
        
            
                
            
        

    
	An adventure on a world not yet tamed. Two members of different races, both bitter enemies, thrown together in a mutual battle for survival. One is a scientist, trying to find a cure for a deadly plague. The other is a warrior. And the world they’re on is even deadlier than the plague itself!

	 

	 

	Randor Delphin, shy teen prodigy, bio-scientist, and total nerd, lives a lonely, orphaned life on the planet of Malloran, a colony of the now-dead Earth. Malloran has been at war with the neighboring world of Falanar, a warrior planet, but their differences will be set aside if aid is given, as a plague of unknown origin has broken out, and only the scientists of Malloran can help.

	Accompanying Randor is Minnara, the daughter of the rulers of that world. As total opposites in character, they don’t get along at all, and to make matters worse, their ship veers off course and crash lands on a distant moon.

	Once there, they learn that they need each other in order to survive against the predators of that world, those that are animal, and those more than animal.
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Chapter One: War Zone

	 

	 

	Planet Malloran, summertime. Year eighty, AE—After Earth. Early morning, six AM.

	 

	Randor Delphin woke to the sounds of silence, and for the first time in what seemed like forever in his eighteen years of existence, he breathed in the quiet.

	With a grunt, he rose from his lumpy and hard cot and did a check on the lab, as it served as his home. It was already hot, and he swiped the sweat from his face, puffed out a few deep breaths, coughed on the ever-present dust, and hoped today would be better than yesterday.

	“Yeah, sure it will,” he said, not believing it.

	With a sigh, he glanced at the equipment on the table—beakers, slides, needles and reams of paper—and thought about tidying up.

	A moment later, he dismissed it. When the bombing began again, it would just get messed up. The room itself was large enough for four people to live there comfortably, but he’d been assigned this place as his own, and he relished his privacy.

	“Time to get up and wait,” he murmured.

	Wait meant waiting for the sounds of something he both feared and hated—the sounds of war, and the impact and subsequent vibration of the enemy’s missiles that often tossed him from one wall to another when they exploded.

	His gray bodysuit lay on his cot. Light in weight and made of memory cloth, it clung to the body like a second skin and had reinforced soles. No one wore boots anymore.

	As he slipped the suit on, he prayed that the sounds of the conflict wouldn’t intrude on his quietude. Five seconds... ten seconds... twenty... no noise.

	He breathed another sigh of relief. In the past, there’d always been that lull—that certain calm before the storm. It was those blessed moments of peace that gave him hope the war would soon be over.

	Cynicism then took over. The military had been saying the same thing for the past four months.

	And, of course, after those precious few moments of calm, the serenity would once again be shattered by the wail of the air-raid siren, followed by the sounds of terrified citizens yelling, “Incoming!” It never failed to scare him.

	Everyone was scared. They’d already lost so much. The last descendants of Earth now lived on Malloran, located in another galaxy. They’d been at war with another planet, Falanar, and they were losing.

	War wasn’t something anyone wanted, but it had come, and now the colonists had to deal with all its ramifications—pain, injury, and death.

	Another reality was that Earth was no more and hadn’t been for a long time. Once a brilliantly blue bauble in space, Earth now resembled a cancer, a diseased, festering spot that despoiled the solar system, abandoned by its inhabitants in the year twenty-one-seventy-six.

	War, plague, breakdown of the social systems had seen to that, or so Randor had read in the history annals. Mankind had struck out to the stars.

	Aided by Naserian propulsion, a nuclear fusion and ion hybrid invented by the late Armand Naserian, Earth’s ships could travel further and faster than ever before. Trips to nearby star systems took only days or weeks, not years.

	After searching the heavens for decades, the astronomers had discovered inhabitable planets in the Vega System. Some of the planets welcomed Earth’s survivors.

	For the settlers who weren’t accepted, they ventured further and found Malloran, a Class M-4 planet in the Cosmos Redshift Seven galaxy.

