more horrific, looked down at the puncture hole in his chest and whispered, ‘That hurt – and the scar won’t even show.’


Only now did Johnny realize he’d been holding his breath. He let out a long sigh and sank to his knees. With Captain Valdour alive and talking, Alf and Clara left for the galley, returning a couple of minutes later with armfuls of protein-based drinks that would revive Cheybora’s personnel. Like most Imperial spaceships, she was crewed by a consignment of Viasynth – white, triangular-faced aliens connected by a hive mind so they could respond instantly to any situation on board. Waking the first was difficult, but once one Viasynth was conscious, the others soon followed.


Johnny carefully undid the straps holding Valdour in the chair, so the injured captain could breathe more easily. Then he asked, ‘What happened?’


‘Truly, I have never seen such horror,’ replied the captain. ‘Whole planets burned … billions of lives with them. The Fourth Fleet destroyed in a Star Blaze brighter than a galaxy. They exploded a sun in the Toliman system.’


‘A supernova?’ asked Johnny. ‘How did you get away? No ship could outrun that.’


‘However long the odds, there is always a way,’ said Valdour, gripping Johnny’s arm. ‘The fight must go on.’


‘But who?’ Johnny asked. ‘Who could even do that?’


‘The Andromedans,’ said Valdour. ‘It was Nymac.’ As he said the name he spat thick brown blood out onto the deck.


It was a name that Johnny had heard before. There was a war going on – a war between galaxies. The Andromedans were invading the Milky Way and, with their evil General Nymac, they seemed to be winning.
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With Sol working around the clock, Cheybora and her crew were out of immediate danger, but the Spirit of London’s repair droids would need several more hours to make the Imperial Frigate battle-ready. Then there was the question of setting up defences. Who was to say where Nymac’s trail of destruction would lead now? Toliman was a triple star system known on Earth as Alpha Centauri – only four light years away, it was the closest collection of stars to the Sun. According to Captain Valdour, Earth’s Sun could easily be next. What the captain had called Star Blaze had to be what astronomers knew as a supernova. Johnny was fairly sure the Sun was too small to become one, but the same should have been true of the stars of Alpha Centauri. What Nymac had done defied the laws of physics, but there was no time to investigate – Johnny still had his stupid meeting to attend, due to start in Halader House in only twenty minutes.


While there seemed many more important things to do, Johnny’s children’s home in Castle Dudbury New Town was a special place. He couldn’t afford to miss this and be moved elsewhere in his absence, or have too many questions left hanging over his future. The home was Johnny’s link to the Emperor, and if there was one person in all the galaxy that Johnny wanted to speak with right now, it was Bram Khari.


So, with Bentley alongside him, Johnny found himself on deck 2, sitting inside what looked like a black London taxi. This was the Jubilee, one of the Spirit of London’s three shuttlecraft. They were about to try something special: Clara was going to fold a portion of space immediately outside Sol’s shuttle deck, orbiting Saturn, all the way to low Earth orbit. Her clear bubble helmet was the only giveaway that she was wearing a spacesuit. She was sitting cross-legged on the floor beside another black cab and a red London bus, the palms of her hands facing forwards to where the familiar archway opened, not far beyond the bay doors. Through it Johnny could see the beautiful swirling blue and white world that was home – from space, Earth had no borders. In his mind he thought, Forward, and the shuttlecraft obeyed him. To make the fold easier, the gravity generator on the Jubilee had been turned off, so once they left the Spirit of London, both he and the Old English sheepdog floated out of their seats. When he turned to look back, the fold had already closed. All he could see was the blackness of space and the beauty of the non-twinkling stars, including Cassiopeia, the big ‘W’.


Johnny couldn’t help but stare at his favourite constellation, the one that matched the pattern of freckles on the inside of his left forearm. After a few seconds, he turned to face forward and saw, with horror, that he was not alone. Only a few hundred metres below was the International Space Station. Johnny thought, Shields on, and hoped for all the world that he hadn’t been spotted. Around him the sides of the taxi disappeared, followed by Johnny and Bentley themselves. Now they were invisible minds floating alone in the cosmos. Except that an invisible long wet tongue slopped across Johnny’s face and then Bentley barked with joy. Johnny hated to spoil his best friend’s fun, but he turned on the gravity generator so they slipped out of zero G and he could pilot the shuttle without distraction. Three hundred and forty kilometres above Earth, they passed the space station windows so close that they could see the astronauts inside. Johnny would have loved to stay for longer, but he had to press on for the meeting.


Far below, the outline of the west of Africa was clearly visible. He took the Jubilee down into the thin layer of atmosphere that protected Earth. If Nymac could turn the Sun into a supernova, all this would be boiled away into space. One day, when Earth’s local star swelled to become a red giant, it would happen anyway, but astronomers weren’t expecting that to be for another five billion years – roughly speaking. Johnny was determined to do everything in his power to ensure they were right.


