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	Chapter One


	Arrival.


	A huge, ungainly-looking mass of metal lumbered through the silent depths of outer space, its front section rotating slowly. The words ‘Space Explorer’ were visible on the rear structure that contained the propulsion unit.


	Inside the vessel, the ship’s computer sounded the ‘wake’ alarm and five more cryogenic pods slowly opened.


	Five sleep-robbed individuals made their way to the mess where coffee and sandwiches, prepared by the cook, Andrew Jones, a ginger-haired, freckled-faced individual, who doubled as the assistant engineer and had risen earlier, awaited them.


	After breaking their fast, the crew made their way to the “bridge” the nerve centre of the five-thousand ton vessel that had never rested on Earth’s surface.


	“There she is, people,” said the commander, Bernard Levin, his beard gathered in a hairnet below his chin, as he switched on the communication console.


	“How peaceful it looks,” commented the navigator, Sarah Phut-Collins, his Indochino-Eurasian partner for the voyage, laying a hand on his shoulder while gazing at the blue disc as it rapidly grew in size.


	Levin spoke into the intercom. “Earth control, this is Commander Bernard Levin of Space Explorer, we shall be entering Earth’s orbit shortly. Do you have any instructions, over?”


	They waited in silence. The seconds ticked by. After a full minute the science officer, Danae Ganesalingam, a professor from New Delhi University, said as she opened a water bottle, and raised it in salutation, “To Mother Earth”, and took a long swallow.


	Levin spoke into the intercom once more. “Earth control, this is Commander Bernard Levin of Space Explorer, we shall be entering Earth’s orbit shortly. Do you have any instructions, over?”


	The engineer, Harry Devlin, a two-metre-tall Ugandan, raised his bottle in response to his partner and said, “Ten long years, and not a cross word between any of us,” and waited, like the rest of the crew, for Earth’s ground communications to reply.


	They stood in silence, which ended when Jones, the cook and stand-in co-pilot chipped in, “And nothing but compliments about my cooking.”


	His partner the co-pilot, blond-haired Helen Toombs; grinned and added, as she ran her fingers over the keyboard, “Entry into orbit in T-minus fifty seconds, and counting.”


	The navigator watched as the blue planet drew nearer. “That is the most beautiful sight I have ever seen,” she said and sighed audibly.


	“Is everybody packed and ready to go?” asked the commander.


	“That is not Earth, not our Earth anyway,” said Toombs.


	“You are right,” said Devlin, “Look, the atmosphere, it’s transparent.”


	“I can see the land, outlines, as clear as, er, crystal,” said Toombs, smiling.


	“Look, the African coastline,” said Levin.


	“And there is Britain,” called out Jones, joining the group.


	“Is this our planet?” asked Devlin, “We have been on course, constantly, no deviation whatsoever haven’t we?”


	“Sure, the configurations are correct, Luna is there,” said Collins and pointed to a white disc peering over the horizon.


	Levin turned to Toombs. “Are we ready to start the landing procedure?”


	“Aye, sir,” she said.


	He called out, “Is everybody ready, all suited up?”


	He received a series of positive replies, and said, “Entering orbit in T-minus fifteen seconds. “Masks down, air supply on,” and added, “Be sure to check your and your partner’s equipment prior to leaving the mother ship.”


	Toombs called out, “Ten, nine, eight, seven, six, five, four, entering orbit now.”


	The crew members watched as the space cruiser rotated through ninety degrees, seeing the planet turn from the port bow and swing majestically under the belly of the space craft.


	“Okay, we’re in Earth orbit,” said the co-pilot.


	“Commencing Earth orbit,” said the computer voice.


	“Prepare to disembark,” called out the commander. “Computer, take over.”


	“As you wish, Captain.”


	They all rose up from their seats with everybody making sure their partner’s suits were properly sealed in preparation for transfer to the shuttle.


	The commander led the way followed by the co-pilot.


	They arrived at the shuttle in the loading bay and climbed aboard. This was the second time they had used the shuttle, which was meant to be used to explore, hopefully, any Earth-type planets they came across. Unfortunately their ten-year search through the galaxy had proved fruitless. Their disappointment was now forgotten, as they looked forward to seeing their families once more.

OEBPS/Images/cover.jpeg





OEBPS/Images/logo_xinxii.jpg
XinXii