	Malloran had humanoids living on it, small, mild, and open to the aliens seeking refuge. The planet had abundant nature along with wildlife, and after much parlaying with the natives, Earth’s survivors were allowed to settle there.

	Malloran was largely agricultural. The natives tilled their fields and kept their distance, while the settlers studied their language and tried to learn their host’s culture as best they could. It was largely a win-win deal for both sides.

	After eighty-something years of unceasing labor, the human’s urban side of Malloran resembled an industrialized North America, something out of the early two-thousands.

	Naturally, the earliest settlers had to contend with the usual problems, mainly extreme temperatures of the two seasons, winter and summer, and the predators, large, fast, and deadly. High electrical fences helped to keep them out.

	However, pathogens proved to be the greatest predator of all. In the first fifty years, mini-epidemics permeated every single settlement, and those illnesses led to many deaths.

	The Malloranians had built up a natural immunity to the viruses on their world. Not so for the Earthers.

	Randor’s grandparents, whom he’d never met, had weathered the pathogen storm, but his parents hadn’t been so lucky. They’d died of plague only a year ago when he was seventeen.

	It was a horrific and indiscriminate killer, marked by a high fever, boils, swollen tongue, and the melting of the internal organs when the fever reached its peak.

	“Similar to Black Plague and Ebola,” the leading scientists said, citing two ancient diseases from the now-gone Earth.

	Randor’s parents had also been scientists, and they’d worked frantically to find a cure. Some people, like Randor, had a natural immunity to the disease. Many did not.

	Eventually, they’d found a cure, but not before the elder Delphin’s had succumbed to it.

	“One year ago,” Randor murmured as he perused his notes. He’d followed in his parents’ footsteps, hoping to become like them.

	It wasn’t like he could do much else. Small and slight, quick of movement but with no strength, he was frequently a mark for the bigger, stronger, but dumber kids in his school.

	Randor compensated by being smarter, excelling at bio-chemistry, but for kids that age, being physical counted for everything. Being smart didn’t.

	He liked spending most of his time in the lab, anyway. After his parents died, he’d come up with the cure for the NPG, the New Black Plague.

	Although everyone knew about the passage of Randor’s parents, no one ever spoke to him about it. They had their own problems, and they didn’t really care.

	Until Falanar attacked, that is. The leaders of that planet had beamed their one and only warning directly to the headquarters of the ruling council which was located in New Los Angeles, located on the other side of the planet.

	“We, of the planet Falanar, will not tolerate your intrusion into our space. You have been warned.”

	That was it. The missiles followed shortly thereafter. They were not only shot from their world, but also from space, a hundred and fifty million kilometers away.

	High-speed jobs, those missiles traveled at an amazing speed. The Malloranian starfighters were good, but they couldn’t destroy every enemy ship much less their missiles, and even the planetary defense lasers weren’t able to shoot every single missile down.

	As for the natives, they’d taken shelter in the countryside, hiding in the mountains. “We do not understand why death rains from the skies,” they’d told the human leaders. “We wish it to stop. Our people are dying, as are yours.”

	“We don’t know, either,” the human leaders said, who glanced fearfully at the heavens. “We’re sorry we can’t protect you. We can’t even protect ourselves.”

	Randor had grown used to scampering to the bomb shelters—those hurriedly constructed things that housed only fifty to sixty people at most. He’d grown used to hearing the wails of those shut out, and grown used to but still hated the sounds of the Rippers.

	Size-wise, they weren’t that impressive, only fifteen meters in length and two meters in width. However, when they impacted, they blew apart, sending shards of ultra-sharp metal that literally atomized any hapless individual within five hundred meters.

	“Crude,” the military high-ups said.

	They may have been crude, but they were also effective. Roughly fifty thousand survivors were left in New Portland. As for the other colonies, they’d also suffered devastating losses.

	“Here today,” Randor muttered. “Tomorrow, gone, all gone.”

	And the hell of it was, no one had any idea of why the conflict with Falanar had begun. The governing council sent messages to talk about a ceasefire, but those messages were never returned. No communication, no information—in fact, neither side knew what the other looked like.