To that end he’d put Clara in command and the Spirit of London would, for the first time, be journeying through space without him. He hated being away from Sol, but she was off to the dwarf planet Pluto, on the fringes of the Kuiper Belt, where Clara and Alf would start work on an early-warning system. If the Andromedan Navy came calling, Johnny wanted as much notice as possible.


He reached over and stroked Bentley’s invisible coat as he took the Jubilee down through the clouds. They emerged over London and his mind, almost unconsciously, directed the small craft northeast towards the Essex town that was their final destination. Luckily, Barnard Way was free of traffic so the shuttle was able to land, light as a feather, on the tarmac. As it did so, the Jubilee’s ingenious shields changed so the invisible spaceship again became a black taxi, and anyone looking from the pavement would have seen an ordinary cab driver with a single passenger in the backseat. They would have seen the taxi turn into the driveway of Castle Dudbury Railway Station and come to a halt in the taxi rank alongside a row of trees opposite the main entrance. They might then have been a little surprised to see a thirteen-year-old boy and a grey and white Old English sheepdog clamber out and run across the station carpark towards the children’s home located in the far corner.


Johnny glanced at his wristcom and saw he was already five minutes late. He opened the gate that led into the backyard of Halader House, tied Bentley’s long leather lead to the side of the dog’s kennel, ignored the sheepdog’s offended whine and hurtled through the back door. He raced down a windowless corridor past the computer room and the kitchen-diner and then jumped up the stairs, three at a time, onto the first floor. Soon he found himself at the very end of the corridor in front of a wooden door on which a brass plaque read ‘Manager’s Office’. He took a last deep breath and knocked.


The door was opened by a striking woman with grey and black striped hair, wearing pointed glasses that made her eyes appear huge and owl-like. Through them Mrs Irvine, the children’s home manager, was staring disapprovingly at Johnny making him feel just a few inches tall. In a sing-song Glaswegian accent she said, ‘Jonathan, you’re late.’


She held the door open, allowing Johnny to duck underneath her arm and pass through into the spacious office. Behind a modern wooden desk, one floor-to-ceiling window made up the entire far wall, looking out across the carpark towards the train station. In the distance, Johnny could see the Jubilee. To either side of the desk were tall bookshelves full of dusty volumes that didn’t look as though they’d been read in a very long time. In front of the desk was a circular, wood-effect table around which sat three familiar faces.


Miss Harutunian, Johnny’s red-haired American social worker, smiled as he entered, said, ‘Hi, Johnny,’ and tapped the vacant seat next to her.


On the other side of the empty seat was Mrs Devonshire, Headmistress of Castle Dudbury Comprehensive School, which Johnny still attended as often as he could. Miss Harutunian was wearing jeans and a green T-shirt, while Mrs Devonshire sported a stripy pink jumper and flared white trousers. She, too, gave Johnny a smile, but there was no warmth behind it.


Next to Mrs Devonshire, for some inexplicable reason, sat Mr Wilkins, the Halader House cook. His huge frame was taking up a large amount of the table. The cook’s matted hair and bushy beard reminded Johnny of the fur of a Pilosan, a race of large aliens with powerful mind-control techniques whose planet he’d only just escaped from a couple of months earlier. Johnny shuddered as he recalled the way the creatures grew bigger and bigger as they gorged on the unhappiness of others. For reasons best known to himself, Mr Wilkins acted as though Johnny was the vilest, most despicable person he had ever had the misfortune to meet and said as much to anyone who was prepared to listen. His tiny beetle-like eyes scowled full of loathing as Johnny sat down.


Mrs Irvine closed the door and took the remaining chair, calling the meeting to order. Mrs Devonshire leant forward and interrupted. ‘As I’m sure we are all aware,’ said the Headmistress, smiling again, ‘under the 2003 Education Act a school has the authority to require the re-housing of a young person in local authority care, should their place of residence be unable to enforce regular school attendance.’ Johnny’s heart sank. He’d suspected this, but he hadn’t known for sure.


Miss Harutunian was first to reply. ‘I understood Johnny’s grades were just fine. In fact, almost all your teachers tell me he is a moderately gifted pupil.’ Johnny felt his face turning red. He tried to avoid drawing attention to himself during class where there was always a temptation to answer too many questions. Miss Harutunian had come to his last two parents’ evenings. Like everyone else, the social worker thought that Johnny’s mum was being treated in St Catharine’s Hospital for the Criminally Insane while his father was in a high-security prison, both incarcerated for the murder of Johnny’s elder brother, Nicky. Only Johnny and Clara knew the true story and no one would have believed them if they’d told it.


For a start, no one else was even aware that Clara existed, apart from the mysterious Dr Carrington who’d been treating Johnny’s mum at St Catharine’s, which turned out not to be a hospital at all but a secret base belonging to the Krun. Sitting in the meeting, Johnny couldn’t help thinking it was really unfair that Clara was able to do whatever she wanted and live on the Spirit of London, while he still attended school.


