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Forever in our hearts

until we are in each other’s arms.

PROLOGUE

AS SHE SCANS THE CATALOGUE looking for something to jump off the page at her, she asks herself; ‘“How will I do this? If I want something unique and entirely different from every other student’s thesis where do I look? The course material only addressed the Creden universe and the laws governing our planet. No wonder everyone’s baffled when it comes to looking for subject material and that’s why this terms final theses will be dull and end up being no more than a new twist on an old subject. I want a new topic, something exciting and not another essay on the gravitational effect of our luminary on the oceans or the result of solar storms on the weather. This is my keystone project and the legacy of my university education.”’ Scanning the long list of topics, the subject of comets catches her eye. ‘“That’s something no one has tackled. As a matter of fact, I don’t remember any theses that even touched comets or the orbit they follow through the Orion Spur. This subject is a definite possibility.”’ Her eyes continue to scan the pages ‘“Kobla, what’s a Kobla?”’ She scrutinizes index. KDF1479. ‘“That must be the file number.”’

Later, Laventa casually wanders through the library shelves filled with volumes and volumes of books all related to astronomy, but the file number she’s looking for don’t even come close to 1479. Approaching the librarian’s desk, “I can’t find this number,” she states.

“That document is part of antiquity, deemed obsolete and was archived centuries ago. You’ll have to go to the sub-basement level and find it yourself or wait for it to be ordered up.”

“My paper’s due in a few days. If I don’t have my project finished on time, I won’t graduate.”

“And you’re wasting valuable time looking at long obsolete material?” the clerk questions. “Oh well, it’s your paper. Follow the stairs at the end of the hall and go down to the sub-basement level four, five floors below this one. There’s a light switch in the stairwell just as you enter the chamber if it’s still working. If the numbers are still legible, follow them but be careful. No one’s been down there for a very long time.” Arching her brow, “There could be vermin and spiders or something else running around down there and who knows what it may be.”

Many years later, while working at the Intergalactic Institute of Astronomy, a much older Laventa visits the observatory to view the unknown object that’s been reported to brush past their solar system some distance from Credenza. Gazing through the scope, the object appears as a grainy shadow in the obscure distance. If not for the astrological sensors scanning distant noteworthy objects, the object would have gone unnoticed.

The memory gnawing in the pit of her stomach cannot be denied. ‘“Could this be the Quattitoca? Surely it can’t be! Why now? There is no written history of its effects on our planet with its passing, only a mention of it by astronomers every thousand years. However, an astronomer mentioned in the Kobla alluded to the comet being responsible for wiping out almost every living thing, man and animal. Is it happening again? Palmira warned it would. Her writings in the Kobla promised the Quattitoca would return. The calendar of the Fifth Sun speaks of the elliptical course of the comet and speculates it would reappear in the far distant future. The murky comet passes every thousand years, appearing only as a transitory visitor in the distant heavens. However, if the comet is so bright it appears much like a second star and comes so close to Agena the heat from Agena melts the ice, and whatever rains down upon Credenza causes people and animals to die from a cause nobody identified.

With no documents available from that passing, I cannot establish a timeline. The only precursor I have is if the comet becomes visible to the naked eye for more than a lunar cycle, it’s a juggernaut of doom to the people of Credenza. The population will become sick. Of those affected, although some may survive the initial infection, their personalities are dramatically changed. Only a handful will escape unharmed but there’s no data on why or how.

According to file KDF1479, the pressure placed upon the ancient community was crushing. The hospitals not only had to treat the sick but they were frantic to trace the origin of the infection. Was the cause from a local source or was it an extraterrestrial biological cause? Eventually the crisis passed. But that was not the end of it. Society was thrown into war. Differing political factions used lethal weapons against each other until the population was placed at the brink of extinction. It took centuries for Credenza and the population to recover. However, from that time forward Creden health changed. As the population aged, they gained massive amounts of weight no matter what they did to control it.

I must warn my people.”’

––––––––
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Twenty Years Later

CAER, THE NEWLY APPOINTED Creden Emissary stands in front of a group of Nardanians that make up the membership of the Pachi. In a deep guttural voice, “I’m tired of trying to explain away the story being spread by that lunatic woman who keeps challenging the medical experts. I acknowledge; we are losing hundreds of our people every day to some mysterious disease that has affected the Creden population. Our scientists have isolated the virus and determined it originated in frozen soil samples taken from the northern ice fields by a group of privately backed research scientists. The scientists discovered the virus in soil samples and carelessly handled the samples. When one of their people became ill, they failed to isolate the individual and thus released the virus into the general population. The virus is limited to Credenza because it occurred long before intergalactic trade. Seizing the opportunity to undermine my authority and discredit our medical system, the opposition party is placing the blame on the Creden government’s incompetence.

Now we have a crazy woman challenging our medical professionals claiming the infection was caused by spores deposited on Credenza from the tailings of a comet that passed our planet two years ago. The woman works for the Intergalactic Institute of Astronomy, and claims it isn’t a virus at all but spores. She’s either a mental case or a subversive and her claim is preposterous. Have you ever heard of spores of any sort causing people to become ill? Have any of you heard of such a thing? She is challenging the best medical people we have. What’s worse is people are so desperate for answers they’re willing to believe her. The only reason she’s confident she has the answer to the mayhem is because of the number of people supporting her. The problem we have is we don’t understand the disease and freely admit we don’t have the answer. The disease strikes indiscriminately and can cause death within a day or two. It strikes young and old, rich and poor, educated and uneducated. What we do know is this: the disease is air-borne; we believe it’s viral, in some cases it mutates and not in others. We need more time to study the problem. If we reduce transmission, we can discredit her and bring our people back to rational thinking. As it is, we have lost the trust of the population and those radicalized want to call an election. Worst case scenario, an insurrection.

The answer, find the woman and bring her to justice before the situation gets out of hand.”

––––––––
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A FEW YEARS LATER, Laventa is imprisoned, and hysteria runs rampant. Credenza is in a state of emergency, the population has been devastated by the illness and war rages between the government in power and those involved in the insurrection. Lethal weapons have been used by both sides causing extensive damage and loss of life. Worse yet, the aftermath of the lethal weapons used has poisoned the land, the water, the air and brought agriculture to a standstill. The upside, the dreaded disease has mutated and diminished. The current problem looming over Credenza is if no agreement is reached, Credenza is doomed. Thankfully, when the mysterious disease disappeared, the population demanded peace, but the insurrection leaders refuse to agree to anything we offer.

Caer sits on one side of the negotiating table and the insurgents sit on the other. As they argue, both parties state their position. As Caer speaks, “We know the virus that caused so many deaths has vanished. That being the case, I see no reason to continue fighting among ourselves. It is our responsibility and privilege to administer the governing of this planet, make trade deals with other civilizations and protect our citizens’ interests. I call upon you to lay down your arms and take up the rule of order. If it’s your desire to depose the present government, we can have an interim vote where you can seek election. This system has worked well for Credenza in the past. Are you agreeable to this suggestion?”

An older but dignified man speaks on behalf of the opposition. “We talked among ourselves and agreed there must be peace in order for our people to survive. We will lay down our arms, cease the fighting, and return to what is left of our homes and land. Once we have peace, we will put our efforts into re-establishing the economy, social justice and humanitarian interests. We also demand Laventa be released from prison. Are you agreeable to these terms?”

Caer objects, “Laventa is the one who caused the problems in the first place with her subversive and preposterous allegations regarding the audacious statement that a comet brought the virus to Credenza. I cannot in good conscience release her. She must be kept in isolation like the killer disease.”

“Then we request a new trial.”

“So be it,” Caer responds.

Brandis objects, “But Caer, we verified this woman is a master manipulator. She distorted facts and called upon unprovable information and yet appeared innocent. I strongly object to her speaking to the courts to further her interests. If these are the terms of peace, Laventa must be put to the test of a trial in order to establish the facts.”

​PART ONE
CINZANA
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Dignitaries from the entire galaxy are arriving to attend the Festival of Zona. Excitement permeates the air as the most significant event in fifty-two years, the rising of Zona, between Geon and Jonk-heer, the luminaries that circle Zona. Even Kos, the Coryphe of the Credens and President of The Alliance is attending to witness the grand event and preside over the formidable issues currently standing before The Alliance. The prima Festival of Zona marks the beginning of the cycle of Avesta’s calendar when the conservatrix is moved from the base of the temple. The seven-day festival corrects the calendar keeping the lunar cycles in line with the solar cycle. These seven days are struck from the calendar, like a gap in time where people are unbound by tradition or law, seven days of unbridled freedom... or so the story goes. The moving of the conservatrix by the high priest in subsequent years is less significant. One step a year for fifty-one years until the conservatrix reaches the base of the temple and then on the fifty-second year it is moved to the top of the temple by the high priest aided by his monks and the temple choir. Forty days after the Festival of Zona the Sawan commences. The Sawan begins with the Enkidu population gathering on the Nasca Plains for the planting of Audran’s yearly crops and one hundred twenty days later, the harvest.

Throughout the galaxy, interest in the festival has become vigorous. The public sleeping cones are filled to capacity and berthing for a starship is limited, resulting in a massive shuttle system. As a last resort, people are being billeted in private homes in several communities along the path of the tube.

––––––––
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BREATHING IN THE CRISP morning air exhilarates her as she sneaks warily through the courtyard and out the gate. Her flaxen locks bounce against her shoulders as she bounds down the street to Kiev’s home, three doors from hers. Placing her dainty feet carefully through the shrubbery, she makes her way to his window. He’s as excited as her, and he simply HAS to be there. Just think—an encounter with the aliens they’ve heard so much about. Unfortunately, the Orandee’s reputation preceded them, leaving few willing hosts. Kiev’s family refused to billet them even at the outrageous price the council quoted for accommodations.

