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                    A Sunburnt Country
                         Synopsis 

      Following the unexpected death of the despotic Emperor Jekobar in a duel with his once-exiled nephew, the state of Almost-war between the Commonwealth of Humanity and the Empire of the wolf-like Arukai has come to an abrupt end.  The frontier world of Jekobar’s Defiance – now temporarily christened Furnace – is in the process of being terraformed.  Ceded to humanity as war reparations, an Arukai team carrying out that Herculean task has been left in place to help train the humans arriving to finish the job.

     Fresh from combat missions rounding up stay Arukai warships after the Grand Armistice, Commander Tyson Naylor finds himself in charge of Northport, the main center of operations.  Having hardly ever heard of the place, he can’t help but wonder if it is a promotion or not.

     He takes over leadership from Criweela, an irascible female ‘kai clearly used to getting her own way.  Despite his ambivalent feelings towards his erstwhile enemy, Naylor slowly develops a grudging admiration for her.  Over the following months it turns into friendship as he struggles to come to terms with an unfamiliar culture and a species he has previously had little to do with.

     The main job on Furnace is treating escaping volcanic plumes with tailored algae and bacteria to hasten the day the atmosphere becomes breathable.  The planet’s mountains and desert climate offer significant challenges, and his concentration isn’t helped by the appearance of Uumqua, a female Superpet left behind by Criweela’s predecessor, Yutmajiir – as some sort of arcane practical joke, Naylor is forced assume.  

     She is the Base mascot, free to offer comfort and company to whoever requires her attentions.  She informs Naylor that she is also a Pleasure-model, trained in any sexual practices he may care to indulge in although that would not include anything involving the infliction of pain or suffering, either upon herself or her patrons.  Naylor explains awkwardly that his wife is listed Missing in Action, along with her ship.  Even if he were interested, there would be no way he could take Uumqua up on her offer.  To his relief she accepts his explanation gracefully and departs, leaving him sure the two still have unfinished business.   

     Distracted by Uumqua and Criweela’s constant dominance games, Naylor attempts to busy himself with work.  He slowly starts to develop an attraction towards her, but fails dismally when it comes to reading her body language.  Is she bluffing, or is she serious?  Only at Uumqua’s suggestion does he find a warning left by Yutmajiir that a small warship may have been hidden somewhere on Furnace awaiting an oportunity – any opportunity – to sabotage the Peace and restart the war in earnest.

     Months pass while they await developments.  Delivered via long-range message-pod, the news finally arrives that President Solheim is due to pay them a visit on his way to Homeworld to sign a formal Peace Treaty.  Naylor and Criweela are certain it is a golden opportunity for militants or terrorists to assassinate Solheim and destabilize the Peace.

     Along with the public-release bulletins, a second letter advises Naylor that what appear to be the remains of his wife’s ship have been found in a remote star-system along with those of another Arukai warship, also declared lost.  Both seem to have fired simultaneously, destroying each other in a mutually destructive encounter at the height of hostilities.

     When Solheim and his Navy escort land Naylor and Criweela take him on a tour of the planet’s major facilities, employing an android duplicate to act as bait.  Sure enough, during a sub-orbital trip a missile comes within meters of killing them.  The ship’s escape-capsule fires, and the emergency guidance program brings them down only meters from Northport’s twin station near the planet’s south pole.

     With only two pressure-suits between the three of them – the Solheim android cares nothing about being left behind  - they somehow manage to carry Uumqua inside.  Minutes later the unseen enemy vessel lands.  One of the crew blasts his way past the airlocks and threatens to blow up the entire complex unless they turn the President over immediately.  

     Naylor knows all he has to do is stall for time.  Alerted by the explosion in space, Navy needleships are no doubt on their way.  To their great surprise, the attacker turns out to be human.  Convinced his family was killed and eaten during the war, he refuses to listen to reason.  It is clear his way of taking revenge upon all Arukai-kind is starting the war up again in the expectation mankind will win.  Naylor realizes he is running out of time - he has no choice but to try and shoot before the threat is carried out.  In a brief, noisy gunfight he manages to wound the terrorist, but in their final confrontation Uumqua appears and throws herself on top of him before Naylor is gunned down.

     Outside, the hostile ship departs.  A flash of light high in the sky indicates an explosion – either the pilot has blown himself up to avoid capture and execution, or a Navy missile has brought him down.  While Naylor tries to come to terms with Uumqua’s self-sacrifice Criweela carrys her body over to one of the autodocs installed around the Loading Bay for medical emergencies.  After an agonizing wait the ‘doc restores Uumqua to life, bringing her back from death in the nick of time.

     Taking their survival as an omen, Criweela makes her final attempt to secure Naylor’s love.  To her relief, he finally accepts that she has been pursuing him honestly all along.  Her jibes and jokes were nothing more than instinctive attempts to mask her loneliness, and the two consummate their fractious relationship in a union that bodes well for future relations between the two races.

