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Chapter One


Click. The red arrow on the hatch door handle turned one hundred and eighty degrees to the word Locked. Michael May had imagined this moment for over half his life. In just minutes the launch sequence would commence and the fuel-packed rocket would thrust him into space. He looked down at his orange flight suit: an American emblem on one arm, a European badge on the other and a round Fortis mission patch on his chest. No more simulations. This time he was doing it for real.

The golden ball of Florida sun acted as a perfect spotlight, illuminating the historical event below. Banks of TV cameras trained their lenses on the spacecraft, crowds of excitable fans cheered and gangs of journalists interviewed nervous relatives. Only once had Michael glanced at his family. He couldn’t bear to see the enormity of what he was about to do reflected in their faces. Whoops and shouts rang out as the ‘five-minute countdown’ announcement boomed over loudspeakers and a sea of photographers shouted for one last front page-worthy image.

Crammed into their crew capsule and wedged in their bucket seats, the six astronauts carried out their final suit checks and fastened their harnesses. Michael was less than four minutes away from being fired into the sky in a spacecraft that had never carried a crew before and five months earlier than scheduled. If anything went wrong, this thing contained enough fuel to give Florida the best firework display ever.

Michael scrunched up his clammy, gloved-hands, tried to ignore the thread of sweat zigzagging down his back and flicked up one of the tabbed switches at arm’s length. ‘Er…this is Michael May confirming my communication link.’

‘Check,’ said a voice to his left.

It was the pilot, Steve Winters. ‘How are you doing, Michael?’

‘Er…I’m OK thanks, Steve. I suppose I can’t actually believe we’re going. I mean…I’ve been thinking about this for years and now I’m suddenly sitting here.’

Steve smiled. ‘It’s a bit surreal, isn’t it? I’m the same, even though it’s my third mission. You’ve just got to repeat what we did in training and enjoy the ride. Just think about the best rollercoasters you’ve been on. You’re excited and nervous before it starts. Then you scream and shout; but as soon as it’s over, you want to do it all again.’

Michael nodded. His stomach was already flipping and plunging like a rollercoaster and they hadn’t even left the ground.

Suddenly the spacecraft shuddered, as if it was waking up for action, and then again more violently.

‘Systems startup,’ announced mission commander, Ralph Grant.

Michael closed his gloves around the edge of his seat as the booster rockets fired up. They were being shaken like a bone in a super-sized dog’s mouth.

‘Inceptor 1, this is John Dell at Mission Control. Do you copy?’ said a voice in Michael’s headset.

‘Copy, John. This is Ralph Grant welcoming you to Inceptor 1 on this glorious Florida morning. Awaiting further instructions and thirty-second countdown. We’re good to go and excited to be taking Inceptor 1 up to the International Space Station (ISS). Over.’

A second bang told Michael that the main engines were igniting. The fierce vibrations transformed the instrument panel in front of him into a blur of indistinct shapes.

‘Thirty seconds to lift off,’ announced Steve. ‘All systems checked and nominal.’

‘Roger that,’ said Ralph. ‘Crew are harnessed and good to go. Mission Control, we are awaiting your countdown. Over.’

‘Inceptor 1, this is John Dell at Mission Control. We are going into ten seconds countdown. Good luck, guys. We’re all thinking of you and the world is watching.’

Michael’s mum, dad and sister, Millie, flashed into his thoughts. They’d be outside in the sunshine with Granny May, who’d flown in from England just for the launch. He pictured his mum, hands over her mouth, Millie taking pictures to show her friends, Granny May covering her eyes, saying she couldn’t watch and his dad grinning. Just for a split second, he wished he was down there with them, where everything was certain.

‘Ten…nine…eight…seven…six…five…four…’

Michael breathed in slowly through his nose and then out through his mouth for as long as he could.

‘Three…two…one…’

A metallic clang echoed in the capsule, followed by a neck-jarring shudder. The four robot-like arms, that held the spacecraft to the launch tower like a protective mother, released their grip and the fireball beneath propelled him upwards.

As the g-force kicked in, it was like the whole of his football team had suddenly jumped on top of him.

Bang! At two minutes, the solid booster rockets fell away. Michael tensed his abdomen as the pressure continued but he still had six more minutes to endure. He studied the readouts on the instrument panel and tried to lift his manual to check them, but it was as if his arm had been glued to his lap.