Rem, Tali’s father reasoned they’d only store their gear in their home while they’re out raising hell all over Audran. Besides, they need the money and the behavior of the Orandee’s is not his problem. The bakery hasn’t done well lately because a major chain from Mantra opened in Virola hoping to cash in on the festival. The price war has been ruthless but, thanks to Grandpa’s trust fund, they survived.

As she reaches Kiev’s window, she knocks softly. His face appears in the bedroom window as he gestures for her to meet him at the back door. She dashes around the house and leaps over the planter box separating the lawn from the flowerbed. As he lets her in, “Get dressed, Kiev. They'll be here soon.” Her eyes sparkling, “Wouldn't it be fun if they ask us to be their guides? Maybe we can attend the ceremony. Just think,” she whispers, “riding the tube to the Plains of Tamarisk and witnessing the ceremony with the Orandees.”

“Talya Tatium, your head’s in the clouds. There's no way your mom will let you go anywhere with them. Besides, you can’t stay up all night. You're just a kid.”

“What are you talking about?” she scowls “I'm almost grown up.”

He frowns, “I heard they’re mean. It's not fun when you're the brunt of their foolishness.” Walking back to his bedroom to get dressed, “I'll meet you at your house.”

Her slender legs carry her home quickly. As she runs, her shoes pick up dew as she cuts across the lawn. She bursts through the kitchen door, catching herself as she slips on the marble floor. She hurries to the freezer, takes out a package of griddlecakes and places two in the oven. As she places the plates on the table something bites her cheek.

“You could have hit my eye, you brat!”

“See, its only fun when you're the one with the slingshot,” as Kiev sits down.

As they talk, Rem enters through the back door. He kisses Tali on the forehead. “How’s my sweetheart this morning?” Taking a bottle of juice from the fridge, “Is your mother up?” he asks.

“No, they’re both sleeping.” Smiling up at him, “When will they be here?”

“Mid-morning,” as he sits down. “Listen, Tali, I don't want you going anywhere with them. They are rascals at best; they'll get you into trouble. They’re here for a short time and I trust they'll occupy themselves elsewhere.”

“I heard they're cute, Daddy.”

“So is a coati, but you don't pick one up.” He looks around the kitchen, “Where's Max? Don't tell me he's still sleeping Max... Max.” Just then a small fluffy canine bounds up to him. Picking the animal up, “Did you have a good sleep, my ferocious little rascal or did I wake you, sweet pea?” as he roughhouses with the tiny animal. Max yips hysterically as he licks Rem's face. He puts Max down and starts for the stairs. “Melana, Evana, they’ll be here before you know it and you’re still in bed.”

Rem takes a griddlecake from the freezer and puts it in the oven, then starts the tea. As he sits down, he looks at Kiev, “So what gets you up so early? Did Tali wake the entire neighborhood?” Kiev simply smiles.

Melana drags herself into the kitchen. Putting his arms around her, Rem gives her a quick kiss, “Good morning, my darling. Is the guest room ready?”

“Of course it is. What about the bakery? Is the freezer stocked? Has Pree left for the Plains?” Melana asks.

“The freezer's stocked to the doors. Pree left around five to pick up the vendors license, but I don’t expect him back until this afternoon. He sent me a stamped copy via electronic mail for our files. I’m hoping it’s not an indication he’s jumped ship to enjoy the festival. Who's looking after Tali while you're at the shop?”

“Evana, it'll keep her out of trouble. I don't want her spending so much time alone with Cory.”

“What's wrong with Cory? He's a nice young man.”

“There's nothing wrong with him. I want them to be financially stable before they make a commitment so they can afford their own apartment.” She serves Rem the griddlecake he started, “I need to get dressed and you need to get some sleep. Show the Orandee the guest room. I expect he'll sleep all day so he can howl all night.”

––––––––
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ITS MID-MORNING WHEN Tali and Kiev sit on the front stoop waiting for the Orandees to arrive when a group of noisy strangely dressed children, carrying heavy bundles, come marching along the street. “Daddy, they’re here!” as Tali runs into the house.

The procession abruptly stops in front of their home. “Is this the Tatium's?” one of the strangers asks Kiev.

“Yes.”

Hearing the voices, Rem appears at the door. “Welcome, welcome,” as he offers his hand.

“I'm Rauf,” as the little man accepts Rem’s hand, but his eyes are glued on Evana standing at the front door. The entire group ogles the young woman, completely taken by her beauty. Tali and Kiev giggle.

“If our guest will come with me, I'll show you to your room.” Rem starts through the front hallway as the entire group of eight follow. He turns when he sees Evana's expression; “I have room for one or two.”

“There must be some misunderstanding, we booked for eight. The room rate per person for the seven days was quoted at 10,000 electors. I'm sure you can use 80,000 electors can’t you? All we need is a place to sleep. We promise to be no trouble.”

Rem rethinks the situation. “Wait here while I speak to my family.” Rem gestures for Evana and Tali to join him in the kitchen. “Listen, we need the money. For 80,000 electors, we can sleep with Max on the pantry floor. I’ll be at the bakery for most of the night and your mother will be there all day. It’s only for seven nights. I need your co-operation girls,” he pleads. “Gather your things, store them in the hall closet, and bring down extra pillows and blankets. Take everything valuable out of your room because you can’t trust these hooligans.”

Looking at him in disbelief, “Daddy, you can't be serious.”

“You bet I'm serious—move, girls, MOVE!” Obediently, the girls hurry upstairs to gather their clothes and personal items, collect their bedding, and hurry down to the kitchen.

Descending the stairs, “I think Daddy has lost his mind,” whispers Evana.

They step aside as the little people fly past them following Rem to the second floor. Upon reaching the upper hall, Rem opens each of the four-bedroom doors, “Its double occupancy.”

“Does it include breakfast?” Rauf blurts out.

“Of course, but you’re on your own for the rest of your meals.”

“Okay with me,” the leader responds as he addresses the rest of his group, “Is it okay with you?”

The smallest of the group, a man with a hooknose and somewhat wrinkled prune face speaks up, “Can we bring women in?”

Rauf rebukes the little man, “Look, Nidar, this is not a brothel. If you want sport, find it elsewhere. And remember, no more trouble like on Credenza.” Nidar shrinks back.

As they choose their rooms, Rauf shouts, “Breakfast in fifteen. GET READY TO RUMBLE!” he screeches as the others slam their doors. Without a hint of formality, he orders, “We’ll have growl with fruit and nuts, and we drink juice.”

Rem hits every second step as he strides downstairs. “Tali go the market and buy more growl, dried fruit plus an extra jug of juice and milk and put the bill on our tab... HURRY.” The children dash out the door on their way to the market.

While they are away, Rem sets the table. I wasn't expecting so many but how can I turn down that kind of money? Besides, they'll be elsewhere most of the time.

“Daddy, how will we manage with all these people?” Evana asks. “I have a full shift at the pod, and I promised Cory I’d spend the festival with him. Isn’t it enough that I have to drag Tali with me?”

“It's this simple, Evana, we need the money. Besides, we aren't expected to entertain them or account for their conduct. All they need to do is get aboard the tube and ride it to the Plains. On the way back, I'm sure they can manage to get off at Virola and find their way to our house from the platform. They’re a starship crew, Evana, and far from stupid.” Rem pauses for a moment, “Of course, that’s all null and void when they’re drunk.” He places bowls for the growl on the table as Tali and Kiev return.

Thunder erupts on the staircase and the house trembles as the Orandee’s burst into the kitchen and begin to squabble over the seating arrangement. Rem protests, “Excuse me, could we use some manners please?” Totally ignoring him, they begin to gobble the growl Rem dishes out in a feeding frenzy.

“When does the party begin?” as Rauf looks up from his bowl.

“Around midnight, but people are already there. Since we’re the last stop before the Plains, I suggest you take the tube early.

“When are you going?” Rauf asks.

“Me?” Rem scoffs “I'll be too busy to go.”

“Can we use the little girl as our guide?”

“NO! She’s far too young.”

“It’s a major event. It’ll be fifty-two years before it happens again,” Rauf challenges.

“It's an excuse to party. The entire galaxy thinks Avesta’s a place to have a drunken orgy. Like any other race, we have family structure and values. Like any father, I have no intention of having my children taken advantage of.” Rem's voice is searing.

“GEES, you don't have to take it like that!” Rauf changes the subject “Let me introduce my crew.” He pounds his fist on the table “OKAY MEATHEADS, LISTEN UP!” As Nidar looks up, cereal sticks to his nose and a little splash of milk hangs on his cheek which he wipes it off with his sleeve. Rauf points to each person “This is Nidar, Min, Lance, Otis, and Kafir.”

Their attention is drawn by the Orandees sauntering down the stairs. Rauf clears his throat, “As you see, Lila and Mona are ladies.”

Otis speaks up, “So Rem, how should we spend the day?”

“I thought you'd sleep so you'll be fresh for tonight.”

“SCREW THAT! We slept on the ship. We want to PARTY,” Otis snaps his fingers in a catchy self-made rhythm as he swings his hips to his snapping fingers.

“Tali will show you the school and the park. There’s a lake a short distance from here where you can swim. There’s a restaurant and pub in town, but it’s packed by now. I'm sure you'll find something to do. Otherwise, catch the tube and go to the Plains early. If you go early, you'll get a better view of the ceremony.”

Otis is flippant as he blurts out, “Who the hell cares about the VIEW? If I wanted a view, I'd have gone to the Garendos pit... Now there's a view! We want to have FUN, get connected and such.” He digs back into his food, not wanting to miss a morsel and not wanting to be left behind when the others leave. He offers, “We’ll start at the pub? Who knows what we’ll run into there,” shrugging his shoulders.

“Sorry, Otis, I doubt you’ll get connected at the pub. However, with representatives from the entire galaxy in town, anything’s possible.” Changing his tone, “I wouldn't go looking for trouble if I were you because you may find more than you bargain for.” Rem’s demeanor changes, “Which brings us to the room charges; I need to be paid in advance. I'll be down in a few minutes to collect my money.” He disappears upstairs.

