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Prologue
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In the boundless depths of space, the starliner “Nebula Drifter” sails serenely until an unforeseen disaster strikes. A malfunction within its state-of-the-art navigation system sends the ship veering disastrously off course. Engulfed by a celestial anomaly, the vessel and its eclectic group of passengers—Aliana, Bernard, Len, Jenna, and the mysterious reptilian duo Org and Siliam among them—are cast into an uncharted sector of the galaxy.

Destiny, it seems, has not abandoned them entirely. The ragtag survivors find themselves orbiting an obscure planet, designated Haven-42. Initially believed to be barren, the world reveals itself as a treasure trove of untapped resources. With no rescue in sight, the passengers band together, pooling their diverse skills to forge a makeshift colony amidst the alien landscape.

As they adjust to their new reality, the dynamics among the survivors grow complex. Old rivalries and nascent friendships begin to shape the social fabric of their settlement. Len’s arrogance and Jenna’s haughty demeanor fuel undercurrents of discord, while the burgeoning relationship between Aliana and Bernard offers a glimmer of hope and unity.

However, not all is as peaceful as it seems. As days turn into weeks, unsettling occurrences begin to ripple through the colony. Shadows flicker in the corner of visions, and whispers haunt their new homes, hinting at hidden dangers lurking within their makeshift paradise.

Beneath the surface of their collective struggle for survival, an ominous threat brews, challenging the fragile harmony of their community. The survivors must confront the reality that they might not be alone on Haven-42, as something—or someone—watches from the darkness.
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Chapter 1: The Nebula Drifter’s Fateful Detour
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Aliana maneuvered through the throng of passengers with the grace of a trained athlete, her gaze fixed on the departure screen. The sleeves of her shirt slid up to reveal the toned muscles of her arms—a testament to her years of fieldwork in rugged terrains, hunting for the universe’s most elusive fungi. She brushed a lock of brunette hair from her face, tucking it behind her ear as she leaned closer to the holographic display, her brown eyes scanning for the gate number to Arista-2.

Aliana was the first aboard the sleek passenger liner departing from Marinigo, a bustling, industrialized planet. Her destination: the enigmatic moon of Arista-2, which orbits the vast gas giant Krato-Deviane in the luminous Helianthus Star Cluster of the Elysian Spiral galaxy. Consumed by thoughts of her mission, she couldn’t help but wonder: would this endeavor succeed or spiral into chaos like the haunting memories of her previous attempt?

Although excited about her stay on Arista-2, Aliana was not particularly thrilled about the long journey ahead. It would take more than three cosmic days to arrive. 

Her trip to Arista-2 would bring her face to face with one of the rarest fungi ever discovered in the universe: Cardiocyptus Sanguifluus, also known as the ‘bleeding heart fungi.’ Only seven such specimens had ever been found.

Aliana surveyed the passengers as they filed into the liner one by one. The only difference between this interplanetary craft and a typical terrestrial aircraft was its size; the interior had the same dull rows of seats found on Earth-bound flights. “If only I had more money, I could have booked a cabin,” she thought to herself.

A commotion erupted as a man began arguing with one of the crew members. Eventually, he sauntered toward her and plopped down in the seat beside her. “Bloody morons,” he grumbled, not even offering a greeting. “Can you believe they won’t let me bring my music player?” He didn’t pause for her to answer. “How do they expect us to survive this boring trip?” he continued, ranting about his perceived mistreatment.

Aliana lowered her head, realizing her trip had just become far more tedious than she had hoped. Three cosmic days next to this grumpy man were the last thing she needed. From the corner of her eye, she noticed someone standing beside her unpleasant neighbor. Intrigued, she lifted her head. A young man around her age was smiling back at her.

The young man was well-built, with thick black hair and piercing blue eyes. His countenance exuded confidence. “Excuse me, sir. You are sitting in my seat,” he said without a trace of rudeness.

The grumpy man’s eyes narrowed, his voice dripping with disbelief. “Are you talking to me?” he sneered, his tone laced with scorn.

Bernard met his gaze steadily, an easy confidence in his voice. “Yes, I believe there’s been a misunderstanding. This seat,” he gestured to the number, “is assigned to me, 18.”

“That’s hogwash! This here’s my spot. Scram, find another,” the man retorted, thrusting his device towards Bernard with a virtual ticket displayed.