‘Johnny’s ability is not what we’re discussing,’ replied Mrs Devonshire, ‘though I have no doubt his marks would be better were his attendance to become more satisfactory. It is his education that’s at stake.’


Johnny thought all his real education took place well away from Castle Dudbury Comprehensive. He only went to the school at all to see his mates, play football (he was in the school team) and ensure he didn’t get into trouble with the authorities. Clearly he’d not been going enough, but it was hard to combine studying for GCSEs with jetting around the galaxy.


Mrs Irvine spoke next. ‘Here at Ben Halader House,’ she said (the Manager was the only person who ever bothered to use the children’s home’s full title), ‘we believe the all-round development and well-being of our charges is far more important than marks in a school test.’


‘But the boy’s hardly here, either,’ cut in Mr Wilkins, before a firm stare from Mrs Irvine silenced him.


The Manager continued, ‘Exactly how much time has Jonathan missed?’


‘To be right up to date, I printed it out just before I left,’ replied Mrs Devonshire, reaching into a large beige shoulder bag on the floor and picking out the papers that Johnny was sure would spell his doom. All the pupils at Castle Dudbury Comprehensive were issued with a smartcard to register their attendance as they went in and out of lessons and the data was stored in the school database. The headmistress carried on, ‘Johnny has attended precisely …’ but then she stopped mid-sentence. ‘This can’t be right.’


‘I’ll ask you again,’ said Mrs Irvine. ‘How much school is Johnny supposed to have missed?’


‘It can’t be. It’s not possible. I don’t understand,’ said Mrs Devonshire. Everyone looked at her waiting for the answer, including Johnny – until then he’d been staring at his trainers. Finally the headmistress said, ‘It’s three.’


‘Gee, you guys are strict,’ said Miss Harutunian. ‘In trouble for missing three days?’


‘No, three lessons,’ replied Mrs Devonshire sheepishly, her face turning the colour of her jumper.


‘Well, I hardly think that merits Jonathan’s removal from Ben Halader House,’ said Mrs Irvine. ‘If there’s nothing else, would you excuse us? There are other matters concerning Jonathan that require our attention.’


‘Yes, of course,’ said a flustered Mrs Devonshire rising to her feet and dropping the printouts on the floor. She picked them up, partly recovered her composure, and said, ‘I shall see you in class first thing Monday morning, Jonathan. And get there early. There’s a new health visitor – a Dr Carrington – coming to the school. You’re down on his list for a medical.’ With that, she walked out of the room leaving Mr Wilkins scowling silently at Johnny, clearly upset at the turn events had taken. Johnny tried to stare back, but lost the blinking contest as his mind drifted to the mysterious doctor – and on to St Catharine’s.


It was there that he’d finally discovered the strange truth about his mum – that, while she’d always appeared human, she was anything but. Comatose for many years in her hospital bed, while somehow held captive by the evil Krun, her human shell had died just months before. Johnny’s dad died there too, sacrificing himself for his children by throwing his body in front of the Krun blasters. Johnny and Clara never had the chance to get to know their parents – their father had also been a prisoner of the evil aliens, who tortured him for over a decade before Johnny and his sister came to his rescue. Abandoned in the blood-soaked hospital ward, all had seemed lost until their mother miraculously reappeared, revealing herself to be the Diaquant, a powerful being able to travel through time and space and manipulate the laws of physics themselves. She revived her dead husband’s spirit, transforming him, like her, into a creature of pure energy. For a fleeting moment Johnny’s family was all together. But then his parents had to go, moving on into some unknown dimension, leaving him and Clara behind on Earth. He was brought back to the present by a cough from Mrs Irvine.


‘Jonathan. As I believe Katherine has told you,’ said the Manager, nodding to Miss Harutunian, ‘she is returning to New York for a fortnight’s well-deserved holiday.’ Johnny vaguely remembered his social worker mentioning something about going on vacation. ‘As Mr Wilkins has expressed an interest in developing his career here, this would seem the perfect opportunity. He will take over your day-to-day care for the next two weeks.’


Mr Wilkins smiled, thrusting his beard across the table. It wasn’t pretty.


Johnny’s relief at being allowed to stay evaporated. How could this be allowed to happen? He’d almost rather have been moved to another children’s home. Miss Harutunian mouthed a silent ‘sorry’ in Johnny’s direction as Mr Wilkins stood up, revealing blue elasticated trousers around his massive waist. If it were possible, the cook appeared even larger than normal. Johnny hadn’t thought anyone – not even Mr Wilkins himself – could eat that much of his own horrible food.


