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I started reading this and soon found myself thinking, “Where have you been all this time, wonderful book? I have been looking for you” Unlike a lot of sci-fi, especially space-based ones, you introduce your world gradually and, while making it exotic enough to be fascinating, keep it familiar enough to be relatable – alien without being alienating.
M. Fan
Author of: “Astral Sea: The Pandora Project”
Some of (your) prose, especially in the Prologue, is quite beautiful and is edited to a high standard, to which makes for a very easy read. I like the world you have created, and the characters are both well-rounded and credible, with dialog a strength.
Joe Kovacs
Author of: “Rupee Millionaire”
Quoting from Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn was an auspicious beginning to your story, I thought, reflecting on Hemingway’s statement that all American literature comes from that one book.
…Because your writing style is beautiful, clear and lucid. The reader has no difficulty following what’s going on…
Dan Carroll
Author of: “Slum”
The Red Poppy was an enjoyable read.
The otherworldly descriptions are vivid, the language is almost poetic and certain details bear testimony to meticulous research.
A G Chaudhuri
Author of: “Shining Dawn”
We had the sky, up there, all speckled with stars,
and we used to lay on our backs and look up at them
and discuss about whether they was made, or only they just happened.
Mark Twain, Huckleberry Finn
The people of the nation took a deep breath and a sigh of relief after much debate and politicking. The twenty-first amendment to the Constitution was ratified by all the states in December of 1933. This unified action rescinded the provisions of the eighteenth amendment to the Constitution, and among other issues, it ended a mandate of national prohibition of alcoholic beverages that lasted for 14 years. No more would law enforcement officers raid the homes of decent, law-abiding citizens; and no more would the murky world of speakeasy’s with its gambling and prostitution be allowed to flourish. It was apparent to the citizenry that the government was not capable of enforcing a law that was originally intended to protect families from the “evil alcohol”.
As an act of defiance, prohibition was supposed to eliminate the moral decay of society, but in fact, it pushed crime and decadence into its most fertile breeding ground.
Following a short period of adjustment and a surge of capitalistic marketing, a plethora of now legal drinking establishments put out banners praising this regained freedom, inviting Americans to participate in the free, and public consumption of their favorite alcoholic beverages. As many opponents cried foul, exclaiming that alcohol was the greatest evil of mankind, others hailed the end of prohibition as a boon the most precious of American rights; freedom to choose, freedom without repression.
A new direction in the country’s view of its social and economic structure and of its values was emerging. Although still stalled in the desperate throes of the Depression, America had a new president in Franklin D. Roosevelt, and he instilled hope of a new beginning and a better day for all Americans. The country seemed to be progressing now and not just reeling in hard times. It was an early step in the development of a new awareness by the people of America. Many more steps would have to be taken before this country, like an infant child struggling to balance his weight on two feet, would learn to govern itself and manage its resources. Many more steps would have to be taken and many more times this society would be compelled to draw itself to an upright position.
The Spring of 1933 swept into Sonoma County with the usual blustery zephyrs. The winds whipped and rustled blankets of fresh, green grasses, and mix the multi-colored wild flowers that adorned the rolling hills of northern Petaluma. It plunged through stands of oak and eucalyptus trees, and through a forgotten open window of a farmhouse long abandoned. With the wind came the familiar shroud of cool and moisture laden fog that swaddled inland every afternoon. It prodded up the Petaluma gap, hurdling the intervening coastal hills by as much as twenty miles. Spring was a wonderful time in this agricultural setting north of the yet unfinished Golden Gate. It was a time of renewal, a time of new beginnings and time of inspiration of youth. It is also a time of baseball, America’s ritual, favorite pastime now beginning its twenty-ninth season. Moreover, as spring training was just getting under way, many a young man’s vision to proffer his abilities on the diamond flourished like the dreams of jubilant children on Christmas Eve. And at this time, it was unknown that the New York Giants were on their way to a 4-1 domination of the Washington Senators in the World Series. And it was still unknown that something occult and veiled was occurring, and had been occurring for over many millennia. These mysterious events were stealthily occurring not only in Petaluma, but over the entire planet.
+*****+
Henry lazily thumbed through the crisp pages of a back issue of The Telescope while lying on his bed. The late afternoon’s light from the solitary, double hung window splashed against the pages, and he partially listened to his mother's voice clattering up the staircase. She was angry with his father, begging him not to go into town to the local tavern. It was there that he would have a few beers with some of the neighboring ranchers, and be out ‘till all hours. She pleaded with him not to go, her voice first quietly desperate, then emotional and then furious.
“Henry!” The impatience in her voice grew in volume. “Henry, please come down here, your father is going into Petaluma and I would like you to go with him.”
Like the muffled warnings of a wild pig confronted in the bush, the sound of his father's deep voice told her that he had no need of the boy's company tonight. The softly spoken words barely crept through the open door to Henry's room, but they didn't require explanation.
“When is he going?” Henry hunched his shoulders and winced before he responded.
“Hurry dear. Put on your shoes and a heavy coat; your father’s nearly in the truck by now!” Her voice had now grown exponentially in volume by this time.
Henry rolled from his front to his back, taking a deep breath, and then holding it as he turned his head, tilting his ear to detect the slightest sound coming from downstairs. The heavy front door thumped shut and the screen door banged. Moments later the Model T pickup roared to life and headed out the driveway to Bloomfield Road. He released his breath once he heard the clickity-clack of the engine, and he could hear his father guide the old truck down the dirt driveway to Valley Ford Road.
His mother looked frustrated and angry when Henry finally reached the last step of the staircase. He rested his elbow on the ornately turned newel post and looked at her. He tried to smile to relieve her tension, but she just glared at him, and the frustration was obvious to Henry.
“He's gone.” She spoke in a stern voice as she pointed toward the front door. “You just dallied and dallied and now he's gone.” She sighed heavily shrugging her shoulders. “He'll be out swilling all night now.” She said under her breath, her eyes darting all around the room, but never stopping on Henry. “I just do not know what I can do...”
Henry waited a moment thinking she would continue and finish her raving. He watched her eyes continue to shoot back and forth several more times, and then stopping at him.
He smiled at her. “Can I take my telescope out and look at Mars? It's a good night for viewing. Uncle Orville told me the nights this week would be especially clear.”
She slumped her shoulders and with a deep sigh and smiled a warm, motherly smile at him. She ran her fingers through his reddish-blond hair and nodded an approval. “It would be nice if your uncle Orville would come over and lend you a hand with that thing; it's so enormous.” She toyed with the hair at his forehead, twisting it in ringlets around her finger. Her voice became soft, without the anguish it had moments earlier. “Orville and your father are so opposed, as far as siblings go.” She said under her breath with a soft smile.
Henry barely paid notice, and he wasn't sure what the point of her words were. “That's OK mom; I can set it up myself.” He jumped up and headed for the mud porch where he kept his telescope.
“Put on your heavy coat, and don't stay out too long dear.” She turned and disappeared through the double-acting door to the kitchen.
+*****+
The seduction of the universe and all its mysteries was strong in Henry. He was in awe of its immenseness and obscurity. He would sit captivated for hours, peering through the telescope his uncle gave him for his fourteenth birthday. He loved to fantasize about traveling to distant planets and he spent hours ruminating on strange new worlds. Henry dreamed of barren landscapes, dual suns, lush rain forests with exotic animals, and island paradises with long beaches, and scantily clad, brown-skinned women. Many times Henry would doze off and dream dreams of far away worlds, and many times he would re-awake with the smell of sweet, exotic fruit still captured by his senses, or by the touch of a lovely young girl’s hand, still warm on his skin.