	According to the Malloranian pilots, the Falanarian ships were disc-like, flat, and bottom-heavy, due to the missiles they carried. If they weren’t blown up first, then their pilots chose to self-destruct when they were outmaneuvered.

	As well, the enemy did not take prisoners. Upon capturing a human craft, they always blew it out of the sky. They left the com-links open so that the military leaders on Malloran could listen to the death cries of their men and women.

	“Militaristic society,” the experts said. “They live for war. Butchers... they relish it.”

	Everyone seemed to agree on that point. Randor knew that the conflict had destroyed most of what constituted their city and life.

	And he knew something else—that when his eighteenth birthday had come—that being a week ago—he’d had to choose between joining the soldier’s corps or staying a civilian.

	He’d gone to the induction center, taken his physical, and the head doctor on duty had pulled him aside to give him a blunt assessment. “You’re not cut out for it.”

	Harsh words, but he meant well—maybe. “I’m not?”

	“Sorry, son. We need soldiers and pilots, but you’re too small, you’re weak, and you barely survived basic training. Your mentor told me.”

	Randor bit back a grunt of anger. He knew who’d put the mark on him. It was Sandor Collins.

	Collins was a large man, one hundred and eighty-five centimeters in height, thickset, with a tough, country boy face. He’d been friends with Randor’s parents, and before the war started, he’d been a top-flight bio-chemist.

	That all changed when he went into space. In the first two months of the war, he’d earned the rep of being a ruthless decimator of the enemy.

	At times, though, Randor didn’t care for his attitude. Collins was a hard-bitten, angry man in many ways. He often went on drinking sprees after missions with his fellow pilots. He still did, at times. He considered them family, and everyone else didn’t matter much.

	However, he still looked out for Randor, touted his scientific genius to the top brass, and served as a beacon of sorts to guide him as the younger man.

	He also had the muscle, the foresight, and the aggressiveness that made others bend to his will. He had it all.

	In contrast, Randor stood one hundred and sixty centimeters, was lean, but without much muscle tone or strength. Much as he hated to admit it, Collins had been right. With a sinking heart, he asked, “What am I good for?”

	“Science,” the doctor replied.

	A short, chubby man in his late fifties, he ran over his findings and clicked his tongue. “Stick with science. I knew your parents. They were top-flight scientists. You’re as good as they were, if not better, and we need people like you.”

	“You think?” Randor had never thought of himself as being anywhere near his parents’ level.

	“Definitely...”

	A blast jarred Randor back to reality. So much for the lull in bombing, and he instinctively ducked as another missile impacted the hard ground. It shuddered, sending a shock wave throughout the bunker. Beakers and other paraphernalia flew through the air, and he hung onto his computer, his most prized possession.

	Cracks like a demented spider’s web marked the walls and the tips of some metal shards poked through, but fortunately, the lab still stood. It was their last one and their only hope against any new outbreaks of disease. “That was close,” he muttered.

	Randor tried to settle down—couldn’t—and then, only with a massive effort, did so by repeatedly inhaling and exhaling deep breaths.

	“You got this,” he said over and over, and then switched on his Interscope, a computer database.

	“Working,” the computer intoned in a tinny voice. “Verify user.”

	“Randor Delphin.” He then gave the code.

	Each colonist had their own Interscope as well as having their own code. Randor had memorized his code and had received Collins’ code as well when the bombing began.

	“Just in case I don’t make it,” the older man had said, and handed over a small quarter-sized disc.

	Randor had stored it under a nearby table. He’d never used it. “Chart missiles hitting New Portland.”

	“Working. Twelve enemy missiles have struck this city. Damage exceeds fifty hectares. Death toll—”

	“Stop.”

	Randor switched off the machine. The bombing intensified, and the tremors got even more severe. And he was alone. Then again, he thought, when haven’t I been?

	At the point where he thought he’d crack, Collins ran in, brushing dust and debris from his shoulders.