‘Ninety seconds until shield jettison,’ announced Ralph. From his strained voice, Michael could tell that Inceptor 1’s commander was feeling the overbearing pressure of the g-force too.

Bang! Another shudder rocked the capsule as light suddenly flooded in and the protective shields were jettisoned. Inceptor 1’s second stage engines burst into life just before the first stage tanks burned out and fell away.

But as quickly as the light arrived, it was smothered by darkness. The pressure on Michael’s chest magically lifted and the roar quietened to a gentle hum. Now his body felt like a single piece of iron filing, being pulled upwards by a powerful magnet.

‘Mission Control, this is Inceptor 1. Do you copy?’ said Ralph.

There was a pathetic crackle over the communication link, but no voice.

‘Mission Control, this is Inceptor 1. Do you copy?’ he repeated.

Michael flicked a look at Steve. Was something wrong? A few more crackles like an asthmatic wheeze came across the link before he could make out faint voices.

‘Inceptor 1, this is John Dell at Mission Control. Sorry, we lost our link for a few seconds. Glad to have you back and we can confirm successful first stage separation and perfect pitch manoeuvre. Congratulations, guys. You’re the first crew to take Inceptor 1 into orbit.’

Michael’s arms prickled at these words. He was actually in space. Michael May, the boy they used to nickname ‘Micky Moon’ at home because of his obsession, had made it into orbit. He lifted his hands to his face like they were made of clouds. It was so easy.

‘OK, guys. Well I hope that was the ride of your lives,’ said Ralph, smiling. ‘Systems and pressure are nominal. Leak checks are complete and normal. Solar arrays are deployed. We’re on for a short trajectory today but you’ve got a little while before we start our approach, so take off your gloves and helmets and enjoy.’

Michael looked at the rest of the crew. There was Sarah Hutchins, who was the NASA mission specialist in charge of scientific experiments. This was her third visit to the ISS. Marat Orlov was an experienced Russian cosmonaut who was the flight engineer and lunar module pilot. He didn’t say much but Michael respected his no-nonsense approach. Ralph Grant was the mission commander from NASA and was Michael’s idea of the perfect astronaut. Patriotic, fit, confident and not afraid to take control of a situation, he’d been a military pilot for nearly twenty years. Steve Winters, the only other British crew member, was Inceptor 1’s pilot. He was also going to be part of the lunar crew with Marat and Ralph. Finally, there was Sarah’s assistant, the mission specialist support. This was someone Michael knew better than anyone else – someone who’d seen him through the best and worst of times in training. His own age and with a wicked sense of humour, it was Buddy Russell.

‘Hey, Mike. How weird does this feel?’ came Buddy’s voice from behind.

Michael nodded as he lifted his arm out in front of him. It stayed there just like the rest of his body would the second he released his harness. Slowly, a smile slid from one side of his mouth to the other. After removing his gloves and helmet, he pressed the triple harness lock on his bucket seat, grabbed a rail on the ceiling and pulled himself upwards. He moved clear of his seat and hovered there. This was what most people called weightlessness and something only real astronauts could do.

‘Hey, Mike. Reckon my mom would love this, don’t you?’ said Buddy, using the back of one of the seats to spin himself around. With nothing to stop him, he kept spinning, like he was on a fairground ride. ‘No backache when you’re weightless, hey.’

‘Yeah, she would,’ replied Michael, lifting his knees up to his chest and pulling himself along the roof…or was it the floor now?

One by one the six astronauts rose out of their seats like cloth bubbles and into whatever position they wanted. Steve adopted a superman-type pose, whilst Ralph attempted a mid-air headstand and soon the capsule looked like a mass of clumsy octopus tentacles.

‘Hey, let’s get a picture for the guys back home,’ said Ralph, taking a group photo.

‘Nice hair, Sarah,’ said Steve, pointing to her long, blond, wispy stalagmite strands.

‘OK, guys,’ said Ralph, interrupting the laughter. ‘Enjoy this moment. Let’s get a few more photos to send back home, complete our checks and then we need to get on. We’ve a space station to find and a mission to start.’

Michael stared out of his round window. Somewhere in all that darkness was a space station travelling at 17,500 miles an hour that was to be his home for the next two months. Could he do this? Could he live up here, so far away from everything and everyone he knew?