As time permitted on Sunday evenings, Uncle Orville would join the family for supper. Afterward he and Henry would sit on the grass, out under the old oak tree in the front yard, and they would talk about the possibility of other worlds like the Earth. Henry was eager to believe that at least one planet around each star in the sky supported life. Would the inhabitants be like us? He mused. Would they be greatly advanced beyond us, or still living in primitive conditions like cave men? Maybe they have already visited us in their spaceships.
Uncle Orville, a professor of astronomy at Cal Berkeley, enjoyed Henry’s dreams, but he was quick to remind Henry of the realities of the universe. “There are a great number of binary and tertiary stars in the galaxy”, he would say.
He would go on and tutor Henry on how foreboding a setting these anomalies were, and how difficult a situation it would create for a life planet to occur within. Orville would always go on to extrapolate a scenario of ‘life planet’ possibilities that were far below Henry’s expectations. He was also quick to remind Henry of certain scientific facts. Facts such as, the discovery of planets around other stars was not yet demonstrated as a normal occurrence, and the possibility of life elsewhere was nothing more than a crapshoot of the universe. “It could be”, he would say, “We might be the only intelligent beings here.”
Henry revered his uncle, but he was sure that there were people on other planets, there had to be. How could we be all alone in this huge universe? He would listen and nod as Orville spoke, all the time dreaming of far-off worlds.
Setting up the telescope on the top of the rise behind the farmhouse took nearly a half hour. The evenings were changing rapidly from night to night and the sun seemed to be setting much later now than in early February. Henry could feel the energy of winter taking its leave, like the villain in a silent movie; it was slowly loosing its hold, silently slipping into the wings, preparing for its next scene.
Having set the eyepiece on Mars, Henry settled down on his stool and peered into the main viewer. Several more fine adjustments were required to get Mars into the center of the viewing area, and then more adjustment to the focus. He thought that if he could set his telescope up on a platform beyond the Earth's atmosphere, he might inspect the details of Mars’ surface more closely. Were those long dark lines really canals used as some form of transport by other intelligent beings, just like Percival Lowell described, he thought. I wonder if they can see cities with the big telescopes up at Kitt?
The evening air was growing cool, yet Henry barely noticed the cold or the slamming of the screen door from the back porch. “I've brought you some hot cocoa and fresh-baked cookies.” The sound of his mother’s voice shattered the night silence, almost toppling him from his stool.
“Mom,” he exclaimed, “you nearly scared the wits out of me.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, setting the mug of cocoa and six of her generous oatmeal walnut cookies on the picnic table next to him. “It's getting late, almost half-past nine.” She took one of the cookies for herself and stood next to him.
Henry took the mug of cocoa, wrapping his hands around its girth for its warmth. In the still of the evening he could hear the radio in the living room playing his mother’s favorite radio show, “One Man's Family”, as it came bounding languidly through the screen door on the back porch.
“What is it you’re looking at?” She asked with a genuine curiosity.
“I told you,” his voice was slightly impatient at the question, “Mars.”
She raised her eyes upward holding her left hand as if to shade them from the sun. “The night sky is filled stars; how can you tell which of them is which?”
Henry turned his eye from the eyepiece, looking closely at his mother. She really had no idea what was out there in the night sky. He spoke to her in a condescending tone. “They’re not all stars Mom, some are planets. Planets like Earth”
“I know that, silly.” She smiled at Henry, still holding her hand above her eyes. “How do you know which ones you’re looking at?”
“I learned where things are from uncle Orville, and from the magazines he brings me.
His mother smiled at him curiously. “Show me one.” There was a sample of excitement in her voice. “Did you say that you were looking at Mars?”
Neither of his parents gave any encouragement toward his stargazing. This was the first time either of them displayed any desire to understand his pursuit, his desire to understand the unexplainable anomalies of the universe, and at times they seemed to project contempt toward his interest in the heavens. His father once made a point to intimate that Henry should go to Cal like his uncle Orville, although, he inferred that Henry should study a subject matter that could bring a steady income, like engineering or architecture. According to his father, there was little to be gained from looking at the stars. Very few employers would be as silly as the University of California to pay him to do that.
Henry again forced his eye away from the eyepiece, looking at his mother. She was different now, more an equal. He pointed toward the sky, directing her which way to look. “It's there; the reddish one.”
“What is there?” Her hand went quickly above her eyes again, as if he were pointing out a quail that had been flushed from the bush.
Henry stood next to her. He pressed the side of his head against hers, using his arm like the sight on a rifle pointing skyward. He noticed a hint of jasmine at her neck. He breathed it in and suddenly his mother became a person, someone different from a few moments earlier. “See, it doesn't blink like the others and it's got a reddish color.”
There was a pause. “It doesn't blink?” The excitement was mounting in her voice with each word.
“Un huh.”
“Yes, I see it,” the pitch of her voice elevated slightly, having an intonation similar to that of a young girl. “Is it like Earth? How do you know all of this?”
“Uncle Orville showed it to me, and I've done some reading about astronomy from the issues of The Telescope he gives me.” Henry set the mug of cocoa back on the table and took one of the cookies. His mother was still gazing at the red planet with fascination.
“Has anyone gone there?” Her voice was giddy with excitement by now. “Of course not, how silly of me. How far away is it? Are there any other planets that we might see tonight?” She began looking in all directions, scouring the entire heavens as her rambling quieted.
“Other what?” Henry finished the sumptuous cookie and then followed it with a healthy mouthful of cocoa.
“Planets, dear,” she exclaimed, a little impatient herself, “like Mars. What about Saturn? I hear it’s lovely, with rings and all. Can we see it tonight?”
“Oh yeah.” He stood up looking skyward turning his head back and forth several times. “There's Saturn,” he said pointing to another object in the night sky.
By this time, his mother was sitting on his stool, looking into the eyepiece of his telescope. She sat rigidly for a few seconds. After a time she took her eye away, still gazing at the red planet, then back to the eyepiece again. “It is red and it is a place like Earth.” She said with astonishment, “Red with dark lines all over. And what's that white at the top?”
“Scientists think that it's a polar ice cap.” Henry formed a circle with his hands. “It's just like the North and South Poles here on Earth.”
“Really,” she said skeptically, looking at him from the corner of her eyes.
“Well Mom, it's hard for scientists to be sure what really is there. Mars is fifty million miles away, and they can't get a good look at it through our atmosphere.”
“How far did you say?”
“Fifty million miles, mom; its way out there.” He could see that she was struggling to grasp the size of the universe and he didn’t want to lose her attention now. “Let's look at Saturn. It's real pretty; I know you'll like it.”
Henry coaxed her out of the stool so that he could move the telescope to focus on Saturn. He took her place on the seat and looked through the eyepiece once more before moving the telescope. If people did live there, why haven't they come here, he thought.
Something unfamiliar caught his eye, his body stiffened and his heart raced abruptly, and the blood at his temples throbbed. “That couldn't be,” he said under his breath. He looked again and his hands began to shake spontaneously.
There was an object, a flashing object tracking across the face of Mars. Then it disappeared beyond the edge of the planet as if it was in orbit. Henry rubbed his eyes and breathed over the eyepiece in attempt to clean off any stray pieces of lint. He leaned forward and strained to look again.
His mother noticed a change in his demeanor. “What's the matter dear? Are you all right?”
Henry didn't answer.
“What is it Henry?”
Without taking his eye from the eyepiece, he took a deep breath. “I saw something. Mom, I saw something that shouldn't be there.”
His mother stood next to him, looking in the direction of Mars. She continued to hold her hand above her eyes. “What do you mean, shouldn't be there?” Her voice openly displayed her confusion. “Do you mean another star?”
“No Mom. I wonder if uncle Orville knows what it is.” He turned back toward his mother. “Can we call uncle Orville tonight?”