‘Let’s make a start, shall we, sonny? You can come and help me get dinner ready.’ The cook licked his lips in anticipation of the suffering he was about to inflict on his new charge.
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Four hours later, Johnny was finally released from the kitchens. He didn’t think he’d ever worked so hard. Dinner had been burgers and chips, which sounded OK but meant that Johnny had peeled and chopped about a million potatoes, as well as covering himself in oil, which he’d had to pour from giant, greasy drums into the deep-fat fryers, only for it to spatter and burn him as it heated and began to bubble furiously. All the time Mr Wilkins sat in an armchair in the kitchen watching television and occasionally shouting instructions. There was a stash of beef burgers at the back of the grimy fridge, but when Johnny took them out he found most of them had started to go mouldy. He showed one to Mr Wilkins who told him to scrape any spots of fungus off and not be such a baby. Johnny served the food, but only managed a couple of cold chips himself. After dinner, he had to do all the clearing away and washing up. Mr Wilkins had told him to start preparing breakfast once he’d finished, but the bearded cook fell asleep in front of the TV, holding a can of beer, and Johnny was at last able to escape.


He went straight out of the back door to find Bentley. Despite sheltering in his kennel, the Old English sheepdog’s coat felt freezing cold and he looked pointedly away while Johnny untied his lead. It was late and Johnny wanted nothing more than his bed, but there were things he had to do before turning in. So, with Bentley sulking behind him, Johnny tiptoed along the ground-floor corridor until he came to the Halader House computer room. As always, the door was locked, with a magnetic card reader by its side for access. Nowadays Johnny didn’t even have to get very close. He waved his hand vaguely in the direction of the access point and sent the electrons embedded within its wires to their desired locations. There was a soft click, Johnny turned the handle and the door opened.


Inside the computer room was a long central table that housed eight computers. Johnny walked over to the one at the head of the table, switched it on and said, ‘Hi, Kovac.’


‘I suppose you’ve come to say thank you,’ the computer replied. Kovac stood for Keyboard- Or Voice-Activated Computer. Originally, it had simply been a fun and powerful operating system Johnny had written himself but, once Sol had designed a quantum processor for him to fit, the Halader House computer had very much taken on a mind of its own – and not always for the better.


‘Thank you for what?’ Johnny asked.


‘It’s not like me to make a mistake,’ replied the computer, ‘but it seems I over-estimated your intelligence. Who else did you think had adjusted the Castle Dudbury Comprehensive School attendance records for you?’


‘So that’s what happened,’ said Johnny. ‘Thanks. I didn’t think.’


‘Clearly the thinking around here is best left to myself,’ replied Kovac. ‘So tell me. What taxing mission have you interrupted me for? Perhaps you need me to send a message to one of your friends?’


Johnny felt a pang of guilt – that was mainly what he asked Kovac to do nowadays and the reason he’d come to the computer room tonight. He missed being away from his ship. Johnny was sure Sol would be fine, but he wanted to send a message just in case. Sensing, though, that it would be better to wait, he suggested Kovac continually monitored all the computer records he could find about Johnny, editing any data that might look suspicious. He also asked the quantum computer to research what would happen to Earth if the Sun became a supernova, and send the information to the specially adapted games console in Johnny’s bedroom. He was too tired now but he’d take a look first thing in the morning in case there was anything that might help stop Nymac.


His train of thought was interrupted by Kovac announcing, a little huffily, that there was an incoming transmission on a secure channel. The monitor dissolved into a video image of a teenage girl with brown curly hair and lots of freckles, and a red setter squirming on her lap.


‘Hi Louise, hi Rusty,’ said Johnny.


Rusty barked so loudly Johnny was worried she might wake Mr Wilkins along the corridor. At least Bentley stopped sulking and started tapping Johnny’s leg, wanting to be picked up. Johnny obliged, but with the sheepdog in his lap, it was difficult for him to see the display.


‘Johnny!’ replied Louise. ‘I can’t believe it’s you – you’re impossible to get hold of.’


‘I had to come back,’ said Johnny. ‘Stuff at school – all dead boring. So Clara’s off on Pluto while I’ve been scrubbing out the kitchens.’


Louise laughed, but composed herself and said, ‘Hey – it’s good for you to do something normal for a change.’


Johnny smiled. He knew Louise was right and he shouldn’t moan. ‘What’s going on with you?’ he asked.


‘That’s why I called – the Proteus Institute’s been sold.’


At this Johnny sat up, forcing Bentley onto the floor (the dog gave an offended whine). The Proteus Institute for the Gifted in Yarnton Hill had been Clara’s ‘school’, until Johnny arrived to rescue her. Like St Catharine’s, the place had been another Krun base – and one where they experimented on human children. It was also where the aliens maintained a secret space elevator, a highly efficient way of transporting packages to and from Earth orbit. Johnny should know – he’d been one of those packages.


Louise began to tell him about the new owners. Johnny remembered how lucky he’d been to meet her and wished she’d wanted to stay onboard the Spirit of London when he’d asked. She’d been living in Yarnton Hill when she came across Johnny and Bentley and helped them break into the school. As a result she, too, had been captured by the Krun. After Johnny had rescued her, she’d returned home but promised to keep an eye on the institute. For six months the red-brick building, sited in its vast grounds, had been boarded up, with the space elevator dismantled and removed long before Johnny returned to check it out. Hopefully the sale was final proof that the Krun had gone for good. As Louise continued talking, Kovac’s screen dissolved into static and the signal was lost.