	“Heavy bombardment today, kid,” he said while glancing through the slit in the bunker wall. In spite of the destruction all around them, he smelled faintly of homemade hooch. How could anyone booze up at a time like this?

	“Yeah,” Randor managed to get out through gritted teeth.

	Collins glanced at him—his expression thoughtful. “Keep it together. Just imagine how the natives are handling it.”

	“Yeah,” Randor repeated. “How much worse can it get?”

	Someone up there must have heard him, as another missile and yet another struck. The tremors continued, deeper this time, and then an eerie silence fell.

	Collins glanced up, and then cautiously edged his way over to the door. He poked his head outside, and then said before leaving, “I’ll check things out with the major.”

	The major meant Major Simpson, the top-ranking officer in New Portland. Most of the other generals had died in the bombing.

	Martial law had been approved by the ruling council when the bombing began. No one disagreed. There’d been no lawlessness. People were too scared to steal or rape.

	Randor, though, had studied at home, even before the conflict began. He simply couldn’t get along with anyone. Now that the war had come, his house had been destroyed, and he’d set up shop in the lab.

	But what was there to do? With all the shaking, it was too risky to experiment, and he felt absolutely useless.

	He continued to stew over his fate for a few more minutes until the sound of the air raid siren cut into his reverie. It was the all-clear sound. A moment later, someone shouted, “It’s over!”

	 


Chapter Two: The Arrivals

	 

	 

	“What’s over,” Randor wanted to know.

	Confusion reigned, and the silence was almost eerie. A moment later, Collins strode in, a strained smile splitting his features. “You just heard the siren, kid?”

	“Yeah, what’s going on?”

	“We got a signal from Falanar. They want a cessation of hostilities.”

	That was surprising. “They were winning, weren’t they?”

	Collins’ expression resembled that of a rat ingesting poison. “Hate to admit it, kid, but you’re right. They were bombing us into submission, and they suddenly want to stop fighting when they’re ahead? It doesn’t make sense, but I’ll take it.”

	Randor was skeptical. “For how long?”

	His question earned him a shrug. “No way to know, but we stopped firing our missiles at their planet. The top brass gave the order to recall our space fleet. There’s going to be a meeting. It’ll be between the leaders of Falanar and our world.”

	He seemed relieved. Randor wasn’t so sure, but he nodded. A stop in the war was the best thing he’d heard of in the past four months, but he wondered why.

	No one knew what the death toll was on Falanar. It all came down to deciding which news was fake and which was real.

	“So, what am I supposed to do now?”

	“Stand with us,” Collins replied. “Get yourself cleaned up. Take a shower, put on a fresh uniform. They’re coming here. They requested you. The generals from the capital can’t make it, so we’ll have to hold the negotiations. Simpson will handle them.”

	That came as a shock. New Portland wasn’t the capital city. New Los Angeles was. It made sense that any visiting dignitaries would go where the power sat. “Me? Why?”

	Collins shook his head. “They didn’t say. All they asked for was someone well versed in bio-science, and you’re the best we got. Everyone else is dead.”

	Winner by default. This was one contest Randor wasn’t overly fond of winning. “They really want me?”

	“Yep, and don’t mess up,” Collins said, his eyes hard now. “This is too important for all of us. C’mon.”

	The older man led him outside, but instead of going to the council room—a bunker—they went to another bunker, passing a number of shell-shocked citizens who asked if it was really over.

	“It is—for now,” Collins replied, raising his voice so all could hear him. “The military will probably start to clean up soon.”

	At the news, some people threw their hands in the air with joy. Others wept, and all were thankful. Collins didn’t get overly emotional. He’d lost family, and it was hard to smile when everyone close to you had perished.

	They skirted large chunks of blown-up bunkers and buildings and finally arrived at their destination. “You’re the first among the civvies to see this, kid,” Collins said as he pressed his finger on the computer-coded lock.