With a calm, measured move, Bernard took the device, his fingers swiping the screen gently to reveal a critical detail. “If you’ll observe,” he said, pointing to the screen, his tone patient but firm, “your seat is actually 81. It appears you’re about three dozen rows off course.”

Undeterred by this setback, the grumpy man spat out, “Screw off! I’m sitting here. You can take 81; the seats are the same.” His face flushed red as if all the blood in his body were rushing to his cheeks.

Keeping his composure, the young man gripped the grumpy man’s shoulder and effortlessly pulled him out of the seat. “I’m afraid they’re not the same. This seat has a lovely lady beside it, while 81 is sandwiched between two Reptilians.” 

The combination of being forcefully removed and the intense pain in his shoulder rendered the grumpy man speechless. Muttering threats about lawyers and lawsuits, he retreated to the back of the ship.

Grinning, Aliana’s new companion introduced himself. “Good day, madam. My name is Bernard, Bernard Jobero. I apologize if I’ve disturbed you.”

Taken aback, Aliana found her voice. “No, you didn’t disturb me; you did me a favor,” she said, realizing she hadn’t introduced herself. “I’m Aliana, pleased to meet you.”

Minutes later, the crew announced that takeoff was imminent. Slowly, the passenger liner began its vertical ascent into the heavens. Shortly after, it activated its warp drives and vanished into space, embarking on a three cosmic day journey.

***
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IT DIDN’T TAKE LONG before Aliana and Bernard broke the ice and started sharing stories and dreams with each other. Aliana learned that Bernard was an adventurer, merely stopping over on Arista-2 before heading to Krato-Deviane, a gas giant where he planned to do specialized skydiving.

As the hours passed slowly, Aliana dozed off. When she woke up, she realized Bernard was no longer seated next to her. Without thinking much of it, she started reading an article about bleeding heart fungi. She noticed Bernard a few rows ahead, deeply engrossed in a serious discussion with another person. Their eyes met, and he immediately paused, said something, and returned to his seat. “I was just discussing my upcoming adventure with someone who wants to write a story about it,” he said, although his explanation didn’t entirely convince her.

Aliana couldn’t help but wonder why he felt the need to explain his conversation; it wasn’t as if he owed her an explanation. ‘Is he feeling guilty about something?’ she wondered.

The next two days seemed endless. The food was tasteless, the virtual reality movies bored her, and the seats were uncomfortable. Aliana turned toward Bernard. “I don’t think I can take much more. How much longer?” she asked, making a face as if she were about to cry.

Bernard, ever the optimist, answered with a big smile. “We’ll make it. We might not be able to sit comfortably for a while, but we’re almost there. Just six more cosmic hours and we’ll be free of this torture chamber!” he declared.

Aliana smiled back. “How’s Grumpy doing between those two massive Reptilians? Do you think he can breathe?” she asked, flashing a mischievous smile.

Bernard turned in his seat to look toward the back of the spacecraft. “Oh, I didn’t know he knew sign language,” he remarked, visibly surprised.

“Really? What’s he saying?” Aliana asked.

Bernard chuckled. “I can’t repeat what he said in front of a lady, but trust me, it’s not polite.” After a pause, he added, “His real name is Len Fardiggs. He’s a qualified medical doctor.”

Aliana raised her eyebrows. “How do you know that?”

“I saw his name when I swapped our tickets,” Bernard replied.

“You swapped the tickets? So, he was supposed to sit here?” Aliana asked, incredulous.

Bernard bit his lip. “I’m not proud of it, but given the choice between sitting next to two Reptilians or you,” he paused, “I think I made the right decision,” he said, a large grin spreading across his face.

Aliana shook her head, smiling. Two dimples appeared on her cheeks, making her look young and innocent. “Well, you may have saved my life or prevented a murder. He would’ve either bored me to death, or I would’ve strangled him. Either way, you saved a life.”

Bernard was about to respond when the spaceship began to shake, as if encountering turbulence. The lights dimmed, and a wave of panic swept through the cabin.

The ship stabilized, and the lights returned, but Aliana was still clutching her armrests tightly. “What was that?” she asked. Before Bernard could answer, all hell broke loose.

The spaceship shook violently before entering a spin. The stars outside appeared to be revolving around the ship, rather than the ship spinning on its own axis. Alarms blared, and then the lights went out. Aliana instinctively grabbed Bernard’s arm. He tried to comfort her, but the chaotic events continued. People were screaming, children were crying, and lights flashed past them like lost souls.

