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Trapped on Predator Planet







By Vicky L. Holt







Dedication


To Max. Your determination is remarkable. 
You inspire me to keep trying every day.





Chapter 1


“To truly understand what we are, and what we are part of, requires knowing that unshaped wild—that is where the bones lie.” William E. Glassley 
Joan Wu
“VELMA, any luck on communications?” Standing near the monitors when she answered, I glanced at the muted video showing humans and aliens laughing and talking inside a sleek alien ship.
“Negative, Joan,” she said. “I will keep trying.”
“Mark the time, please,” I said.
“Day thirteen on Ikthe,” VELMA said. “Noon hour on adjusted local time. Would you like a rations update?”
“No thanks,” I said as I slid my knife blade along the thick white root I held in my right hand. “If these are edible, I’ll be fine.” I looked through my viewport over the bog where countless reeds clustered at its banks. If being the operative word.
A growing pile of uprooted plants behind me indicated my luck so far: bad. Every leaf, stem, pod, and vine I’d passed through the scanner had shown dangerous levels of toxins for humans. To be fair, my sampling came exclusively from the island. There could be other options across the bog.
Removing the root’s casing, I pulled out the tender flesh reminiscent of bamboo shoots crossed with cattails. Placing it in the clear box, I waited for the scanner’s results.
“Initial scan reveals the presence of manganese, vitamin K, and iron, as well as the presence of the flavonoid pigment anthocyanin,” VELMA said. “However, due to the concentration of cyanogenic glycosides, these roots will need to be heated before consuming.”
“Just like bamboo shoots or cassava,” I said, and pulled out the specimen. “Well good, I can cross that off the list.”
After thirteen days, VELMA knew to pull up my rudimentary checklist and place a red checkmark inside the little box next to Find Sustainable Food Source. At least I wouldn’t die of starvation. Right away.
Sparing another glance to the silent video, I brushed off the remaining bits of purple reeds from my pants and then gathered up the pile of foraged flora. My helmet secured, I activated the hatch and walked out onto the island.
VELMA had found the only spot of dry land capable of supporting the EEP’s weight in the vast bog I now called home.
An island of solid ground in a sea of mucky water that bubbled and popped, it boasted a crude diameter of three and three quarters meters, and not quite half of that was the space taken up by the pod. But small as it was, it had a variety of plants from which I’d pulled fruits, leaves, stems and roots for possible consumption. Of course, they’d all struck out except for the vibrant purple reeds that surrounded the entire island. My water filtration system treated the bog-water, and with those two factors, I knew I wouldn’t die from starvation or dehydration.
Hands on hips, I stared across the bog at the pacing rokhura.
Eunice was another matter, entirely.
“How’s it goin’ over there?” I shouted and waved.
Her dark orange throat sac billowed, but just as VELMA had taught me, no sound detectable to human ears came out. A line of drool stretched from her gaping narrow tooth-filled jaw to the ground which her huge talons clawed. Even from across the bog she looked as big as an elephant with her huge dino-like dark green body, powerful hind legs and tail, and long, slender front legs tipped with deadly claws.
Eunice had shown up on day five in which I’d stayed inside the pod for twelve hours sweating it out. In spite of VELMA’s lecture series I nicknamed “Fecal Matters”, I wasn’t convinced the rokhura wouldn’t jump in the bog and march its way to my ship, cracking it open like a Baugo Nut from Jeppsit 5.
When it became evident she wouldn’t dip a single claw into the bog, I ventured out and introduced myself. A walking buddy she was not, but she was a good listener.
“Great news, Eunice!” I said. “I can eat these roots! Just have to cook them first.” My external mic carried my voice across the bog where Eunice cocked her head.
I waved again and then got to work, kneeling at the shore to yank up a handful of the purple plants with white roots. It took significant elbow grease, but I managed to harvest four. I’d need to start slow and make sure my body could digest the fiber after so many days on the MRE packs.
Back inside, I pressed on the panel for the cook surface and heated the peeled roots until the outside was charred and the pulp inside was mushy.
“Flush the air vents,” I told VELMA, and when the pulse of air stopped, I removed my helmet.
The pungent tang of baked broccoli assaulted my nose in spite of VELMA’s venting; not a great sign that the reed was going to taste amazing, but fresh produce was fresh produce.
I bit off a chunk and chewed, the texture identical to undercooked bamboo but the flavor more “bland potato” with hints of overcooked Brussels sprouts. Chewing took a lot of work; I’d have to try boiling, sauteing and baking next.
“How is it?” VELMA asked.
Swallowing, I grimaced as the lump went down. “It’s chewy and mostly tasteless,” I said. “All things considered, I’d say that’s a win for Joan and VELMA.”
Salting the remaining portion from my limited stash of seasoning, I settled into the chair to eat the rest.
“Let’s go over the heart home myth one more time,” I said and bit into the root. The salt helped immensely, and VELMA pulled up video feed from the assorted conversations featuring Theraxl hunters and my fellow humans.
For whatever reason, my comms still wouldn’t send, but VELMA managed to receive, so upon waking from cryosleep a dozen days ago, I’d received all the vital information a survivor could need on Ikthe as well as the short histories of the three other women who’d landed here.
VELMA, the penultimate achievement in humans creating an evolving neural network, was my personal tour guide for Predator Planet, resident chemist, encyclopedia, therapist, and glorified poop scanner. She was also the source for entertainment and a great sounding board for my ideas. And lastly, she’d found her way into alien technology, and could access the archives of the alien race whose hunting grounds we’d inadvertently begun colonizing. Thankfully, the physiological phenomenon known as ‘finding one’s heart mate’ was making the transition from human interloper to loving companion nearly effortless. Minus all of the deadly wildlife interactions, of course.
Naturally, I was skeptical until VELMA showed me snippets of footage where the huge alien hunters interacted with the human women. Unless VELMA was curating the videos with bias, everything showed mutual respect, teamwork, and community. I’ll admit, I was flabbergasted.
In another lifetime, I might have fancied myself interested in participating in such an arrangement, but David had been my entire world. My soul mate. No one could replace him, least of all an alien from another galaxy. While I could admit to a healthy curiosity of my colleague’s surprising circumstances, I knew I wouldn’t be part of it.




