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Chapter 1 – Svenglar
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I’m excited because today is my first time aboard a spacecoach. It’s a mottled, green whale of a spaceship with small windows down both sides. Inside the lighting is a dim yellow and flickers, which does not inspire confidence. My father and I suddenly find ourselves in very close quarters with about a dozen complete strangers to me, as a smell of stale sweat and oil hits us and I feel an excited flutter in my stomach.

The other passengers take no notice of our assault on their space, as we stumble across their legs and packages. Dad keeps his head down to avoid hitting the low ceiling, as we split between us the last remaining seat at the back of the ship.

We shoot off like a bullet through the lower atmosphere and I feel like I left something behind. Our fellow riders seem unfazed by the g’s and their close quarters during this roller coaster ride to the space platform, where the light surfers are stored. 

Suddenly it’s like a party with whoops, shouts and hands raised. Even my father joins in, so I do the same and start to relax.

“Dad, how is this spacecoach powered?” 

“A deep question for a seven-year-old, Svenglar.”

“No, Dad, really?”

“By electricity.”

“Dad, that’s impossible...isn’t it?”

“Oh, and by water!”

“Dad, don’t tease!”

“Okay, I'll level with you. It's simple. We pass electricity through water that has a trace of acid.”

“And get hydrogen and oxygen?”

“Yes. The gases are stored in intermediate tanks with non-return valves. When we ignite the gases, we also spray water into the flames.”

“That would make steam. Why?”

“Well, one volume of water makes sixteen hundred volumes of steam. This huge expansion delivers a great deal of thrust.”

“Why doesn't the expansion of the steam put out the flames Dad?”

“My, Svenglar, I wish I had half your brains. It should. We solved it by putting in a tungsten honeycomb, to retain the heat, and introduce the water downstream.”

More than satisfied with this answer, my thoughts return to the scene before me. The men are wearing shabby, green flight suits. I look at my own – at least two sizes too large. The cabin is cream coloured plastic, mottled with age, and the ride is bumpy. The grey-coloured seat my dad and I share is thankfully well cushioned and takes some of the force out of the bumps. 

We clear the atmosphere, and the brightness of our black hole is blinding for a second, then the windows darken, and it is bearable. The rest of the trip is boring. We must be going fast but it feels like we’re not moving. I get used to the smells, but not to the cramped quarters. 

After donning spacesuits, we disembark, and my father leads me to a space vehicle. It’s a bit scary. We must keep moving using a tether and I see what the magnetic shoes are for.

“This is it – a light surfer,” Dad says. His voice echoes over my radio and I feel like I’m in a fishbowl. 

“What does it do, Dad?”
”We use it to surf the black hole at the best position to collect its energy. We call that the leading light position.”
“What energy is there?”

“Mostly high energy particles and high energy light.”

“How on Exia can you collect that Dad?”

“We convert the particles and light into electricity in our primary collectors then store it.”

“Sounds like you need pretty big batteries!”

“Better than that, the secondary collectors are flasks containing superconductor. One flask can power a whole town for a week.”

“Wow!”

“Yes.”

We sit in the surfer. I feel cramped. Most of the space is taken up by about fifty large collectors.

My father takes the right seat. I take the left. In front of me the panel says, 'Auxiliary Controls'. It’s the same as my father's, with slight exceptions. His has gauges for collection rate and controls for opening and closing the primary collector. His panel and mine have an unlit light marked ‘FULL’.

My father moves some levers and pushes a button. There is an immediate whooshing sound and a feeling of power.

“More water?”

“Yes.”

We disengage from the platform and speed off, nearly leaving my stomach behind. At first it feels like a lot of speed, but we don't seem to move much once clear of the platform. Above us the black hole looks like white water going down a plughole. There are swirls of bright light circling around a pure black centre.

“Dad, what do you do in all this?”

“I'm the Team Leader.”

“What's that?”

“It's my job to lead the Team in and set the depth of our surf. I also take energy readings to make sure everything is as it should be.”

“What happens if you don't get it right?”

“We find out what it's like to get sucked into a black hole!”

“Sounds dangerous,” I feel chills in my stomach.

“There is danger, but we train thoroughly, and have our best surfers as Team Leaders.”

“You said something about everything being as it should?”

“Yes. I monitor the energy output of the black hole. Just lately it's been increasing, but that's a good sign, surely?”

“I suppose.”

“Oh! Here we go!”

The black hole seems right on top of us now. Dad opens the collector doors. Suddenly there is a bright flash, the craft feels caught somehow and moves slowly up and down as though riding a wave. After about a second the cockpit screen darkens, and the brightness becomes bearable.

“Now we surf!” Dad clicks a switch. “All craft report in, by the numbers.”

Red shift, surfers two to ten report in to say they are surfing. A few add personal touches.

After the initial excitement, the surfing proves pretty boring, so I ask more questions.

“Dad, why does a black hole give off energy? I thought it sucked everything in.”

“It does have strong, extended gravity and when something passes the event horizon it gets sucked in. The reason it gives off energy is best explained by a theory that a particle and anti-particle are produced in space and the anti-particle goes into the black hole. The remaining particles get accelerated and give off gamma rays and X rays.”

“Sounds a bit far-fetched to me, Dad.”

“I don't know the details, but it does fit what we see.”

After about an hour I’m feeling bored and finding it hard to keep awake. A light blinks on both consoles, marked 'FULL'.

“All craft, I'm preparing to break off. How are you doing?”

Surfers two to ten all have collected more than ninety-five percent, so we stop collecting and speed towards the space platform.

Our trip home in the spacecoach is quiet. Everyone is tired and no one looks forward to getting back. I can’t explain it, but I feel a little sad.

In the evening I meet my friends for a game of marbles. I slough off the sadness of the day and enjoy my friends’ company.

The pavement is grubby, but we play on it anyway.

Carla goes first and rolls well, placing her marble about five yards away. She brushes her shoulder length, brunette hair out of her brown eyes with a ‘how’s that!’ gesture.

“Nice,” I must admit.

“Thanks, Sven.”

Marienne rolls her marble wide of Carla’s and it carries on a few feet.

“Aw, shame,” Nuana says.

Marienne turns and glares at her. It is good that looks can’t hurt.

Nuana aims carefully. She is always competitive when it comes to games like this. Her marble shoots from her left hand and knocks Marienne’s a few more feet in the wrong direction. Although she always seems to be smiling, she now looks smug as well.

Next day School only teaches us what we need for collecting - it is pure brainwashing. I’m angry and frustrated. What do Croppers need to be taught? They must crop the black hole so that the Guardians may give them medicines and food.

That evening I again meet up with my friends.
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