Finally, after what felt like hours but was only a few minutes, the ship calmed down, drifting in endless space with only distant stars visible.

“Wow, that was intense!” Bernard exclaimed as he gently released Aliana’s hand. People started using their mobile QE-devices, which emitted an eerie yellow light due to the quantum entanglement technology they utilized.

“Stay here. I’m going to talk to the pilots to understand what happened. I’ll be back soon,” Bernard told Aliana before heading toward the front of the ship.

A few minutes later, emergency lights illuminated the cabin, somewhat relieving the tension. Bernard returned from the cockpit and sat next to Aliana. “They don’t know what caused it, but on the bright side, nothing critical was damaged. They’re powering up the engines, but it’ll take some time,” he informed her.

About twenty minutes later, the lights were fully restored, and the faint hum of the hyperdrives could be heard. A crew member quickly approached Bernard and whispered something in his ear. “They need me to help move something that fell over. I’ll be right back,” he said, following the crew member toward the cockpit.

Aliana sensed that Bernard wasn’t telling her the whole truth but chose not to press him further.

After fifteen agonizing minutes, Captain Lorentino Arika finally addressed the passengers via hologram. “We’re still investigating what happened, but rest assured, the ship is functional with minimal damage to our long-distance navigation equipment. There’s a habitable planet less than ten billion miles away, and we’ll attempt a landing for repairs. Please stay in your seats until we give the all-clear,” he announced, before concluding the broadcast.

Bernard returned to his seat. Aliana looked at him, her face showing clear signs of concern. “So, how did the heavy lifting go?” she asked, her voice tinged with sarcasm.

“Okay, I lied. I’m an IPO agent specializing in digital technology and long-distance communication. That’s how I knew Grumpy’s real name and why I could swap our tickets. The crew knows that, and I’m obligated to assist, even while on leave,” Bernard admitted. “Please, keep this to yourself; otherwise, everyone will expect me to have all the answers, and I don’t.”

Aliana paused, sensing that Bernard wasn’t revealing everything. “So, if you’re an IPO agent, why haven’t you called for help?” she asked, a hint of sarcasm in her voice.

Bernard sighed. “QE devices, based on quantum entanglement, should allow for faster-than-light communication, but for some reason, they’re not working. We don’t even know where we are. That’s why I suggested landing on that planet. It has oxygen, water, and all other necessary attributes.”

Aliana looked more puzzled than ever. “What’s the alternative?” she asked.

“The only alternative,” Bernard said, locking eyes with her, “seems to be floating aimlessly in space until we run out of fuel, food, and water.”

***
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THE PLANET WAS NOW visible to the naked eye, floating in space like a large blue-green marble that quickly grew to the size of a soccer ball. The pilots skillfully orbited the planet and scanned its surface for a suitable landing spot.

After approximately half a cosmic hour, the spaceship began its descent into the planet’s atmosphere. This time, the turbulence was genuine but not as severe as one might expect. The spacecraft descended lower and lower until features became distinguishable on the surface—mountains, lakes, oceans, and rivers. As they went lower still, it was clear that most of the planet was covered in dense vegetation.

After what felt like an eternity, the spacecraft became stationary on a plateau next to a river. Bernard rose from his seat and looked at Aliana. “I will have to go first, the joy of being an IPO agent,” he explained.

As the small emergency door of the spacecraft opened, Bernard slowly exited and set foot on the planet. “Well, I’ve breathed the air and I’m not dead. That’s a good sign,” he mused to himself.

He took a few steps away from the spacecraft and stopped, looking in all directions. He cleaned his ears with his little fingers and listened. “Am I deaf?” he wondered. Picking up a stone, he threw it at a rock and was relieved to hear the sound when the two collided.

Bernard realized there were no sounds of vehicles, humans, machines, or even birds and animals. He walked closer to the river and indeed, the water was performing its own symphony as it ran over the rocks and created small waterfalls.

The planet was not dead, but it was empty; it had only plants and no other biological life forms. Bernard walked back to the spacecraft. Before reporting to the captain, he approached Aliana.

She looked at him with a hint of excitement. “What is it like outside?” she asked, her voice tinged with an eagerness that belied her underlying nervousness. The unknowns of the planet loomed large in her imagination, a frontier of endless possibilities that both excited and unnerved her.