	It beeped, and the door swung open. Containment suits hung in a locker, and Collins pointed to them. “Strip down and suit up.”

	Randor was confused. “See what and suit up for what?” And why does he have to call me kid? I’m eighteen.

	No answer came his way. Collins pulled off his clothes then donned a suit and helmet, put on gloves and boots, and Randor did the same. They walked into the decontamination room, felt the dousing of liquid on their skintight coverings, and then the door on the far side swung open.

	Once inside, Collins pointed to the right. Two tables sat in the corner with bodies on them. “Take a look. They’ve been here since before the war began. I pulled them out of storage so you could take a look.”

	Randor walked over to where the figures lay and gasped. One was a man. The other was a woman. They were humanoid with the general shape and genitalia of humans—but they were not human. “Wow! These are the Falanarians?”

	“Yep,” Collins replied from behind him. “They’re the only members of the opposition we captured. You and I are the only ones who know about them, outside of Simpson and the top brass in New Los Angeles, but even they’ve never seen them up close and personal.”

	He continued to talk about how he’d found the specimens on one of his reconnaissance missions, but Randor barely heard him. Studying the bodies took priority.

	Collins had put a small card next to the body of the male. Lean and muscular, the body seemed to have virtually no fat, and the muscles shone clearly through the skin.

	Height—one hundred and eighty-two centimeters. Weight—eighty kilos. Skin color—gray. Eyes—brown. Hair—black. Age—undetermined.

	Randor digested the information and then turned to the woman. She was somewhat shorter, but not much. “You found them?” Randor finally asked, still staring at the aliens.

	“Weren’t you listening?”

	Collins sounded impatient at first, and then he laughed. “Yeah, I found them. Like I said, I was on a recon mission a couple of months ago. Their ship had been disabled. It was drifting, so I took a chance. I wanted to see what they looked like, so I went on board. They were already dead.”

	Randor was fascinated. “What else did you find?”

	Collins walked over and tapped the male corpses’ leg. It had five toes and five fingers, just like a human did. The facial features were similar, although the mouth was somewhat wider, with higher cheekbones and smallish ears with no lobes.

	What was unusual, outside of the features, were the marks on their faces and torsos. Lesions, roughly four centimeters long and two wide, dotted their skin. The lesions had opened up, exposing grayish-black dried fluids, presumably blood.

	“Pretty interesting, isn’t it,” Collins said. “They look a lot like us, don’t they? I was expecting something completely different, but this is it. Internal organ arrangement is similar to ours, nervous system, and bone structure, all similar.

	“Blood’s similar, too. Has a higher concentration of red blood cells than white cells. At least, I think they’re blood cells, but they have an odd pear shape. That’s all I could find. There’s another type of cell there, too, but I have no idea of what it does.”

	Randor was more curious about the lesions. “What happened to them?”

	Collins shrugged. “I couldn’t tell you. They were on them when I found ‘em. Good thing I wore a containment suit. Anyway, I need more time to find out what makes these slime tick.”

	That remark made Randor turn around. “Why? The war is over.”

	His statement hit a nerve, as a grimace crossed Collins’ face. “It’s not over. It just stopped for a while. Perhaps you don’t know why I feel this way.”

	Collins’ younger brother had been a pilot. He’d gone up with the other fighters and never returned. Additionally, Collins’ parents had been killed in the bombings. If anyone had a grievance, it was him. “I know.”

	“Then you know why I hate them,” Collins growled. “They started this shit. We should finish it, once and for all. They came here, spoiling for a fight. We have to hit them back—hard. I don’t know why they want peace all of a sudden, and what I don’t know, I don’t trust.”

	From the way he spoke, it was almost like he wanted the war to continue, but Randor said nothing.

	Collins went outside to check something, and when he came back, he went straight for the gurneys, tossing a comment over his shoulder. “Sorry, kid, I have to put these things on ice.” He then added, “Besides, it’s time.”

	He pushed the gurneys over to their containment tubes, hefted the bodies inside, and then closed and sealed the tubes. The tubes immediately filled with a white mist that left a faint rime of frost on the glass.

