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				Together!

				‘Champagne!’ shouted Makenzi’s father, Jass – and began pulling at the fiddly wire fastenings of the gold-necked bottle with his strong black fingers.

				‘Surely not for the children—’ Ispex’s mother Meg objected, but everyone shouted her down. ‘We’re not children,’ Ispex said, holding his glass close to the bottle. ‘We’re Starstormers! We’re space travellers! We’re –’

				The bottle went DOP! and the cork flew wildly. ‘You’re heroes!’ cried Jass, filling Ispex’s glass. ‘Heroes and heroines! Master mariners and – and—’

				‘Lunatics,’ suggested Clyde, the father of Ispex. Another bottle popped. ‘No, that’s not the right word—’

				‘Impossibilities!’ said Vawn’s mother, Sheila. ‘Because what you did – making that spaceship, actually flying it—’

				‘—Was impossible,’ said her husband Dexter. ‘Yet here you are! And here are we! And here’s to all of us!’ He drained his glass.

				‘Together!’ said Makenzi’s mother, speaking quietly; yet everyone heard her and everyone liked the word. They repeated it, very seriously, as they touched glasses. They drank silent toasts to each other, very soberly – then Makenzi threw back his head, flung out his arms so that the champagne in his glass went flying, and bellowed, ‘Together! Whoopee!’ – and the party really started.

				‘Epsilon Cool!’ Vawn said, twenty minutes later. ‘I can’t wait to see it! Can’t wait to be living there instead of crummy old Earth!’ She waved her glass wildly. Some of the fruit juice spilled (the champagne was over and done with long ago but the effect lingered on).

				Makenzi whispered, grinning, to Ispex: ‘Look at Vawn! She’s having the opposite of one of her Big Glooms!’

				‘So am I,’ said Ispex, beaming vaguely. His face was bright pink and his spectacles were crooked on his nose. ‘Fill your glass,’ he said, with dignity. ‘Allow me . . .’ Forgetting or not knowing that the champagne was finished, he made a great show of concealing from the grown-ups the fruit juice he poured. ‘Someone might shee,’ he warned Makenzi.

				‘You said “shee”!’ Makenzi said, and began to laugh. ‘You’re drunk!’ he said. ‘You meant to say “see” and you said “shee”!’

				‘I shaid shee,’ Ispex replied, earnestly. By now he had spilled most of the liquid from the glass. ‘Shee, see, shee, see . . . You see?’ he said. He began to practise the difficult word, staring straight ahead at the porthole in front of him. ‘See, shee. See-saw. Sheeshaw . . . You could make a joke like that.’

				He grew tired of this exercise. His eyes, which had been looking at nothing, focused on the glass of the real-vision porthole. There was darkness outside. ‘Where’s Epsilon Cool?’ he said, half to himself. ‘Where’s it gone?’

				He seized Makenzi’s arm and shook it – Makenzi would not listen. He was laughing and trying to tell everyone that Ispex couldn’t say ‘see’.

				‘Makenzi! Mak! Listen to me!’ Ispex said. ‘Look outside! It’s dark. I can’t see anything!’

				Makenzi looked. He stopped laughing. He put his face against the RV glass. ‘It’s dark,’ he said in a hushed voice. ‘Worse than dark. Almost like soot.’

				The two of them stared into the darkness. It seemed to be made of soot, as Makenzi had said. But the soot moved. It wavered and flurried. Sometimes it twitched like the flank of a horse plagued by flies. Over his shoulder, Makenzi called, ‘Dad!’

				‘What?’ Jass replied.

				‘Over here. Look. Where’s Epsilon Cool? Why can’t we see it? The whole sky was bright a minute or two ago—’

				‘Move aside, let me see.’ Makenzi’s father looked. His dark face seemed to darken still more. ‘Verona – Clyde – come over here!’ he said, hoarsely. His wife and Ispex’s father stared out.

				The party suddenly stopped. Nobody spoke. Everyone looked out of the three RV portholes of the shuttle. They saw a darkness made of drifting dust. Vawn whispered, ‘I can smell hot iron. I’m sure I can . . .’