Bernard’s hesitation and his words struck a chord within her. “I’m not sure; it could be heaven or it could be hell. I guess we’ll have to decide. In my opinion, there are no biological life forms on this planet. You may yet discover a new species of fungi!” His attempt at reassurance sparked a flicker of professional excitement within her—the prospect of discovering unknown fungi thrilled her as a scientist. Yet, his ambiguous description of the planet as potentially both heaven and hell echoed her own conflicted feelings. The absence of other life forms painted a picture of serene, unspoiled landscapes in her mind, a haven for a mycologist. However, the silence and emptiness also whispered of isolation, a stark reminder of their remoteness from familiar worlds.

Aliana stood on the brink of a vast, unexplored biological expanse, her heart lifted by the prospect of discovery yet heavy with the isolation of their surroundings. She felt the paradox of being pioneers in an alien world, simultaneously excited by the abundant plant life and unsettled by the eerie silence and lack of animal life around them. This blend of emotions captured the unique challenge of their situation—a landscape rich in vegetation but missing the familiar signs of animal activity.

More than a cosmic hour later, one hundred and eight people, two Reptilians, and one Grey set foot on the planet under an unfamiliar star. What the future held was uncertain.

Len came running from the side of the river. “I told you the water is perfectly safe to drink!” he proclaimed, then collapsed.
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Chapter 2: Forced Settlement
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Bernard hurried over to where Len was lying on the ground, convulsing. “Does anyone in the group have medical expertise?” he yelled. A man in his mid-thirties stepped forward. “I’m a trained medic,” he announced, approaching Len and turning him onto his side to check his vital signs.

“He’s alive; his heartbeat is slightly elevated. We need to induce vomiting. Does anyone have a suitable fluid for this?”

Org, the largest of the Reptilians, advanced and offered what looked like a bag of white milk. With a deep, gravelly voice, he said, “Reptilian food, safe. It will make him vomit,” articulating the words in broken English tinged with a heavy Reptilian accent.

The medic seemed to pay little attention as he improvised a funnel using the aluminum cover from a piece of radio equipment brought by the pilots from the spaceship. “Hold him!” he commanded before inserting the makeshift funnel into Len’s throat and pouring the milk-like liquid, compelling the unconscious man to swallow.

Seconds later, Len convulsed even more intensely, expelling the white liquid and spraying it around. Org looked pleased in the background, mumbling, “He vomited.” The medic used water from a container to rinse Len’s face and mouth. “I think he’s going to be fine; he seems to be recovering,” he stated.

Aliana knelt beside the medic as he helped Len sit up. “Thank you; you’ve saved his life. What’s your name?” she inquired warmly.

The medic turned to her, his bald head gleaming in the bright light. “My name is Rastelian; I’m from Delokara.”

Bernard also voiced his thanks. “You did a fantastic job. What do you think caused this?”

Rastelian shook his head. “I can’t be sure, but the symptoms are consistent with those of an overdose,” he said, walking back to retrieve his small bag of personal items.

Regaining consciousness, Len spat angrily. “What the hell happened?” he questioned, surveying the area.

Jenna, a woman of robust build, waddled over. She pushed back her disheveled gray hair and said, “You drank untested water and nearly died, which would’ve saved us considerable inconvenience,” she added.

Len continued to spit, resembling a highly agitated cobra. “The taste in my mouth is horrendous. You should’ve just let me die,” he griped.

Org’s lip curled, revealing his sharp reptilian teeth. If a Reptilian could laugh, that was the moment.

Captain Arika addressed the group. “Everyone, exercise caution and refrain from consuming anything not sourced from the ship. Stay with the group; we still need to evaluate this environment. Incidents like these are counter-productive.”

Jenna retorted, her tone more accusatory than inquisitive, “So, are we supposed to sleep in that uncomfortable passenger liner or set up camp?”

After a brief conversation with Bernard, the captain responded, “The choice is yours, but if you opt to camp outside, stay near the ship. Although we know this planet only has plant life, it’s better to be safe than sorry.”

Jenna attempted to pose more questions, but Arika dismissed her and returned to the spaceship, leaving Jenna grumbling, “Once we get out of this mess, I’m suing them. Now I have to think for them and make the decisions!” Her words were largely disregarded by the other passengers.

***
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BERNARD WALKED OVER to Aliana. “So, what are you going to do? Set up camp or sleep in the ship?” he asked, tilting his head to the side.