The Orandees squabble among themselves, and then begin throwing money into the center of the table. When Rem returns wearing his sleeping gown, he picks up the money and counts it. Satisfied, “I hope you’re on best behavior.” Giving Tali a stern look, “Young lady, I don't want to hear you went to the festival. DO YOU HEAR ME?”

“Yes, I hear you Daddy.”

“Have a good time. I'll make breakfast if you're home before I go to bed, otherwise you’ll have to make it yourself.” He picks up Max and retires to the pantry.

Kiev whispers in Tali's ear, “Do you want me to ask my mom if you can sleep at our house?”

“Mom would die if people knew Daddy rented my bed.”

Rauf approaches her, “So, kid, will you give us a tour?”

“I’ll have to ask my sister.”

“Where is she?”

“She’s talking to her boyfriend. I'll ask her if it's okay, and then I’ll show you around. Is everyone coming?”

“Let's cross one bridge at a time. Go ask your sister.”

As Tali returns, “Its okay, but I have to be home for dinner.” Tali smiles when she gazes into his cute little face, which is lightly marked by age lines. However, in spite of their age, they’re incredibly cute with sparkling blue eyes, reddish hair and fair skin. Tali can't help it; they are fascinating, and she likes them.

The children give their new friends a tour of the local sights: the lake, several parks, their school, the wooded garden where the local teens play hiding games, and finally the main drag. However, the instant the Orandees catch sight of the crowded pub, they dump the children and bolt into the throng of half-drunken revelers, not even looking back to say goodbye.
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The massive but elegant satin garments drag along the floor of the starship as the yeoman makes his way to the Coryphe’s quarters. He stops in front of the door and prepares himself. He’s about to wake the great and gifted leader, who can be rather curt when annoyed. The schedule’s not his fault. It’s the navigator’s fault. The navigator didn’t make allowances for the unforeseen, such as the asteroid belt that circles the outer perimeter of this galaxy. The result, Kos, the Coryphe of the Credens, won’t get the rest he requires in order to give audience to the Nardanian committee sent to renegotiate the compensation package between the Nardanians and the Garendos. Because Kos had charge of the initial agreement, he must settle the differences between the parties and reach an agreeable solution. As an important dignitary, he must arrive on the Plains with all the pomp and ceremony in keeping with his station, which is difficult because of his diminishing strength. The yeoman sucks a deep breath into his massive chest and holds. He raises his huge hand and knocks gently.

“Who is it?”

The yeoman exhales slowly and gulps hard, “Your yeoman, your eminence.”

Noise is heard from within “Come in.”

Touching the button on the wall, the door slides open, “I’m sorry, your eminence, but it’s time. Your meal will be up shortly, and you need to bathe.”

“Yes. Yes, of course.” The huge man takes hold of the strap above his bed and pulls himself upright. Turning his body to the side of the bed, he allows his legs to dangle. Sensing the yeoman’s disgust at the unsightly mass of layered flesh, “I was once young and trim like you. In time, you will come to fully understand the Creden affliction.”

“I understand the affliction, your eminence.”

“No, you don’t. You know about it, but you don’t understand it. Do you think I can’t read your eyes when you bathe me? Do you think I can’t sense the revulsion when you lift the layers of fat and wash between the folds?” Kos releases a gigantic gust of wind as he exhales, and then sucks in as his huge chest fills with air. “Young man, you may be looking at me, but you are looking in a mirror. What you see is yourself in time.” Kos pauses for a moment, “Enough, enough ... I’m sorry, yeoman. You can’t help what you feel.”

“Your eminence, I have the greatest respect for you. I know we’d still be at war if you hadn’t traveled to Yerba to sue for peace. I admire your mind, your wisdom and your bravery.”

“Yes, but my body is repulsive to you.”

“As you say, I am looking at myself. I see fat collecting on my own body in places it shouldn’t. It isn’t visible yet because it’s hidden beneath my clothes. I know in the end I will need a strap above my bed so I can pull myself out. In time I will need someone to help me in and out of my bath. I don’t know why it happens, but I have passed that threshold.”

“You have served me well, yeoman. Please excuse the accusations. It’s the stress. Credenza is in chaos. A maniac woman is running around foretelling certain doom. Masses of people have died from an unidentified pandemic, and I sense internal treachery. If that isn’t bad enough, the Nardanians are challenging my decision regarding Kreatos. I don’t know what their problem is with giving that useless planet to the Garendos since it’s at the outer reaches of their solar system, far from their planet.” Kos catches himself, “I shouldn’t speak to you of this. Go, run my bath.”

––––––––
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THE SHUTTLE BAY OF the Garendos starship, the Kritania, is a hub of activity as Sen removes the weapons from each ship so they can commence with crew transfers to Avesta. Although the peace treaty is signed, Rapa, the ships Seer, doesn’t want any screw-ups because many still carry an intense hated after many years of war which has been costly both in lives and property to all parties involved. Everyone wants peace but the compensation package has not been forthcoming, and tempers are running high. While the peace process was pending, the Nardanians snuck in and attacked Mercer, erasing it from the face of Yerba. Every living thing, every building, every trace element—gone leaving a huge crater.

The Coryphe of the Credens was appointed mediator between the two factions. It was his finding that the Nardanians should justly compensate the Garendos. For this reason, special care has been taken to ensure no revenge be inflicted upon the Nardanians during the festival. If some misguided Garendos makes a false step, perhaps they will lose their claim, or the war may start again. It was at the council meeting on Yerba that Rapa agreed to receive the planet Kreatos, the outermost planet of the Nardanians solar system, to satisfy their claim. Though uninhabitable, it has vast pits of criol. Criol is used to grease the programmed carriage-cells linking the Garendos cities.

A siren blasts through the shuttle bay—the call to assembly. Sen takes his place in line as senior officer when Manus, Supreme Commander of the Kritania, steps through the hatch. He’s a large barrel-chested man with a large muscular frame, a mature handsome face with jet-black hair, olive skin and deep-set black eyes. His stern expression offers a commanding presence. “Good morning, gentlemen. You may stand down.” The men take the rest position as he paces up and down the line inspecting his men. “I allow you to attend the Festival of Zona for one reason and one reason only. I want you to make a good impression. No longer will we be seen as the murderous horde.” Then he points his finger at each man, “I want no drunkenness, and mind your manners. If you find it necessary to relieve your tension before you go to the planet surface, the halo-deck is at your disposal. It's of utmost importance we improve our image if we are to fit into The Alliance.” His voice threatening, “If anyone gets out of line there will be severe repercussions. If you can’t control yourself, STAY ON THE SHIP! Do I have your word on this matter?” He stands before his men, arms crossed defiantly.

“SIR, YES, SIR!” shouts the assembly.

“Corporal Raspis will oversee your departure.” Manus walks down the line slowly, pausing to get eye contact with each man. Satisfied, he walks to the hatch, turns, salutes his men, “Have a good time men,” and leaves.

As officer in charge of the shuttle bay, Sen stands before his men, “You heard what the Commander said; NO violations!” He paces in front of the assembly, a stern scowl etched on his face to reinforce the Commanders orders. Suddenly, his face breaks into a grin, “Gather your belongings and return at your assigned departure times. You’ll be shuttled to the surface, landing in Drylan. From there, you’ll take the tube to the Plains of Tamarisk. As we are only staying for the ceremony, no accommodations are arranged. We leave the system as scheduled. If you’re not back promptly, you may be left behind. DO YOU UNDERSTAND?”

“SIR, YES, SIR!” they shout.

“About these Enkidu, they are not what they appear. Although beautiful and seemingly fragile, don't let that fool you. They’re in training from the day they enter their academies in every aspect of arts, sciences and martial arts, including the women. They possess the ability to assimilate language and have keen perceptive powers. DON'T MESS WITH THEM!” He continues to pace. “Of course, you are taking what I say to heart,” his voice flip. “Be back in time, intact, and free of disease.” Shaking his head in a positive manner, “I can count on you?” 

“SIR, YES, SIR!” they shout.

“Very well, men. Boarding starts at ten sharp.” Scanning the line once more, DISMISSED.”

As the men disburse, Raspis approaches, “So, are you taking Desla to the surface?”

“She's on duty.” He snickers, “Manus can’t wait to find an Enkidu.” Sen’s voice sarcastic, “But, of course, it’s purely a scientific study.”

“He's not following his own orders. Besides, he’s a married man.”

“Come on, Raspis, the lecture is for appearances and he’s not that married.” Sen walks away, “I'm scheduled first. I'll wait for you on the surface.”

––––––––
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OBSERVING THE PLANET from the observation deck of the shuttle bay, Avista appears as a jewel against the backdrop of space. Upon boarding the shuttle, he enters the cockpit, “Markus, I thought you were transferred to the Argost.”

“I was. The Kritania’s behind schedule so we’re helping out.”

“May I join you?”

“Of course you may.”

After the shuttle’s launched, “Could we get a better look at the planet?”

“I’ll contact the Pod,” as he touches the speaker. “This is shuttle No2491 requesting clearance to leave the holding pattern and circle the planet.”

The response, “Permission granted. See that you circle above the 59th sector at Mark 2739 and be back in position within your time slot or you’ll be put to the back of the formation.”

“Understood, over and out,” Markus responds.

Markus angles the shuttle north to the coordinates above the 59th sector. As they pass above the planet, Sen is impressed by its incredible beauty. Circling the planet, he makes out two large continents and numerous smaller islands. Avista is larger than Yerba, and by the dappled green hues, more fertile. Crossing one continent, the snow-capped northern mountains stand stark against the lush green low steppes. Markus points, “That’s where we’re headed. That’s Audran, where the hybrids live. The lower mountains contain the Plains of Tamerisk, where the temple, hospitals and universities are. The high mountains to the north contain mining operations. East of the lower mountains are the steppes. There’s a dam to the north. Through crop rotation and composting, the steppes are the most fertile in the galaxy. Without Avesta, The Alliance would have trouble feeding its people. Since the treaty signing, they don’t need military escorts for the Enkidu freighters provided by the Nardanians. See that murky area?” as Markus points to an area on the coast.