His circular view was an exact mirror of all the images he’d ever seen – a tiny, colourful sphere hovering in dense, impenetrable black. And somewhere on this artist’s palette of brown, green, blue and white, were his family, friends and home.

Having made it into low orbit, the next challenge was to connect two spacecraft that were travelling at more than five miles a second in different directions.

‘Imagine the earth is an orange,’ Bob Sturton had explained in training. ‘Then imagine two objects going around the orange in perfect circles, but around different parts of the orange. The biggest circle is around the middle of the orange; the other circles must be smaller. So two spacecraft travelling at the same speed will complete a circle of the orange at different rates depending on which part of the orange they are travelling around. That is the challenge of orbital mechanics.’

‘Crew, prepare to begin our burns,’ said Marat in his staccato voice. ‘Return to your seats and re-harness.’ Marat would decide how much they needed to move up or down to find the ISS and use short burns of Inceptor 1’s engine to alter their position.

With each successive burn, Michael strained for his first sight of the ISS. The house-sized, geometrical space construction that had cost a billion dollars to build and taken hundreds of space flights to construct had to be just behind him.

‘Minor adjustments until docking,’ said Marat. ‘Approximately twenty-four minutes.’

Michael searched for a mass of spheres, canisters, beams and triangles. With solar panels of four thousand square feet on each side of the ISS, it looked like a mammoth, junk metal bird to him; not at all what he would have designed as a pioneering research centre and first proper home for astronauts.

Just then Michael saw a super bright dot, like a star. As he watched, the dot gradually grew to an uneven mass of lights. A few minutes more and the lights began to resemble a body with spider-like legs until finally, Michael recognised one of the legs as a solar array panel. Large enough to power ten homes, the panel tilted to absorb the sun’s rays.

‘Amazing isn’t it, Mike?’ said Buddy from behind. ‘You take off from somewhere in Florida, get up to space in less than ten minutes, make a few adjustments and you’ve suddenly found a tiny object in all this, travelling at crazy miles an hour around the earth.’

‘Yeah,’ was all Michael could say. They were now only sixty seconds from docking and he wanted to savour this moment. He and Buddy had been the first children on a spacecraft launch and after just four hours they were about to board the ISS.

Ralph switched the controls to manual and with Steve’s assistance, manoeuvred Inceptor 1 until it was perfectly lined up with the ISS.

Michael imagined that docking a spacecraft was like trying to insert a plug straight into a socket that was moving.

‘And steady…hold it there, Steve,’ said Ralph.

The crew capsule screen showed a black and white image of an inverted cone with a hole in the centre. Figures on the screen displayed the dimensions of the docking port and the distance from it. Inceptor 1’s probe needed to be inserted into the very centre.

‘Approaching docking port. Reducing speed. One metre,’ said Ralph, as if he was describing reversing into a car park space.

Michael swallowed and flexed his clammy hands. How could Ralph be so calm?

‘Fifty centimetres…steady,’ said Ralph, his eyes still fixed on the screen. ‘Twenty…ten…five and…docking Inceptor 1 to the ISS.’

Arms that looked like crab claws extended from the ISS and grabbed hold of Inceptor 1. The probe then retracted and the two vehicles were pulled together. The very slightest, dull clunk signalled the two crafts becoming one.

‘Mission Control, this is Inceptor 1,’ said Ralph. ‘Docking procedure executed. The probe is secure. Contact and capture.’

Once the pressure between the ISS and Inceptor 1 had been equalised, boarding could begin.

‘Hey, Mike. How do you organise a space party?’ said Buddy suddenly from behind.

Michael screwed up his nose like he’d had a whiff of something hideous. He’d listened to a constant stream of Buddy’s jokes during the last eighteen months of training and must have heard every single one of them at least twice by now.

‘I don’t know, Buddy, but I’ve got a suspicion you’re going to tell me.’

‘You planet…get it…plan it…Awesome, isn’t it?’ he said, slapping his legs and grinning.

Typical Buddy. Only he could talk rubbish at a time like this. Michael gave him a ‘shut up’ stare and noticed that his face was littered with frown lines.

Knock… Knock…

But this wasn’t a ‘knock, knock’ joke. It was actual knocking coming from the other side of the hatch.

Marat pulled himself along the roof of the crew capsule. He rapped his knuckles on the white inside, creating a metal echo, like the lowest note on a steel drum.

