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Charlie Dane, at the age of fifty-seven, decided to settle down on the planet of Arret. Assigned to cooking the meals for several people and ahmans, he gathered the dishware when everyone had eaten. The oldest human in the group and four others settled in to play one of the ahman’s favorite gambling games of cards. Poppi, Captain Long, him, and two other aliens participated when Charlie joined them. After enjoying the game with Poppi and friends, he managed to finish with few losses.

“Well, I better get some sleep. It will be a long work day for me tomorrow,” Charlie said, standing from the card table. 

Poppi rose and picked up a shawl to set out into the cool evening.

“I can walk you home. Not much light out there and Arret isn’t like your home planet,” he said.

“Thank you, I don’t mind if you do,” Poppi replied, stepping through the doorway of the wooden building.

The alien’s long stride slowed to allow Charlie to keep up. They strolled back to the governor’s resident house. Poppi, designated as Governor-Protem in this world of Arret, lived in the governors’ home until a permanent leader could be decided. 

“That was a good game. Next time, I’ll win,” Charlie said, smiling.

“We’ll see about that. It’s warmer out tonight, more than I expected. Would you like lemonade? We can sit on the porch,” Poppi suggested, gesturing toward the residence.

“Yes ‘em, I’d like that very much,” he said.

As they approached the two-story building, they noticed DiLane sitting on one of the four porch chairs under the porch light. She was reading a book, which she had placed on her lap.

“Good evening, DiLane,” Poppi said, walking up the porch steps.

“Most greetings to you, Governor Sway,” DiLane replied.

“I still can’t get used to my new title. Please call me Poppi until we are in a formal setting. DiLane, would there be lemonade in the kitchen?”

“I believe Carli made some. I’ll check for you,” DiLane said, rising.

“Bring some for my friend, Charlie as well,” Poppi said.

DiLane entered the governor's residence, leaving Charlie and Poppi to settle into the remaining chairs on the porch. A loud squeak emitted under Poppi’s chair causing the ahman to jump.

“What is it?” Charlie asked.

Scurrying out from under Poppi’s chair was a piaka. The piakas, recognized as an ancient race of hominins, only grow less than a meter in height. 

“I guess it was sleeping under there,” Poppi said, sitting back down.

The wide-eyed piaka chirped and sat on the edge of the porch, staring at them.

“Looks like it wants food,” Charlie said.

“I don’t have anything,” Poppi said in ancient ahmanese.

“And you shouldn’t give them anything either,” DiLane said through the screen door.

Charlie jumped up and held the door open. DiLane had a tray filled with three tall glasses of lemonade.

“Thank you, Charlie,” she said, setting the tray down on a small nearby table.

DiLane handed a glass first to Poppi and then to Charlie. He returned to his chair and leaned back before taking a sip.

“Say, this is good but tastes different from the lemonades I’ve had in the past,” he said.

“Actually, the juice is an extract from the Cagus fruit imported from Ahmantec. Shirley called the drink lemonade and the label stuck.”

“Yeah, cagusade sounds weird. Are the fruit trees thriving here?” he asked.

“Some have been planted from seeds or cloned stems in a plot of land north of our grain fields. But some are looking poor,” DiLane said. “The juice in our drinks is from a cloned plant.”

“I’d like to look at those trees. My grandpa used to raise citrus in the valley of California. I know he had to water them a lot,” Charlie said, taking another sip.

“I’ll have my husband, ViTel, show you. I think he’ll be free tomorrow,” DiLane said, sipping her drink.

Poppi, taking all of this in, noticed the book DiLane had been reading on the small nearby table.

“And what is it you read?” the ahman asked.

DiLane picked the book up. 

“This is a history of humans. Jennifer Benner gave me this when the new ahmans held me on board the Mi-Reeia, orbiting Arret. The stories are difficult to understand as a culture but Shirley helped me understand some of them. The way of life these people endured without modern technology is a testament to their survival as a species.

