
Stung by the Cobra

by

Aurora Springer

* * *
[image: image]


Interstellar spy befriends enemy commander in a tragic tale with a happy ending. 

Shan Zennia, Senior Curator of the Archives of Galactic Culture on Lumos, plays a dangerous double role as a researcher and a spy for Solarian Intelligence. As Curator, she has access to the worlds in many galactic sectors. She embarks on a new mission to observe the spring festival on Harappi, a planet recently conquered by the enemy and now governed by the Emperor’s niece, Domina Allia. 

Zennia finds unexpected mysteries on the planet, including the enigmatic Nagari. Once a victorious commander in the Emperor’s space fleet and nicknamed the Cobra, he was forced to abandon his military career when Allia claimed him as her consort. Her abusive treatment has driven him to the brink of madness. 

Intrigued by the ex-commander and aware of his value as a source of information on the enemy, Zennia agrees to meet him during the festival of rebirth. Opposing forces clash at the height of the celebrations, catalyzing deadly violence. Can Nagari and Zennia survive the chaos and win a new and happier life?  

Book 3 of Second Chances in Space

Dedication: To all who fight for freedom from oppression. 
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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidence.

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
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1. Harappi


[image: image]


CURATOR SHAN ZENNIA gazed at the wall screen as the space shuttle zoomed toward the planet of Harappi. Her first glimpse of the location of her new mission stirred a familiar thrill of excitement. She touched the badge of office she wore on a chain around her neck. The badge, a silver sunburst around a pearlescent disk, doubled as a recorder of her observations for the Archives of Galactic Culture. This assignment promised to be especially intriguing with the potential clash of two rival groups amid the ritual celebration of Vashali. 

The screen displayed the view of Harappi from high altitude above the atmosphere. White clouds drifted over dark green landmasses and blue green oceans. Colonized in the distant past, much of the planet was still covered in tropical jungle. Its inhabitants were concentrated in coastal cities and small settlements in the mountains and arable plains. 

In the adjacent seat, Dhawal murmured, “Home.” He glanced at her, a beatific smile on his chubby face. “Mata begged me to spend Vashali with her. It’s the holiest of festivals. I’ve visited for Vashali every year since I took the job on Marina. Our family bathes together in the River Vash. We offer flowers and pray for a favorable year.” 

She merely nodded. Dhawal had repeated this explanation in almost identical words at least once every day during the voyage. Despite her cool indifference, he had buzzed around her like a mosquito for the entire four days of travel. Perhaps he was lonely. Or she reminded him of his mother. Whatever his motive, she had no desire for entanglements, romantic or otherwise. She had endured his smirks and copious complements along with the other discomforts of her journey. 

A frown clouded his genial face. “This year, it’s different...” Falling silent, he gripped the armrests and stared at the screen.  

Glad to avoid making a polite reply, Zennia shut her eyes and considered the dramatic change in the lives of the Harappians over the previous year. 

The planet was unfortunately situated in the nebulous region of galactic space abutting the Emperor’s Sector and the smaller Sectors of Chaktagoonacott and Ptavi. In his warped ambition, Emperor Hadros deemed the planet ripe for exploitation. He had deployed his battleships. After a short, fierce combat, the imperial space fleet had defeated the poorly armed Harappian star fighters. Three months ago in standard galactic time, he had declared victory. Imperial troops had occupied the capital city of Mattapurna. They had executed the reigning monarch, Maharaja Bahadur, and killed or imprisoned the members of the royal family. 

According to Imperial propaganda, the Harappians were delighted to be liberated from the Maharaja’s oppression. Zennia suspected the reality was totally opposite. She would soon learn the truth. 

In a final blow, the Emperor had designated his niece, Princess Allia, as the new ruler of Harappi. Twenty-five days ago, Domina Allia and her retinue had descended on the conquered city. Plenty of time for the natives to experience the true nature of their overlord. 

Zennia pitied the Harappian people. Judging by her ugly reputation, Allia would be a cruel and tyrannical ruler. She would be eager to crush its inferior inhabitants and seize the products of their farms and mines.