“I certainly do not understand what it is you are babbling about, Henry,” she said sternly. “And I don't want you bothering your uncle about it tonight either. You can discuss what you think you have seen with him when he comes for Sunday dinner.”
“Mom...” Henry began to plead. "What if he doesn't come?"
“It’s time to go inside now Henry; I'll help you take it in.” She said picking up his stool and turning toward the house. “It is very late, Henry. And it is much too cold to stay out here any longer. Come along Henry, let's get inside.”
Reis could see her smiling at him as she held both his hands then let go. Her gamine body features were unsheathed above her slim waist, and lightly browned from exposure to the sun. She only wore a thin sarong that hugged her hips and hung just below her knees. When she moved, the sunlight exhaled its light on the curved surface of her body, and her skin glistened as though it was embrocated with a delicate oil. Reis watched as her lips parted, forming words, yet all he could hear was the sound of the wind blowing against his ears, and the rush of the surf against the shore. It was as though an inhuman presence occupied his brain, trying to speak to him through her. He strained to hear what the voice was saying; and though her words would not reach his ears, the presence remained like a shadow on an empty stage.
The receding sun, still intense and blood red in color, flattened like an under-inflated beach ball at the bottom. It seemed to collide with the horizon, rushing the last of this day’s warmth to their bare skin as they lingered indolently along the shoreline.
The sand and ocean became one as they enjoined and extended along a wide arc that formed a tropical bay.
Again, they stopped walking and Reis looked closely at the young lady he had grown so fond of. So similar and yet so different, he thought.
Her eyes were the same size and shape as his, although they were set slightly deeper into the bone of her skull. They were eyes of vivid green, overflowing with strength and confidence, and doused with passion and sympathy. The skin just below her eyes was lightly mottled in a random pattern, it flowed across her skin in what looked like the fine bluish brush strokes of the written Farsi language. The fine pattern followed the lower border of her eyes, and then continued on its serpentine course over her cheeks to the bottom of her ears. It was the only distinctive body feature that was significantly different from his. So similar and yet so different, he thought again.
The sound of the small waves lapping at the sandy beach repeated over and over like an unattended, scratched phonograph record. As each wave rushed against the sand a covey of small, crab-like creatures emerged from between the fine granules, only to be carried away as the water receded back into the body of the sea.
Reis looked at his lovely companion again. Her fine, flaxen hair was continually being displaced by the breeze blowing in from the Equinal Ocean. One moment each strand was neatly in place, then whirling crazily in all directions at once. The strands covered her striking, emerald green eyes, and then revealed the unwrinkled skin of her forehead the next second. He delighted in the feel of the warm breeze licking his skin, the tepid water running over his feet, and the warmth of the star Caes Valane, as it discharged the last of its powerful rays against his uncovered limbs.
Reis breathed in deeply, holding his breath for a moment. The smell of the sweet Taybayat fruit along the shore was so thick and viscid its fragrance seemed to stick to the inside of his mouth. He returned his gaze to the face of this alien girl he loved. She had changed so much since their first meeting four years earlier. She was bolder, more confident and self-assured following her graduation from the INSAT academy. The daughter of a high official in the Local Group, she was following his steps as an ambassador.
Little did he know how soon her boldness and conviction would be tested. And little did he know how soon she would be asked to reach deep inside herself, to rise up in a time of formidable duress. And how soon before she would be asked to endure the pain, and the suffering of the realities of those whose acts embodied greed and self-service.
On a sultry evening soon, he would be holding Canar under that same sky. He would feel her warm Valdian skin as they danced to the exotic music of a Hisofeaian quartet, whose instruments mimicked the natural sounds of sunlight striking the broad leaves of the mysterious Tipoi plant, found only in the remote desert of Valdi. Spellbound by those ardent green eyes, he would become drunk with lust. Dancing with Canar on a balmy evening would be intoxicating. And, later they would make love under the canopy of the Milky Way, as the three moons of Coppratee did their own dance in the night sky above their heads.
+*****+
The Urse’wian interplanetary shuttle’s cockpit was small, but it was a utilitarian craft designed to travel the enormous distances between stars. It was comfortable enough, and quiet, except for the faint rumble of the huge Percussion anti-matter engine that propelled the ship at the speed of light. This had been an effortless and uneventful run from Betheba, and the drone of the engines put Reis into a well-deserved nether-sleep. He lazily opened his eyes and stretched his neck, and then turned to his right, watching his partner and co-pilot, Vand Grec. Faithfully, as always, Vand Grec sat rigidly with both hands resting on top of the computer controller interface. He was one of the few inhabitants from the planet Dbnatek that ventured out of the Fen Oalli star system. It was uncommon to see one of his race attempt to create a separate lifestyle of his own. Reis tried to imagine the loneliness and wanting Vand Grec must have felt, living in a world of beings so different from him. His world of silence rendered an uneasiness within Reis at times.
He raised his arms over his head and stretched as though he was pulling something out of the ceiling. Several bones in his back made a loud cracking sound as he reached upward. He looked at his partner, “We should be getting close to Valdi. Do you have a visual on the planet yet?”
“It is in the first quarter quadrant.” The reply was delivered without sentiment, which was typical and expected of a Dbnatekian.
Reis looked to the upper left of the transparent screen before him. Almost over his head, between the multi-colored Percussion drive monitor and the light speed continuum-tracking device, he could see a tiny blue speck of light that he knew was home. “Just think of it Vand; 720 hours of warm, sunny beaches, Taybayat fruit...” Reis smiled lustily. “Alone with Canar.” He looked across the cabin at Vand Grec. “Are you still planning to go home for your recreation time?”
“Yes Reis, it is my intention.” Again there came the emotionless reply.
Reis watched his friend sitting in the well-cushioned seat next to his, thinking how sometimes his cryptic answers could be annoying. Dbnatekians were a self-effacing culture, but they made the most reliable of partners. Only rarely would a person have an opportunity to have as close a relationship as Reis did with Vand Grec; but a close relationship remained perpetually distant.
“I’ve known you for about three Valdian years now and we’ve never done anything more social than to have a drink at Nueemic’s.
“Yes Reis, what is your point?” There was that evasive and apathetic response again.
Reis didn’t let this short and unpleasant answer deter him. “I am sure you have plenty of things to do on Dbnatek. There’s probably a female there you would like to see. But the offer to join Canar and me on Coppratee still stands.” Reis looked at Vand Grec out of the corner of his eyes. “The Fen Oalli star system is almost twice as far as the Caes Valane system. You’ll spend most of your vacation time traveling through the parallels.”
“I do not need to remind you that a Star Jumper can travel long distances at the tenth parallel.” He reminded Reis. “The trip could only take twenty-five percent longer.” Vand Grec looked in Reis’ direction in a condescending way, then back at the computer interface. “As well, the female I am pledged to does not live on Dbnatek. She is a permanent resident of Whisp and it is my intention to visit her on my return trip.”
“I didn’t know you were betrothed to a woman from the Dbnatekian penal colony.” Reis’ tone perked a bit.
Uncharacteristically, Vand Grec diverted his attention from the navigational controls. “Whisp is no longer a penal colony or a place of refuge for the malicious.” His voice was markedly irritated. “I am sure that you are just testing my humor, because I know you are very aware of Dbnatekian history.”
“I am sorry Vand. I just...”
“Reis, we must begin our deceleration phase, or we will overshoot Valdi.” Vand Grec spoke without looking at Reis. “The computers are not set for objects in that region.” He reached up and pulled down a hologram panel of lighted touch keys over his head. After pushing each key to the ‘off’ position, he pushed the panel back. “I am setting the computer back on the Perubium drive.” His three-fingered hands danced across the interface; each key making a soft ‘tick’ as he touched it. “The computer is aligning the calculations and will automatically begin phasing to the sub-light travel lanes in ten seconds.”
