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Written from the prompt . . .

The escape pod opened with a metallic groan.

*Title inspired by the Gordon Lightfoot song of the same name.



The Minstrel of the Dawn*

The escape pod opened with a metallic groan.

It's round door struggled, strained, and moaned as it slowly receded out of sight into the body of the
pod. A dim light initially emerged from within and as the door fully opened, the light from within grew
brighter.

A military commander, flanked on either side by his lieutenants, cautiously approached the pod.
Weapons already raised, his two lieutenants stiffened and placed their fingers on their triggers.

Inside the pod was an old man, sitting in an old-fashioned flight seat, still strapped in. His head was
down as if he were asleep. Slowly, he raised his head and stared directly at the commander, then
shifted his gaze, his piercing black eyes resting in turn on each of the lieutenants, then returning to the
commander standing in the center of the trio. His long, thin, razor-sharp nose, slightly redder than the
rest of his face, twitched as he stared at the commander as if he were trying to smell the man. His gray
beard, braided down to his waist, hung over his surprisingly round belly. A space traveler who was
overfed. Not common.

The gray hair on the old man's head was parted in the middle, drawn away from his face and back
behind his head. Not visible to the soldiers, it was braided as well and hanging down his back, more or
less matching the one hanging from his chin.

After a short time, his lips curled slightly upward, the corners of his mouth creased at the edges, then
long vertical crinkles formed as his slight grin blossomed into a wide smile. Dimples formed at the
corners of his cheeks. His deep black eyes began to sparkle. As his mouth fully opened, pale, thin lips
parted to reveal a full set of white, perfectly aligned teeth.

His hands, more or less folded in his lap, held two brownish, long wooden-looking objects. The first
was rounded at one end, similar to the old man's belly, a long handle protruding from the round base
with knobs sticking out at odd angles at its end. Strings of some sort spanned the entire length of the
object. The second piece, long and thin, about the same length as the first, appeared to be a simple rod
except for some sort of string, or a tight bundle of strings, attached at both ends of the rod and stretched
tightly across its length. The second piece crisscrossed the first, the pair nestled in the old man's lap.
Not weapons.

After smiling at the commander for a second or two, the old man finally looked down at the objects in
his lap. He seemed surprised at finding them there. A gentle laugh escaped through his lips and his
face brightened even more. The smile and gentle chuckle seemed to erase some wrinkles and subtract a
few years from his face.

His clothing was not military. Civilian. His shirt was frayed at the collar and cuffs, a black and red
checked pattern. His trousers, worn and blue with holes at the knees. Bare feet. Bare feet, really?

Believing this old man was no threat, the commander held his hands out, palms up, the traditional
greeting of peace on his world. His lieutenants lowered their weapons, holding them at their sides,
pointed at the ground.




The old man, in response, softiened his smile a bit, gave a subtle nod with his head, and holding the first
object by its narrow handle, raised the rounded end to his chin. Then he plucked each string with a
single finger and adjusted the knobs on the end until he was satisfied with each of the strings’ distinct
tones. Picking up the second object in his other hand, he drew the strings of second piece down across
the strings of the first, creating a pleasing sound. At first he played a simple tune, not much more than
a scale, then with some variation. A simple melody. Then a change of key.

As he continued to play, the expression on the two lieutenants' faces softened. After a few minutes,
without a word from their leader or between themselves, they lay their weapons in the red dirt at their
feet, their faces and their postures now more relaxed.

The old man added words to his melody. The soldiers couldn't understand the old man's words, but his
language had a cadence to it. Sofier than the cadence they marched to in their military drills, but a
cadence all the same, a cadence they could feel in their bones. After a time, the two lieutenants caught
onto the melody the old man was playing and began to hum along. Their commander, somewhat
hesitantly, joined in too. '

The old man finished one tune and began another, the next a bit more complicated than the first. Again,
the soldiers and their commander joined in by humming the melody. From a distance, others began to
migrate toward the landing site, toward the escape pod, the old man playing and singing, and the three
soldiers humming along.

More soldiers and men and women in varying styles of clothing, some wearing farming clothes and
carrying farming tools in their hands, gathered near the pod, listening to the old man playing and
singing, still strapped in his seat, in his little pod. Still others came, some hand-in-hand with small
children, some with babies in their arms, and joined the ever-growing crowd.

As the old man played and sang more tunes, each melody a bit more complex than the previous, he
began playing two strings at once, adding a simple harmony to form enchanting musical combinations.
As the crowd grew and more people hummed along, some picked up on the harmony which added to
the beauty of what was becoming an even more complex and compelling composition.

Weapons, farm implements, baskets and other objects were now scattered on the ground, laid down by
the many who had gathered from all directions to join the mix of soldiers, farmers, mothers, fathers,
and a variety of others. Most were humming the melody while more and more added, through some
instinct deep inside them, multi-part harmonies to the complex melodies. As the crowd continued to
grow, some added an underlying rhythm to the music, clapping their hands, snapping fingers, thumping
the ends of their farming implements and walking sticks against the firm earth. All smiling at the old
man. Their smiles, like the music, contagious.

Eventually, some joined hands with others, and finally most were holding hands or interlocking elbows
with those beside them, and as a group they began to sway in time with the music. Humming the
melody and harmonies to words they did not understand. And swaying together to a rhythm they felt
and a message they could not literally understand but could feel deep down in their souls. Responding
to and sharing among themselves the old man's message. Diverse notes forming beautiful music.
Diverse people, in harmony, like the music, the whole greater than the sum of its parts.

On another planet, in another solar system, in another galaxy far away, another escape pod opened with
a metallic groan. It's round door struggled, strained, and moaned as it slowly receded out of sight into



the body of the pod. A dim light initially emerged from within and as the door fully opened, the light
from within grew brighter.

A military commander, flanked on either side by his licutenants, cautiously approached the pod.
Weapons already raised, the two lieutenants stiffened and placed their fingers on their triggers,

Inside the pod was an old man, sitting in an old-fashioned flight seat, still strapped in. His head down
as if he were asleep.

And on yet another planet, in yet another solar system, in yet another galaxy far, far away, another
escape pod opened with a metallic groan. It's round door struggled, strained, and moaned as it slowly
receded out of sight into the body of the pod. A dim light initially emerged from within and as the door
fully opened, the light from within grew brighter.

And on still yet another planet, in still yet another solar system, in still yet another galaxy far, far, far
away, another escape pod opened with a metallic groan. It's round door struggled, strained, and
moaned as it slowly receded out of sight into the body of the pod. A dim light initially emerged from
within and as the door fully opened, the light from within grew brighter and a new day dawned across
the universe.

*Title inspired by Gordon Lightfoot's song of the same name.




