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				Blackcurrant Heaven

				Sharklike, the shuttle slid through the blackness of space. Its speed was enormous – but so was the distance it had to travel.

				On its side, the smooth shuttle carried what could have been a wart, a barnacle, a scab. This was Starstormer, fixed mouth to mouth to the shuttle by the lock-and-dock apertures common to both craft. No lights came from Starstormer. The mad little do-it-yourself spacecraft was dead now and almost forgotten. Its craggy, meteorite hull occasionally glinted with lights – but these were only reflections of the cold, purple and violet haze made by the shuttle’s drives; or the yellow light pouring from the shuttle’s windows.

				This yellow light seemed warm and human – and was. For inside the shuttle lived the four Starstormers and their parents, heading for Epsilon Cool. They were going home. They were together and surely would never be parted again. They were happy . . .

				‘Heaven!’ Vawn said dreamily, sticking out her tongue to lick her ice cream.

				‘Your tongue,’ Ispex said acidly, ‘is re-volt-ing. All purple. You’ll be sick again, like yesterday.’

				‘Yesterday was heaven too,’ Vawn said. She attacked her ice cream, rolling her eyes ecstatically so that her thin face, within its mane of lion’s hair, looked like a mediaeval saint’s. ‘Sick yesterday, sick today,’ she said. ‘Heaven.’

				Ispex, sandy, sturdy, round, bespectacled and respectable, stumped out. Vawn did not notice. Her tongue had brought her ice cream (it was her own blackcurrant recipe, made to her own taste) to a shining point. Now she gobbled the lot. It took a great deal of suction and made a disgusting noise. ‘Heaven,’ she said.

				Tsu entered the room – a sort of annexe to the galley of the shuttle. The shuttle was a small, cramped ship. Vawn, Tsu, Mak and Ispex camped out in this annexe when they could not be with their parents (who were always busy running the ship). They spent their time talking, arguing, lazing, inventing games to be played using their robot Shambles as the ‘board’, and eating. Especially Vawn.

				Tsu glared at Vawn and said, ‘Eating again. Disgusting.’

				‘That’s what Ispex said,’ Vawn replied lazily. ‘Or was it “revolting”?’

				‘You should do something. Anything,’ Tsu said. She put one neat golden hand on her hip and stared down at Vawn through dark slanting eyes. Her other hand held her knitting.

				‘So you’re still knitting,’ Vawn said. ‘Knitting. How dolly. How dainty.’

				She reached out a lazy hand and squeezed the knitting, testing it. ‘Too tight,’ she said. ‘Like you. Too tight and hard. Better unpick and start all over again.’

				They started quarrelling. Mak came in, raised his eyebrows, said nothing, sat down and began fumbling in a plastic bag. His tall, black, lanky frame made him seem too big for the room. He was the oldest of the Starstormers – well into his teens – and growing all the time. ‘Why don’t you two shut up,’ he said. ‘You’re always at each other nowadays.’

				‘Tsu’s cross because she can’t knit properly,’ Vawn lied. ‘What’s it going to be, Tsu? A space suit or something?’

				‘Better than sitting around making yourself sick!’ Tsu spat. ‘Honestly, Vawn. We’ve been on the shuttle days – weeks – and all you’ve done is make a pig of yourself.’

				‘Inventing new ice creams,’ Vawn drawled. ‘Very creative.’

				‘Why don’t you two shut up,’ Mak repeated – and, having finished fumbling in his plastic bag, produced his latest project.

				‘Knitting!’ Vawn said, amazed. ‘Makenzi! – you’re knitting!’ She began to laugh, exaggerating her laughter. ‘Mak knitting!’ she shouted. ‘Oh, it’s too much!’

				Ispex came in. ‘Why don’t you three shut up,’ he said, frowning through his specs. The three of them gaped at him; then burst out laughing.

				‘One shut up, two shut up, three shut up!’ Vawn said. ‘All we ever do is tell each other to shut up!’

				The quarrel was over. Mak knitted laboriously and earnestly. Tsu knitted expertly and rapidly. After some minutes, Vawn said, ‘Anyone want a drink or anything?’ Mak and Tsu looked up at her vaguely, not wanting their knitting interrupted. Their eyes had a cow-like look.

				The look enraged Ispex. He exploded.

				‘Starstormers!’ he bellowed, furiously wind-milling his short arms. ‘Call yourself Starstormers! Sitting there knitting! It’s . . . it’s despic-able! After all the things we’ve done . . . terrific things . . . big things! . . . Knitting!’