As senior Curator, Zennia had obtained permission to observe the spring festival of Vashali for the Archives. The ostensible goal of her mission camouflaged her covert task to probe beyond the official propaganda. She would transmit encrypted reports on the city’s residents and their conquerors to the Solarian Intelligence Service. If her instincts were correct, the jubilation of the annual festival might induce the Harappian resistance to strike at the conquerors, and in consequence, provoke violent retaliation. She had approval, if an opportunity arose, to nudge events toward a favorable outcome. Any interference must be discreet or she risked smudging her pristine reputation as an impartial observer. 

The shuttle rocked in the turbulent upper airstreams. Fighting off a wave of nausea, Zennia performed her breathing exercises. Was she growing too old for interstellar travel? Her muscles were stiff after the inactivity of her journey in the cramped living quarters of a space freighter. 

The embargo on space travel to Harappi had been lifted only ten days earlier. She had quickly negotiated passage on one of the first freighters to stop at the planet. The ship carried a cargo of much-needed supplies. As the only unaccompanied female passenger, she rated a separate cabin for the four days of the voyage. The others had to share double berths. The freighter lacked the luxuries of a space cruiser and offered no entertainments. Passengers had meals with the crew or used the self-service galley and ate in their cabins. 

As a further distraction from queasiness during the descent, Zennia surveyed her fellow passengers in the shuttle. The majority, like Dhawal, planned to celebrate the festival with their relatives. Amrita and Tamish, a quiet old couple seated immediately in front of her, were looking forward to meeting their new grandchild. Big blonde Olaf Ivanov, a journalist with Galnews, had commandeered two adjacent seats in the front of the cabin. He refused to be parted from his bulky recording equipment. Paval and Kavish sat on the opposite side of the aisle. She knew little about the two men. Unlike the other passengers, they had declined to discuss the nature of their business on Harappi. 

She had recorded her fellow travelers during the journey and cataloged their foibles for the public records of the Archives. No, she decided. She was not yet ready to retire from her position as traveling curator. People and their interactions still fascinated her. 

She looked up at the display. Her destination, the City of Mattapurna, was marked by an arrow in the southern region of a large continent. She had arrived near the end of the rainy season and dense clouds obscured the landscape. Ominous bands of thunderclouds spread across the continent from the white peaks of mountains in the north to the southern ocean. At this altitude, no evidence appeared of the battle with the Emperor’s space fleet. 

Dropping into the layer of clouds, the shuttle dived into a clear space between adjacent dark bands of cloud. The capital city lay below. She recognized the layout from maps in the Archives. The old city nestled within a gleaming loop of the River Vash. Its streets were mud colored, likely flooded by the monsoon rains. Larger buildings sprawled across the flatlands farther to the west of the river. 

The shuttle veered south of the city and circled around to the northwest. As it descended toward the spaceport, the destruction wrought by the imperial bombardment became evident. Circular craters, mounds of rubble, and collapsed sky towers scarred the cityscape. She suppressed a flare of revulsion. 

Dhawal uttered a sobbing cry. He looked at her, round-eyed in horror. “My friends died.” Two lines of tears trailed down his plump cheeks. 

“You have my sympathy,” she said gently. 

The horror fled from his face and he smiled. “We will remember them in Vashali.” 

He had simply consigned his grief to the local deity. Had other Harappians done the same? 

The raucous shudder of the shuttle’s deceleration blocked further conversation. The screen switched to display the spaceport and the shuttle landed on the concrete. If she recalled correctly, this new spaceport replaced the original one that had been demolished in the invasion. 

Clouds of steam hovered above the large puddles left on the concrete by recent rainstorms. Three of the Emperor’s star fighters, black as space itself, stood at the far side of the airfield. Several space tugs and scouters were parked in the public section. A space tug lifted skywards from an adjacent runway. Interstellar travel had resumed, although sparser than normal for a thriving community. 

The shuttle taxied to a spot by a large awning erected over the entrance to the passenger terminal. The standard Quickset block of the terminal with a row of narrow windows signaled its hasty construction after the war.  