	“There, they’ll keep,” he muttered. “Let’s go meet our visitors.”

	Decontamination followed, and after they’d changed into their civilian bodysuits, they started out to the landing strip. As they walked along the streets, a few citizens came out of their bunkers to ask what was going on.

	Some of the natives were with them. “We’ve got company,” Collins said in a grim tone. “The natives are a bunch of monkeys, but at least they don’t cause trouble.”

	Randor said nothing. He didn’t understand why Collins disliked the Malloranians so much, but then again, everyone had their quirks.

	Oddly enough, Collins had learned their language quite well, even though he never directly spoke with them. He always went with another human, just as backup. Not that he needed it.

	“You’re going to meet those bastards?” one man said, a stocky engineer Randor recognized.

	His name was Frank Golling, and he worked as a mechanic on the starships the fleet used. “We heard something from the soldiers,” he continued. “Something about a ceasefire?”

	“Yeah, we’re going to meet them.”

	“You should kill them when they touch down.”

	A few more voices shouted out their agreement. More and more people joined in, and a few soldiers ran over to push the crowd back.

	Collins motioned straight ahead and muttered, “The citizens have spoken. You’d do well to listen to them.”

	One of the natives—his name was Talek—cut through the crowd and tapped Randor on the shoulder. He wore a simple animal skin robe cinched in at the waist with a leather belt and soft-skin boots.

	Although Talek spoke English well, Randor answered him in his language. It was the right thing to do, he felt. “Are you and your family well?”

	Talek bobbed his head once. “We are well, thanks to you. You are about to meet the ones who tried to kill us?” He motioned to the human crowd. “I heard the colonists speak about it.”

	Like most of the natives of this world, Talek stood around one hundred and fifty centimeters in height, slender, with bluish-green skin and broad, flat features, similar to Asians, although his eyes were a brilliant blue and totally round. They were giving and generous to a fault, and Randor liked them and their attitude.

	“We are,” he answered. “Do you want to come with us? It’s your world, after all.”

	Talek shook his head. “I must return to my village. But I hope that no more war will come.”

	“We’ll try to make it so,” Collins answered brusquely in the native tongue.

	The native bobbed his head and disappeared into the crowd. He was friendly enough, but the human mob had its own ideas. The soldiers continued to shove the crowd back, and more epithets came out.

	Randor had heard enough. It wasn’t as if he was overly fond of scurrying to the bunkers each time the air-raid sirens sounded, but all the same, he was curious to see the living faces of the enemy.

	At the landing strip—one of the few places not severely damaged by the bombing—they waited for the Falanarian ship to arrive.

	Smoke hung in the air, a legacy of the bombing, as did the scent of blood, shit, and death, but fortunately, a cool breeze came along to blow the stench of decay away.

	An attack of nerves hit Randor hard. He’d never been very good at talking with people, even with the natives of this world, friendly though they were. The lab was his home, and his buddies consisted of his computer, where he analyzed blood and DNA samples. Why did they want him?

	No telling why. The military was in charge, and if they said jump, a person had to jump. He waited, sweat coating his body, and after an hour, a winking light from the sky signaled the arrival of their interstellar guests.

	Randor’s heart began to beat faster. This was first contact with a decidedly unfriendly race. Although this was an historic occasion, he remembered this contact had been responsible for hundreds of thousands of deaths here, and Gollings’ words came back to him...

	“Glad both of you could make it.”

	Randor turned around at the sound of the voice. Major Simpson, a hulking man in his fifties who was even larger than Collins, strode over to them.

	He wore brownish-green fatigues along with a plasma pistol sidearm. When he doffed his cap, his round, bald head that resembled a full moon shone under the sun. Piercing black eyes completed the picture.

	Collins saluted. “Orders are orders, sir.”

	“Yes, they are. At ease. They should be here soon.”

