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                   The Fertile Crescent

                           Synopsis
     When a bright white star appears in the heavens fixed above the walled city of Kchai-sa-man, her inhabitants take it as a good omen, desperately needed in dark times torn by fear and uncertainty.  The tyrannical ruler of neighboring Sempenan is bent on invading peaceful Andaar State, and the capital seems helpless to resist him.  Unbeknownst to them the new star is in fact the UNSEV Thüringen, a Commonwealth starship carrying a 9-man Team of eager explorers which has arrived in their star-system on a mission of first-contact and discovery.  

     As planned, the Team are stumbled upon not long after touchdown and a delegation soon arrives from Kchai-sa-man led by its courageous and scholarly First-Minister, Kal Marric.  Accompanying him is his elfin daughter Caarin, looking for escape from her loveless life of boredom and idle leisure-time spent amongst her adolescent peers.  With the ship's AI handling translation duties, the Team quickly establish friendly relations.  As the ship's junior member, Navigator David Kellar finds Caarin especially fascinating, blissfully unaware that he is sending her all the wrong signals as their relationship blossoms from mutual infatuation, then into one-sided love.  

     Before the delegation departs for home she presents him with a charm on a golden chain, little realizing the role it will later play in saving his life.  When the Team finally land in Kchai-sa-man they find preparations for the invasion in full swing.  The city's inexperienced army has little chance of repelling the enemy, and reluctantly the Team are forced to pitch in.  Enjoying the heightened sense of danger, Kellar is confronted by Caarin one afternoon in his suite in the magnificent Council Hall from which Kchai-sa-man is governed.  Catching him completely by surprise, she announces she is Choosing him as her Life-mate.  To his horror, nothing he manages to say or do can change her mind - she has an answer for everything.  Eventually he gives in and accepts her, and they consummate their unlikely romance there and then.

     Despite the Team’s booby-traps and delaying tactics, the Sempenian forces arrive and completely encircle Kchai-sa-man.  Two bloody attacks almost succeed in breaching the defenses, after which they settle down to lay siege to the city.  The Sempenian leader, Lord Mandaar, soon resorts to dirty tactics.  Dumping excrement in the dams supplying Kchai-sa-man's drinking water almost forces First-Elder Farran to surrender.  Only the deployment of some hi-tech human precipitators saves the day.  Farran's pessimism is completely reversed, and he decides to take the initiative and attack Mandaar head-on.

     The counter-attack is launched in the dead of night, preceded by a brief bombardment from one of the city's new human-designed catapults.  In the ensuing melee, Kellar is knocked unconscious and taken prisoner.  He recovers to find himself tied to a bunk, an insane figure standing over him brandishing a dagger and crying in grief.  Kellar is convinced it is Mandaar, but to his confusion he cries unexpectedly, "Speak not that name.  I am Kerran; Mandaar is no more!"

     Enraged, he raises his knife.  Helpless, Kellar can only prepare himself to twist out of the way and hope he isn't hit in a fatal spot.  But the blow never comes.  Mandaar stops, his eyes fixed on something only he can see.  The next instant he is gone to the accompaniment of maniacal laughter, leaving the vibrating blade buried in the wooden bedframe.

     After freeing himself and being rescued, Kellar recounts his bizarre adventure to Caarin and the Team.  Upon hearing Mandaar's strange cry, she hangs her head.  Kellar, sensing something important, presses the point.  Why was he spared?  She touches her gift hanging around his neck, tearfully admitting that Mandaar is in fact Kerran, her older brother, long-banished from Kchai-sa-man for the crime of being gay.  The charm is their own Family emblem, which he no doubt recognized as he lifted the knife to strike.  

     Armed with the unexpected news, Commander Warner goes in search of First-Minister Marric for an explanation.  Marric is still determined to see his wayward son put on trial, demanding that Warner help track him down.  Finding out Kerran is in fact Caarin's brother has changed everything.  The chase leads the Team into the Mother Jungle, full of mysterious tribesmen and dangerous animals.  Against the odds they manage to capture Kerran before he can kill himself with a suicidal fall, and spirit him away behind Marric's back to a city on the other side of the planet where he can start a brand new life. 

     On the return journey Kellar takes Caarin on a brief flight into orbit to show her the planet and the majesty of the Milky Way.  Back in Kchai-sa-man they are married in a splendid ceremony, bringing to fruition Caarin’s every dream.  

     On being told his disgraced son is dead, Marric considers justice to have been done and never speaks of him again.  With peace restored and the city recovering from its trauma, the time arrives for the Team to depart and carry the news of their extraordinary adventure back to the distant Commonwealth of Humanity.  

     On a hillside outside the city, Caarin and Kellar are enjoying a picnic.  The landing-boat rises above the battlements and hovers for a moment, giving the people one last look at the ship that brought them deliverance from Mandaar's twisted dreams of revenge upon his father.  Seeing them go, Kellar feels little sorrow.  Against all odds he has found the love of his life, and until the Follow-up Team arrives he will have his hands full with Caarin as they build their future life together.