Reis sat ready at his interface, watching Valdi in the screen and counting back from ten. He thought about how Dbnatekians were shunned throughout most of the known galaxy. Known to be the oldest of civilizations in the Local Group, and yet, little was known about their customs and habits. At first glance, their hairless bodies, and greenish gray skin, and enormous, black eyes made their outward appearance seem diabolical. They looked more like insects to Reis than humanoid.
The computer let out a slightly perceptible ‘beep’ and the lighted interface panel above his head dimmed. Reis’ hand control interface panel lit the PERUBIUM STAND BY key. The light speed engines had cut off and the ship lurched backward gently with a sensation of slowing.
The planet Valdi now filled the upper left quadrant of the front screen. It was tempting his emotions with its blue water and white cotton candy clouds. The sight of the marbled, blue planet reminded Reis of how long he had been gone. He could almost smell the coniferous forest outside his mountain home, and hear the Heni’okka birds calling to their mates.
“Computer is sequencing to transition zone; speed, 100,000 kps.” Vand Grec announced, jerking Reis from another daydream episode.
This was the dangerous part of the run. Moving from the light speed travel lanes of a planetary system to the sub-light travel lanes was risky, even for the most experienced of navigators. If even a tiny error occurred, it could send the ship reeling into other ships or satellites, most traveling at much slower speeds closer to the planet. Without this form of traffic control, chaos would reign with many vehicles entering a planetary system at high velocities, while others loped along at standard orbital speeds.
“50,000 kilometers per second. Now twenty-five.” Vand Grec was reading the digital-graph scale in the screen directly over his head. “Perubium drive is on power up in reverse mode; on line now.” Vand Grec reached to the hologram panel between them and began touching lighted switches off. The sensation of slowing became intensified for several seconds, and then eased slowly to no sensation at all.
“Light speed drive has disengaged and the main shell containment is aligned. Our angle of entrance looks good; 28,000 kph has been attained. Perubium drive on normal surge.” Vand Grec finished inputting his command into the computer. There was a soft, hollow, metallic sound from the rear of the ship; signifying the outer doors to the Percussion drive had shut.
Reis let out a deep sigh as he viewed the collision monitors for several seconds longer than necessary. He wanted to be sure that all was clear before he relaxed the collision shields to normal intensity. He then leaned back into his seat and let his shoulders slump, exhaling loudly. “You know Vand, we can travel a billion kilometers without a worry, then sweat out the last thirty seconds.”
Vand Grec was still closely watching his panel of instruments, “There appears to be no significant traffic in this sector. ETA for Valdi orbit is three minutes and twenty seconds. Our capture speed has been achieved.”
“I’ll signal Tonewie.” Reis simultaneously opened the communications link, and then turned on the exterior monitor. The view screen provided him with a panorama of the three spherical cargo barges in tow behind the shuttle. “Tonewie ground control. This is Captain Vartesarian of the cargo shuttle Bison. We will soon achieve orbit and have an ETA for landing in two hours and fifteen minutes. We are requesting a maximum radii, protected cargo pad for landing. Can you accommodate?”
“Copy, Bison. What type volatile cargo are you transporting and how many kilons?”
“We are carrying 40,000 kilons of Perubium from Betheba.”
There was a silence on the other end of the communications link; then the computer generated voice asked, “What is your security code Captain Vartesarian?”
“Code sequence Vartesarian, amber, four, one, nine.”
Another short silence. “Welcome home, Captain Vartesarian. You have ground clearance for arrival Bison. We will assign you a secured landing pad after you complete your descent. Please check in with Outer Orbit Security, quadrant three for your clearance to begin descent. That frequency is 1128.03 MK.”
“Thank you Tonewie, Bison out.” Reis looked into the exterior monitor. “Put us down on Valdi safely and it’s payday Vand.”
Vand Grec stood next to his chair, stretching his arms toward the ceiling. Standing only one and a quarter meters, he barely could touch the ceiling of the cockpit when he stretched out fully. “Thank you for inviting me to join you and Canar on your vacation, and for your concern.” He leaned on his pilot’s chair and crossed his legs. “But you know how it is for me, Reis. Outside my small circle of friends and fellow Dbnatekians, I stand a good chance of confrontations. I wish to avoid trouble my friend. He paused. “Why do you and Canar not go to your home?” The tone in Vand Grec’s voice had become decorous and relaxed. “I miss my family and I am sure you miss yours.”
Reis smiled. “Canar would have the same problem there that you have here. You know Vand; Urse’wa harbors one of the most prejudiced societies in the known Local Group. It’s not exactly my idea of the perfect vacation spot anyhow.”
“You do not miss your family?”
“Yes.” Reis paused. A vision of his father and mother flashed into his memory. “I’ve asked my parents several times to leave Urse’wa, and join Canar and me here on Valdi. But Dad can’t convince Mom that traveling beyond the first parallel is safe yet.” He laughed loudly. “She just remembers all of the horror stories of cryogenic travel. You know, before travel between the parallels was possible. The last time I sent a video communiqué to them, I had Canar sit in with me.” Her name affected a lusty smile on his face. “I guess Valdian features are not familiar enough for her. Mom sent back a warning list of all the genetically secured races in the Local Group.”
“My mother has the same concerns with me. Although we are secure genetically with Valdi, she keeps reminding me not to get involved, and the farthest I should stray for a mate should be Whisp.” Vand Grec turned to face Reis. “It seems that mothers are not much different in this galaxy.”
They both had an infrequent, good laugh and Reis took a last look at the cargo barges in the outside monitor, and then turned off the visual link.
Then, out of the corner of his eye he saw Vand Grec’s’ body fly toward the rear of the cabin, seemingly in slow motion. It was a surreal action that Reis could hardly believe he was seeing. He became aware of the sudden forward surge of the ship and Valdi was no longer steady in the front screen. For the next few seconds he was so disoriented that he could not determine just what had happened, much less, what had gone wrong. He kept looking in the front screen for Valdi, or at least something that could help give him a visual bearing to fix on. The only stability he could see in the screen was the glow of the instrument read outs in the transparent panels, and the bright, multi-colored light-speed monitor. There was a loud ‘pop’ from outside the craft and something very large passed by the front screen. It occurred so quickly that Reis was only aware that something was once there. He scrutinized his instrument panel again, trying to make some sense out of what was happening. Then frantically, he looked out the front screen again, searching for Valdi. The star field was tumbling wildly, confirming what his computer interface was telling him. He checked his interface closely. Everything was telling him that they were moving away from Valdi at an incredible rate, completely out of control.
Vand Grec worked his way back to his seat from the back of the cabin. He had a gash on the side of his head that oozed of a deep purplish blood. “We are being hailed by O.O.S. Reis.”
“You handle the signal while I right the ship, are you OK?” Reis looked again at his partner. “That’s a nasty cut.”
After taking a few seconds to regain his composure, Vand Grec responded to the incoming call. “This is cargo shuttle Bison, first officer Vand Grec speaking.”
“Shuttle Bison. This is Outer Orbit Security, Quadrant One Headquarters.” Reis noticed that the voice was that of a living being this time, and not a computer. This is unusual, he thought.
“We have tracked an errant vessel in your vicinity. It passed near you at fifth parallel and has caught you in its parallel vector. You have been dislocated from your orbit. Are you able to regain control?”
“We are attempting to do so now O.O.S. Do you have a lock on our position?”
“Yes Bison. Your course is 101.9 by .033 Mark 4. Speed is 60,000 kph and descending rapidly.”
Reis looked at Vand Grec, who was looking in astonishment at Reis.
