                    Bitter Wine
                       by G. L. Parry

     At long last, humanity has made First-Contact. 100 light-years from Earth in Ursa Major, on a small planet orbiting the gas-giant Nero, the goat-like Hran appear to be the fulfillment of that age-old dream.  To begin with, things go well on the planetoid christened Octavia in a star-system whose names pay tribute to the Julio-Claudian dynasty which once ruled ancient Rome.  Then, one after another, members of the first exploration Team start to disappear only to turn up days later with no memories to explain their absence.  Smelling a rat, the ship’s AI severs contact and cuts the mission short.  It is four years before another crew arrives, aware something is wrong but not knowing what.  For months the Hran restrain themselves, but when their first abductee dies unexpectedly the Team again flees before more suffer the same fate.

     However, Octavia is a honey-pot the Commonwealth cannot resist: a living laboratory teeming with life crying out to be studied and catalogued.  When a full Research Team arrives, on-guard and armed to the teeth, it is Leigh Storey’s job to fly the scientists to and from their remote outposts scattered across the surface.  When an aircraft accident leaves him stranded and alone in the wilds, following a small party of wandering natives is his best hope for survival.

     Rescued after a near-fatal fall, he knows what the final outcome will be.  To his shock, the Hran’s master-plan is revealed as far greater than anyone could ever have imagined.  Against the odds he finds himself able to fight back against their drug-induced mind-control and manages to escape with his memory intact.  The Commonwealth must know, but is abandoning the Hran forever a price worth paying, and how will humanity handle the ugly truth? 