“Yah,” as Sen leans forward making sure he’s looking at the right location.

“That’s Loniki, the industrial center. Ore is brought from the mountains by cable cars to the smelters. Textile mills and canneries are there too. I wish we were spending the day there. The Dendor city isn’t regulated by Enkidu law. Loniki rocks at night.”

“What about the other continent?”

“Populated but undeveloped, a mysterious place with strange flora, fauna and exotic animals but definitely not a place I’d want to visit. Audran is highly developed and very wealthy. The complicated laws of the Enkidu were established so long ago nobody remembers how or why.” Refocusing, “I should get into position or we’ll have a lot of unhappy Garendos.”

After landing in Drylan, Rem leaves the shuttle and meanders through the massive halls of the complex until he encounters a young man handing out maps. The man directs Sen to the platform where he’ll catch the tube to the Plains. Instead, Sen makes his way into a nearby pub to wait for Raspis so they can take the tube together. However, should Rem hook up before Raspis arrives, Raspis will be on his own.

Looking around the room, he spots a cloaked man with a long straight nose and large ears sitting in the corner. Rage smolders beneath the surface as Sen’s recognizes the Nardanian. ‘“They have a reputation for being kind and wise. Destroying Mercer was neither. I lost a cousin in that attack, a boy I played with as a child.”’

A waitress stops to offer him a menu. As he accepts, his eyes are riveted on her face. She’s beautiful, with long golden hair and soft brown eyes. Using the translator sitting on the table, he presses his language, “Glass of Remi, please.” She smiles as the machine translates. So, language assimilation’s a fable?

Suddenly, a thunderous procession advances through the landing bay. He watches Kos, the Coryphe of the Credens, moving along the causeway with his delegation. The robes he wears are almost vulgar they’re so elaborate. It makes him sick to see all the pomp they make over someone who can’t get things done. Kreatos should be theirs by now but Kos won’t force the Nardanians to comply with the conditions of the treaty.

The floor trembles as the Coryphe’s belly and joules bounce and ripple like waves. God... how do they get that mountain of flesh into a shuttle? Several carbon copy Credens follow Kos. How the hell do they tell each other apart? Looking again, ‘“Okay, maybe their faces are a little different.”’ Time passes quickly as he’s entertained by the arrival of various delegates. Finally, Raspis arrives.

“Don't tell me you're already drunk,” as Raspis approaches his table.

“I only had two. Do you want one before we leave?”

“Sure, but let's eat first. Who knows what we'll find on the Plains.” Sen almost knocks his chair over as he stands up he’s so unstable.
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“Where is Evana?” Rem asks as he interrupts Tali and Melana’s board game.

“They went to the playhouse for the matinee. Is there a problem?”

“Yes, Pree didn't show up and I have to go to the Plains myself and make the sales or I'll be stuck with the stock. I’m sorry, Melana, you’ll have to do the baking tonight. I'll take Tali with me, and Evana can pick her up when I return. Leave a note for her.

“I can't work all night and be up all day at the store, Rem.”

“There’s no choice, honey.” Reluctantly Melana and Tali accompany Rem to the bakery.

It’s dust when the large streamline vehicle, which runs on tough rubber wheels, makes its way to the Plains heavily laden with bakery products, past the lake where Tali spent many an afternoon. Geon, one of the two moons that grace Avista’s night sky, sinks behind a cloud as darkness engulfs the cab. Jonk-heer, the second moon, will break the horizon soon. The mobile begins the climb along the switchback road in the direction of the plateau’s service entrance.

In the distance, lights dance between the trees as the tube threads its way along a distant track. The tube takes a fraction of the time to reach the plateau, partly because of its speed and partly because it cuts through tunnels. Despite the ensuing adventure before her, Tali drifts off to the melodious whirl of the engine.

A deafening noise rouses her. She sits up to find the silhouette of the pyramids looming in the distance. The temple, with its white columned dome, sits on top of a pyramid that towers above the sandy plain as fires burning at its base offers light and warmth to the people who have thrown caution to the wind, dancing, drinking and gambling.

The concession sites near the pyramid are reserved for the partiers, so Rem parks his mobile at the rear of the grounds, hangs his permit on the back of the mobile, lifts the side flaps, and sets up the tables. The aroma of the hot meat pies catches the attention of the crowd standing nearby. The response is overwhelming as hungry people mob them.

“That’s it,” Rem shouts “Sorry folks, I’ll be back in a couple of hours so don’t go away.” He picks up the tables, closes the flaps and starts the mobile. Making their way down the mountain, he calls Melana. “Hi, honey, I’m coming for another load so get ready.”

When they pull beside the bakery, “Evana’s helping me. She’ll take Tali home after we load the mobile and then I'll go to the plains with you,” Melana informs him.

“Are you sure?”

“I'll sleep in the cab. There are enough meat pies and cakes for one more trip after this. Let’s deal with tomorrow’s problems tomorrow. Evana, take Tali home because tomorrow will be a big day.”

The girls walk through the dark streets. With the exception of the raging party at the pub, everyone else is at the festival or waiting on the platform for the next tube. Before long, they are laying in the pantry with Max curled between them, “This is fun, Evana.”

“Tali, you're such a kid,” as Evana pulls her close.

It's about two in the morning when Evana wakes to noises in the kitchen. Surely it's not a thief; nobody in Virola steals. Peeking through the pantry door, Rauf and Nidar are sitting at the kitchen table looking very unhappy.

Rauf sees her, “We passed out at the pub and our rotten friends left us there.” Tears streaked down Nidar’s contorted face. Unable to contain himself, he wails in despair. His face crashes to the table as he carries on, partly out of disappointment and partly because he’s very emotional when drunk. Holding his head in his hands, Rauf offers, “We crossed an entire galaxy only to miss out on the ceremony.” Nidar continues to howl. “Come on, Nidar,” Rauf pleads, “you’ll probably live another fifty-two years. If you aren't dead, I'll bring you back.”

“You can make it before sunrise,” as Tali, who’s now awake, attempts to console them.

Rauf is almost hysterical, “We’re so drunk we’ll never find our way.”

“You can’t possibly get lost,” Evana responds.

“Are you nuts? Can’t you see we’re hardly able to hold our heads up and it’s all we can do to keep from falling over? Without someone to take us, we'll get crushed in the stampede.” Nidar kneels at her feet “Please, sweet lady, please take us to the plains. Once we’re there our friends will look after us.”

“I promised my mom I wouldn't go.”

“You’ll be back before they find out. I'll pay you.”

“I said I promised my mom I wouldn’t go,” Evana challenges.

“And I said I’d pay you. Come on Evana, your mom will understand this is an emergency.”

“Okay, I'll take you, but we can’t stay.”

“Thank you, lovely lady,” as Nidar wipes his snotty tear-streaked face on the tablecloth.

The crisp air dispels the sleepiness Evana felt earlier. Because they’re going to the Plains, the girls decide to wear their ceremonial dresses. Proud to be Enkidu, Evana told Tali to put hers on to display that pride.

By the time they reach the platform, everyone’s in good spirits. Suddenly, a low drone breaks the silence and in the distance, a headlight sweeps along the track. In an instant, the tube bursts into the station and comes to an abrupt stop as the doors slide open.

They take a seat on the long back-to-back centered bench of the narrow car leaving just enough room for people to walk past on both sides. The doors slide shut and the tube moves forward. That’s when Evana notices the drunken alien staring at her. She quickly looks away, embarrassed by his effect on her.

Soon all is in darkness with the exception of the dim inner footlights. Feeling a presence beside her, she looks up. Black exotic eyes meet hers as a shutter grips her body. Never has she seen anyone like him. Muscles bulge from beneath the jumpsuit that’s open to expose the gold chains glistening against his chest. He smiles. Speaking in a deep masculine voice, Evana searches for body language to discover his meaning.

He takes her hand and holds it against his lips as he kisses her fingers and continues to speak. She pulls her fingers away. Reeling from his pungent breath, she turns away. Realizing the communication gap, he points to himself, “Sen,” then points to her.

She answers, “Evana.”

He points to himself and circles his finger over her sister and friends. He flexes his muscles and raises his brow several times quickly, and then points to Tali.

Tali giggles, amused by his quivering brow.

Raspis whispers, “Trouble, trouble.”

“TROUBLE ... trouble. I love this kind of trouble. Look at her! Are you blind? She is beyond gorgeous.”

Tali can tell the other alien is not impressed with what’s going on as he pulls at the first man’s suit, rolling his eyes as he speaks.

Finally, the tube pulls into the Plains. Standing looking down upon the mixed throng gathered around the campfires dancing, laughing and drinking, a sense of foreboding wracks Evana’s body at what appears to be an orgy.

Nidar takes Tali's hand “Evana... LIVE A LITTLE. Have some fun. We'll meet you back here at four. Besides, with all this security, you’re safe,” as they whisk Tali away.

“Don’t be late!” she yells.

The handsome Garendos draws her into the crowd with his friend following a few paces behind. Sen stops to buy a bottle of Remi, takes a quick sip, and then passes it to the other man.

Appalled at his behavior, she realizes she’s in over her head. He may be attractive, but his character seems questionable. Spotting a group of Enkidu dancers circling a bonfire, she breaks through the crowd to join them. As she dances, she joins in singing the national song of Audran as she recalls the familiar words. She’s delighted to be safe among her own people, and thankful for having ditched the drunken aliens.

Leaning against a nearby cart, he watches her every move. With the graceful movement of the dancers and the rhythm of the music, the fire of passion builds as his judgment diminishes. Eyes for her alone, she must be his.