Michael fiddled with his three-point harness, eventually releasing it. There was that bizarre feeling again as his body rose away from his seat and hovered.

‘Mission Control, this is Inceptor 1,’ said Ralph. ‘Crew ready to disembark.’

Now the red arrow on the hatch door handle moved a hundred and eighty degrees in the opposite direction to four hours ago. Ralph pulled on the handle, breaking the suction seal and the door opened.

A head, with neatly cropped dark hair and a sad mouth, filled the opening. But once the head and body had turned the right way around, it was one of the Chinese crew, looking almost as excited as a four-year-old on Christmas morning.

‘Greetings from the International Space Station to Inceptor 1. I am Ru Wang and this is the Dàd[image: inline_image]n commander, Shen Ye. We would like to extend our hospitality and welcome you on board,’ he said, thrusting out a hand.

After gliding through the hatch like a diver, Marat was the first to introduce himself. Michael was really impressed that he could speak Chinese. He and Buddy had been learning Russian for two years now and although they could understand technical terms and spacecraft procedures, he wasn’t sure that either of them could chat away like Marat.

Michael grabbed his helmet, gloves and manual and stuffed them into his flight bag. The only other things he’d brought were a picture of his family and the autograph book his dad had given him before he left the UK. Then he reached up for the object floating just above his head. ‘Come on, Cyril. Time to go.’

Cyril, a red, white and blue stuffed alligator, was Inceptor 1’s mascot.

Sarah left the crew capsule next, followed by Steve, then Ralph.

‘Hey, Mike. D’you mind if I go next? I’ve gotta get out of here,’ said Buddy, already propelling himself towards the hatch opening.

They’d spent hundreds of hours working in a life-sized mock-up of the ISS in the Neutral Buoyancy Pool (NBP) at the Florida Space Center (FSC). In the world’s largest pool they’d simulated weightlessness and practised for life in space but, right now, it was as if none of that had taken place. With his bag strapped on, Michael pulled himself along the roof of Inceptor 1, like a clumsy imitation of Spiderman. Even though moving was easy, stopping was tricky and he bumped into the roof, almost missing the open mouth of the hatch.

Once safely in the airlock, he followed the stream of chatter in front of him to the US Destiny module. The others were floating mid-air, chatting, as if it was the most natural thing to do. He looked around at the mass of switches, vents, buttons, levers and wires and recognised everything. He was so far away from home, yet this odd, metal cylinder felt reassuringly familiar.

‘OK, guys. If I could have your attention please,’ said Ralph, creating an instantaneous hush. ‘Firstly, I want to say congratulations on a faultless flight here and a perfect docking manoeuvre. Secondly, I’d like to say a formal hello to our Chinese colleagues. I know it’s been a long time coming but it’s great that our countries have finally decided to play ball. We’re looking forward to having dinner with you guys and sharing some downtime.’

Ru Wang and Shen Ye looked at each other and smiled, then nodded to each member of the Inceptor 1 crew in turn.

‘And finally,’ said Ralph, turning towards Michael and Buddy, ‘we must recognise the enormous achievement of these two guys here. At fifteen years old they were the best on the Children’s Moon Program (CMP), so impressive that NASA decided to give them both the opportunity to fly on this mission. They’ve shown us a thing or two during training and they are, right now, the first children in space.’

Michael immediately felt that familiar burn in his cheeks. He’d always been like this and even though he’d done better at being in the limelight recently, he still hated it. He looked at Buddy for help, but he was turned away from the group, clutching his stomach. ‘Er…thanks,’ he said, willing his eyes up from the floor. ‘Buddy and I seem to have been doing tests and simulations forever and although it’s all I’ve ever wanted to do, I suppose we can’t believe that we’re actually here. Er…thanks for giving us this opportunity and I hope we do a good job for you.’

‘Thanks, Michael,’ said Ralph. ‘OK then, before we get a chance to look around and get some food, we’ve got a couple of things to do. It’s traditional that any new crew do the cooking and cleaning for the first week, so that’ll be you guys,’ he said, looking straight at Michael and Buddy.

Michael flashed a look at Buddy. Cooking and cleaning? If they saw his bedroom they wouldn’t ask him to clean and if they’d tasted his excuse for a spaghetti bolognaise (or ‘blobonaise’ as his sister, Millie, called it), they definitely wouldn’t allow him anywhere near the kitchen.

