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Prologue


Beams of orange light flashed past the windscreen as the Shrike hurtled through space.  A glancing shot, shook the spaceship.


'Dreee,' trilled X5. 


'I'll say they're getting too close,' Isaac agreed.  'How's it going with the warp computer?'


'Dweep.'


'Glad to hear it.'


Another volley of blasts rained down as Isaac pulled the ship into a tight drop manoeuvre.  He yanked the steering hard, causing the ship to bank right. 


'You take over here, I'm going to man the top gun.'  


Isaac sprinted out the cockpit and hauled himself up the metal rungs to the gun turret.  He dropped into the seat panting, and keyed his cuff communications to the cockpit. 


'I'm getting too old for this stuff,' he muttered to himself. 


'Dweep,' X5's agreement burbled from his cuff. 


'Hey!' Isaac scowled.  'You're not supposed to agree with me.  Hurry up and calculate a warp tunnel out of here.' 


Isaac swivelled the turret round to face the little patrol fliers chasing them.  They looked like metal dragon flies zipping towards them against the blackness of space.  


He aimed and sent a stream of return fire at their pursuers.  He hit the wing of the closest flier, sending it spinning off course.  The second ship was gaining fast and lined the Shrike up in its sights.  Orange beams lanced towards Isaac.  A beam struck the side of the turret causing the nanoplastic cover to shatter.  A shard of the cover embedded itself in Isaac's arm and he let out a scream as the pain hit him.  Fortunately, the ship's shield immediately sealed again, restoring pressure to the turret. 


A worried trill came over Isaac's headset. 


Isaac grimaced, 'I'm not dead yet. Got a warp tunnel?' 


'Dweep.'


'Then let's get out of here.'


Space dissolved around them as they shot off to a faraway system. 


As soon as they arrived, X5 started the calculations for the first safe tunnel to another destination.


Isaac struggled out the turret, wincing with every movement. He gritted his teeth as he dropped to the cabin floor below and made his way to the cockpit. 


As soon as X5 heard him coming through, he zipped over.  'Dwoo oo?' 


'Gonna need your surgical kit,' Isaac muttered. The room started to swim around him as the blood rushed away from his head.  He collapsed into a chair, just before he blacked out.


When Isaac came round it was to the sight of the little android sitting on his chest watching him. 


'Sheesh. No need to crowd me.'


'Dweep,' X5 trilled happily. 


Isaac looked down at his injured arm.  The shrapnel had been removed and the wound sealed.  He nodded his thanks to the android and pulled himself upright. 


X5 beeped in objection as he tumbled down to the floor.  


'Back to business,' Isaac said and lifted his arm.  'Aargh!' Isaac pulled his arm back against his body quickly, breathing heavily.  'Okay, maybe not.'  He smiled faintly as the little android hovered round him scolding.  'Broken, huh?  That's going to be a problem.  So where are you taking us X5?  It had better be remote, if we don't want the Central patrols finding us.  ACSA's going to have to fight the good fight without us for a while.  We really need new crew members too.  The two of us can barely manage a ship this size.  We don't have a hope with my arm broken.'


'Dwoo.'


'What do you mean we need water too?'


'Beep dwoo.'


'Of course they hit the water tank,' Isaac muttered under his breath.  X5 brought up the details of their destination system on the viewscreen. 


'Hmm, only signs of habitation are an old mining base on the gas giant and primitive civilisation on the water-based planet third from the star.  We'd better head there.  We won't be travelling the warp tunnels again till we've made repairs and filled the tank.  Take us in X5.'




Chapter 1 - The Beginning


The three students came round the bend in the shady lane between upper and lower campus.  


'So...we've got two hours to kill.  What do you guys want to do?' Wade continued to dribble the soccer ball at his feet as he asked. 


The girl walking next to him, looked up.  'Well, I still need to finish the maths exercises for this afternoon,' Jean said.


They're not due till four,' said Sanjay.  'Knowing you, you'll probably finish them in five minutes.'


Jean gave his lean frame a friendly shove.  'Hey, just because I make it look easy doesn't mean it actually is,' she said, eyes smiling behind her glasses.  


'Well, when you're done you can let me copy the answers in our mechanics lecture,' Sanjay added with a mischievous grin.  


'Nah, you know she doesn't approve of copying,' said Wade. 


'Anyway it's so beautiful out today, it does seem a waste to rush to the library,' Jean said, changing the subject.  An athletic girl with short sandy hair, she looked like she would be more at home on a sports field, than in the library.


A twitter from the trees lining the road caught their attention.  A myna bird was copying someone's ringtone again.  'Do you guys ever wonder what's behind this fence?' Jean asked.  


'It's just a water reservoir,' Sanjay replied.  'Looks like a grassy hill with a concrete slab on top.'  


'Have you actually been inside?' Wade asked. 


'Nah, I saw it through the gate.  If we go around the corner you can have a look.'  


As they rounded the corner Wade said 'Okay, I see it, grassy hill, topped with cement.'  He threw the soccer ball he was carrying in the air, tipped his head back and started practicing heading the ball. 


'The gates are open.  Let's go up the hill,' said Jean. 