				Jass said, ‘Make way!’ and hurried to the control console. ‘We’re getting out of this.’ He pressed five switches. There was a noise of thunder. The ship heaved and shuddered. The portholes filled with dim light as the dust was made luminous by the burning fuel from the blasters.

				The light died. Now the portholes were filled with a dull red and purple glow and the ship strained and vibrated. ‘We’re on all main drives,’ Jass said. ‘And we’re not moving.’ His eyes were wide. The whites showed startlingly in the strong black face.

				‘Let me try,’ Verona said. Again the portholes flared with brilliant light. Again the ship shuddered, plunged, shook. Makenzi’s father jabbed a finger at a display above the console. ‘Not moving,’ he repeated. His voice was flat and leathery. His son knew that he was frightened.

				‘We must be moving—’

				‘We’re not. I’m going to cut the power. We’ve used thirty per cent—’

				‘What does that matter, we’ve got to get out!’

				Clyde said, ‘We’re locked in something, trapped in something, I don’t know what—’

				‘I do,’ said Vawn. Her face was very white. ‘We know, don’t we?’ Makenzi and Ispex nodded. ‘It’s the Octopus Emperor. Yes, I know it sounds stupid, but it’s the only name anyone has for him. A world full of flies . . .’

				‘That’s black dust. Small black particles,’ Jass said, sharply. ‘Not flies. Vawn, listen –’

				She brushed imaginary flies from her hair and said, ‘Hot iron. I can smell it. We’re caught in his world.’

				‘What world?’ Clyde demanded.

				Vawn shrugged hopelessly. She could not answer his question. But then, impossibly, the shuttle ship’s loudspeakers answered for her.

				‘The world of Tyrannopolis!’ said a voice. ‘You call it Tyrannopolis . . .’ the voice laughed. ‘You are to be my guests. Welcome to my world!’

				Vawn began to shake. ‘No!’ she cried. ‘We won’t! We’re not going to—’

				‘Sleep,’ said the voice from the loudspeakers. ‘Sleep,’ it repeated, very gently. ‘Come with me. Come to Tyrannopolis.’

				They slept.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Tsu

				Inside Starstormer, Tsu was alone with the Captain from the ancient spaceship, Conqueror. It was impossible that the Captain was alive, for Conqueror had been destroyed: but he was there. It was impossible that he should be there, because Starstormer was impenetrable, her lock-and-dock doors hermetically sealed: but he was talking to her. So the impossibilities had happened.

				‘Come to me,’ he had said. ‘Come closer to me!’ Like a sleepwalker, she had walked towards him with arms outstretched, arched fingers quivering, the pupils of her dark eyes widening into blackness.

				Before her, his face smiled. The outlines of his body shimmered and flickered very slightly. That was the glass: the tunnel of glass, bigger than Starstormer yet inside Starstormer. Luminous glass, lit by a thousand shades of gold. She walked into the tunnel. The glass did not resist. Soundlessly it gave way to her, swallowed her, until her small, erect body also shimmered and shone like the Captain’s.

				Her lips hardly moved in her sleepwalker’s face when she spoke. ‘My parents. You promised. I will see my parents?’

				‘Of course, my dear. You only have to come a little closer. Just a little closer.’ His hand, marked with age, yet still broad and strong, reached out to her. She made the last steps and took it.

				‘My parents. You promised.’

				‘Of course, of course! They are at home. You are going home. Soon you will be together.’

				And somehow the golden glass toppled and fell apart. Gleaming and flaring, it flew asunder. The Captain’s voice said in Tsu’s ear, ‘Have no fear.’ Vaguely, she smiled.

				They whirled into blackness. The mirrors were gone. Now there was only dusty blackness, a moving darkness. ‘I have my arm around you,’ said the Captain’s voice, reassuringly. But Tsu could feel nothing touching her. Why couldn’t she feel his arm?

				‘Sleep . . .’ his voice said. She did not want to sleep. She wanted to struggle, cry out, get free. But there was a blackness in her throat; a warm, gritty darkness—

				‘Sleep,’ said the Captain.