‘Just joking, Michael,’ said Ralph, bearing an expanse of perfect teeth. ‘Now, we’ve got about ten minutes before Mission Control is going to hook us up to our families, which means I can brief you on some changes to our mission.

They hadn’t even spoken to Mission Control and Ralph was making changes. What was all that about, thought Michael?

The start of the briefing was as expected. Ralph read out some of the press coverage on the Fortis mission. It would be the first mission in a US commercially-built spacecraft taking off from US soil. They’d be returning to the moon after a long absence, landing on the far side for the first time and the US would be the first nation to train a child to take on an astronaut role. Michael thought that bit made Buddy and him seem a bit like monkeys. He knew that Ralph had to talk about all this stuff, but he couldn’t wait to get down to the mission detail.

But the atmosphere suddenly changed as Ralph explained the new scope of their mission.

‘I don’t understand,’ said Buddy. ‘I thought we’d agreed our timetable and mission objectives. I don’t get what you’ve just said, Ralph.’

‘I know this will come as a bit of a shock, but we couldn’t risk telling you on the ground for security reasons. The new mission documents were only placed in Inceptor 1 two hours before launch and they’ll be destroyed before we return to earth.’






Chapter Two


‘But isn’t every experiment secret?’ said Buddy, frowning. ‘I mean, we only report things if we find anything major, don’t we? The rest stays as research or we follow it up the next time someone’s here?’

‘Yes, you’re right, Buddy,’ said Ralph, flicking over one of the pages in the plastic folder he was holding. ‘Normally that’s exactly what we’d do, but this is no ordinary situation. I’ll let you all have a good look through the document on this, so you understand the detail, but essentially what we’re about to be involved in is potentially world-changing…in fact life-changing. You cannot speak to anyone else about this; not to family or friends online or even over the radio channel to Mission Control. The only conversations about it can be had here on the ISS and not during radio contact. Is that clear?’

The crew waited in turn for the red folder and scanned its typewritten pages. Sarah held the documents for longest, her eyebrows permanently high on her forehead as she read and re-read what was in front of her.

Then it was Michael’s turn. The chemical symbols and names made no sense to him at all, so he flicked forwards to the expected findings on the final page. It read:

From previous lunar probe samples examined at the Florida Space Center, we can conclude that the addition of element XO3 to protein PM4, tested in an accelerated environment, such as microgravity, is likely to produce an effective vaccine against the abnormal division of cells, commonly known as cancer.

Michael re-read the last sentence over and over. The words ‘vaccine against…cancer’ kept jumping out at him from the page. He looked up at Ralph and the other crew, who all had the same look of incomprehension etched across their faces.

‘So the research with PM4 last time…’

‘Yes, Sarah, your research last time was groundbreaking,’ interrupted Ralph. ‘You managed to get the PM4 sample to reproduce massively faster here than on earth. What you didn’t know is that the protein we call PM4 is the protein present when abnormal cells divide in the body. It’s the sort of driver. It’s what lies at the heart of all cancerous cells.’

Sarah rolled her eyes. ‘OK, so we found out that PM4 is the protein at the heart of cancerous cells, but what’s XO3 got to do with it and how do we know it can help?’

Michael was just about following the conversation but what exactly was this XO3 and how were they going to get hold of it?

‘Two years ago, NASA sent a lunar explorer to the far side of the moon, as you know. Venture visited multiple sites, collecting samples. One of those samples contained what we now call XO3.

‘But how come I didn’t know anything about this as the mission specialist? I was the one working on the PM4 samples. Why wasn’t I told?’

‘The NASA Research Center thought it too big a deal to talk about at that stage. There were only three other people who knew about it and they were sworn to secrecy,’ said Ralph, with a look that told Michael that he wasn’t going to say who they were. ‘They did initial tests, as they do with all new substances, and found that XO3 interferes with proteins. When they added enough of it to a PM4 sample that had been in microgravity, it stopped the abnormal division of cells; but we didn’t have the volume of XO3 samples to prove it beyond all doubt.’

‘And that’s the real reason we’re here?’ said Sarah. ‘Well, that and the first landing on the far side of the moon,’ said Ralph. ‘And the first children to go into space,’ he added, looking at Michael and Buddy.