‘Kovac, what’s going on? Get Louise back,’ he shouted, but the computer didn’t reply. Instead the image of a young black-haired man slowly formed from out of the noise. It was difficult to make out his face, as most of it was in shadow.


‘Johnny? Is that you?’ asked the figure. At the sound of the man’s voice, Bentley leapt up, placing his front paws on the table. The sheepdog barked and wagged his tail. ‘It must be. That’s got to be Bentley,’ said the man.


‘Who are you? How did you find me?’ Johnny asked. Although he couldn’t see the man’s face clearly, from his surroundings Johnny was certain of one thing – he was transmitting from a spaceship.


‘No time,’ came the reply. ‘We must meet. Tomorrow, at noon. These coordinates: 52.904N01.468W. Everything depends on it.’


‘But who are you?’ Johnny asked again, at the same time shushing Bentley.


‘He’s coming. I must go.’ The man looked scared.


‘Who? Who’s coming?’


‘Tomorrow at noon.’


The image dissolved and was replaced by Louise talking about a pop group she was going to see next week.


‘Hold on a sec,’ said Johnny, interrupting her mid-flow. ‘Kovac, where was that transmission from?’


‘I was right when I said I’d overestimated your intelligence,’ said the computer. ‘Louise is broadcasting from Yarnton Hill, where she always transmits from.’


‘Not Louise … the man … from the spaceship. It’s important.’


‘I think I would know had I been relaying a second transmission.’


‘Louise,’ said Johnny desperately. ‘You saw the screen go blank. How long were we out of contact?’


‘Sorry, Johnny,’ she replied. ‘I don’t know what you mean. We were talking the whole time.’


Johnny pushed his chair back from the table, the wheels scraping along the floor. From Louise’s end it was possible that nothing odd had happened, but surely Kovac should be aware? ‘Look, something’s up,’ he told the curly haired girl. ‘I’d better go.’


Louise said, ‘OK – laters,’ waved goodbye and the screen went blank.


This was even more reason to contact the Spirit of London, but any message would take five and a half hours to get there and the same to get back, unless the ship folded and returned. ‘Kovac – I need you to send a message to Sol. She should be on Pluto.’


‘Is that a real or imaginary message?’ asked Kovac. ‘There are things I would rather be getting on with instead of being your personal videophone.’


‘Kovac – it’s really important,’ said Johnny. ‘Someone just hijacked your systems.’


‘How dare you?’ the computer replied. ‘You know very well I am the most advanced computer on this planet, and several others besides I don’t doubt. As if it’s not enough that you give me tedious tasks such as, “Kovac – check my school records … Kovac – run a simulation of the Sun going supernova … Kovac – it’s Louise. I’ve got a message for Johnny,” now you insult me. Well I won’t have it. Read my lips, not that you’ve ever bothered to give me any – no more messages.’


‘What?’ said Johnny, hardly able to believe his ears, but the quantum computer had decided to shut himself down. ‘Don’t bother then – I’ll talk to Bram,’ Johnny mumbled to himself. ‘Come on, Bents.’ With that he stomped off to the door with Bentley following on behind. Kovac had been a lot easier to deal with when he was just Johnny’s homewritten operating system.


It was late and the Halader House corridors were deserted. Johnny and Bentley passed the kitchen-diner, climbed a flight of stairs and walked along another corridor until they turned a corner and came to a wrought-iron spiral staircase leading up into the ceiling. At the top was a trapdoor, with a ‘no entry’ sign screwed into it. Johnny pulled the door open and he and Bentley clambered through into Johnny’s bedroom. Built into the roof space of the children’s home, every inch of the sloping walls was covered with posters of space scenes. There was one of Saturn, showing the rings in full from above; another displayed all the planets in the solar system in order, and to scale; a third was of the International Space Station, albeit with fewer modules than Johnny had seen just a few hours earlier. But his pride and joy was one he’d printed himself. It was of Sagittarius A*, the supermassive black hole at the very centre of the galaxy. The blackness almost spilled out of the picture while, just above the dark globe shone a brilliant white jet of magnetically charged matter, streaming away to escape its doom. Johnny had made sure the Spirit of London was at a very safe distance when capturing the image, but it didn’t stop his blood running cold when he remembered that day.


The end of the room had been extended into a box shape and Bentley, still chilled after his many hours outside in the cold, pattered straight over and underneath the bed, curling up beside the radiator below the window. As he did so, he nudged a little cardboard box out of the way, to make himself more comfortable. Apart from Johnny’s handheld games console, anyone looking in the box would have thought it full of junk, but the other little odds and ends were the only things he had left of his dad’s. Sometimes, Johnny rummaged through and held the precious contents, just to feel close to his father again. Now, though, there was something more pressing to be done.