“Is there any damage to your vessel, Bison?”
“Unknown.” Vand Grec’s voice was obviously shaken. “Computer scanning is not complete.”
“We are sending a shuttle to intercept you at 111.6 by .026 Mark 4, ETA is four minutes. Hope you can gain control before then Bison. If not, we will set up a tether field and catch you.”
“Thank you O.O.S. We will keep you informed of our progress.”
Reis was busy with the last set of calculations on the interface. The star field in the front screen was still turning and tumbling violently. “Now we engage the sequence and...”
The barely audible sound of the exterior thrusters accompanied the slowing of the tumbling. “Now let’s find Valdi.” Reis plotted a course to the orbiting station, and then engaged the Perubium engines. Soon the blue planet was in the front viewer again, although it was considerably more distant than a minute earlier. That meant that they had been diverted a great distance from the planet in just a few seconds. “Have you come across any damage on the scanners yet, Vand?”
“All I can see are a couple of failed Istonon converters.” His diminutive voice was still notably shaken.
“Something would have to suck all the hydrogen ballast from them. Have they been punctured?” Reis spoke as he continued to monitor test sequences on the ships’ systems.
“No. They show no sign of physical damage.”
“How are the cargo barges?” Reis had almost forgotten them.
“Unknown. I have no contact.”
Reis turned on his view monitor trying to suppress the lump that had formed in his throat. “They’re gone. Damn! 40,000 kilons gone. Can you see if they’re anywhere close by?”
“All I can identify is the O.O.S. shuttle moving toward us and many small satellites.”
Reis pounded his fist on the armrest of his seat. “Open the scanners to full range intensity!” There was a rush of panic in his voice. He knew that Perubium was an unstable element, and it could be extremely dangerous. His transport license might be in jeopardy if they didn’t recover the lost cargo.
There was a pause as Vand Grec checked the scanning field. “I’ve located two of the barges. They seem to be quite a distance from our position.”
Reis jumped out of his seat and stood behind Vand Grec, looking over his shoulder. “How far?” He almost didn’t want to know the answer to his question.
“Let me narrow the band and recheck this triangulation sequence.” The cabin was quiet except for the electronic ticking of the computer interface. He stopped touching keys and waited for a moment as the computer calculated a response. “They appear to be...” Vand Grec paused to touch several more keys. “They are approximately 10,000,000 kilometers at 106.9 Mark 2.5. They will reach the asteroid field of Epstion in 24.26 seconds.” He turned to face Reis. “How can that be?”
Reis shook his head in disgust and disbelief. He had almost made a complete and safe run through a vast distance of intergalactic space. This was his first Perubium load he was licensed to transport as cargo, and now it was gone, streaking across the solar system out of control. There was enough pure Perubium to bring both he and Vand Grec a years salary and enough volatile capacity to cause havoc on a small planet or moon.
“Those barges are sure to be destroyed in that asteroid field. What happened? How could they have gotten so far away from us?” Reis lamented as he rested his elbows on the top of the headrest to Vand Grec’s seat.
“We are being hailed again by the O.O.S., Reis.”
Reis half exhaled and half sighed. “Put them on open com.” Again, he jammed his fist into the top of Vand Grec’s seat.
“Shuttle Bison, this is O.O.S. Shuttle One, what is your status?” The voice was stiff and measured as it came through the cabin’s overhead speaker.
“Shuttle One. We are attempting to re-attain global orbit. We have no serious injuries, just the loss of three barges.”
“Sorry about the barges, Bison. We have been instructed to escort you to our Quadrant One Station for debriefing before you descend to the surface. Are you able to maneuver?”
Reis thought over the request for a moment before answering. “Affirmative Shuttle One. We will follow you in.” He turned to Vand Grec, who was still showing signs of being shaken up. “They probably want us to fill out some forms for the lost Perubium.” He lightly patted his partner on the shoulder. “Don’t worry Vand, it will all be over and we can set up another trip to Betheba for next week.” He wasn’t sure that was right, but it did seem to calm his partner. He stepped slowly across the cabin, and then took his seat watching as the Valdian shuttle assumed a position in front of them. Once they were in position, they led them toward a mushroom-shaped station that hovered above Valdi. Reis thought; I wonder just what they have in store for us.
Outside the front transparent screen Reis could see the imposing security station headquarters, hovering in orbit above the cloud-swept planet. Suspended like a monumental metallic mushroom against the backdrop of the blue and white planet, the orbiting station hung effortlessly in space. Hundreds of transparent panels perforated the highly reflective carapace of the lower section, each glowing with light from the interior, and it rotated unhurriedly like a child’s top in slow motion.
“Shuttle Bison,” the electronically articulated voice returned. “You must lock your computer to our gyrosyncratic approach sequence now and align your interlock with ours. You must do this before contact or damage will occur.”
“Yeah, yeah,” Reis rebuked the warning, “don't blow a gasket, I won't damage your precious little interlock.” He input several commands into the computer. What could the problem be? He thought. Yes, it was unusual for a collision to occur in orbit, but near misses were not extraordinary, particularly in the outer sectors of the grid. Several seconds later the computer responded, “Thank you shuttle Bison. Our computer has now set your vessel on alignment for docking. Release air pressure on your interlock before docking contact.”
“I am a step ahead of you," Reis snapped.
As they approached the massive station, it seemed as though a fissure in it’s skin opened to swallow their shuttle as they passed into the outer docking ring. Reis watched the registration on his interface as the station's computer began to rotate its interlock with that of the docking link. There was a muffled metallic sound and a slight jolt of the craft, broadcasting that the docking was complete.
Just outside the interlock two armed INSAT sentries set up a portable security station, and silently greeted them. Neither of the sullen sentry’s spoke to either Reis or Vand Grec, they only used hand motions to convey their intent. Reis watched carefully as one of the sentry’s trained a detect gun on his partner, passing a bright green circle of light that traversed the length of his body two times before dissipating. He knew how uncomfortable this procedure was from his days in the Urse’wian military. Many of his fellow officers carried illegal, lethal weapons such as quantablasters, making it was necessary for the authorities to confiscate them by using this search method. As the band of light passed over one’s body, its electromagnetic frequency made the hair stand up straight and the muscle's twinge and pinch in involuntary spasms. These aftereffects did not cease for up to a minute after the beam was removed. It was a demeaning procedure; but many times it was necessary as the carrying of arms under the skin, or within body orifices was not uncommon.
They were cleared through security, and then lead down a seemingly endless maze of corridors by a humanoid-looking android sentinel. The corridor was dimly lighted, and Reis could barely see the metal bulkheads and plating of the walls. Under his feet, a metal grating clinked and shifted with each step they each took. The indifferent android strode on before them, negotiating the circuitous corridor at a smooth and comfortable human-like cadence. Its shiny, tubular frame and complex circuitry were left unsheathed; making it a very ominous and intimidating escort.
After turning several more corners they stood facing a pair of massive lock doors. Suddenly the lock doors opened with a loud hiss of rushing air. Beyond the lock doors the corridor opened up into a tall and wide lobby. Reis’ eyes followed the walls up to the ceiling where the polished metallic wall finish became a transparent skylight. The battered, crater-ridden surface of Valdi's smaller moon Gne was centered in the transparent panel, set against a backdrop of stars. Directly across from the doors sat an attractive, young Valdian woman. She immediately stood and smiled when they approached her, and she greeted them with a bow of her head.
The android began to speak to the young woman in a finely articulated electronic voice simulator. “Miss Kamili, this is Captain Vartesarian and pilot Vand Grec of the shuttle Bison. They are here to see Major Anestia." Reis found it strange that the voice simulator in this android was that of a woman and it didn’t seem to have the same word and syllable emphasis problem found with other androids.