				Her eyes closed. The warmth was stronger. It became pleasant, welcoming.

				She slept: and knew nothing of her journey to Tyrannopolis.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				On Tryannopolis

				Vawn was the first to waken.

				She did not know where she was. She was not even certain who she was. She got to her feet slowly and carefully. She seemed to be in a black cell, dull black, dusty black, with no corners, no doors, no windows. Even the bed was made of solid blackness.

				Yet there was a light that let her see the blackness. It was a ball of radiance enclosed in a lattice of blackness. The lantern was attached to nothing. It floated in the cell, which itself seemed to float and change shape.

				‘A mirror,’ she said. She wanted to see herself – to be sure that she existed. She turned and turned, looking for a mirror. The room seemed to turn with her.

				Then she saw Tsu, asleep. At once she felt safer. She knelt by the sleeping girl and called her name. Tsu smiled in her sleep but made no answer.

				Vawn called, ‘Makenzi! Ispex!’ but knew there would be no answer. They were somewhere else. She remembered, now, hearing their voices in a dream. The voices were calling her – yelling, bellowing – as if they were trying to escape. But that had been a dream. Tsu was not a dream. Tsu was here beside her.

				All the same, she wished she had a mirror. She wished she could see herself and be sure she existed. ‘Magic mirror on the wall, who is the fairest of them all?’ she said, loudly and clearly. She listened to her own echo-less voice. ‘No mirror,’ she said, loudly. ‘Oh, well. And in any case, I think Tsu’s fairer than me. I’d rather look like you – neat and small, with a round face instead of a horse face and . . .’

				She stood up and sighed, afraid of the empty sounds she had been making. She shook Tsu’s shoulder. The girl did not move. She shouted Tsu’s name—

				And Tsu’s eyes suddenly opened wide. She stared into Vawn’s face and sat bolt upright. She said, ‘Vawn! Are you alive?’

				‘Yes, of course I am.’ Vawn smiled into the Chinese girl’s frightened face.

				‘Am I?’ Tsu said.

				‘You’re alive, I’m alive. It’s all right, Tsu, really it is.’ She put her arm round Tsu’s shoulder. Tsu screamed, ‘Don’t do that! He did it!’

				‘What do you mean, he?’

				‘The Captain. He put his arm round me but there was no arm!’

				Tsu began weeping. For the first time, Vawn felt warmth towards Tsu. Till now, Tsu’s high, clipped, positive voice and determined bossiness had annoyed her; and the Chinese girl’s reserve and coldness had made Vawn suspicious. Tsu always had an answer, but the answer never fitted the questions . . .

				Now all that was over. Tsu was helpless. Vawn sat down beside her.

				At last, Tsu stopped crying, looked into Vawn’s face and said, ‘Have you got a handkerchief or anything? I’ve got to blow my nose.’

				‘Use this tissue. Look – they’ve given us some Earth-style things – tissues and water.’

				‘I feel awful. I look awful.’ Tsu choked the last of her sobs into the tissues. ‘I’m all right now,’ she said. ‘Where are we? How long have we been here?’

				‘We’re inside Tyrannopolis. The Octopus Emperor’s world. I don’t know how long we’ve been here. Not long.’

				‘Of course. Tyrannopolis. The Captain brought me here from Starstormer. And you from the shuttle ship. Where are Makenzi and Ispex?’

				‘I don’t know. I suppose in a cell thing like this one. And I suppose everyone’s parents are in cells too.’

				‘Parents!’ Tsu said. Suddenly she was her old self again: purposeful, quick, hard. ‘My parents! The Captain promised I’d see them! We’ve got to—’

				‘Wait a minute. What do you mean, your parents? We all thought you were an orphan. You said so.’

				‘No, you said so. I just kept quiet and let you think what you liked. I have parents. They were taken from a starship leaving Earth, when I was little. But I can remember them. Oh yes, I can remember them. They’re here, on Tyrannopolis. I want to see them. Now.’

				She jumped to her feet and began to push at the black walls. She beat at them with her fists.

				‘My parents!’ she shouted. ‘You promised!’