Zennia slipped the strap of her bag over a shoulder and filed out of the shuttle with the other passengers. Stepping outside into the sweltering heat, she inhaled and exhaled in slow breaths to acclimatize her body. A curator must endure the same conditions as the subjects of her observations. Ignoring the blasts of hot air from the scorching concrete, she activated the iridescent disk of her badge to record the surroundings. A lush green jungle flourished outside the barrier fence enclosing the spaceport. To the north, gloomy clouds reared as a backdrop to the jungle and concealed the mountains. In the eastern direction, heat haze blurred the city buildings. 

She joined the other passengers at the edge of the canopy. As they looked around uncertainly, four guards in the somber black uniforms of the conquerors marched out of the terminal. Their stern expressions and hand weapons were far from welcoming. 

“Get in line,” the leader shouted. “All incoming travelers must show their credentials.” 

Paval muttered a protest at the delay. 

Amrita sobbed and mopped her eyes, impatient to see her family. 

Unsurprised by the officious interrogation, Zennia waited for her turn with the serenity of her vocation. 

Olaf Ivanov shoved to the front of the line and broke into a loud dispute with the guard about his luggage. 

Zennia quashed a smile. The argument was so typical of the brash journalist. He ought to know better than to squabble with the security guard, especially with one of the imperial troops. Their combat training left no place for compassion. 

Still protesting vociferously, Ivanov was dragged inside the building for further interrogation. 

Dhawal glanced at Zennia and gave a faint smile. “Shan Zennia, I cannot express the depth of my enjoyment of your delightful company. It has been a true honor.” He bowed and offered her a place in front of him in the line. “Please go ahead. I’m waiting for my bags.” 

She declined with a shake of her head. She had no reason for haste. Behind the windows of the Quickset terminal, people in white or vividly colored garments were waiting for the new arrivals. Her hosts would be among them.  

When she reached the front of the line, the guard inspected her identity chip and barked, “Curator Shan Zennia, what is your business on Harappi?” 

“I have come to record the celebration of Vashali for the Archives of Galactic Culture on Lumos.” Amused by his confusion, she held out her sunburst pendant, her insignia as a traveling curator. Her title and badge of office granted her access to inhabited planets throughout the galaxy to record the local culture. 

Scrolling through a list of names on his tablet, he looked up. “Curator, your visa is valid. But the city is under martial law. Where will you stay? None of the hotels are open.” 

She replied in a calm tone, “My welcome is assured. Arrangements have been made for me to reside with a host family.” She flashed a smile. “A curator must mingle with the local residents to fully experience the cultural event she is observing.”  

“If you are content...” His voice trailed away. Recovering his bravado, he jabbed a finger at her. “Where is your luggage?” 

She patted her bag. “Everything I need is in here.” The bag held her tablet, toiletries, a change of clothes and a formal outfit. Her hosts would help her to procure traditional dress for the festival. 

“It must be scanned.” He took her bag and handed it to the guard with the probe. A minute later, he returned the bag to her. He gestured to the gate in the barrier. “Curator, you are free to enter the city.” 

Zennia thanked him. Luckily he had not insisted on examining her person. Although she had nothing to hide and claimed little modesty at her age, she preferred not to be touched by a stranger. 

The other passengers were waiting for their luggage to be unloaded from the shuttle, and several were ordered to step under the scanner.  

She walked through the gate and slowed to search for her hosts in the crowd. As she hoped, she was dressed to fit in with the natives. Her travel clothes of a knee-length forest-green tunic over trousers in a darker shade of green were similar to the local attire worn by both men and women.  

Two people approached her. A man and a woman, mismatched in height and age. Under his white turban, the tall thin man had the shrewd wrinkled face and bushy gray eyebrows of a sixty year old. He was clad in a light tan tunic and trousers. His companion, a short woman with an amiable, plump-cheeked face, looked some ten or fifteen years younger. She wore an amber-hued tunic dress and loose brown trousers. 