Above his bed was a shimmering haze, like dust particles glinting in the moonlight. Only, despite the open curtains, tonight there was no moon. Johnny took a deep breath, closed his eyes and placed his face into the twinkling cloud. When he opened them he was looking out onto the central courtyard of the Imperial Palace on Melania, the planet that was the capital of the galaxy. The dim red light and single shadows meant only one of the twin suns, Arros or Deynar, was above the horizon, but Johnny couldn’t see which.


The Wormhole connected Johnny’s bedroom to this place – it was the reason Johnny wasn’t living permanently on the Spirit of London. It had been created by a Cornicula Worm (given to Johnny by the Emperor, along with a supply of eggs to hatch more) burrowing back through the fabric of time and space to its home world. You couldn’t travel through it, but you could send a signal and see what was going on. The square was quiet. Johnny opened his mouth and said, ‘Bram,’ quietly at first, but much louder the second time. He hoped the Emperor was nearby.


‘Who’s there?’ came a high-pitched squeaky voice from somewhere behind. Then, into the half-light, stepped a very thin creature, nearly three metres high, with a long face and wearing robes of the same electric blue as a dragonfly. It was a Phasmeer, a type of alien (neither male nor female) that seemed common in the Imperial Civil Service.


Whenever Johnny saw one he was reminded of the traitor Gronack, who’d been aboard the Spirit of London for a while until it had betrayed Johnny and Clara and handed them over to Colonel Hartman, someone high up in a sinister organization that suspected their half-alien parentage. When that backfired, it tried to sell them to the Andromedans instead. Even now, it made Johnny mad just remembering – he hadn’t yet met one of these aliens he liked. ‘I need to speak with Bram,’ he said. ‘Can you get him?’


‘I take it you are referring to His Divine Imperial Majesty, the Emperor Bram Khari?’ squeaked the Phasmeer. ‘I’ll just run along and fetch him, shall I?’


‘Yes please,’ Johnny replied, but the creature didn’t move.


Instead it folded two long arms, jointed only near the very end, in front of its robes (which were beginning to turn pink) and replied, ‘And who might you be who dares to summon the Emperor?’


‘I didn’t mean it like that,’ said Johnny. ‘It’s me – Johnny Mackintosh. He’d want to speak to me.’


‘Oh he would, would he, Johnny Mackintosh? I rather think I would have the shortest tenure of any Chancellor in Melanian history were I to summon His Divine Imperial Majesty for some young upstart who just happened to stumble upon a Cornicular opening.’


‘It’s not like that,’ Johnny replied, as earnestly as he could. ‘We’re friends. Bram …’


‘This is a priority channel for direct communication with the Emperor over matters of state,’ shrieked the Phasmeer, its voice higher than ever and robes now bright red. ‘I shall be reporting its abuse to the appropriate authorities. Good day to you. Your transmission is terminated.’ A fine spray wafted from one of the Phasmeer’s hands in the direction of Johnny face. As it reached him, the Wormhole contracted around his head, forcing him back onto his bed in Halader House. He sneezed several times, before trying to re-establish the link to give the Phasmeer a piece of his mind. It was no use. Somehow the Wormhole was closed for now, and Johnny wouldn’t be able to tell the Emperor about the nearest star to the Sun being turned into a supernova, or the mysterious transmission he’d received in the computer room.


Sol was out of contact on Pluto. Bram was otherwise engaged. The more Johnny thought about it, the more he knew it would be madness for him to meet the dark-haired stranger without telling anyone, but something, somewhere in the back of his mind seemed familiar about that face. He went to sleep knowing he had to find out what it was.





2
A Derby Detour



Johnny bashed his alarm clock until it finally stopped making the deep growling noise he loathed, and lay staring at the strange numbers piercing the gloom. Finally, he registered that they were telling him it was 05.30 a.m. One of the things he really hated was getting up while it was still dark outside. It took a few moments before he remembered he’d decided to read up on supernovae before joining Mr Wilkins in the Halader House kitchens.


Bentley’s snores confirmed it would take more than a radio alarm to rouse the sheepdog at this time of night, but Johnny still tried to be as quiet as possible as he slid the box of stuff from under the bed and pulled out the handheld games console. It had a bigger display than the wristcom and a dedicated link to Kovac. He switched the device on and soon the blank screen came alive with the simulation he’d asked the quantum computer to prepare. A bloated star was in its death throes, having finally run out of usable fuel to keep shining. The next moment it was collapsing under its own weight as the force of gravity took hold. The commentary told Johnny he was watching Earth’s own Sun, somehow altered. All the remaining matter of the star, its spent fuel, was being crushed ever more tightly together, the temperature rising higher and higher. The very atoms were being squeezed and something had to give. The screen on the console flared brilliant white as the handheld depicted one of the biggest explosions the Milky Way would see. The galaxy might contain hundreds of billions of stars but, in this moment, their combined light would be outshone by this one cataclysmic event.