	While they waited, fifty soldiers came out, armed with pulse rifles. The weapons shot twenty energy blasts per second and could be set from stun to lethal mode. Half the force kept the crowd back. The other half stood at attention, guns ready, just in case.

	A few minutes later, the ship emerged from the sky. Disc-shaped, a dull gray, it was small and didn’t appear to have any weapons. “That’s odd,” Collins said. “It’s tiny. Must be a scout vessel.”

	His eyes took on a peculiar shine, and he tapped his sidearm. While he was a scientist, he was also military, precise, exacting, and possessed no mercy. And he never appeared in public without his weapon. “Better to be prepared,” he usually said.

	Now, he only murmured, “Let’s see what the live version is like.”

	The ship landed, and after a burst of steam erupted from its exhaust system, the hatch opened, and a gangplank slowly lowered itself to the ground. Three people stepped out wearing tight-fitting, dull silver suits with built-in helmets.

	Odd, Randor thought, but then again, not everyone breathed oxygen. And did they speak English?

	His answer came a moment later when the tallest of the trio slowly extended his right arm. At first, the soldiers tensed, but Simpson held up his hand and called out, “Stand down. This isn’t an attack.”

	The Falanarian leader waited calmly as the soldiers relaxed and then turned his hand over to reveal a band of silver around his wrist. The other two members of the party also wore the same bracelet.

	In the leader’s hand, though, was something more interesting. It was a staff, one made of shiny blue metal, roughly a meter in length. It had no adornments on it.

	He then pressed a button on the wrist device. Translator, Randor thought. When the alien spoke, it was in a male’s voice, and he sounded tired.

	“I am King Matosse from the planet Falanar. I am the leader of my people.”

	He had a deep, harsh voice, one that commanded respect and obedience. “Forgive our use of translating devices. Your language is difficult for us to learn. The nuances, inflections, and the pronunciation of certain words is most problematic.”

	“You’ve been listening?” Simpson asked, and he sounded somewhat surprised.

	“Of course,” Matosse replied. “Understanding your enemy is only one facet of war. Tactics, yes, they are important, but ways of thinking are also things to be understood.”

	Simpson’s face flushed a deep red. He’d been caught out. The Falanarians had clearly done their homework. Apparently, Simpson and his men hadn’t done theirs. “You learned our language, all of you?”

	The king shook his head. “I confess that I have not. Only one individual among our people has managed to master some of the phrases you use.”

	He then indicated the person beside him with a slight wave of his hand. “This is my wife, Queen Hadla.” He turned and gently bumped his head on the side of the queen’s head where her ear was.

	It was an odd gesture, but Randor’s attention was on the third member. From the shape of the person’s body, it looked to be female. He didn’t know what to say, and then he decided to say nothing.

	Nothing proved to be the operative word, as a silence, uncomfortable and leaden, fell. After clearing his throat, Simpson stepped forward.

	“My name is Major Darrell Simpson. I’m in charge of the armed forces for this city.”

	He indicated Collins with a wave. “This is Sandor Collins, one of our scientists. I extend our greetings, although I can’t say these are pleasant circumstances.”

	“Agreed,” Matosse replied. He held out his staff. “Please accept this as a token, a cultural exchange between your people and mine. In the past, it was something all warring parties offered to each other on my world when they wished a cessation of hostilities. Do not worry. It is safe to take.”

	Simpson bobbed his head and stepped forward to take the staff. Randor observed the proceedings and wondered why the third person hadn’t been introduced yet, so for a change, he took the initiative. “Er, does the third member of your party have a name?”

	“Watch your mouth, kid,” Collins muttered under his breath.

	Matosse didn’t seem to be offended in the slightest, and let out a weary laugh. “Do not worry. It was my fault for not mentioning her.” He pointed to the third person. “This is our daughter, Minnara.”

	The girl bowed. Randor did the same, and through the faceplate of her mask, he saw her eyes. They were a bright maroon, something unusual and fascinating, and they seemed to simultaneously scan and catalog him and everything else in a single glance.

