
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Thanks to a meteor shower, they had to land on the closest planet...

	 

	 

	Captain Keller and her crew would not be home in time for Christmas... Their ship was badly damaged by a meteor shower, and they had to set down on the closest planet to effect repairs. What they found there blew their minds.
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	Captain Octavia Keller—Tavia to anyone who knew her—looked at her three shipmates and continued their depressing conversation. “I’m so sorry. You know we’re not going to make it home in time for Christmas, gang.”

	Her science officer, Mark Hunter, nodded. “There’s no way we can keep going. We need to set down on the nearest planet to effect some necessary repairs. That will take more than a few days, and then we limp home.”

	“Enzyria is the closest,” Sherry, her copilot, stated. “At our present speed, it’s just under twelve hours away but so far, unexplored territory. Who knows what we’ll find there or if it’s populated. And if so, are they friendly? With most of our instruments down, it’s risky.”

	“We don’t have much of a choice,” Doug, the engineer, grumbled.

	They had completed their mission to Zolderlak Four, delivering a shipment of medical supplies, and were on their way back to Earth when a meteor shower pummeled the small ship. Damage was extensive to the hull and one of the twin engines. Their communication system was down, and the computer was malfunctioning. Most urgent were the tears in the hull and the subsequent air leaks inside that they’d managed to temporarily bandage, but to repair the ripped exterior metal, Doug needed to be on land.

	“So be it. We set down on Enzyria,” Tavia decided. “Hopefully, if it’s populated, we’ll find an isolated area.”

	“Right now, we can’t even contact Earth to let them know what’s going on,” Sherry complained. “With no communication, they’ll think we’ve crashed.”

	“It’s only been four days, Sherry. They won’t immediately think the worst,” Tavia reassured.

	“Our jump thrusters are damaged. If Doug can’t get them working, it’ll take us forever to get home,” Sherry continued.

	Doug’s irritation surfaced. “C’mon, girl, look on the bright side. We could be afloat in space heading toward eternity.”

	Sherry shrugged. “I guess you’re right. But I was so looking forward to John and my first Christmas together as a married couple.”

	Tavia clucked her tongue. “I agree with Doug. It could have been a lot worse, and your new husband would be mourning you. Instead, you’ve got a ton of holidays to look forward to together. And don’t forget, Doug and Mark have families, too.”

	“That’s if we ever make it home,” Sherry mumbled.

	“Sherry, if you don’t stop being so morbid, I’ll confine you to your quarters. Fuck. You’re depressing the rest of us.” Exasperated, Tavia ran her fingers through her long blonde locks. “Set coordinates for Enzyria. I’ll take this shift.”

	They were flying on manual, so one of the crew had to always be at the controls.

	“It’s nine a.m. now. We should arrive on Enzyria around nine this evening,” Tavia said. “Go on, guys. Go and relax for a bit.”

	 

	Everyone was on the bridge, and the depressing ambiance was palpable. Tavia was glad when Sherry announced they were entering Enzyria’s atmosphere. It would hopefully take the crew’s mind off their spoilt holiday season. The four of them strapped in, and she and Sherry prepared to land.

	“Is it my imagination, or do I see lights on the surface?” Mark said.

	“Not your imagination. We’re trying to land away from what looks like a populated area,” Sherry grunted.

	“That’s all we need, having to interact with a new species that could be hostile. Damn, what else can go wrong?” Tavia muttered.

	“If they’re technologically advanced, they’ll know we landed,” Mark added. “Hopefully, they’re not and won’t know we’re here. That’s if we can land far enough away from those lights of what could be a large town.”

	While getting closer to landing, Tavia thought about the crew missing Christmas with their families. For herself, it didn’t matter that she wouldn’t be home for Christmas. The holiday only brought back bad memories for her. Of Liam, who had ripped her heart to shreds last Christmas Eve when he’d announced he was leaving her and wanted a divorce.

	She never saw it coming.

	No warning signs.

	No indication that he was unhappy.

	Two months later, she was a divorcee.

	Now, he had become a bad memory. A phase of Tavia’s life she desperately tried to erase by taking on one mission after another and barely spending time at home. When she’d met Liam, she was twenty-nine and had pretty much given up on ever finding real love until he’d swept her off her feet. Turned out that what she’d thought was true love, together forever, was not. I guess I’m destined to become an old maid. She shook the memories off.

	“Setting down on what looks like a plateau on the side of a mountain. Prepare for landing,” Sherry announced.

	The landing was a bit bumpy but otherwise uneventful.

	“How far are we from civilization?” Doug asked while he unbuckled.