'Sheesh, extra walking and uphill,' Sanjay sighed.  


'Yet you'll happily climb the trees for green mangos,' she laughed at him and raced ahead.  


'That's different, my stomach is a powerful force that must be satisfied,' he replied. 


She stopped short at the top of the hill, 'Guys...you have to see this.'  


Wade tucked his ball back under his arm and climbed the hill with long strides.  'Wow.'  


'What is it?' Sanjay called up.  'Do I really have to come up there?'  When his friends didn't respond, he sighed and loped up the hill behind them.  Reaching the top, he stopped and stared.  There, parked on the reservoir was what appeared to be a metallic-blue spaceship.


'Wow,' Sanjay agreed.  'Where are you going?' he hissed, as Jean bent low and scurried over for a closer look.  'Don't you think we should stay away from it?' he asked Wade.


'I dunno,' said Wade. 'What do you think it is really?'


'It looks like something off a movie set.  Where'd Jean disappear to anyway?' Sanjay said turning back to the ship.


'We'd better go see,' Wade replied.


'You're both crazy, you know that, right?' Sanjay said as he followed him towards the huge machine.


'I think there might be windows on this side,' Jean said as they approached.  The ship was shaped like an eight-sided disc, standing on landing gear tall enough that only Wade had to duck a little to walk underneath.  The surrounding trees reflected in the black glass panels set into the metal sides of the ship.


A rotating turret hung under the front of the ship.  'If we've really found a space ship this is my dream come true,' she said, her face glowing, as she reached up to touch the undercarriage.


'You and your sci-fi,' said Sanjay.  'Mark my words Wade, if this was a real spaceship, she'd have us rigging the space sails and speaking Vernupiter, before you can say “Aliens”.'


'I can hear a hissing sound, like steam.  Do you think it's on?'


Jean stopped examining the undercarriage over her head and as she looked at Sanjay her eyes grew wide.  


'What?' he asked.  He turned around, following her gaze, and found himself facing an old man standing on a ramp that had been lowered from the underside of the ship.  The man's right arm was in a sling. 


'Looking for something?' the man asked in a gruff voice. 


Wade said, 'What's with the spaceship?'


'Emergency stop,' replied the old man.  'Any idea where I can find some water?'


'You're parked on a water reservoir, Mister,' said Sanjay.


'Good to know,' the man said with a smile.


'Are you shooting a movie or something?' Jean asked.


'Are you interested in my ship here?  Would you like to look her over?'


'Yes,' she answered quickly, 'but ...but who are you?  What is it?' 


Wade was already following the man up the gangplank.  Jean and Sanjay glanced at each other.  


'Do you think it's safe?' Jean asked.


'No, but we better follow him,' said Sanjay.  'Who knows what will happen to Wade without us.'




Chapter 2 - On-board the Shrike


Their sneakers clattered up the metal ramp and they emerged into a windowless cabin with metal walls.  Black cables and thin copper pipes ran along the ceiling between, what looked like, fluorescent light bulbs. 


Sanjay wrinkled his nose.  'Smells like my uncle's garage in here.'


'Grease,' Jean said and looked around.  'Wonder where all the doorways lead to?'


The old man was still talking to Wade but they couldn't understand what he was saying. 


Wade turned to them. 'You guys gotta try this earpiece,' he said adjusting the wire hooked over his left ear. 


The old man held out earpieces to Sanjay and Jean.  They took them tentatively, and slipped them into their ears. 


The gibberish the old man had been speaking suddenly became understandable.  'The earpieces I've given you, translate all documented languages.  Luckily visitors to this backwater have documented a few of your languages.  By the way, I'm Isaac, and this is my ship the Midnight Shrike.'


'What are you talking about?' Sanjay said. 'Is this a theme park or something?' 


'On a water reservoir?' Jean raised an eyebrow. 


Isaac rolled his eyes.  'We've just made an emergency stop on this planet.  Admittedly extra-terrestrial visitors are rare on your planet but please try to keep up.'


'Hey!' Sanjay objected. 


'You can't really expect us to believe you're from space,' Jean said with a smile. 


'Finally,' Sanjay said.  'Sense returning.'


Isaac scowled.  'Come on,' he said heading through one of the doorways. 


Jean gave a small gasp as they stepped through the doorway.  The wall in front of them was taken up by a huge concave window of black glass.  Isaac stepped up to one of the two chairs facing the windscreen.  He touched the mirrored surface in front of the seat and it lit up, presenting data and options for selection.


'You guys really went all out on this,' said Sanjay as he slipped into the other chair.  'It looks just like every sci-fi fan's dream.'  


The old man smiled at him.  'Here,' he said, running his fingers over the screen in front of Sanjay.  'From these terminals you can access all the ship systems, you can also access the galaconn to look-up anything.'


He slipped into the seat next to Sanjay, 'Want to take a little spin?'


'Sure, why not?' said Sanjay grinning.  'Do we get lots of flashing lights and whooshing sounds when it pretends to fly?'