“I brought basic camping equipment because I planned to camp while searching for the ‘bleeding heart fungi.’ I will find a spot outside,” she replied. Bernard playfully grabbed her arm. “Come, let’s walk around and see where the best place to camp would be!” She smiled and followed him. 

The landing site was perched on a flat plateau, surrounded by towering cliffs of jagged obsidian rock that glistened under the light of the four moons. Below, dense vegetation stretched endlessly, a tangle of fern-like leaves and thick vines that seemed to shift restlessly as if stirred by some invisible force. Strange purple flowers, glowing faintly, dotted the landscape like stars scattered across a green canvas. 

The air held a metallic tang, and a low hum reverberated through the ground. As Bernard and Aliana strolled cautiously through this unfamiliar terrain, their voices echoed against the cliffs, mingling with the whispers of unseen winds. Then they heard it—a soft, hollow cry, unlike anything human or animal, drifting from the depths of the jungle. 

Both stopped in their tracks. Aliana looked at Bernard with wide eyes. “I thought there was no animal life on this planet!”

Bernard pushed Aliana behind him and cautiously moved in the direction from which they had heard the sound. Aliana’s heart pounded in her chest, but her curiosity was too strong to keep her behind. They cautiously advanced toward a massive plant that looked like a combination of a fern and a tree. It towered over the landscape, its circumference no less than twenty feet. The sound had quieted, but Bernard continued to approach the fern-like tree, with Aliana trailing just behind him.

Suddenly, there was a snort, and a snake-like head popped out of a large hole in the colossal plant. The sudden appearance caught both Bernard and Aliana off guard. Bernard jumped back, colliding with Aliana, and together they tumbled over. Aliana released a scream so loud it was heard by the passengers on the spaceship.

Holding a trembling Aliana, Bernard looked at the creature towering over them. “Bloody hell, Org! You’ll give me a heart attack! What the hell are you doing in the tree?” he asked, relieved to see it was one of their Reptilian companions and not some kind of monster.

Org’s lips parted, revealing his thin, sharp teeth in a Reptilian smile. “Me like trees; that hole is my camp, me sleep there,” he said in his broken English, as he turned and disappeared back into the hole in the plant.

Aliana burst into laughter, and Bernard joined in. “I thought we were going to be eaten!” she exclaimed between laughs. Bernard shook his head, reluctant to release her as she began to loosen herself from his embrace.

***
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BACK AT THE SPACECRAFT, there was a heated argument between Len, who had recovered but was still spitting to remove the lingering taste of reptilian food from his mouth, and Jenna. Jenna’s cheeks flushed red as she stood with her hands on her hips, looking like a teapot. “I insist! We should camp in a circle around the spacecraft! That way, we’ll all have an equal distance to run if danger comes our way!”

Len spat again before responding. “Even if I camp on the other side of the river, I’ll beat you to the spacecraft!” he retorted.

Bernard approached the duo as they faced off. “Jenna, let him go down and save yourself. Be strategic; find yourself a spot close to the spacecraft and let him suffer.”

Jenna pondered his words for a moment. “You’re right; we’ll see who laughs last,” she said, turning around and walking away with a waggle.

Len confronted Bernard. “Trying to be clever? You won’t get rid of me that easily! I’ll survive, and once we’re off this hell-hole, I’ll sue you for every Cosmic Credit you have!”

Bernard smiled. “I don’t understand why; you seemed to enjoy yourself between our two reptilian friends. I see you’ve even shared food with them now.”

Len looked as though he might pass out again from anger, as he had previously from drinking the water. “I’ll get you! You don’t know me; your day will come!” he declared, turning to place his belongings not far from where Jenna was attempting to construct something from dried plant material.

Smoleris, the only Grey in the group, approached Aliana and Bernard. Bernard despised communicating with Greys, who projected their telepathic thoughts directly into your mind, violating your privacy. “We have a big problem,” the Grey’s thoughts resonated in Bernard’s mind.

“Why do you say that?” Bernard asked, with Aliana inquiring, “Say what?”

Smoleris continued. “If my calculations are correct, we’ll be here for a very long time. I’m not even sure we’re in the same universe anymore.”

This was not what Bernard had hoped for. “Please re-evaluate your calculations and confirm when you’re certain,” he requested, with Aliana asking, “Confirm what?”