Kamili continued to smile at Reis and Vand Grec. “Hello gentlemen,” she spoke graciously, “I am Kamili Le Mayl.” With a brush of her hand, a portion of the desk front disappeared without a sound or any other apparent mechanical operation. “We have been expecting you.” She walked slowly across the room. “Major Anestia has asked me to escort you to a conference room in the hyberstructure. Please follow me.”
The Valdian woman led them a short distance down a corridor and stopped before another pair of lock doors. “Major Anestia will arrive in a few moments,” her voice was soft and low and she continued to smile at both of them. “Please make yourselves comfortable. There are refreshments and a food synthesizer if you wish. It has a capacity of 4.25 million foods and beverages. It also understands five thousand languages and dialects.” With a motion of her left hand, she invited them to enter the room.
Reis and Vand Grec filed into the room through the portal. No sooner, had they cleared the opening; the door closed behind them, again with a loud hiss. The conference room was wider than it was deep. It had a low ceiling and was lighted by a band of tubular, yellow-colored lights running around the perimeter near the ceiling. The entire wall opposite them was one of the transparent panels they saw on approach, providing them a dramatic view of Valdi.
Most of the room was taken up with a long, wood table that was surrounded by overstuffed leather chairs. The covering of the chairs was unmistakably the rare hide of a creature called a Gwan; a large sloth-like quadruped found only on the planet Whisp, in the Caes Valane star system. Its soft, light blue color was a tactile suggestion of its supple texture. Reis ran his hand over the headpiece of one chair. The material was satiny to the touch, like glycerin water. He counted ten chair's total around the conference table. There is a fortune in the objects in this room; he thought partially aloud to himself.
The conference table was unusual as well. Reis noticed that it was constructed from laminated boards of extremely rare Landappa. He had only once before seen the extraordinary wood that came from the planet Hyperiton. It was unique in that its annular rings, when exposed to light, gave off a subtle red glow. Under recent INSAT diplomatic rules, Hyperiton had been placed off limits to all technologically advanced societies. Before the prohibition was instituted, many of the primitive inhabitants and natural resources were exploited by privateers. Landappa became even more prized after the ban, and it was rumored that many a smuggler gave his life trying to obtain the much sought after flesh of this unusual tree. While he was admiring the rare table and chairs, Reis' eye was seized by a painting in the far corner of the room. He approached the artwork and could see that it was a painting of a delicate flower, and it was encased in an airtight frame.
Vand Grec joined Reis in viewing the painting. He held his small, tripartite hand partly over his mouth and chin. “I have seen a flower such as this before, but my memory does not recall where it is from.” He paused, tilting his head back and forth several times. “There is something very familiar with this flower. I must try to remember.”
Reis looked closer at the flower. “I don't recall ever seeing a flower like this before. It's similar to others, but none quite the same.” He looked at his diminutive partner. “Can you remember any...”?
“What you are looking at is a flower from a planet in a star system at the outer edge of the galaxy. We have just recently made contact with the inhabitants and exchanged several gifts, this painting being one of them.” A Valdian woman, accompanied by two diminutive men, entered the room from behind Reis and Vand Grec. All three were attired in the typical Valdian one-piece military uniform. The woman's features were similar to Canar; light complexion, fine flaxen hair, and the familiar brush-like markings on her face. Her smile comforted Reis.
“It is called a red poppy,” her voice was soft and low, “painted nearly five hundred years ago. We also have an extremely rare sculpture called an Oommpulla, comming from the dual planets, Zenna and Ti. These rare castings are known throughout the Local Group for their mystical powers and alignment with the deity known as Fu.” She diverted their attention to the rough, cast metal sculpture in an opposite corner of the room.
Reis was still taken with the painting of the flower. “It's a very beautiful painting. Where did you say the star system is located?” He took a long look at the Major, ignoring the two cadets that accompanied her.
“It is located at the outer edge of the galaxy.” She replied demurely and Reis detected a reluctance to discuss it further. “Quite some distance from here, Captain Vartesarian. It took our travelers six months, at tenth parallel to get there. They have only just recently returned.” The woman made a quick motion with her hand, raising her open palm in greeting toward Reis and Vand Grec. “Please excuse me,” she smiled again, removing her beret-like hat and placing it on the table. “I am Major Anestia Lo Pyena, Under-Comland of this station.” She bowed her head toward both of them and then turned her attention to Vand Grec. “And you are Mr. Vand Grec, one of our rare visitors from Dbnatek. Welcome to our Quadrant One Security Station.”
Vand Grec had begun to tense and fidget with his hands; looking as though he was trying to find a way out of the room.
“It is a rare pleasure to have you in our company.” She extended her hand to him. “I hope our hospitality exceeds that of some others you have encountered.”
Vand Grec reached out with his tendril arm and lightly caressed her hand in a Valdian handshake. “Yes Miss, thank you for your consideration. I have been treated very well.” He spoke each word timidly.
The Major seemed at first slightly perplexed with the three-fingered hand, but regained her composure quickly. “The people of your distinguished civilization are rarely seen outside the Fen Oalli system, except for your colony on Whisp. Why is it that you have come to reside here on Valdi?”
Reis wondered if the Major was just making small talk, or, if she was probing for some particular type of information.
“I am not like many of the others from Dbnatek, Miss. I wish to see places other than my home.” Vand Grec's speech was first hesitant. “Except for Whisp, few have left Dbnatek.”
“Do you intend to reside there? Whisp I mean.” Anestia asked.
“No Miss. Reis and I have a mutual interest in our transport business. We both have much to gain from the other's cooperation. I have also become fond of Valdi.”
The major smiled. “With forty kilons of Perubium I am certain you had a great deal to gain.” The female officer looked at Reis through the corner of her eyes, then back at Vand Grec. “You will always be welcome in our system Mr. Vand Grec.” She then turned her attention to Reis. “Captain Vartesarian, I hope that you did not receive any injuries in your ordeal?”
“Vand's the one with the bump on the head, thank you,” he responded, pointing at his partner.
Major Anestia again focused her attention toward Vand Grec. “We will make sure that you are attended to by a physician in our infirmary before we send you on your way. They are well versed in Dbnatekian physiology; you will receive the best of care.” She turned to one of her attendants. “Please get something to clean his wound.” And with that, the cadet left.
“Thank you Miss.” Vand Grec smiled a rare smile, “I will be fine.”
The Major smiled genuinely at the Dbnatekian, and then returned her attention to Reis. “You were transporting Perubium from Betheba, in the Amilib System, approximately 40,000 kilons if I understand correctly.”
“Yes Under-Comland. We had just received clearance from the surface when things went upside down. I have the clearance papers for the cargo with me.” He unzipped his sleeve pocket of his dark, leathery jacket and removed the papers, handing them to the Major.
Anestia unfolded the several papers and spread them on the table top, reviewing their contents, nodding and smiling at Reis. “It looks as though your paperwork is in order for that type of cargo, Captain Vartesarian.” The Major paused; letting her body fall back into the supple chair. “I understand from our records that you were a Captain in the Urse’wian military covert operations and somewhat of a hero. I am honored to have a military hero in our midst.” She trained her laser-green eyes on Reis and smiled warmly. “And you are the one who is within a relationship with a very good friend of mine, Canar Nu Isso. She has told me that you were to leave on a vacation to Coppratee soon.”
“Yes, that's true.” Reis was surprised by her knowledge of his personal life. “I know that my military record is public knowledge, but how is it you know of Canar and me?”