The old man pressed his hands together, palm to palm, and raised his fingertips to the level of his chin. “Welcome to Mattapurna, Curator Shan Zennia. We are proud to offer our services as your hosts.” 

She mimicked his greeting gesture and smiled. “I am pleased to be your guest.” 

“Ghandry is my name, and here’s my sweet wife, Pittiprati.” He tilted his chin toward the younger woman. 

She beamed with pleasure, saying brightly, “Welcome, Curator.” Glancing at her husband, she touched the sleeve of his coat. “We should hurry home. The next rainstorm is due before nightfall and the streets are dirty.” 

Ghandry nodded. Calling, “Come, Curator,” he strolled to the exit. 

His wife took Zennia’s arm and steered her across the crowded floor at a deferential two paces behind her husband. Outside the terminal, a graveled road ran across a plain between the jungle and cultivated fields. 

A sleek flitter zipped overhead, carrying the elite to the mansions of the new city. Beside the road, a line of animals and carts waited for less eminent travelers. The carts had four large wheels and wooden sides with poles at the corners to support a fabric cover. One of the animals, some species of horned cattle, was yoked to each cart. This unusual combination of technologically advanced flitters with primitive animal-drawn transport met with Zennia’s approval. She enjoyed this type of variety in her research expeditions. 

Walking along the row of carts, Ghandry examined each in turn. He halted by one animal harnessed to a vehicle with a blue cover, and spoke to the youth standing nearby. The bare-chested youth wore a knee-length sarong knotted around his waist. 

Pittiprati touched the animal’s cheek and explained, “Sabu is this ox’s name. He often gives us a ride. Sabu cannot speak, but he understands what we say.” She patted the ox’s neck. “Sabu, Curator Shan Zennia is our guest for the festival. Please look after her if she needs a ride.” 

Murmuring, “Hello, Sabu,” Zennia stared in interest at the sturdy animal yoked to the cart. It had a humped back and white spots dappled its chestnut brown flanks. Its head, on level with hers, bore two long curved horns with the tips wrapped in blue cloth. Despite those formidable weapons, it returned her gaze through mild brown eyes. 

After a short exchange with Ghandry, the youth stepped to the animal and whispered in its ear. Then, he pulled down the side of the cart and beckoned to her. “Please to climb in, Curator.” 

She complied, choosing the wooden seat at the front. Her host joined her, while his wife sat behind. 

The youth raised the side of the cart and tapped the animal’s flank. The ox grunted and plodded along the road toward the city. 

Surprised at the absence of reins or a human guide, Zennia glanced back at the line of carts. The youth, instead of walking beside the ox and their cart, had moved on to another customer. 

She looked at her host and arched her eyebrows in a question. “Does Sabu know where you live?” 

His eyes crinkled in amusement. “Sabu knows our house. Our cattle are well-trained and familiar with the city streets.” 

Zennia looked farther down the graveled road. The dense blue-green foliage of the jungle encroached on the northern edge, while fields of vegetable crops and small trees extended across the level terrain to the south. Straight ahead, the road entered the outskirts of the city. Large buildings rose on both sides of the road. Their structures reflected the damage from the bombs of the earlier battle. Sky towers had lost their upper stories and squat commercial buildings showed blackened walls and broken windows. 

In a tightly controlled voice on the verge of anger, Ghandry said, “Observe the invaders’ destruction.” 

Respecting his distress, she refrained from comment. 

In a moment, he continued in an even tone, “This outer district is called the new city. The buildings were erected during the last hundred years after the spaceport was constructed by Maharaja Ramdar, the grandfather of our late ruler. The planet has never been a popular destination, and the old Maharajah wished to establish regular interstellar commerce.” Glancing at her, he added, “After the bombardment, the original spaceport was unfit for use. The invaders built that flimsy new spaceport.”  

The ox marched onward through this blighted district and into a residential section of small houses. In the northeast quadrant, the houses lapped around a prominent hill. A castle with stone walls crowned the elevation. 