Suddenly the whole mission felt fake…like they were just a cover story for the real news. Michael thought back to Bob Sturton’s comments in training about ‘…identifying the moon’s resources…’ and ‘…key scientific research.’ Had he known about this all along?

Steve shouted from behind: ‘Is that why our mission was accelerated?’

‘Partly, but there’s something else I need to tell you,’ said Ralph, looking even less comfortable than before. ‘Yes, we’re here five months earlier than planned, but that’s for a different reason.’

‘Look, I’m confused,’ said Steve. ‘What’s this all about, Ralph and why weren’t we briefed about it? We’re the ones putting our lives on the line coming up here. We’re the ones leaving our families and friends and spending sixteen hours a day working in a ‘tin can’. We’ve crammed two years of training into eighteen months for this mission. How come you’re changing the goal posts now we’re up here?’

All eyes were fixed on Ralph, who was bobbing in front of them like a human helium balloon.

‘The Chinese,’ said Ralph, pointing to one end of the Destiny module.

‘And…what about the Chinese?’ asked Steve, his face now taking on a reddish hue.

‘Firstly, NASA had absolutely no idea that the President would change his mind and welcome China as an ISS partner. You know as well as I do that he’d rejected the idea for years due to China’s appalling human rights record.’

‘…And secondly?’ said Steve, quickly.

‘…And secondly…’

Suddenly, from behind them, Ru appeared; ‘Ah. Good evening, Fortis crew.’

Michael swung around as quickly as microgravity would allow and twitched a quick, insincere smile.

‘Um…good evening, Ru. It’s good to see you again. What can we do for you?’ said Ralph, snapping shut the folder.

‘Well, I know you have much to discuss about your exciting mission but I wondered if you would allow your new Chinese partners to provide you with food this evening? Shen is in the galley preparing our first meal together. If you would like to come,’ he said, pointing in the direction of the new Chinese Dàdǎn module.

‘Can we follow you down in about fifteen minutes, Ru? We’ve got a link up with Mission Control shortly but then we’d love some food, thanks.’

In a hushed voice this time and checking that Ru had gone, Ralph continued. ‘As soon as the Chinese government received the go-ahead that they’d been accepted as an ISS partner, they started building.’

Michael could see nothing odd about this.

‘But they didn’t take the usual number of flights over a few years to construct their module…they built it in three months.’

‘What? That’s extraordinary,’ said Steve. ‘Why would they do that? It must have cost a fortune.’

‘Exactly, Steve.’

‘Perhaps there was a private investor,’ said Sarah. ‘There must be millions of rich Chinese who might make a contribution in return for a future visit to the ISS?’

Ralph rubbed his chin and leaned in. ‘We don’t know how reliable our source is but we believe that the Chinese government research team is also working on a cancer vaccine.’

The crew fell silent. The only noise now was the humming, banging and creaking of the ISS.

‘And that’s why our mission was brought forward? It’s all because we can’t bear to lose the race to find some medical vaccine. Are you serious?’ said Sarah, bouncing up towards the ceiling.

‘Sarah, I know this is a bit of a shock for you and you feel that you’ve been…’

‘Lied to, Ralph, that’s what I’ve been…lied to!’

‘I know it seems tough, but sometimes these things aren’t so simple…’

‘Stop using someone else’s political jargon, Ralph and be honest,’ said Sarah, raising her voice.

This was all getting very uncomfortable and Michael had no idea what to do or say.

‘We have information to suggest that the Chinese have been working on a vaccine for years. Clearly, they won’t get to the moon for a while but maybe XO3 isn’t the only substance that can destroy the PM4 protein,’ said Ralph, ‘which would mean that we’ve spent millions of dollars and years of research for nothing.’

‘So we just change our research plans, prove it works, release our own vaccine and save millions of lives across the world,’ hissed Sarah.

‘If I can just interject,’ said Steve, holding his palms out like a double stop sign. ‘I think what Ralph may be getting at, is that the US want to be the first to market with this vaccine and that we have a chance to start the ball rolling on this mission.’

‘You mean the US government want to be first out with a vaccine and then sell it to the rest of the world before the Chinese get there?’ said Sarah.

‘Well…’

‘What you’re saying is that it’s about rushing a vaccine to market so that we can benefit most. It’s about money and has anyone even thought about whether it’s fair to involve two teenagers in this? Are you really planning to ask Michael to collect this XO3 on his moon mission?’ Sarah shook her head, pushed herself off towards the end of the module and disappeared.