				Words failed him. He dropped his arms, shook his head and slumped down on a chair.

				The cow-like look faded from Mak’s and Tsu’s faces. Mak glared at Ispex. ‘Well, just exactly what,’ he demanded, ‘are we supposed to do? Pick another fight with the Octopus Emperor? Start another cosmic war?’

				‘We’re going home,’ Vawn said. ‘All that stuff is over. It’s all behind us—’

				‘Like Starstormer,’ Ispex said, bitterly. ‘Stuck on behind us. Dead as the dodo. Finished, kaput, lifeless. Like you lot! Lifeless! Knitting!’

				‘One must keep occupied,’ said Tsu, prissily.

				‘You used to occupy yourself hunting ferocious animals,’ Ispex accused. ‘You and Mak. Painted like savages. Jungle warriors. Blood all over you. And now you knit!’

				Tsu bit her lip and said nothing. Vawn scratched her knee uneasily. Mak got on with his knitting, his lower lip stuck out. ‘If you’re so tough,’ he mumbled at Ispex. ‘Tell us your plans. What’s the big new thing? Go on, amaze us!’

				Ispex opened and closed his mouth, waved a plump arm and tried to think of a reply. There wasn’t one, of course. The days of glory were all behind – the fiery battles in the darkness of space, the ramming of Tyrannopolis, the jungle within the planet of Evil Eye, the terrors and triumphs – all finished, all over.

				‘Des-pic-able,’ he growled at last, and made for the door. ‘Going to look at old Starstormer!’ he said, ‘Going to check her through, get things operational! That’s what I’m going to do – look at old Starstormer!’

				He left.

				‘Wasting his time,’ Vawn said.

				‘Stupid,’ Mak murmured.

				‘Pointless,’ Tsu agreed.

				They looked at each other. As they looked, a little light seemed to kindle itself in every eye. Mak was the first to get to his feet. ‘Starstormer!’ he said, hoarsely, and strode out.

				‘Starstormer!’ whispered Vawn and Tsu, and followed him.

				Two pieces of knitting, one lumpy and the other tight, were left behind. Left behind and completely forgotten.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Red Button

				It was as if they had never been away. Once the power was in circuit, Starstormer was the same, exactly the same. ‘Same smell from the fridge,’ Vawn said. ‘I thought you were going to clean it out, Shambles?’ The robot produced a flurry of running lights along his sides and replied, ‘P-pardon. I thought I made it plain that I am not physically equipped for such du-du-du-ties—’

				‘Oh for heaven’s sake, fix his voice, Tsu!’ Mak called over his shoulder. He was checking the Boosters. The main drives seemed all right.

				Tsu said, ‘Hand me that long screwdriver, I can’t do anything with this one . . . Keep out of the way, Fang!’ The cat (and it was a full-grown cat now, no longer the warrior-kitten Catfang, victor of the running battle in space with the screaming fighter craft of Tyrannopolis) kept dabbing at Shambles, teasing, getting in Tsu’s way.

				‘Say “Ah”, Shambles.’

				‘Dup-dup-dup-dup-dup . . .’

				‘No. “Ah”.’

				‘Aw. Awwww. Ooooah. Ah. Aaaaah . . .’

				‘Good. Say “a,b,c”.’

				‘A . . . b-bee . . . sheee.’

				‘OK. Now . . . try again.’

				‘A. B. Ss-see.’

				‘Best I can do,’ Tsu said. ‘Here, Mak, your screwdriver. How’s the Navplan working, Ispex?’

				‘Fine. Never did give all that much trouble, when you look back. Shambles, link in and give us a readout.’

				Shambles extended a long, silver, whip-like tentacle and plugged into the Navplan. ‘P-pardon, but a readout of what?’

				‘Well, see if you can tell us where we are now. How far from Epsilon Cool.’

				The readout numbers flickered along Shambles’ sides, reflecting in Ispex’s glasses. ‘That’s OK,’ Ispex said. ‘The fix for where we are now seems reasonable. And the ETA too. Estimated Time of Arrival on Epsilon Cool about twelve days Earthstyle. Ex-cell-ent.’

				Nobody listened to him. Everyone was too busy with their own duties. It was as if they were in space again, on their own, with a hundred things going wrong and a thousand more about to go wrong.

				‘We’ve got food,’ Vawn shouted from the centre of the snailshell hull.

				‘Trust her to see to that!’ Tsu muttered. ‘Mak, the Aircon’s got a flutter. Like last time, when we nearly ran out of atmosphere, remember?’