––––––––
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FOLLOWING RAUF AND Nidar through the brawling crowd looking for a safe place to watch, Tali’s eyes move to the platform at the top of the temple. Curiosity whetted, she pulls at Rauf's jacket and points, “Let's see what's at the top of the temple.”

Being extremely curious by nature, Rauf gestures to Nidar, “Come on; let’s have a look.”

As they push through the crowd, a boisterous Pazel grabs Nidar and tries to kiss him. Nidar pushes the drunken man away and bolts up the steps after his friends. Climbing the long staircase takes longer and requires a lot more effort than they first thought. As they stand at the edge of a platform, the view is perfect as they look down upon the throngs below. Off in the distance, the silhouetted shadows of three distant pyramids, one located close to the horizon, a larger but closer one that’s almost centered in front of the pyramid, and one slightly to the right of center but behind the larger pyramid.

Behind them is the temple with its large conference room and several ceremonial chambers recessed into the walls of the beautifully decorated building. Shouting comes from one of the chambers.

“I have to pee,” Tali complains.

“There should be a washroom nearby. Either that, or do it behind one of the pillars,” Nidar says casually.

Leaving Nidar and Rauf watching the crowd, she locates a washroom, uses it, and then makes her way back to her friends. As she passes the open sliding door of a ceremonial chamber, she’s drawn to the angry voices. Hiding in the shadow of one of the pillars directly in front of the open door, she peers into the room. Sitting on a couch is an enormous man. His finger points accusingly as he leans forward and screams at the Nardanian in front of him. Speaking in the common language of the Enkidu, “You will keep your agreement with the Garendos and turn Kreatos over. The Garendos are aware of your security concerns and have agreed to respect the terms. If you have further concerns, address those concerns at the council meeting to be held at Mantra at the culmination of the Festival.”

The Nardanian pleads, “The Garendos will not be satisfied with taking over Kreatos. They’ll penetrate our society and breed with our women.”

“Preposterous! Even a fat old Creden such as I am knows the Garendos women outshine the Nardanian women to the extent that no self-respecting Garendos would touch one of them no matter HOW desperate he was.”

Kos’s aid, a large Creden, gives assistance to Kos as he struggles to stand. By the time Kos gets to his feet, he’s furious. “This is ridiculous!” He gestures, “Finale”, with his massive hand and then swings his enormous arm across his chest indicating the meeting is terminated. As he starts to leave, the Nardanian nods. Kos’s aid reaches beneath his garments and brings out a huge, curved knife. He utters, “Your eminence.” When Kos turns, the aid lunges, slashing Kos across the throat and stomach with two swift strokes. Tali gasps in horror as blood and organs gush onto the floor and blood splatters with such force it reaches past the pillar she hides behind. In an instant of silence after the fateful lunge, the Nardanian looks up. He sees Tali standing frozen but for a moment, “A witness. A girl wearing a white dress saw what happened,” he screams. Panicked at being seen, Tali darts through the shadows trying to get away.

Nearing the edge of the platform, she cries out, “Rauf, Nidar... R U N, R U N!” From the terror in her voice, Rauf and Nidar don't need a second invitation. Hot on her heels, they bound recklessly down the steps of the pyramid and into the crowd to find Evana and make a hasty retreat. Knowing there’s a witness, the Nardanian’s give chase.
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It is with earnest that Evana dances the Lamooshka, the Enkidu ceremonial dance of rebirth. The dancers hold hands and form a line. The left foot is passed over by the right as the dancers move in unison. They step forward with the right foot, one pace left, and then right. They stomp with the left foot and then spin with their arms raised to the heavens; as they sway rhythmically to the beat of the music. After several repetitions, the pace quickens and excitement builds.

As Sen’s alcohol induced passions build out of control, he makes his way through the crowd. With Evana spinning to the beat of the music, he steps in front of her, whisking her off her feet and throws her roughly over his shoulder. The crowd laughs with delight thinking the capture of the beautiful young woman is simply lovers at play. He carries her into the shadows, kicking and screaming. Fear grips her heart. “Put me down, put me down,” she cries. Laughing, Sen ignores her pleas under the delusion she was dancing to entice him.

She knows he has more in mind than polite conversation, “Don't make me mad, I'm warning you!” she threatens.

Away from the crowd, in the dimly lit field, he sets her down and pulls her firmly against his body. His mouth is hot against her face, but the acidic alcohol laced breath is repulsive to her. Inflamed with uncontrolled passion, he’s frantic to taste her sweetness. She’s soft and warm and enticing as he holds her firmly in his arms. The flames of passion, fanned by her movements, he now seeks satisfaction. She tries to push him away but he’s strong and persistent. Her hand reaches to the back of his head as her fingers wrap around his long hair and gives is a solid yank, pulling his head sharply backwards.

“SHIT,” he yells as he tries to pull his hair from her grasp, but his hair is so tightly wound around her fingers he can’t break her hold and she isn’t about to let go. She slips her leg behind the knee of the now off-balance man and pulls his leg out from under him. As he loses his grip on her, she releases his hair and runs toward the tube platform. Picking himself up, he runs after her. She’s faster than he imagined possible for such a small woman, but he finally overtakes her. Feeling his approach, she drops to the ground and protects her head with her arms. Unable to correct the momentum he flies over her and hits the ground hard, smashing his head and rolling several times. From out of nowhere Tali and the Orandees appear. Disoriented, he tries to get up, but the Orandees pull his suit off his shoulders and wrap the uniforms sleeves around his legs so fast he can't stop them.

Raspis catches a glimpse of two white dresses running toward the platform. He saw Sen take the girl and now believes Sen has gotten himself into trouble with the beautiful Enkidu. Running into the dark field, “Sen... Sen, where are you?”

From his position on the ground, “I’m here. Help me before she gets away.”

Raspis runs to the voice. “You’re the one who told me not to mess with them. She got you good,” he laughs as he sees Sen struggling to untie the suit that binds his arms.

“Shut up. There's no way I'm going to let her get away without an explanation. She’ll think I’m a barbarian.”

“Well...” Raspis scoffs.

“Go after her.”

The uphill grade to the platform is more than Raspis bargained for. Being a little overweight, he’s breathless by the time he’s half-way up the hill. That’s when he spots a group of Nardanians running toward the platform ahead of him in what appears to be a hot pursuit. “What are they chasing? They look like a hunting party gone wrong.”

When Rauf reaches the platform, he’s panic-stricken. “We got to get out of here.”

“You're telling me!” Evana looks at the clock on the platform wall. “Two minutes till the next tube. Can we stall them?” as she looks at the now petrified Orandees trying to survive the mayhem that’s occurring in a somewhat drunken state.

Observing the horde of desperate men charging up the hill, “I don't think so. Come on,” as Rauf dashes to the far end of the platform and jumps into the darkness. Closely following him, they squeeze under the raised platform and hide behind a stanchion. From their hiding place, they hear the Nardanians jump off the front of the platform and scurry down the hill. Evana sees why as a woman, wearing a ceremonial dress and her alien partner dash toward the temple thinking they’re in trouble for making love in a public place and for violating Enkidu law regarding breeding, which is a serious offense. Quiet falls upon the platform as the Nardanians chase the wrong woman into the shadows. Then, footsteps, loud and clear, cross the platform.

“Just wait till I get my hands on her. Just look at my parade suit! Is there a cut on my head?”

Raspis laughs, “If you play with fire, you get burnt.” His voice trails off as they walk back across the platform.

Evana doesn’t understand the words, but she understands the anger. Evana whispers in Tali’s ear, “so much for manners.”

A deafening vibration shakes the platform as the tube pulls into the station. The doors slide open, and a multitude of party goers rush out. The shift has changed in Drylan, and the second shift has come to join the party. Rauf gestures for them to stay where they are and then he creeps from under the platform to see what’s going on. Sen and Raspis are scanning the thinning crowd until Raspis points to a raven-haired woman wearing a ceremonial dress. The men bolt after her.

Quickly, the group slips into the front car just as the tube pulls away. Breathing a sigh of relief, “He was intent on doing me serious harm,” Evana states.

Tali answers, “I hate to be the bearer of bad tidings but your encounter with the Garendos is the least of our worries,” Tali states. “While we were at the temple, I witnessed a murder. A committee of Nardanians and a Creden aid did it. I think the victim was the Coryphe. The only bright spot is I don't think they got a good look at me, but they saw my dress and the Orandees.” Hanging her head, “I'm sorry you guys, if you want to see the ceremony you’ll have to go back by yourself.”

Rauf shoots her a look of horror, “No way. With security cameras all over the place, they can do facial recognition. If we’re caught, they’ll kill us.”

When the tube comes to a stop in Virola, the platform, which should be empty at this hour, instead is crowded with Nardanians. As the girls and Nidar hide under the seat in the last car, Rauf staggers out, walks around the platform aimlessly, pretending he's lost. He shakes his head as his body language indicates this is not his stop. He slips back into the car just as the tube pulls away.

“They’re looking for us. They mentioned a little girl dressed in white.”

All eyes fall upon Evana as she directs, “We'll get off in Drylan; hide till morning, and come home with the third shift.”

“What if they’re waiting for us in Drylan?” Tali’s voice quivers.

“There's an escape hatch in the rear of every car under the last seat. We’ll slip out, sneak under the platform and hide in the cargo bay until the crisis is past. They didn't get a good look at you, did they?”

“They didn't get a good look at me, but I ran past security cameras?” Shaking her head positively, “I definitely had a clear view of them.” Her tone changes, “It was awful Evana. His blood and guts squirted all over the floor. Evana, I'm scared.”

“Don’t be scared,” Evana reassures her, “they’re dumb Nardanians.”

They hide in the back of the last car close to the escape hatch until the tube pulls into Drylan. When the doors slide open, they find the terminal empty. This isn't right! Virola sleeps at night, but not Drylan. The little hairs on the back of her neck stand up as she carefully lifts the escape hatch and directs the others to drop through. They huddle together and then slip under the loading platform and make their way to a service entrance as the tube pulls away.