'You'll see,' said Isaac.  He pressed a red button between the screens and what looked like a racing steering wheel clunked into place below the screen in front of Sanjay.  Isaac then touched the screen and opened the navigation app and showed Sanjay the basic start-up routine while the other two hung over the back of his seat watching.


They heard the shsss of metal sliding into place.


'That's just the ramp and landing gear retracting,' Isaac said.  He showed them how to raise the ship higher and ease her forward.  


Sanjay leant against the windscreen, 'We're actually moving?' 


'This is awesome,' Jean said.


'It has to be some kind of trick,' said Sanjay.  The ship slid smoothly over the nature reserve next to the university.  They watched as the lush green trees slid away beneath them.  Isaac explained the navigation controls.  Jean's eyes were alight and even Sanjay was grinning as he got used to guiding the ship where he wanted her.  Wade looked on with a bemused expression. 


'Three is a good number to run a ship this size.  If you're interested in seeing the galaxy beyond your planet, this is your opportunity.'


'What?!' said Jean and Sanjay.  Even Wade's eyebrows shot up at the suggestion.


'I can teach you to fly the ship and handle the equipment on her.  I'll show you how to use the galaconn too.'  They stared at him in amazement.  'Keep your eyes on your screens unless you're on auto-pilot,' he added, quickly correcting their course.  'Take the ship back down on that reservoir of yours and I'll show you round the rest of it.'


'But what about you?' Jean asked.


Isaac scowled, 'I can't manage her with only one arm.  And apparently it's a compound break so I need to check into a medclinic.  Get it looked at properly.  Spaceships don't keep well in storage.'


Sanjay muttered darkly under his breath.  Isaac ignored this and raised an eyebrow at Jean.  


She grinned.  'What do you guys think?'


'I'm game,' said Wade.


Sanjay rolled his eyes in disbelief.  'You've got to be kidding me.'


As they stepped out the cockpit a small black dome came zipping towards them along the corridor. 


'This is X5,' Isaac said, introducing the little round android.  X5's base plate started spinning at high speed and he rose through the air to hover at shoulder height. 


'A floating robot?' Jean asked.


'A hover android,' said Isaac, 'with a major attitude.'


'Boop,' objected X5.


'He comes with the ship,' Isaac added.


'Boooooopp,' X5 objected strenuously.


'What? They wouldn't let you hang round the medclinic.  You'd have to shutdown while I was in there.  And who else could I trust to make sure these three don't bang up the Shrike.  I couldn't leave the ship with them, without you.'


'Dwoo,' X5 conceded.


'Come on,' Isaac said, continuing into the main cabin. 


'Here's the dining area,' Isaac indicated a corner on the starboard side of the main cabin.  'These cabinets hold the food stores, cold storage for fresh food on the left, and this is the prepper for heating up the food.'  


Sanjay examined the instructions printed on the side of the appliance in an alien script.


'This could make cooking a challenge,' he said.


Jean examined the cabinets, 'How do we open these without handles?'


Isaac held a hand in front of one of the panels and it slid open to reveal stores of preserved foods.  He raised an eyebrow at her.


'Oh, ok,' she said and tried the next cupboard.


'Well this could be one way to stop my nephews rocking on their chairs,' said Wade as he examined a chair bolted to the floor around the dining counter.


'No kids on the ship,' Isaac barked suddenly.  He turned to show them the rest of the ship.


'Hold compartments to the left and right of the ship.  The Shrike is a freighter.  People will pay for their cargoes to be shipped to other planets. It pays the bills for fuel and stores.  Delivery jobs are scarce due to the monopoly by Star Sourcing.  Almost everything is controlled by the big monopolies these days: Mulitverse Media, Future Financing and Star Sourcing cover almost everything.  Still, you should be able to find enough freelancing jobs to keep going.  Sleeping quarters and washroom at the back.'


He led them across the central cabin past the holds to the port cabin.  The room held one double-sized palette bed with velvety red sheets.


'This is a lot fancier than the rest of the ship,' Sanjay commented, fingering the light wood panelling. 


'It's my room,' said Isaac. 'This is where I entertain,' he smirked.  'Come on, next door is the washroom.'  They peered into the tiny room briefly.


'It backs onto the engines and exhausts.  At least they keep it warm.'


'And here's the starboard dormitory.'


They all stepped into the room.  


'Not bad,' Jean said sitting on the closest of the four single palette beds.  'I like the view.'  


'Yeah, this is pretty cool,' Wade said walking over to the huge wraparound windows that made up the outer wall of the cabin.  The glass allowed them to see out but let in minimal light. 


Jean lay back on the light blue sheets and looked up. 


'Hey!  The roof's also a window!'


They all gazed up at the blue sky above.  


'Even I'm impressed,' Sanjay admitted with a grin.




Chapter 3 - Suiting Up


'Equipment lockers,' Isaac said, kicking one of the metal bins at the base of the beds.  'You'll need to know how to use this stuff.'  He lifted the lid and pulled out a finger-sized metal tube.  'This is a multi tool,' Isaac said, flicking a lever on the side of the tube. A welding head, blade and what looked like a screwdriver, flicked out the top one by one.  He tossed it to Jean and she lit up like a Christmas tree.  
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