Major Anestia gave Reis a wry smile. “Canar travels through this station quite often between Valdi and Epstion. I met her through a mutual friend, and we have gotten to know one another well during her stopovers,” she lowered her voice roguishly. “She has told me a great deal about you and your vacations to Coppratee. I am very jealous as Coppratee is a favorite spot of mine as well, though on a military salary...” Anestia smiled and shrugged her shoulders as she re-folded the cargo papers, handing them back to Reis. “I've taken the liberty to contact Canar and let her know you are here and alright; and I have summoned her here from Epstion. This incident will have to be investigated, which will take several days. I did not see why your vacation could not start here as this is a full facility. We have many luxuries not found on the planet.” She extended her roguish warm smile again. “Though not as satisfying as Coppratee.”
Reis let his shoulders fall back against the soft leather and exhaled deeply. His fears of a reprimand or suspension of his transport license was abated. “How soon will Canar arrive?”
The Major rested her elbows on the glossy table and looked straight at Reis. “We were fortunate. A Star Jumper was docked at Ene’eouch and available for her to board immediately when I called her. I expect her to arrive in three hours.” Anestia paused. “Now, if I may get back to the business at hand.” She straightened her posture and folded her hands on the table. “After the near miss, we scanned two of your barges all the way to the asteroid field of Epstion. Both barges were harmlessly vaporized when they struck asteroids.” The Major closed her eyes and pulled her head back, taking a deep breath before continuing. “The Perubium should have been neutralized in the heat of the collision and there would be no further danger to anyone. Although, we will have to track the fragments from the explosion for some time. Just in case any large chunks of asteroid are diverted toward civilized planets.”
“We also tracked two barges to the same location.” Vand Grec interjected.
Anestia smiled to acknowledge his response. "Yes, though it is the third barge's collision point that disturbs us.”
Reis watched the Comland carefully. “We never were able to track the location of the third barge. It must have been carried quite a distance in the vector of the vessel that passed by us.”
Major Anestia's voice and demeanor grew somber, quieter. “Yes, the third barge was vaporized also.” Her eyes fell to the surface of the table and she took another deep breath. “It was destroyed along with a shuttle commuter from our testing facilities on Nuntoe. Forty passengers and six crew members were lost, vaporized in a horrible collision.”
“I am very sorry Major,” Reis was dismayed and felt somewhat responsible for the loss of life.
“You were not at fault Captain Vartesarian. Those events were out of your control. None of the passengers aboard the shuttle had a second to think about what happened. As you mentioned earlier, the barge was carried at fifth parallel all the way to the collision point. There was no significant debris from the shuttle left behind.” She paused again for a moment. “There were no bodies to be brought back to rest at their home.” Reis could see that her emotions were wavering. “We Valdian's have a high regard for all life as I am sure you are aware, and this has been a violent tragedy that brings much sadness to us. These were good, dedicated people of our scientific community. They will be missed, and many will grieve their loss.”
“Have you any idea why the craft was at fifth parallel in the sub-light lanes?”
The Major left her seat and stood in front of the transparent wall with her back toward Reis and Vand Grec. “We are not sure at this time who was in charge of the vehicle. It was without a doubt a Star Jumper, although, we are sure that it was not a Kruellian owned vessel; or at least under their control. Even our surveillance was surprised by its sudden appearance.” The Major turned toward Reis and Vand Grec. “I assure you; we are scanning the encryption signature and will have an identity soon.”
Reis had difficulty believing that a vehicle could pass into Valdian space undetected, particularly a craft as large as a Star Jumper, and traveling at fifth parallel. “I'd like to have some type of confirmation as to your findings,” Reis interjected, “for my insurance claim. These things can get messy, and Vand and I were counting on that Perubium for income and expenses for our trip. Those barges also were leased and I am responsible to the owner for their replacement.”
The Major walked to the far end of the window wall and back again. “That will not be a problem, Captain Vartesarian. The Heedaley government will cooperate with you fully. I am sure that you will be compensated completely for your loss and liability without an insurance claim.”
“Thank you Major.”
Reis awoke from a restless sleep, lying between the satiny sheets, and watching as Canar slept placidly next to him. She was breathing lightly and her facial expression intimated an inner solemnity. He breathed in deeply; taking in the air between them that was laced with her redolence. He remembered the fragrance from the first time they met, a custom perfume designed for her in a small shop in Riijaeid. Sweet, yet robust fragrance filled with life as rugged as the arid desert of her home on Valdi. He quietly stepped out of the bed where they had made fervent and lustful love earlier, careful not to wake her. He then gently pulled the silken sheets up over the bare skin of her back and his hand brushed her long, flaxen hair, and he smiled at the touch.
Reis walked across the room and gazed out of the window wall that viewed the looming image of Valdi. By the indicator line across the planet, he could see that the sun was rising over his home in the town of Issenta. It was a beautiful time of year, and it brought a flood of memories. He longed to spend a day in the lush forests of his home, breathing in the fresh, uncontaminated air; air filled with the scent of the flowering Jiitnee’s that were now just pushing out their white and yellow blossoms.
As a covert operative in the Urse’wian military time seemed to pass unnoticed. His only longing was to complete his missions and survive another day, and this routine persisted without the notion that another month, then another year, had been expended. When Canar came into his life, the fluid passage of time became apparent. He had a reason for marking days, weeks and months on his calendar, anticipating time when he would be with her, if only for a day or an hour. It all mattered now, his life mattered now.
Clouds swirled in the atmosphere of the planet outside the transparent panel, like wisps of torn white sheets covering most of the surface of Valdi. He missed being on the planet, the feeling of gravity and the sun on his skin.
Reis returned to the foot of the bed where Canar lay asleep and sat next to her feet. She stirred and slowly rolled to her back, smiling, content in the afterglow of the first sex they had had in too many months. She stretched her arms above her head, exhaling deeply before she slowly sat up next to him. She threaded her arms around his torso, and the warm feeling of her skin against his helped to dampen the coldness of space. “Is it morning? I would like very much to say 'good morning,' but I do not know if it is.” She giggled in his ear.
He turned to face her and brushed the light-colored hair from her eyes. “It's morning at our homes on the planet. So it must be morning here for us,” and kissed her.
“Mmmm,” she purred, “I want to be on a beach in Coppratee right now; browning my skin, making wild and passionate love in the ocean.”
Reis turned around to face Canar and took her face in his hands, pulling her lips to his, and kissing her. “I've missed you. We really should try to start living on the same planet together; so we can see more of each other.”
Canar hugged his body close to hers and spoke in a low, deep voice. “In good time. I will complete my service to INSAT with this last assignment. After that I can return full time to Valdi so we can start a life there."
That reminded him of something he wanted to ask. “Have you heard about a new star system that has been discovered on the outer plane of the galaxy?”
“Yes,” she looked at him, not sure how to answer. “Where did you hear about this new star system? I have only learned about it in the last month.” She held him at arm's length, looking at him closely. “Anestia. She told you in your meeting.” Canar laughed guardedly.
“Uh huh," Reis said, “there was an unusual painting of a flower on the wall of the conference room we met in, and she told us about the new system before we discussed the near collision.”
Canar rested her body against one of the mullions in the window wall and folded her arms over her chest. “Very little information about the inhabitants of this new world has been released. I understand that what is known of these people is filled with untruths and suspicion. But, I have learned at the academy that monitoring has been going on for some time; many years, over a thousand from I am told.” She adjusted her position, still leaning backward. “I know that these people are just learning to travel within the parallels and INSAT feels it is time to get acquainted and welcome them to the Local Group.” Canar stood up straight and starred out the window. “It is my feeling that whoever these people are; they are still unsure and apprehensive about our existence. Now the authorities are concerned about freelancers taking unfair advantage, much like what happened on Hyperiten. It seems to be the only explanation for this level of secrecy.” Canar smiled a weary smile, “I wish I could contact Mipara, he would know more.”