	“Far enough, I think,” Sherry answered. “Unless we were spotted, we should be good.”

	“Atmosphere?”

	“Compatible. We don’t need to suit up,” Mark reported.

	“Try and keep lights to a minimum,” Tavia warned. “Mark, you and I will go and explore a bit while Doug begins repairs.”

	“Hard to work in the dark, Captain,” Doug said. “I’ll do my best, but daylight will be better. Don’t stray too far and take your phasers. Who knows what’s out there.”

	“With a bit of luck, Santa Claus,” Mark joked.

	“Yeah, with a bag of spare parts for us,” Doug answered with a sarcastic chuckle.

	“Hey, I believe in Santa. One can wish, right?” Mark said.

	“What am I supposed to do?” Sherry asked.

	“Hold a flashlight and hand me my tools,” Doug suggested.

	Tavia stuck her phaser in her belt, grabbed a flashlight, and headed for the door. Mark opened it, and she walked down the few steps. “Beautiful sky. Look at all those swirls and that orange moon.” She pointed.

	“Yeah. We’re on the side of a mountain but look above. I see a faint glow. I think there’s a building up there.”

	They climbed the hillside and spotted a tall structure when they reached the top of the rise.

	“It appears to be some sort of temple that looks out over the valley and city beyond,” Tavia said.

	“Yes, let’s go see if we can get closer to it.”

	They crept nearer, and it looked deserted. Skirting around the structure, they stood in front of it. Two candles flickered lazily, lighting up a statue standing in the center of a shrine.

	“What the fuck?” Mark shouted.

	“Hush. You’re waking up the dead.”

	“Well... do you see what I think I see?”

	“Uh-huh. It’s a life-size Santa statue. Weren’t you wishing to find Santa here?”

	“Impossible. Enzyria is unexplored territory, so how would a Santa Claus statue get here?”

	Tavia stepped closer and touched the face. “It looks almost real, but it’s made of resin or silicone or something. And it seems to be standing in some kind of shrine.”

	“How about if we try and get closer to that town in the distance, and—” He got no further as a shadow appeared and pointed a sword at his throat.

	Tavia struggled against strong arms that suddenly held her in a vice, then cuffed her wrists. Whoever was behind her yanked her phaser out of her belt. “Who are you? Please, we mean no harm. Let us go. We merely came here to—”

	“To desecrate the temple of the red god. Be quiet, woman.”

	She couldn’t see who they were or what they looked like. How had these guys crept up on them so silently? The red god? Really? From the corner of her eyes, she saw Mark struggling against his captor. How many were there?

	“Walk,” the one behind her ordered.

	Well, they spoke English, at least. That was a bonus. On many of the planets they visited, they had to use translators. How was it that these aliens could speak their language?

	A short distance from the shrine, or temple, whatever it was, stood a flyer. At least, it didn’t seem that far, but Tavia hadn’t spotted it when they had rounded the corner of the temple. No, her focus had only been on the Santa statue. Damn, she should have scanned her surroundings. But had the flyer already been there?

	Once inside the flyer, she saw Doug and Sherry cuffed and sitting on separate seats. “They got you, too?”

	The interior was faintly lit, but when Tavia’s eyes became accustomed to the dim light, she took the opportunity to inspect their captors. Four tall guys wearing military-style uniforms, holding weapons similar to phasers, except longer. Each had a sword in a scabbard strapped to their waists as well. They looked to be human. Had they come from Earth? Mm, not likely. Swords?

	“So much for repairs,” Doug muttered.

	“Well, we did find Santa Claus,” Mark snapped.

	“Stop talking!” one of their captors shouted and clouted Mark across the head with his fist.

	Doug raised his brows at her, and she nodded. “Yeah. Tell you later when we can talk.” At least they didn’t hit her...

	Tavia looked at Sherry, who was quiet and teary-eyed. She felt sorry for the already depressed young woman. She turned to the guy closest to her. “Where are you taking us?”

	“General Hungerford wishes to question you. No more talking.”

	She had to admit the flyer was fast. If anything, these guys had enough technology to possess such vessels, and that they spoke English was a bonus. If she could convince them they meant no harm, maybe these people could help fix their ship.

	When they arrived at their destination, their captors marched them out of the flyer and toward a building with tall glass doors. In a quick glance around, Tavia noticed that all the structures weren’t much different from those on Earth.

	Once inside, their captors led them into a large, well-lit room, at the end of which stood a large desk. Behind it sat a man... and what a man. Tavia sucked in her breath. He looked to be in his thirties and was the most
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