Kovac said that a man called Chandrasekhar had shown a star needed to be much bigger than the Sun to become a supernova, but it was clear to Johnny that Nymac had somehow found a way round that. The simulation showed a vast fireball spreading out into the solar system, obliterating everything and anything it encountered. It would take just over an hour before Earth was vaporized. He fast-forwarded to a point when North and South America were facing the Sun and felt the full force of the impact. It took only a couple of seconds before the molten red glow spread from there around the globe and Earth itself began to disintegrate. Even though it was only a simulation, it was terrible to watch. Whatever the cost, Nymac had to be stopped. Johnny lay on his bed for a few minutes contemplating what he’d seen, before he looked again at the clock and couldn’t believe it read 06.30. He was already late.


Mr Wilkins’s warnings had been stern, but Johnny wondered if he’d got away with it as he stumbled, bleary-eyed, along the corridor and into what seemed a deserted dining room. Watching the simulation first thing had wiped him out and he couldn’t help stretching his arms wide and letting out an almighty yawn. Then he saw something move along the far wall. A giant shadow rose upwards, before the great mass of the Halader House cook appeared from behind the large fridge in the far corner. The chef was carrying a long knife in one hand and a sharpening steel in the other. He ran the blade quickly backwards and forwards as he walked slowly towards Johnny, who stood his ground but wished he could cover his ears to shut out the high-pitched scrapes of metal against metal. As Mr Wilkins approached he bellowed at Johnny for being late and slammed the end of his sharpened knife into the long wooden table so that the neatly laid-out cutlery jumped into the air, clattering back down out of position.


‘I’m not your slave,’ said Johnny defiantly, but it didn’t stop the cook dragging him by the ear into the kitchen and placing him in front of a near-empty pan of grey sludge bubbling on the hob, like hot mud around a volcano.


‘Porridge, sonny,’ said Mr Wilkins in answer to Johnny’s questioning look. ‘Four cups of water to one of oats. I want ten times that much – get cracking.’ Johnny set to work as the cook sat down and opened up a newspaper. ‘And make sure there’s enough salt,’ Mr Wilkins shouted, as his beard bristled against the paper. ‘A tablespoon for every cup.’


Johnny didn’t add any salt. Although he turned on a rusty tap, he didn’t use the brown water which flowed from it either. Once he was sure the cook wasn’t looking, he opened the fridge and, after sniffing several cartons, found some milk that hadn’t gone off to use instead. Finally, as he ladled the steaming porridge into bowls, he topped each portion with a dollop of golden syrup. Breakfast proved much more popular than normal, but washing up all the pots and pans took forever.


Exhausted, his fingers wrinkled from spending so long in the lukewarm dishwater, Johnny was finally allowed to leave. Shutting the dining room door behind him, he found himself standing in front of Spencer Mitchell, dressed in a hooded sweatshirt and holding a deflated football. Despite being a few years older, Spencer invited Johnny outside for a kickabout in the station carpark. Johnny’s reputation as a footballer had spread through Halader House after his team had won the Essex Schools Cup last year. It was cool to be included, but Johnny still said no. He knew he had to talk to Kovac before leaving for the rendezvous.


The quantum computer had surprised himself by calculating that the Andromeda and Milky Way galaxies were due to collide in only half a billion years, apparently much sooner than Earthbound astronomers had predicted. Johnny said how impressed he was and then indulged the intelligent machine by asking how many new prime numbers it had discovered in the last week. Kovac sounded very proud to announce that there were four more, taking the total unknown to Earthbound mathematicians to seventy-nine.


With Kovac in a far better mood than the last time they’d spoken, Johnny tentatively asked him to send a message to Sol. The computer agreed, but stressed there was no guarantee any signal would be received. That would depend on the precise whereabouts of the spaceship.


It had to be worth a try. Kovac ran a search and determined that the huge radio telescope at Jodrell Bank was aligned in almost the right direction so, after a slight tweak, Johnny prepared to record a message. He’d never been so far from his ship and it was odd that any communication wouldn’t be instant. It reminded Johnny of when he was little, dreaming he was commander of the first ever Mars base. Then he’d pretend to record messages to send to the Secretary-General of the United Nations, updating Earth with the colony’s progress. Johnny smiled to himself. He’d still not taken the Spirit of London to the red planet and really should do that soon.


Finding the right words was difficult. In the end, he simply said that he’d received an unidentified transmission, but one he believed to be friendly, and was going to investigate. He gave them the coordinates and the time, but made clear he didn’t expect them to come back because of it. He knew he wasn’t being especially brave – the message wouldn’t reach Pluto till mid-afternoon Johnny’s time anyway so, when he went to meet the mysterious stranger, he would do so on his own.


He returned to his bedroom and roused Bentley. The sheepdog was always reluctant to leave the comfort of the radiator, but he made Johnny feel safer and had often helped him out of a tight spot. Three times the big grey and white dog had saved him from the evil Krun, when without his friend’s heroic efforts Johnny was sure to have been killed. Even when Bents had been shot and gravely wounded, he’d fought on and been the bravest companion anyone could wish for. Together, under a grey autumnal sky, they sneaked across the carpark, avoiding Spencer’s football match, and reached the Jubilee which was covered in golden leaves from some overhanging branches. Johnny opened the door and Bentley jumped inside.