But Nardanians are everywhere. With no way out of the terminal, they sneak into one of the warehouses and move from crate to crate until Rauf spots a half-empty container covered by a tarp. Evana shoves Tali and the little men to the top of the container, and then Rauf pulls her up. They lay quiet and motionless but due to the hour and boredom, they fall asleep.

––––––––
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REM AND MELANA HAVE sold out. Sitting in darkness, he hands her a meat pie “I saved two for us, honey.” Looking at his watch, “It's past four so why not stay for the ceremony.” He kisses her cheek, “We might as well.” Rem grabs a couple of jackets from behind his seat and climbs to the top of the vehicle. Reaching for Melana’s hand, he pulls her up.

As they sit watching, the shrill of the horns announcing the high priest’s entrance causes a hush to fall over the boisterous crowd. Looking toward the luminaries, the dusky mountains to the east are vividly outlined against the predawn sky as ribbons of clouds slowly turn amber and Zona inches its way to the eastern horizon. Light from the ceremonial torch glistens off the pointed white hat of the high priest standing at the top of the stone temple, arms lifted to the heavens, holding the horn of Zona. Monks, dressed in long white robes, stand directly behind the high priest. Slowly, Zona breaks the horizon. Geon dims as the luminary sinks below the horizon leaving Jonk-heer visible. It is the rebirth of Zona and the beginning of a new cycle. The high priest sounds the horn triumphantly as Zona comes to a full rise. Jonk-heer slowly dips below the horizon between the large and small temple. Shouts of joy resonant across the plateau, people embrace, others dance, and the Henkes wail the haunting call of the hinterland. Zona continues her ascent while the Seiko drummer strikes the sacred drum. Following the initial strike, he beats softly at first and then builds to a thundering roar as the plains come into full light. Zona, the star of Avista’s universe, is reborn.

Some spectators make for the tube thinking the highlights are over; exhausted, drunk and somewhat disappointed. With all the whoopla and rumors, they expected a bigger show.

The High Priest speaks, “A new era is upon Avesta. I call upon Zona to bless the fields so they will be bountiful. Bless our harvest so we may feed all the peoples of The Alliance. Guard the Dendors, tillers of soil and the Henkes, miners of ore. Bless the Enkidu, merchants that trade our goods and move us ever forward in prosperity.

The horn sounds once more as the High Priest begins his ascent up the pyramid accompanied by the choir as the monks take hold of the conservatrix and begin their assent. Again, the Seiko drummer strikes a beat for each step. Slowly they usher the conservatrix to the top of temple as the choir executes its melodious chant. When the conservatrix is set in place, the drummer makes another dramatic roll.

Suddenly, a cry rings out. His voice shrill, “MURDER!” he shrieks. The crowd freezes. “The Coryphe of the Credens has been slain. Shut down the platform, block the roads.”

Security swings into action. Immediately, the Guardians set up a blockade across the road into the Plains and stop the tube. Shoving and fighting breaks out as the crowd surges to the platform hoping not to be caught in what could be a long-complicated procedure.

Rem gestures to Melana, “What's the matter, dear, you seem concerned?”

“That announcement was staged.” Looking around, “If the Guardians check every single person, it’ll take forever to get off the Plains. We have a business to run and children at home.”

Later, as Rem reaches the checkpoint, he rolls down the side window where he encounters a Guardian. The man orders “Open the flaps so I can inspect your cargo.” After inspecting the vehicle, he waves Rem on. As Rem looks at the endless stream of vehicles behind him, he knows this will be a very long day. He sends a message asking Pree to start baking but doubts he will be there to receive it. Rem will open today because even the murder of the Coryphe will not ruin the festival or his sales.

––––––––
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IT’S CLOSE TO NINE when they reach home. Sera, Kiev’s mother is in her yard. Melana yells to her, “Is Tali with Kiev?”

“I haven’t seen her, but the Orandees are home.”

As the parents enter their home, they are greeted by Max. “Where are the girls, Max?” as Rem opens the pantry door to find the bedding in disarray, indicating the girls have been there, “They’re not here Melana, I’ll ask our guests.”

He knocks at the room where Lila and Mona are sleeping.

“Who is it?” asks a very disgruntled voice.

“I’m looking for the girls. Have you seen them?”

“They were with Rauf and Nidar on the Plains but Security’s a bitch, so they’re probably stuck there.”

He sighs deeply, “So they’re okay?”

“I wouldn’t go so far as to say that because Nidar’s a trouble magnet.”

“Should I be worried?”

“Not yet. They’ll probably show up.”

Rem returns to the kitchen were Melana is making tea. “They’re with Nidar and Rauf after I told them not to go to the Plains.”

“Evana is scheduled at the Pod. I’ll call and find out where she left Tali.”

Melana calls the Pod confident Evana wouldn’t miss her shift. After talking to the controller, she returns to the kitchen. “Most of the crew didn’t show up. They’re creeping in one by one because security has the tube tied up. I left a message.” Confident Evana will call; Rem and Melana go to sleep.

––––––––
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TREPIDATION HANGS IN the air as she wakes. Perhaps it’s the clattering coming from the kitchen telling her the Orandees are making lunch. “Oh my God,” escapes her lips when she peeks out of the pantry. A pot sits on the table; food is spilled not only on the table but also splattered all over the floor and walls. As one of the Orandee women giggles nervously, “We thought we’d save you unnecessary work by eating directly out of the pot. Everything was going well until the troublemaker got out of line. Our hero came to the rescue by whacking him over the head a few times with the sauce ladle. Unfortunately, he forgot the ladle might splatter. I’m sorry about the walls but the stains can be painted over.”

Melana shakes her head. “Forget about the mess. Have you heard from the girls?”

“No but they have the killer. A Garendos was found with blood on his clothes. Case closed. Security will return to normal and they’ll be home soon if they’re not at the pub.”

“What do you mean, at the pub? Tali is ten-years-old.”

The Orandee woman cringes, “She’s with Rauf and Nidar. They’re dubious enough to pass her off as an Orandee but they probably won’t serve her liquor.”

Less than impressed, Melana calls the Pod to check with the controller from the phone in the den. The over worked controller has nothing to share with her and hasn’t heard from Evana. “Rem, how can I work when I’m this worried? She hasn’t shown up for her shift and that’s not Evana. I’m contacting the guardians.”

Much later, when the guardian arrives to take the missing person report, Rem shows him into the den. Sitting on the luxurious overstuffed couch, “So, your girls are how old?” he asks.

“Evana is nineteen and Tali is ten. The situation is out of character for Evana and I’m very concerned.”

“We have no one in custody by that description and we have no unidentified bodies.”

“There were casualties?”

“Not corresponding with the description of your girls. We had a few medical emergencies where several people expired from overexertion and alcohol poisoning. Others got hurt during the fiasco at the tube and there were a few drunken fights. Security had to get rough in order to control the crowd. There were arrests.” Closing his folder, “I’ll put out a bulletin if you’ll provide me with pictures of your girls. If you haven’t heard from them by tomorrow morning, I’ll have homicide look into it.”

Melana’s face drains, “Homicide?”

“That’s worst case scenario, madam. The girls will probably show up.”

As the Guardian prepares to leave, Lila approaches him. “We spotted them on the plains with Rauf and Nidar. I wouldn’t worry about them yet.”

He looks despairingly at Lila, “I don’t know why anyone would allow their girls to go anywhere with you Orandees.”

“Well,” Lila shrinks back as the man leaves.

Melana suggests, “Although it’s unlike our girls, they may have taken the Orandees somewhere and got trapped in the crowd. Go to work and I’ll wait for them.” Pausing, Melana gathers her composure, “Honestly, I’m angry. Evana should have called.”

Picking up his jacket, “It’s too bad about the Coryphe. It was his wisdom that negotiated the peace treaty and a viable compensation package for the Garendos. If not for him, we’d still be at war.” Kissing her cheek, “Don’t worry Melana, they’ll show up sooner or later.”

––––––––
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REM AND MELANA ARE frantic when they enter Guardian Headquarters that evening. They push their way through the crowd of angry faces and approach the information counter.

Without looking up, “What can I do for you?” the clerk asks.

“I reported my children missing this morning and as yet we’ve heard nothing.”

Looking up with a disgruntled face, “Wait here,” as he walks into an office where several Nardanians are talking. As the clerk speaks, they turn toward Rem. The clerk motions, “Come this way, please?” Following the clerk into a private room, “Wait here,” he commands as he closes the door behind himself. Shortly after, a Nardanian enters.

“You are Rem and Melana, of the house of Tatium?”

“Yes.”

“I’m sorry to have to tell you this. The Garendos we arrested at the Plains had blood on his clothes. When the lab profiled the blood, we found not only the Coryphe’s blood but also Enkidu and Orandee blood. We don’t know what happened to the bodies but we suspect he was on a murderous rampage seeking revenge. Somehow the girls and the Orandees got involved. I’m sorry, but perhaps they have paid the ultimate price for being in the wrong place at the wrong time.”

“You have blood, but there’s no reason to believe it’s linked to our children.”

The Nardanian opens a box sitting on the table. “Can you identify these,” as he brings out the remains of two torn and bloody dresses in the approximate sizes of Tali and Evana. 

“Our children do have ceremonial dresses but is that all you have?”

“The dresses were found by the swamp at the edge of town. Perhaps the Garendos had his way with the young women and killed them, leaving their bodies in the swamp. If the bodies were left there, it’s unlikely we’ll ever find them. The ermine are aggressive after their young are born.”

“Why do you believe it’s our children?” Melana challenges.

“Because they are the only missing persons we have at this time.”

The room spins as Melana feels the floor coming up to meet her. She senses strong arms, then nothing. Upon opening her eyes, she finds herself on the floor with Rem holding her as he sobs uncontrollably. Heartbroken, their world is over. Not only have they lost their children but it’s the end of their genealogy. They must now join their parents in the service. But first they must honor their dead.