				‘I remember,’ Mak replied, grimly. They told him his lips had turned blue. Blue lips, black face, staring white eyes. Horror-comic stuff. He said, ‘Shambles knows what to do. He’s the Aircon expert. Fix the valves or something.’

				‘Allow m-me.’ Shambles probed a silver tentacle into the Aircon’s works. Fang twitched an ear as the fluttering stopped. Mak said, ‘Good old Shambles. What a memory!’

				‘P-pardon, but I am usually totally efficient provided I am not interfered with.’ The robot turned uneasy, luminous eyes on the cat. The cat stared back innocently with eyes almost equally luminous.

				‘Shambles is thinking of the time Fang swallowed a bit of him, that “pill” bit,’ Mak said quietly to Tsu. ‘Those were the days! Fang doing the aiming and those fighter ships howling in and – POW! SLAM!’

				‘Those were the old days,’ Tsu said, pursing her lips. ‘It’s pointless to look back.’ She sniffed. She was very ladylike nowadays. Her short blue-black hair was swept in dashing curves and her fingernails were filed to perfect ovals.

				Mak grinned. ‘Hah!’ he shouted in her ear. ‘Hah!’ It was a good enough imitation of the noise Tsu, almost naked but for her warpaint, made when she killed with spear or chopper on Evil Eye – when her teeth showed white between her snarling lips – when her legs and arms were spattered with the blood of her prey.

				‘Don’t make that ridiculous noise,’ Tsu told Mak; and sniffed again.

				‘Ions and Blasters OK and I’ve put new Starters in,’ Ispex said. ‘We’re in blast-off status. Don’t touch anything, anybody!’

				No one paid him any attention. They had fallen into an old game, Status Big-Deal – a self-mocking, let’s-pretend game in which Starstormer was a real spaceship, not just a junkheap mishmash. Mak was being Mission Control. He made important electronic background noises with his mouth and throat and said, ‘Status Check. Beep.’

				‘T plus one hour,’ Tsu said, metallically. ‘All lights are green. Beep.’ (‘Green, ugh!’ She thought: she had just come across a small dried-up pile of food that Fang must have sicked up months ago. It was greenish.)

				‘Roger,’ Mak intoned in his special tough voice. ‘You are looking good, Starstormer. Time, 97 seconds. Beep.’

				‘Bloop-bloop-bloop!’ Vawn hooted over her shoulder. ‘Bloop-bloop, we have a problem, repeat a problem, loo-paperwise. Beep. I need a guidance vector, we are running short of loo paper. Do you read this, Mission Control? Beep.’

				‘Stop messing about,’ Ispex said nervously. ‘Vawn, don’t touch anything!’

				She ignored him.

				‘Status hold,’ Mak said. ‘I read you sanitation-problemwise, beep, we are working on it, no hassle. Beep. Give me status check on old comic books, magazines, newspapers, beep. Anything tear-upworthy? Do you read?’

				Vawn giggled and turned to Mak, supporting herself by putting her hand on a console.

				Her hand happened to touch a red button.

				‘Don’t!’ Ispex yelled. ‘I told you!—’

				By the time the words had left his lips, the lock-and-dock had already started hissing air. Its locks disengaged. The starters whined and coughed, the main drives screamed up the scale and bellowed, Starstormer shook—

				‘Idiot!’ Ispex yelled.

				Starstormer parted itself from the shuttle, belched noise and fire and tumbled, spinning, into space.

				‘Mess . . . !’ Mak groaned as he fell sideways, knocking Tsu down. She hit her head hard on the curved, black-grey wall. Solid meteorite. Dazed, Tsu said, ‘Broken my fingernail!’ and stared stupidly at her hand. She fingered her head and looked dully at the red stuff on her fingers. ‘Blood,’ she said.

				‘P-pardon! P-pardon!’ Shambles squawked. ‘Somebody doo-ooo-ooo . . .’ He wanted to say ‘do something!’ but he was on his side and his voice insisted on saying, ‘Dup-dup-dup.’ He wheeled and paddled his way to the Navplan, lights flashing wildly.

				Fang, his tail a bottlebrush, said, ‘Miaow!’ very loudly for a long time and tried to hold on to a floor that continually slipped away from him.

				The Aircon belched, showed its red warning light and started to flutter.

				Shambles reached the Navplan, plugged himself in and did things. Very slowly the ship corrected its spin and went into its usual blattering, lurching, hiccoughing drive status.

				‘So there we are,’ Mak muttered. ‘Back to normal.’