“Aliana, Greys communicate telepathically; I was talking to Smoleris,” Bernard clarified, leaving Aliana blushing. “Oh my gosh, I didn’t know that!” she stammered, offering an apology to Smoleris. “No, it’s not working for me; this guy talks in my head!” she said and walked away.

As the planet grew darker, rotating on its axis and dimming the light from its star, Bernard gathered his belongings. “Let’s find a place to camp,” he told Aliana, and they walked away from the spacecraft. Most good spots were already claimed by the other hundred and nine passengers. They returned to where they’d been surprised by Org and decided to set up camp not far from his tree.

Aliana unpacked her neatly folded tent and looked for the right spot to place it. “You don’t snore, do you?” she asked Bernard, who was clearing a spot for his camp with some dry plant material. “Not that I’m aware of, but you might want to ask Org as well,” he said, pointing at the large reptilian who was observing them from his tree.

Soon after dark, Aliana entered her small tent, switched on a light, and changed into her pajamas. The light cast her shadow on the tent material. Outside, Bernard sighed as he looked appreciatively at the silhouette. In his mind, he wanted more than just a shadow—much more!

***

[image: ]


THE LUSH PLANT LIFE on the planet made it an ideal place to start a fire without the risk of it spreading through the undergrowth. Aliana opened a container of plant-based sausages and warmed them over the fire that Bernard had built. “I hope some of these plants are edible and that we find a clean water source soon,” she said, offering two sausages to Bernard, who eagerly accepted them.

With half a sausage in his mouth, Bernard replied, “Yeah, we could test the plants on Len and Jenna. Let’s start by eliminating the plants that look more dangerous.”

“That’s not a nice thing to say!” Aliana exclaimed but then paused, adding, “However, I sort of agree.”

“You’re a botanist; you should be able to find us something to eat,” Bernard said, munching on his second sausage.

“I am, but my real passion is mycology,” she clarified. Bernard wiped his mouth and licked his fingers after finishing the sausages. “Then we’ll eat mushrooms. I can live with that.”

Holding out the last sausage to Bernard, Aliana elaborated on her expertise. “I’m excited to analyze the plants and fungi here. I might have the most valuable device anyone in this group could possess.”

Intrigued, Bernard asked, “What might that be?” as he swallowed the last bite of his sausage.

Aliana gave him a mysterious glance. “How do I know you won’t rob me and sell it on the black market?” she joked.

After a moment’s thought, Bernard answered, “I doubt it; the black market is currently limited to Len and Jenna, and I’d rather jump off a cliff than negotiate with them.”

Grinning at Bernard’s wit, Aliana said, “I have a SpectroNexus Analyzer. I planned to use it in my search for the ‘bleeding heart’ fungi, but it can do much more than just analyze fungi samples.”

Giving Aliana his full attention, Bernard queried, “What type of an Analyzer is that?” Shaking her head, she clarified, “A SpectroNexus Analyzer is a pocket-sized device that combines mass spectrometry, gas chromatography, high-performance liquid chromatography, infrared spectroscopy, and nuclear magnetic resonance. It can instantly analyze any material down to the molecular and even subatomic levels.”

Bernard’s grin returned. “Impressive! You’re not just cute and sexy; you’re also smart!” With a wink, she replied, “Charm will get you nowhere. My tent is only big enough for one.” Bernard sighed, “Mine could easily fit two,” but Aliana was already busy putting out the fire and preparing for the night.

***
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IT WAS NOT PARTICULARLY dark on the planet; with four visible moons, two of which were rather large, there was always sufficient light to recognize shapes and figures in adequate detail. Aliana lay down on her small sleeping bag, which she had inflated to make more comfortable. Much was on her mind.

Many things had transpired since she left Marinigo. She had departed with the expectation of finding a rare fungus, but now she was developing a romantic interest in an IPO agent. They were lost on a strange planet in an unknown location, and to top it all off, she was listening to the sound of a reptilian snoring in a tree not far from her tent!

She dozed off but was awakened by voices. The planet was eerily quiet, and sound traveled far. Peering through the gauze in the top part of her tent, she saw that Bernard’s tent was open and he was missing.

After a few minutes, the conversation ceased and she heard footsteps approaching. Pretending to sleep, she soon realized it was Bernard. He walked to her tent, stared at it for some time, and then returned to his own tent. The night fell silent again, except for the snoring of Org.
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