––––––––
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DARK FIGURES APPEAR through the dense morning mist. The procession walks slowly and solemnly along the brick road leading to the burial chambers. Marching behind the parents carrying the crypts are the bearers. The crypts, small white boxes, are carried in the hands of a close relative; an uncle carries Evana’s crypt, and a cousin carries Tali’s. Each crypt contains their most cherished possession in place of their cremated remains. Behind the burial party walks the Seer, carrying the ceremonial chime. Every few steps, he strikes a note calling the girls’ souls, directing them to the portal located in the burial chamber that leads to Eddas. Behind the Seer are the many relatives and friends. Included among the mourners are Kiev, his mother and two sisters and the Orandees. Recognizing the sound of the ceremonial chimes, neighbors come out to witness their pass even at this early hour.

Melana’s face is ashen and streaked with tears as she clings to her husband’s arm. Early risers hurrying about the street stop to observe the solemn occasion as the procession slowly advances to the burial chamber near the center of town. As the procession reaches the burial chamber, they climb the stairs slowly and once inside; a cloud of grief hangs heavy in the air. As the parents approach the altar, the Seer steps to the side, turns and faces the grieving family. He strikes the chime once more. Behind him, the temple choir chants a heart rendering melody. The Seer strikes the chime again, as Rem struggles to utter the words, “Evana, of the house of Tatium.” There’s a moment of silence, the Seer strikes the chime again, “Talya, of the house of Tatium.” It’s at this moment that the soul of the deceased passes from their world into Eddas. Tears erupt in Rem’s eyes as he holds Melana close. The bearers carry the crypts to the aperture in the wall where the names have been memorialized in black lettering and place the crypts in the appropriate locations. They bow to the wall and step back. Holding two lilies, Kiev approaches the aperture. He hesitates for a moment, and then places the flowers at the base of the wall, and then steps back. The Seer chants in the ancient tongue of a long forgotten ancestral people, and then leads the procession out of the burial chambers satisfied that the appropriate ceremony has been completed to its fullest.

Once outside, Melana’s sister Kuletha embraces her. “Our parents will return soon. Perhaps you’ll be commissioned on their ship. In any event, stay with us until the end of the Sawan. Perhaps with the peace process in effect, you won’t have to leave right away.” She pauses, “Have they told you when you must vacate the house?”

“Not yet. First, we have to take part in the Sawan, and then report for duty at Terrestrial Headquarters. Rem will probably be assigned as a chemist, and I’ll likely get administrative duty.”

“That’s right, he is a chemist.”

Although Melana appreciates the kindness she’s been shown, the hole in her heart will take a long time to heal. She’s especially thankful Sera, Kiev’s mother, allowed him to take Max. She’ll miss him but she’s glad he’s with Tali’s friend.

Although the Orandees have an unusual relationship, they mourn the loss of two valued crew members, Nidar, communications officer, and Rauf, engine room chief. In a state of shock, everyone must carry on with their painful duties amid the noise of the continuing rowdy celebration of the festival.

As the Orandees prepare to return to the Bhurja, “I want to thank each and every one of you for your kindness. Although we’ll probably never meet again, I will remember you always.”
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Sen and Raspis stand with the rest of the passengers waiting to board the tube. He’s more than a little irritated after being raptured by the beautiful Enkidu who dumped him like yesterday’s lunch. He could have taught her so much. How was he to know she didn’t want to learn anything? After all, I am a magnificent specimen of a male with an impressive future.

As they move forward, a Guardian notices the tattered man. What with the Remi, lack of sleep, filthy clothes, and the small cut on his head; he’s definitely worse the wear. The Guardian gestures to the inspector and points to Sen. The inspector grabs Sen’s arm, “Where’s the blood from?”

“I hit my head.”

Not satisfied with his answer, he roughly pulls Sen out of the line; oblivious of the fact Sen is a much bigger and stronger man. Sen knows better than to resist arrest, so he complies with the inspector and goes with him to a makeshift command center. Raspis waits and watches. Finally, from a distance, he observes Sen being placed in a hovercraft. As the craft lifts off, Raspis asks one of the guards. “Where are they taking him?”

“Are you with him?” the Guard asks.

“No, but he’s one of my crew.”

“They’re taking him to Mantra for questioning. We’re investigating anything suspicious and with blood on his suit he raised suspicion. If he’s innocent, there’s nothing to worry about.”

“It’s his blood.”

“Tests will establish that.” The Guard walks further down the line peering into the crowd as he ignores Raspis’s concern.

When the hovercraft lands on top of the Counsel building, Sen is taken through the halls and placed in a large room with several other prisoners. When a clerk gestures for Sen to approach his desk, without looking up, the clerk asks “Name.”

“I am Sen Xander of the starship Kritania, sir.”

The clerk holds up a pad attached to a computer. “Place your hand on the pad.” The computer makes a slight sound, “Okay, put him in 231,” the clerk instructs.

The Guardian leads Sen into a room where a technician offers Sen a yellow prison coverall and indicates he wants Sen’s jumpsuit. Obeying, he hands over his jumpsuit. A waiting Guard leads Sen into a large containment area with a long line of individual cells. Prisoners of varying origin occupy most of the cells, but a few cells are still empty. He chuckles when he passes a group of about fifteen Orandees confined in a single cell looking more like renegade children than criminals. The Guard unlocks a cell and gestures for Sen to enter. As he sits on the bunk, he hears someone call.

“Garendos... over here!” Turning to the voice, “So what did you do to get yourself thrown in the pokey?” the man asks.

“I’m not sure. I think it was my uniform. I offered myself to a beautiful Enkidu, but she resisted my offer and ran off. When I chased her, she tripped me. When I fell I hit my head on the ground resulting in a small cut. When I touched my head I found a little blood which I wiped off with my sleeve but it smeared.”

“Why’d you bother with an Enkidu?” the man asks. Don’t you know they have strict laws regarding breeding? They choose from their own kind and only from certain houses. It’s the Henkes and the Dendors that play around. They have beautiful women too and they’re a lot more accommodating.”

“But this one was a jewel among jewels.”

“She drew blood, right?”

“I was only playing out the courting capture. She didn’t appreciate the offer and then it got weird. When she ran, I was trying to catch her to explain the tradition. She acted like I was going to hurt her. That would be the last thing you’d do to a girl like that.”

“What really happened was you got yourself piss drunk and let a woman kick your ass,” as he laughs out loud. “That sounds like a good way to spend your furlough.” Catching the dismal look on Sen’s face, “Did you hear the Credens Coryphe was murdered? Perhaps the blood made you a suspect.”

Irritation intoned in his voice, “When they do a profile they'll find it's my blood.” Stepping closer to the bars, “So what are you in for?”

“Someone took my pay card. When I went to settle my tab, the card was empty. The manager got bent out of shape and called the Guardians. When they call the ship, they'll get their money.”

“Hmmm...and you question my intelligence?”

He chuckles, “What's your name?”

“Sen Xander. I’m a corporal and in charge of the shuttle bay of the Kritania. What’s your name?”

“Devos Jander. I’m assigned to the Argost’s engine room. When I got in, I wanted to look around Drylan. It’s a fabulous town with streets laid in brick and buildings of granite. Trees and flowers are set in planters along the walkways and every few blocks there’s a courtyard. I came across this pub,” shrugging his shoulders, “it looked like a good time. Sometime during the evening, I passed out and that’s when one of the Orandee’s picked my pocket. When I woke up and went to pay the bill my pay card was empty.”

“Why didn’t you travel with a friend?”

“I wanted to get lucky.”

“Some luck.”

Later that same day, the Argost’s commander pays Devos’s bill and bails him out. As Devos prepares to leave, “I’ll make sure your commander knows you’re here. He’ll demand your release if they haven’t charged you.”

––––––––
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SEVERAL HOURS LATER, the door to the containment cells opens and several dignitaries march in carrying the demeanor of an official visit. Standing before Sen’s cell, the lead Guardian speaks, “You are Sen Xander of the starship Kritania?”

“Yes, I am he.”

“You are charged with the following murders: Kos, the Coryphe of the Credens; Evana and Tali of the house of Tatium; Rauf and Nidar of the starship Bhurja. You may seek legal counsel offered by The Alliance or you may seek your own. Commander Manus will be here later today to interview you. For now, you’ll be housed in isolation for your protection. Do you have any questions?”

“Yes. On what do you base these allegations?”

“It is based on the blood samples taken from your uniform. The lab analysis matched the blood to the Coryphe’s and traces of Enkidu and Orandee blood were present also. We believe you were on a mission to kill the Coryphe for not enforcing the Garendos claim to Kreatos. You killed the girls and the Orandees because they interrupted your get away.”

“That’s preposterous.”

“You’ll have your day in court.” With that, the Guardian gestures for Sen to follow him. After unlocking his cell, Sen is taken along the hall and through a rear door, into an elevator and up several floors to a lockup containing several small individual cells. A sinking feeling wells up in his stomach. The windows are made of magneto, untouchable. The room is locked from the outside and air is exchanged through small vents. There’s no way out of here.

The hours drag on. It’s almost evening when the door opens and Manus enters. Despair etched on his face, “I don’t know how this happened. How did they collect the evidence against you? We challenged everything they submitted and tested the evidence ourselves but can’t prove your innocence. How they got the blood of the Coryphe, I’ll never know.”

“They had Kos’s blood. How they got the girls and the Orandee’s blood, I don’t know. Are their samples positively linked to the girls? What about the Orandee blood?

“The Guardians are not allowing access to the evidence saying we’ll corrupt it in order to demand your release. Sen, I know this is a conspiracy. However, your unfortunate situation creates a huge problem. There’s no way we can make a defense with what we have. If we resist your execution, we reinforce the theory you were not acting alone. The only way to prevent another war is for you to plead guilty and accept your fate. I’m sorry, but your sacrifice is the price we must pay to maintain peace.”