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Rendezvous

				Within half an hour, they were truly back to normal. Now Starstormer’s spin was completely gone. There was gravity, you could stand. Now the drives were no longer hysterical and Starstormer was no longer belching explosions of fire. Now the Navplan could announce a course and the Aircon actually supplied air. Fang, no longer a bottlebrush, could sulk and glare in his usual corner.

				‘No drinks!’ Vawn announced. ‘We forgot drinks!’

				Tsu stared at her tragic face and said, coldly and furiously, ‘Why don’t you put your head down the Exall and pull the flush?’ Shambles had cured her broken head, but only time could cure her broken fingernail.

				Ispex said, ‘Look, we’ve got to get the radio going somehow. We’ve got to tell them we’re OK.’ He meant their parents in the shuttle, of course. Tsu and Shambles joined him at the radio console. They twiddled and probed. The radio’s speakers gibbered, howled and whistled.

				‘It could be the radio’s fault,’ Ispex said, ‘or it could be we’re in a bad reception zone.’

				‘It could be both,’ Tsu said. ‘Let’s eat.’

				They sat down to eat.

				Then the loudspeakers said, very loudly, ‘Volcano!’

				‘Volcano!’ the loudspeaker repeated.

				‘My father!’ Ispex said. ‘Clyde!’ said the others, all at once. They gaped at the loudspeakers, their food forgotten.

				‘Volcano!’ Clyde’s voice said, very clearly. ‘Make for Volcano! We’ll send again in ten seconds. Ack and out.’

				‘Can you ack, Shambles?’ Mak said, urgently.

				‘P-pardon, but you are interrupting me. I am trying to acknowledge but conditions are not f-favourable . . .’

				Ten seconds passed. The loudspeakers breathed airly and came alive again. ‘Volcano!’ said the voice – Meg’s voice, Ispex’s mother’s voice. ‘We’ll rendezvous Volcano. Please ack. Rendezvous Volcano, 759/431 Navplan. Volcano, 759/431 Navplan. (Oh, Clyde, why don’t they ack?) Rendezvous Volcano, 759 . . .’ The tired voice went on and on.

				‘Ack them, ack them!’ Ispex shouted at Shambles.

				‘P-pardon, but I am unable.’ Readouts made streams of lights along the robot’s sides. It was as if Shambles sweated with useless efforts.

				‘Rendezvous Volcano. Please, please ack. Rendezvous . . .’ said Meg’s voice, very tired and full of despair. But then space itself drowned her voice with whistles and hoots and thin, meaningingless screamings.

				The Starstormers kept their eyes away from Ispex’s face. It was scarlet and damp-looking round the eyes. They knew why: it was the sound of his parents’ voices. Tsu said, ‘Shambles, you’ll hold that frequency, won’t you?’

				‘Of c-course. And I am continuing to ack. But as you can hear—’

				‘Yes. We can all hear.’ She shuddered. The noise of space was the chilliest of sounds. It seemed to say, ‘You are small: I am infinite. You are toys: I am the great breaker of toys.’

				Tsu reached out and killed the speakers. ‘Well,’ she said, ‘now what?’

				‘Do what they tell us,’ Mak shrugged. ‘Head for Volcano, wherever that is. Get there somehow and wait for them to rendezvous. Where’s Volcano, Shambles?’

				‘759/431 on the Navplan grid. We are 748/429.’

				‘What’s that in weeks or whatever?’

				‘At present velocity, s-six Earthstyle days.’

				Vawn said, ‘What’s Volcano like, Shambles?’

				Shambles consulted his memory stores for some seconds then replied, ‘Small. Semi-breathable. Low gravity. Water can be synthed. Unstable. Not hostile.’

				‘Any life?’

				‘B-basic. Not categ-categ-categ—’

				‘Not categorized. Not listed or described. I thought you’d fixed his voice, Tsu.’

				Ispex said, ‘I’ll re-set the Navplan.’ He got up.

				‘P-pardon, but I have already done so,’ Shambles said.

				Ispex sat down again and poked moodily at his food. ‘Volcano . . .’ he said, moodily. ‘Small, unstable, but not hostile. Ha ha. I can see it now. Grubby, grimy, tiny, nasty. And,’ he said, turning on Vawn, ‘It’s all your fault! Pressing that button! If you hadn’t done that—’

				But before he could finish, Starstormer gave a great hiccough. The Aircon started fluttering, the radio banged its main fuse and Shambles said, ‘Dup-dup-dup-dup-dup.’

				‘What else?’ Mak muttered, tiredly getting to his feet. ‘Come on everyone, work to do. Back to normal . . .’
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