Noticing the direction of her gaze, her host jerked his chin toward the hill. “The old city lies around the hill within the embrace of the River Vash.” His voice assumed the singsong rhythm of a ballad, “The three buildings on the summit of the hill have dominated the old city for many centuries. The Fortress of Mattapurna, the Maharajah’s Palace and the Vashawan Temple. The military, the royal, and the religious constructions are defined by walls of gray stone, white marble and red brick.” 

As he explained, she identified the major buildings.  The tall turrets and gray walls of the castle partially obscured the white dome of the palace. Slightly below the castle, the red tiers of the temple reared to a spike. 

Ghandry said, “The old fortress is a historical monument and largely disused. Do you see the white dome of the palace behind the castle? Our beloved Maharaja Bahadur lived in the palace until he was deposed by the enemy despot.”  

“You must show me around the city,” she said. “I am interested in both the old and the new. Everything I see will feature in my reports to the Archives of Galactic Culture.” 

A cunning glint lit his eyes. “Who will read your reports, Curator?” 

Smiling at his preceptive question, she replied, “It depends on the content. Sometimes only my fellow researchers will peruse the reports. In other cases, when I observe an event with political ramifications, a summary of the report will be delivered to the Galactic Council.” 

The ox cart trundled into the outskirts of the old city, a suburban neighborhood of houses mixed with trees. The streets were indeed wet and muddy. The ox splashed through rivulets of murky water running along the middle of the road. Small brick houses in a uniform style lined the streets. Solar collectors glinted on the tiled roofs and rain dripped from the eaves. Only the bright colors of the wooden doors and shutters distinguished one house from its neighbors. 

They passed other oxen pulling carts without human handlers. A large dog trotted across one intersection, towing a cart laden with vegetables. In her experience, the inhabitants of other civilized planets employed robotic transports instead of carts drawn by living beasts. Harappians had a different way, possibly unique, of delivering goods within their city. Yet, how did they produce these trained animals? She must delve into the source of this curiosity for her cultural report. 

The spotted brown ox halted outside a single-story brick house. Two shuttered windows flanked a small porch over an orange door in the wall facing the street. 

Ghandry lowered the side of the cart and climbed out onto the raised brick walkway at the edge of the muddy road. He beckoned to her. “Here’s our home. Please come inside, Curator.” 

Clutching her bag, Zennia shuffled across the seat to the open side of the cart. She jumped down, careful to avoid stepping in the mud, and waited for her host to open the door. 

Pittiprati slid onto the sidewalk and held something to the ox’s mouth. 

Exhaling a snuffle, the ox chewed on her offering and turned away to plod down the street. 

Zennia followed Ghandry up three steps onto the covered porch. He removed his sandals and placed them on a mat beside the door. 

She hastened to copy his example. She had no wish to dirty their floor. 
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2. Ghandry’s House
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INSIDE THE DOOR, SHE halted to survey the interior of her hosts’ home. The large open room had a plain wooden floor, white plastered walls, and bare wooden rafters on the ceiling. A faint scent of incense percolated through the cool space. Light entered the room through narrow strips under the eaves. The furnishings were minimal. Two carved wooden chests provided storage by the wall. Presumably, the low chest in the middle of the room served as a table. Small braided rugs and cushions provided seating. On one side, a tawny-yellow curtain hung from a rafter and hid a section of the room. 

Opposite the entrance, a shrine showed her hosts’ devotion to the local religion. A vase of orange marigolds and an oil lamp stood on a small table under a picture of a local deity with blue skin, gilded eyes, and long curling locks. Its four hands cupped the golden orb of the sun, two crescent moons, and a green ball representing the planet. Stylistic depictions of various animals from the old Sol system surrounded the deity. She recognized an ox, an elephant, a snake, and a rat. 

An animal chittered in the rafters overhead. 

She glanced up. A long furry tail swung from a wooden beam, while the creature’s head with its sharp-nosed muzzle and beady black eyes appeared on the other side of the rafter. 

Pittiprati laughed. “That’s Mimi, our mongoose. She chases off the mice and snakes.” 

Quashing a twinge of dismay at
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