Exhaling deeply, “Okay, I accept your decision, however, as a soldier I expected to die in battle, not as a sacrificial lamb.” Looking calmly at Manus, “I guess I’ll find out which requires the most courage?”

“Raspis maintains your innocence but if he defends you, he’ll be charged as an accessory. I’m sorry, Sen.” Placing his huge hand on Sen’s shoulder, “You’re a fine soldier, my friend, and I’m deeply grieved to lose you.”

––––––––
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LYING IN HIS BUNK IN a deep but troubled sleep he’s awakened as the door bursts open, and several men rush in. Groggy and disoriented, they throw a blanket over his head as a powerful man lifts him up and throws him over his shoulder and carries Sen along the corridor. Dazed and struggling, he knows he’s about to die. He hears metal clanging against metal and senses an elevator rising. When the door opens, he’s hauled like a sack of weizen across the roof and thrown into a hovercraft. Recognizing the rush of the engine, the hovercraft lifts off. ‘“Are they going to drop me in the ocean?”’

When the hovercraft touches down, he’s relieved not to have met a watery grave. Unable to move, someone roughly lifts him out of the cabin and throws him into a crate and seals it. The crate is then loaded into a container. All is quiet. Unsure of what will happen next, time passes slowly. Without warning the container begins to move. ‘“What are they doing?”’ Again, all is quiet. He knows the sleep he’s fighting is lack of oxygen and time is running out. Sensing a sudden surge like a shuttle lifting off, he never imagined himself a coward. Alone and scared, he feels the touch down. That’s when he recognizes the sounds of a starship bay and the muffled voices of the crew as they unload the containers.

“Help, I’m in here.” But they can’t hear him.

Finally, the crate is rolled onto the bay floor and opened, “Look what we have here!” as the crewman laughs. “Who did you piss-off to get yourself sent back this way?” as the man helps him up.

Breathing hard and oblivious to his humor, “I have to speak to Manus,” he pleads in desperation.

“You’re aboard the Argost. The commander is Dupres.”

“I must see him. It's urgent.”

By the time he regains his senses and strength, a yeoman shows up to take him to the commander. “What do we have here?” the yeoman asks.

“Who knows,” as the crewman shrugs his shoulders, “but he wants to speak to Dupres. Better take him there before he explodes.”

Following the yeoman along the corridor, how will I explain this? Explain I was taken from my cell and dumped here. Was it a scheme gone wrong? To whose benefit is it that I don’t pay the ultimate price for the murder of the Coryphe? This whole deal makes no sense.

As he approaches a set of double doors, they instantly slide open. A large man with broad shoulders and huge arms stands looking through the observation window at the far end of the room. Without turning around, “So tell me about it,” in a gruff voice.

Sen looks past him at the fading sphere, “I’d like to Sir, but I don’t know myself.”

Addressing the yeoman, “You are dismissed yeoman.” The yeoman bows and leaves. Dupres gestures for Sen to take a seat, “Glass of kaman?”

“I’ll pass on that, Sir.”

“I sent for Devos Jander. He said you were framed. Is that true?”

Speaking in earnest, “The blood on the suit was mine and mine alone. I never got close to Kos or any other Creden. I was with the two missing girls and the Orandees at the plateau but we got into a confrontation and they came out the winners. I chased them as far as the tube platform but lost them there.”

“Are you telling me the girls and a couple of Orandees got the better of you?” grimacing at the thought.

“Well, Sir, I got a little frisky with the older girl and I chased her to explain the courting capture, but she tripped me. Before I knew it, the Orandees pulled my uniform down to my waist and tied the sleeves in such a way I couldn’t break free. By the time my friend rescued me they were on the platform, and I lost them there. My friend Raspis was with me but if he testified on my behalf, he’d be charged as an accomplice. It was a losing situation so I agreed to plead guilty.”

“What happened to the girls?”

“The Nardanians and a Credens were chasing them. I believe the youngest girl and the Orandees saw something.”

“Are they dead?” Dupres asks.

“Where else would they get the blood?”

“They did a cross match of the Coryphe’s blood, not the girls nor the Orandees. Maybe they have them, maybe not. Thing is, if they show up, their story won’t wash.”

Dupres turns to the window again, “It was by mistake you ended up in my cargo bay. The container was clearly marked for the Kritania. However, with the festival still going full steam, the pod is understaffed. Obviously, someone screwed up.” Dupres eyes are stern as he looks at Sen, “This is turning into a very delicate situation, one that could end up in war.”

“Why?” Sen asks.

“The Nardanians are adamant Kreatos stays under their control. They have concerns we’ll infiltrate Preta. Actually, we’d never touch Preta. With the exception of some mining assets and their starship fleet, the planet is dependent on Avesta. Our position on Kreatos would give us the opportunity to defend Preta should anyone want to take over.

“What are we going to do?”

“Like all military personnel, wait for the politicians to figure it out.”

Just then the doors open and Devos enters. Standing at attention, surprise etched on his face, he stares at Sen.

“What do you know of this man?” Dupres asks.

A smile breaks across Devos’s face “I told you they'd let you go once they had the results of the blood test.”

“I was charged with murdering five people,” Sen says calmly.

“What?” Devos’s mouth drops in astonishment “Did you do it?”

“WHAT THE HELL KIND OF A QUESTION IS THAT? Of course I didn’t do it.” Frustrated, “Do I look like a killer?”

“I don’t know,” shrugging his shoulders.

“Realistically, how would I get close to the Coryphe? And who in their right mind would kill an Enkidu? As for the Orandees, it may be a pleasure but definitely not to my credit.”

“Okay, okay, I’m sorry,” Devos defends.

Turning to Dupres, Sen asks, “Where do we go from here? If you return me to Avesta, I’ll be executed. Although not an agreeable solution, if it prevents war, then so be it.”

Dupres moves to his computer and punches some numbers. Sen and Devos stand behind him as Manus’s face appears.

Dupres speaks, “This is Dupres of the Argost. I have one of your people on board. Sen Xander, the man charged with murdering the Coryphe. Please advise me of the developments?”

“HOW THE HELL DID YOU GET HIM?”

Sen responds, “I was taken from my cell and ended up on the Argost instead of the Kritania. I suspect a conspiracy afoot.”

“That’s obvious. Right now, we’re being held by The Alliance until they sort this out. So far, threats are being thrown around and an inquiry is taking place as we speak. WELL, at least I know where you are. I thought they KILLED you.”

Dupres suggests, “I think it’d be best he STAYS dead. Is that agreeable?”

“I concur.” Manus signs off.

“You’ll stay aboard the Argost. Since they want to play games, we’ll accuse them of murdering you. Do you have further questions?”

Sen shakes his head, “No sir.”

––––––––
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THE CONTAINER BUMPS lightly against the back wall of the shuttle. Shrouded in darkness and somewhat disoriented she tries to place herself. Then she realizes what’s happening. “Wake up, Tali,” as Evana shakes her sister “We have to get out of here.”

They slide to the floor only to find the door locked. “The container’s sealed,” she squeals. Feeling the shuttles vibration, “Get to the top of the containers and hang on for dear life; the shuttle’s about to be jettisoned into space.”

She pushes Tali up the crates as Nidar and Rauf scramble up by themselves “Hang on guys, the initial thrust is hard. Once we’re launched, we won’t feel anything until we land in the cargo bay.”

Bracing against the force of the launch, Evana tries to quiet her terrified sister, “Tali, they’ll send us back once we’re discovered.”

“What if they don’t find us?” her voice quivering in fear.

“Let’s not think about that right now.”

“I’m hungry and I have to pee.”

“When they unload the shuttle, we’ll find a washroom.”

As the shuttle approaches the freighter, the ship’s magnetic field draws it gently into the cargo bay, so it doesn’t damage the ship’s hull. “Stay where you are,” Evana instructs, “there’s nothing we can do till they open the container.”

Tali’s sobs, “Mommy will be so mad.”

“They’ll let her know where we are.”

“What about the bad men?”

“No one will link us to the Plateau.” She pauses, detecting a sweet aroma, “I smell lichen fruit. It needs to be put into cold storage right away. We’ll be rescued soon, Tali.” Evana senses the Orandees rooting about in the darkness. “Please stop foraging for food because the containers airtight and we need to conserve oxygen.”

Finally, the doors swing open. As the crew pulls the crate off the shuttle and into the cargo bay, the girls and the Orandees drop to the crate floor and step out. Startled, the crewman blurts out, “WHERE IN THE HELL DID YOU COME FROM?”

“We got locked in,” Evana explains. “We were playing hide-and-seek but before we knew what was happening, we were locked in the shuttle.”

“Don’t give me that shit. The loading bay’s a restricted area. You and the little assholes were in there stealing.” Grabbing Evana roughly, “I have absolutely no patience for thieves.”

Another man grabs Rauf and Nidar by the scruff of the neck. Nidar kicks at him but the man yells, “JUST GIVE ME AN EXCUSE!”

Tali asks in terror, “What are we going to do now, Evana?”

The crewman answers, “You’re going to talk to security, that’s what.” He virtually drags the stowaways across the cargo bay and into a small office.

Before long, two large men enter. Appearing formidable, “What have we here?” the sergeant asks gruffly.

“Stowaways!” the man responds.

“We’ll take it from here.”

Holding Tali’s trembling hand, Evana and the group are taken down a hall to the elevators. “Tali, no one’s going to hurt you,” Evana reassures her sister. “They just want to know how we got locked in the container and ended up here.”

When the elevator doors open, “What are you doing here Evana?” a young man asks in astonishment when he gets off the elevator.

“It’s a long story, Wellan.”

“Do you know this woman?” asks the sergeant.

“She works at the Drylan Pod. I’ve known her for years.”

“Okay, back into the elevator,” he directs Wellan.
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