	Then he remembered the customs. “I’m Randor, one of the scientists here.”

	A huff came from the queen. “You are very young,” she said in the same commanding tone as her husband, although she sounded somewhat more pleasant. “Are you capable?”

	Wonderful, things had started off with a slight, but Randor understood, even though he didn’t like it. Young people were often ignored—lack of experience, lack of interaction. Well, they had the right to think so, even if they were mistaken.

	“He’s more than capable,” Collins chimed in with a defensive air. “His parents were bio-scientists, and he’s one of our best. That’s what you asked for.”

	“My apologies,” Hadla said, sounding somewhat contrite. “Our daughter is not much of a scientist. She is trained, like most of our people, in the art of war.”

	So the experts had been right. Their society was militaristic, after all. Randor filed that bit away for future reference.

	A sudden silence fell, and after a few awkward moments, Simpson gestured for everyone to follow him. “We will have our meeting inside our Main Hall. Do you require any special food or drink?”

	“No,” Matosse replied. “We wear these containment suits in order to stave off any additional infection. We also do not wish to transmit what we have. It is contagious among our people. We do not wish your people to experience the same thing.”

	That sounded so hypocritical. They’d been chucking missiles at Malloran for the past few months, and now they wanted peace?

	Still, the concept of infection piqued Randor’s interest, and he asked, “Infection?”

	Collins shot him a look that meant speak when spoken to, but the question had already been put on the table. Simpson glanced at the staff he held, and then at the queen.

	“It is a plague,” Hadla answered. “That is what this conflict has wrought upon us.”

	 


Chapter Three: Taking Leave, Part I

	 

	 

	Immediately, the human side of things buzzed about the arrival of a potential plague. The group had gone inside the main science hall and sat at the lone table

	Once seated, Matosse leaned back with a weary sigh accompanied by a grunt of pain. No one asked him about it, and he volunteered no information.

	While the human occupants seemed elated by the prospect of a ceasefire, Collins didn’t share in their happiness and made his distaste known by taking a chair and sitting away from the group, distancing himself from everyone else. He maintained a stony silence, aimlessly doodling a pattern on the floor with his foot, his mouth a grim slash.

	Randor had been sent to fetch a bottle of wine. There’d been only one distillery in New Portland, but that had been destroyed long ago by a Ripper.

	However, some brave souls had taken it upon themselves to carefully hide a few bottles of the real stuff. “Bring us a bottle of red wine,” Major Simpson ordered.

	Fetch and carry, that’s my life, Randor thought as he went to find the bottle of New Portland Red Sun. He brought it back and set in on the table with a flourish. Simpson uncorked it and poured out four glasses.

	No one touched theirs, however. No toast had been proposed, and no one thanked Randor for getting it in the first place.

	Matosse had stared at the bottle, touched something on the side his helmet and bent over to sniff the wine, but sat back and said nothing.

	As for Collins, he’d openly shown disdain for this ritual, grousing about the fact that good alcohol was wasted on the enemy.

	An uncomfortable silence descended while he glanced at Simpson and then back at the king. No one seemed to want to let the first words fly, so he grunted out his words in a low, barely intelligible voice.

	“Let me understand this. You came to our world knowing you were infected with some kind of plague, and you have the temerity to ask for a ceasefire?”

	His voice then rose to a shout of outrage. “You want this, after all the misery you caused? Do you know what we’ve lost, what I’ve lost?”

	“Sit down,” Simpson said, and his tone of authority overrode Collins’. “We are all aware of the deaths of your parents and your brother. I might remind you that others have suffered deaths in their families as well.”

	Then his voice got harder, like four-day-old bread. “You are not the only one, and you do not speak for the settlement here or the rest of the colonists, much less the natives of this world.

	“I’ll also remind you that this is not our world. We are here at the largesse of the Malloranian people. Don’t forget that, mister.”

	Collins gritted his teeth. “Sorry for getting personal, sir, but really, what kind of bullshit argument is this?”

	Matosse spoke
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