Charlie leaned back into his chair, lifting the front legs a couple of inches above the floorboards. Stretching his left leg out and bracing with the other, he made an observation.

“I think what you have there is called a Bible,” Charlie said, lifting his glass to his lips.

“Yes, that’s what Jennifer called it. She had hers translated into ahmanese so I could read it.”

“How come you came to be on the Mi-Reeia?” he asked.

“At the time, I was living a lie with the emperor, Amado. I made some bad choices with his brother, Verdock. When I read these Bible tales, I felt hope enter my future. I want to write some of the Ahmantec stories I’ve heard about, but I’ll need help,” DiLane said.

“I’ll be glad to tell you some, and I believe Carli has brought some children stories you can read,” Poppi said.

“Great. Well, I’m retiring for the night. See you two in the morning,” DiLane said, rising from her chair. 

She picked up her book and the glass with her as she entered the home. The piaka stirred and crawled down the porch steps into the shadows.

Poppi turned to Charlie who had finished his drink.

“You didn’t seem too impressed with DiLane’s book. What are your thoughts, Charlie?” Poppi asked.

He leaned forward to set the chair’s four legs on the wooden floor.

“Yeah, well, that book has caused a lot of discontent and wars over the years on Earth. It’s a major religion, a good way of life. But it has been the reason for saving and killing many people. One word of advice from an old disbeliever, just make sure it doesn’t overtake the mindset of this world.”

“There are several factions of beliefs from the Arret local tribes and the one from Ahmantec. It has never been my intention to disturb the religious balance here. I will keep your words in mind.”

Leaning back into his chair again, he asked, “So, Poppi, I know Carli is your child, but I have heard you have had others. How many so far?”

“Seven, there’s Carli, Nanki, two settling on Ahmantec, and three still living on Pentabi and Dorbi since I left home.”

“Mmm, no legal connection to anyone back there?” He asked.

“Not at this time. I had conjoined once ages ago, but that one tried to master one of the beasts on Grufentower. That one died.”

“Young bravado is always dangerous,” Charlie mused.

“And you, are you conjoined with anyone?”

“Yeah, once I was married to a good woman and didn’t realize it until she left me. I was absent too much.”

“Absent? Where did you go?” Poppi asked.

“Oh, in my younger days I flew shuttles city to city. When I got a job flying to the Moon and Mars, well, that’s when she filed for divorce.”

“That’s too bad. Did you ever remarry?”

“Naw, women need a home and a man to stay. I ain’t one of those. I like to travel and keep to myself,” Charlie said.

“Your woman could have traveled with you.”

“Not always. She wanted a family and my jobs didn’t allow me to stay home much. Living on the Moon was hard. Not much development for a family to live. Anyway, here I am.”
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The Early Years
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The silver shuttle from New York City slid into the covered bay of the Denver Airport. Captain Charlie Dane maneuvered the behemoth craft full of passengers onto the painted patch where the flagman signaled. He geared down the engine to make his stop.

Crew personnel ran over to the shuttle to chock the wheels. They steered a jetway toward the hatch opening from the fuselage. Twenty passengers walked down the sliver stairway before the stewards stepped out. Then Charlie, his navigator, and two crew personnel walked down. A fifth man, dressed in a business suit, wore an I.D. badge around his collar. This was Charlie’s first shuttle flight and the man beside him would soon score him on his performance. Charlie was one of the few pilots in his late thirties. Most of the more experienced were much older.

“Well, sir, how’d I do?” Charlie asked his flight preceptor.

“I believe you did well. I’ll have the final results tomorrow after I gather the ship’s data,” he replied.

Charlie was encouraged but his nervous hands were sweating. Flying out of JFK wasn’t eventful until they hit the storms over Illinois and Nebraska. This was the final test from his two-year training. He knew in his heart he would pass, but the wait from this man’s final report unnerved him.

“Yes, sir. Let me know as soon as you can. Have a good day,” he said.

They saluted each other and stepped down the
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