“So you are saying that contact was not made.”
“I believe contact was achieved.” Canar turned around and looked out of the window. “But there is something strange about what contact was made, and the results of that contact. A team of advance explorers was sent to identify the conditions of location. They were also tasked with doing some visual studies on the surface. This is standard procedure when a new civilization is encountered. As per our articles of diplomacy, they are not supposed to make any formal contact. Their mission was to observe the different cultures, record the languages for later Biambic processing, and anticipate whom we should contact first.” She looked puzzled. “The stories I have heard around the academy say that one of the explorers was discovered by the inhabitants of the new planet. He or she was put on display as though they might be a treacherous animal, and I don’t think that person survived the captivity. This is considered an inelegant form of contact, but initial contact nonetheless. I am not sure what that means in this case.” She turned around, facing Reis and smiling demurely, putting her arms around his waist. “It is INSAT's emissary's job to make first contact, and none have been sent, or none that I know of.” Canar's hand grazed the skin along Reis' bare chest. “I have been named as the primary candidate for Emissary on this mission. It would be a great challenge for me.”
Reis tugged at her body, pulling it close to his. “Do you think they will really send you on the assignment?”
“I do have some seniority now in the academy. I placed my name in nomination for the situation, and with my father’s approval, as head of the intergalactic ambassadorship, it should be mine to decline. I am due an appointment like this before my service would be deemed complete.
“I just wonder about these people...” He was interrupted by the voice of Major Anestia coming in through intercom.
“Captain Vartesarian, this is Major Anestia Lo Pyena. May we meet with you in the same room of the hyberstructure. Is six-tenths hour satisfactory?”
“As you wish Major.” Reis answered, pointing his voice in the general direction from which her voice was coming.
“And Canar, you may attend also, if you wish. It would be nice to see you again, and I will have news of Navarro for you.”
“Yes, thank you, it would be nice Anestia. I will be there as well.”
“Very well then, I will see you soon in the hyberstructure.”
Reis took another step toward the window wall, moving to the point where his bare toes just touched the transparent panel. His eyes were seized by the sight of a small passenger transport coming into view, headed for its final approach to one of the docking ports. It approached the periphery of the station slowly and it appeared to be carrying someone of some importance, and it was being escorted by four small but deadly impulse fighters.
“I'll need to go to the surface to file the insurance reports, and I’ll need to do some banking. I am sure the owner of the barges won’t be too happy, and he will still expect payment.” He spoke softly to Canar as he stepped closer toward her. “I was hoping to have a nice fat draft to deposit before we leave. This trip is going to drain my accounts. Hopefully INSAT, or the insurance comes through and covers more than just the cost of the fuel, and hopefully, replacement of the barges.”
“Reis Vartesarian, this is Vand Grec.” The familiar voice of his partner interrupted the silence between Reis and Canar. “I wish to speak with you if you are available.”
“Yes Vand, I can hear you.”
“I have been summoned to the hyberstructure to meet again with Major Anestia Lo Pyena. Have you received the same request?”
Reis laughed, “Yes Vand, in six-tenths.”
“Why don't you come to our room and join us," Canar interrupted, “there is no reason for you to stay alone before we go.”
There was a short pause before Vand Grec responded. “I would be very happy to join you; but I am not alone. If it is appropriate, I would like to have my friend Missenathala from Whisp join us as well.”
Canar looked at Reis, who was smiling and nodding. “Your friend is very welcome to join us, Vand Grec.”
“Thank you. We will leave right away.”
Canar looked again at Reis. “Is Missenathala a Dbnatekian name? I do not recall ever hearing it before.”
“Yes, although, she was born on Whisp. Vand has spoken of her before; I've even met her. It's intriguing that he should run into her here, now.” Reis thought aloud. “I thought Vand Grec said they were meeting on Whisp.” He paced across the room. “The last I heard, she was involved with some clandestine diplomatic mission.”
“No doubt, knowing the Whispians.” Canar laughed guardedly. “One never knows what they are going to be up to.”
Reis looked carefully at Canar. “I met her quite some time ago, when I was working the mines on Betheba. It was long before you and I met.”
“You had better get dressed Reis. Unless you intend to entertain as you are.” Canar pulled her body against his. “And I would prefer you only entertain me when you are not dressed.”
Reis had blocked out Canar’s voice, as he was still thinking about Missenathala. The name evoked memories from his past.
“Reis.” Canar raised her voice and nudged him. “Are you listening to me?”
“Yes, yes.” He slipped out of his short daydream. “I think I had better get dressed before they get here.” On his way to the clean room, his mind began to piece together his familiarity with this mysterious woman from Whisp
There were no words left to be spoken. There was nothing else Henry wanted to hear. No one or nothing could placate the anger, and the fear that was festering inside him. He closed his eyes, and he imagined himself on another planet, in another solar system, somewhere very far away. A place where death was unknown, a place of sunny beaches, where sweet fruit grew on every plant, and where people lived forever. He wouldn't have to be here right now; he could be there.
The afternoon was getting on and Father Antolini's last prayer leapt over the grass-covered knoll. He looked over the small congregation of friends and family, and then bowed his head in silent prayer. Henry stood before the head of the casket, his father's casket. The finely carved mahogany coffin was abounded by flowers as it set on the grass. Along side it was a rectilinear crack in the Earth, an abyss whose bottom evoked an uneasiness in every man and women's heart that attended the ceremony. The knoll grasses hummed a counter rhythm to the song of the trees; each blade bending as it was caressed by the breath of the wind as it skipped across the tops of the rolling hills.
Henry diverted his eyes to every location around the knoll he could, always trying not to look at the wooden internment that sat next to the hole in the Earth. He sought not to think about what it all meant. The last thing he wanted to do was to cry like a little child in front of Father Antolini, and all these people. Above all, he didn’t want to cry in front of Miranda; he could not allow himself to show that kind of weakness to her.
The small group of family and well-wishers slowly disbanded after the ceremony. Each person filed by his mother, who stood beside Henry, and continued by as they left the gravesite, eyes downcast and doing their best to express a word of comfort.
Henry stood in to the side of his mother as though he was protecting her from someone, or maybe something and, her hand firmly gripped his right shoulder. He could hear her hushed sobs, sobs that continued through the entire ceremony, each sob tearing through his shoulder under the grip of her hand.
Father Antolini, with his white flowing hair, approached his mother after the last well-wisher passed. The venerable priest handed her a fresh new King James Bible and a single, newly budded, red rose. He whispered something in her ear and she sobbed quietly, nodding her head. “Thank you Father,” she managed to articulate the words between her uncontrollable sobs.
He then brought his mouth close to Henry's ear. “Your mother has a great need of your strength Henry, my son. You must be prepared to unselfishly accept new responsibilities, and the strength to help her through this.” He smiled at Henry, patting him on the shoulder. “You can count on the Church whenever you feel the need my son.” He stood erect next to Henry, his hand stiff on Henry's shoulder. “I expect to see you on Sunday.” He said speaking to them both. “I will be sure to say a few words about your beloved husband, and father, during high mass.”
“Thank you Father.” Henry echoed his mother.
Father Antolini and the last few people left the gravesite, wandering down the knoll leaving Henry and his mother standing alone. Until now, Henry had not yet accepted that his father was gone, and as the time to leave grew closer, he found it difficult to take those first steps. It was as though his feet were frozen, not wanting to move from where they were. He turned to look at his mother; her dark red hair pulled back under a black, wide-brimmed hat, and her face hidden by a lace veil. She looked like a biblical demon as she continued to sob, holding the finely woven handkerchief beneath the black screen. Henry looked back down the knoll again. Where is uncle Orville? He thought. How could he leave us alone at a time like this?
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