				Her fists were soundless against the dusty blackness of the walls. Tsu’s voice rose to a scream. ‘Let me see them! My parents! You promised!’

				A voice from nowhere filled the cell. Vawn muttered, ‘The Captain!’

				‘Ah,’ said the deep, pleasant voice. ‘So you’re awake, Tsu? Excellent. You shall see your parents, Tsu, just as we promised. Very soon—’

				‘Now,’ said Tsu.

				‘Very well. Now. You with your parents; and Vawn, Makenzi and Ispex will be reunited with theirs. And then everyone will be happy. Excellent!’

				The black walls of the cell shifted. Blacker than black, a tunnel seemed to form. ‘You go down there, Tsu,’ said the voice. ‘That’s right, down there. Good girl. That’s right, just keep walking.’

				‘What about me?’ Vawn cried. Tsu was gone, swallowed by the tunnel. Vawn was alone in the cell.

				The voice did not answer. Instead, the walls continued to shift and move. The cell was no longer a cell, the walls were melting away, blackness folding back on blackness, blackness widening—

				And there they were, Ispex and Makenzi, her parents and their parents, running to each other, holding each other.

				‘I thought we’d never be together again,’ Vawn sobbed, feeling her mother’s arms round her. ‘I thought you were dead, and I was dead, I don’t know . . . And Tsu was asleep, not moving, not saying anything . . . And it went on so long, it went on forever!’

				‘Seven hours,’ said the kindly voice from nowhere. ‘Only seven hours, Vawn. We had to get things ready for you, you see. We needed a little time. But only seven hours, I assure you!’

				Vawn’s father said, ‘Give me a kiss, Vawn. Yes, he’s right – seven hours, by my watch. Another kiss.’ She began to cry and giggle, both at once, clinging to her father and mother to make sure that they were real. Seven hours! If they’d told her seven weeks, she would have believed them—

				‘Welcome to Tyran!’ said the voice. You could hear the jovial smile behind it, the calm kindness. ‘A thousand welcomes to Tyran! Or Tyrannopolis as you call it. You people do like to dramatise things, don’t you? – to invent villains, and creepie-crawlies and dreadful, menacing creatures like the Octopus Emperor. The Octopus Emperor, indeed!’ The voice laughed, kindly and understandingly. ‘Ah well, ah well, what would our Galaxy be without you humans and your marvellous imaginations!

				‘But we cannot afford time to dwell on such things now. We have things to do, haven’t we? So let us begin. Do you see the path opening out before you? You do? Excellent. Follow the path if you please, just follow the path!’

				Again the blackness shifted and stirred. It became a dark tunnel. At the end of the tunnel there was golden light. The group of humans began to walk towards the light.

			

		

	
		
			
				

				Tsu’s Parents

				Tsu, obeying the Captain’s voice, left Vawn behind and walked into the dark tunnel. At the end of the tunnel there was golden light. She began to walk towards the light, half smiling as she walked.

				She did not hurry. There was no need. She had waited almost her whole lifetime for the moment when she would see her mother’s face again, and her father’s: the faces so well remembered. She could see her mother pushing back a strand of hair with a finger covered with rice flour. She could see the mark of white on the black hair and remember brushing it off with her own small, plump fingers. She could see her father making, from scraps of split bamboo, the magical toy boat, an old-time junk that bobbed about on the water when she had her bath, or jerkily sailed across puddles. She could see his face (she remembered it laughing, just as she remembered her mother smiling) and the gap between two upper front teeth, the little mole on his cheek, the short-cut hair. She could remember how it felt when she stroked it. She could remember her mother’s voice calling her.

				Now she would see them both again. As if in a dream, she floated towards them. A lantern led her on, drifting and floating, dazzling her.

				And they were there, under the glow of a lantern! Over there! The lantern was too bright and there were so many people – but at once she knew their shapes among all the other human shapes.

				Tsu began to run, calling her parents’ names.

				They looked up. The light of the lantern showed their faces.

				She stopped running and nearly fell. It was as if a cruel hand was squeezing something that hurt inside her chest. She stood, swaying, looking at them.
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