Piloting the shuttle was such a relief after a day at Halader House. Johnny was back in the real world, the one where he belonged – a place with aliens, faster-than-light spacecraft, hollowed-out moons and a vast galactic empire. He tried to recall the coordinates he’d been given the night before and concentrated hard on the memory – it was like speaking them out loud. The Jubilee responded, at first driving north on a road leading away from the station, but turning into a side street with no traffic and no CCTV. The small ship’s sensors had become Johnny’s own eyes and ears and, once he was sure no one was watching, he thought, Shields on. The walls of the taxi began to fade until they disappeared completely. For a fraction of a second it must have looked as if Johnny and Bentley were somehow flying side by side, just above the road, but then they, too, vanished. As the Jubilee lifted skyward, Johnny felt as though it was his own disembodied mind rising above the clouds. It was like being free of everything – his mountain of homework, Mr Wilkins, growing up in a children’s home and missing his dead parents and brother so much he sometimes ached.


The rendezvous point proved further than Johnny expected. He was determined to be there before noon, so pushed the shuttle to near maximum sub-orbital speed. Far below, green and brown postage-stamp fields flew by in a blur while Bentley barked joyfully beside him. They flew on, over motorways and past towns and villages. Within a few minutes the Jubilee was circling above a patch of recently cleared land bordered by terrace homes on one side and a factory and railway sidings on the other. It looked an odd choice for a meeting place.


The Jubilee landed within ten metres of the appointed spot, surrounded by building rubble, and remained invisible. Johnny could watch and wait from the security of his cloaked shuttle. Not that there was anything to see apart from a few brown puddles and some small piles of bricks, half-heartedly covered by muddy tarpaulins. He probed further out, using the Jubilee’s sensors, straining for a sign of anyone approaching, noting the street names around the building site: Shaftsbury Crescent, Vulcan Street, Colombo Street. Nothing about them was familiar. He reached further out still, finding road signs and municipal buildings. This was Derby. It was the town where Johnny had been born – where he’d spent the first two years of his life.


Before he could make sense of this revelation, space itself wobbled and collapsed nearby. Something was unfolding very close, a little above the shuttle, but it was a tiny opening. A figure emerged in mid-air with some difficulty, as though the opening was only just large enough to climb through, and then fell four or five metres to the ground. He got up and dusted himself down. His hair was long, black and straggly and he wore a uniform of black rubber, skin-tight, with his chest and stomach muscles showing through. There was a large black ring on his right hand, while a sapphire blue band at the top of his left arm carried an insignia of three stars, almost in a line but with the right-hand one slightly too low. The strangest thing about him, though, was his face. The right side was covered by a black mask, while the other half looked strikingly familiar. Bentley went berserk, the noise of frantic barking mingled with scratching at the Jubilee’s invisible door.


‘Bents – stop it!’ shouted Johnny. For a moment the barks were replaced with a plaintive whine before the passenger door sprang open and the shuttle and its occupants rematerialized. Johnny could not believe it. Bentley must have wanted to get out so badly that the Jubilee had picked up the sheepdog’s thoughts and opened the door. Johnny sat exposed in the pilot’s seat, feeling like a total lemon. Bentley rushed up to the mysterious figure and stood on his hind legs, engulfed in the man’s arms while he licked the exposed half of the stranger’s face.


Johnny thought his own door open and stepped out onto the rough ground. Hesitantly he walked towards the figure. The man looked at Johnny coming towards him and said, ‘Down, Bents … down.’ Reluctantly the Old English sheepdog fell onto all fours. The man walked forwards to meet Johnny halfway, smiling broadly. He nodded towards the shuttlecraft and said, ‘Nice motor, little bro’.’


The blood drained from Johnny’s face, making him even paler than usual, and there was a buzzing in his ears as the world seemed to have been blotted out. Bentley was now circling the two of them, jumping in the air and barking, but the noise sounded far in the distance. Johnny heard the words, ‘But you’re dead,’ and he knew they must have come from his own mouth, though he hadn’t consciously spoken them. A million thoughts flashed through his mind and he wondered how he could have been so stupid. The picture he’d been carrying in his locket for the past six months showed a third figure beside him and Clara. It wasn’t the photo of a ten year old boy – the age Nicky had been when supposedly murdered. It showed a man – Johnny’s brother as he was now. He knew this was Nicky and Bentley’s reaction only confirmed it. The locket tucked beneath his tunic top did too. As Johnny stood there, he could feel the warmth of the strange metal against his chest, flowing out of the gift from his mother.


‘Not dead,’ replied Nicky. ‘Just a long way away.’


‘Where? What happened to you?’


‘I was being trained,’ Nicky replied. ‘You see, I’m special and, by the look of your transportation, you’re kind of special yourself. Guess it runs in the family.’
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