Another silence. Michael looked at the floor. What could he say to make the atmosphere better? He glanced at Buddy, who shrugged.

Then Marat, who’d been silent since arriving on the ISS, spoke. ‘I think it is important to stay calm here,’ he said, in a heavily accented voice. ‘I see no problem with us completing our research and returning home with the results. If we have something ready to go to market, then the US will go to market. I do not think we need to concern ourselves with what the Chinese may or may not be doing.’

‘Well put, Marat,’ said Ralph. ‘I know this is tough and I understand Sarah’s frustration. When we’ve spoken to Mission Control and everyone’s calmed down a bit, there’s something I can share with you that should make the mission changes a little more meaningful, but I’ve got to ask you to keep it to yourselves.’

Before anyone could speak, Ralph left to get Sarah and within a few minutes, it was time to face the world.

‘This will be streamed live on air,’ said Ralph, ‘so I don’t need to tell you guys to keep it brief. Sarah, I don’t want you getting all lovey-dovey with your husband, or getting tearful when you have to say goodbye. Steve, you can ask a quick question about your Tottenham Hot-whatever soccer team, but don’t go asking for a full match analysis. You can do that when you’re on your own later. Understood?’

Everyone nodded.

It was a challenge to all get in the same place at the same time, much to Michael’s frustration. Every time he got himself in front of Sarah or Steve, he’d start drifting off in another direction. Then, when he thought he’d corrected himself, he went too far the other way.

Ralph smiled, allowing it to happen a few times, before grabbing his t-shirt and pulling him down towards the floor. ‘There’s a strap down there, Michael,’ he said, pointing to a loop of white nylon. ‘Just stick one foot through that and you’ll stay put. If not, we can always get a giant piece of Velcro and use that.’

With a bit of manoeuvring and grabbing each other and after Sarah had stopped the crew from laughing at her by tying back her hair, they were ready.

‘Mission Control, this is Ralph Grant and the crew from Inceptor 1 on board the ISS. Good afternoon.’

The screen immediately awoke with a perfect picture. At least two members of each family lined up on comfy couches, looking almost as awkward as Michael felt. The only exception was Marat. He’d mumbled something about his mother not wanting to see him ‘up there again’ and sat at the back of the group looking like he’d rather be anywhere else. Michael took a deep breath and tried to make the corners of his mouth face upwards.

His granny was in her favourite lilac colours, wearing the lucky pearls that Michael’s grandpa had given her. She always wore them on special occasions. Next to his granny sat his parents, Tim and Viv and on the end of one couch was his sister, Millie. He’d always found her the most annoying person in the world, but since he’d got his place on the Fortis mission, he had to admit, she’d been a brilliant little sister. She’d even stayed out of his bedroom.

Michael scanned the screen quickly to try and work out who belonged to whom but was interrupted by John Dell.

‘Good afternoon, International Space Station. This is John Dell at Mission Control with Bob Sturton and Jamie Matheson…and a few others you may recognise.’

Everyone on the couches waved and instinctively the crew did the same.

‘You are live on air across the world, so can we please remind you to watch what you say.’

‘Hello to the crew of Inceptor 1,’ said a bald-headed man, with a military-style about him. ‘This is Bob Sturton, Head of Training at NASA. Well done on your seamless launch and successful docking at the ISS. I think everyone here would like to know how you’re all feeling now you’re up there?’

There was a pause and Michael wondered if he should say something. Seeing Bob’s face was great. He ran the Children’s Moon Program (CMP) and was their lead trainer for this mission, but how did he feel now that he was two hundred and forty miles above the people he was looking at?

‘Hi there,’ said Sarah, smiling and waving slowly. ‘We’re doing great, thanks. Everything went according to plan. We’re excited to be here and can’t wait to get on with our mission. It’s a short one this time for some of us, so we’re keen to get started.’ Sarah kept her smile for as long as she could before it collapsed into a wobbly line. ‘I love you, honey. Look after Snoopy for me.’

‘Hi, this is Steve Winters. I want to say a big hello to everyone in the UK. I’m proud to have been the pilot today and with Ralph’s expertise, it was a textbook journey here. I’m really looking forward to getting on with the mission.’
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