Chapter 2


Raxkarax
“Holy Goddesses, guide my weapons that they would strike true,” I whispered as I crouched among the gray tangle of thorny brambles, using the telescoping feature of my sight-capture to spy on the Tree Thief. Its bulk indicated by the heat-sensing scanner in my helmet, the yellow and red blob dug into the parched soil searching for sand grubs. 
If I so much as scratched an itch, the dried branches surrounding me would announce my presence like a cannon-shot, so I waited. The Tree Thief’s fur coat would aid in my journey to the Agothe-Fatheza, and there she was, an answer to the first of my unuttered prayers. Now I sought my Goddesses’ light, because already, my heart protested its confines; should my heart leave its home while I battled a citizen of Ikthe, who would rescue the human?
No Iktheka traversed the Agothe-Fatheza and lived. So told the hunters amongst themselves.
Swallowing a humorless chuckle, I eased into my crouch, careful not to brush against the brambles. Once the Tree Thief found the sand grub’s nest, their squalling would pierce the silence here in the Barrens and I would attack.
Hot breath found a path down the back of my neck between my helmet and back panel joint.
Kathe.
Another Tree Thief had found me.
Grips on both weapons tightening, I rolled to my back, crashing into the bramble and howling as I thrust my weapons into the huge animal; it was but a giant orange blur, courtesy my heat-sensing lens, and now was splashed with hot-red where my weapons tore at it. In only a jotik its grub-hungry companion would join the fray; I must kill with precision.
My parries had only deflected its attack; I drove my left sword into its thoracic cavity, a mortal wound. Rolling out of the way, I turned my head in time to see its companion loping toward me, thermal imaging revealing a white-hot maw open in its rage.
I hadn’t time to jump to my feet, so I met its lunge with pointed weapons, my arms extended straight at it, and I braced myself for its crushing weight when my weapons pierced it through.
Bathed in its blood, I took a rotik to breathe and relax my muscles.
The Goddesses had sent not one, but two, Tree Thief coats, that I might adorn the mate of my heart with one while I wore the other.
“It is well,” I said to the sky and heaved the carcass off my armor.
Dressing the meat and furs with care, at days’ end I had two fine coats and meat roasting over a smoking fire. This distance into the Barrens, I had likely killed the elder and younger sister dominant pair in this region. But it wouldn’t do to let down my guard, therefore I kept my eyes focused on the darkness and my ears tuned to the sounds of the night.
I had achieved the first of my many quests. But as the Ikthekal were wont to say of a day’s successful hunt, tomorrow may hold death as easily as life. But sleep first.
Grunting, I savored a bite of roasted meat and let my mind wander from the paths of tomorrow’s tasks to speculating from which star our human friends had journeyed. I’d lost count of the times I missed the comfort of my own ship still docked in the fortress’s hangar while sleeping under the stars these past weeks. 
My ship, like Naraxthel’s, boasted similar bunks, storage, hygiene facility and the comforts of Ikshe, but it also had twice the engine power of Naraxthel’s. Extra forays into Ikthe’s most dangerous places resulted in exotic items I traded for parts. With my frequent engine upgrades, I could fly farther than Ikthe, even when it was in aphelion, and I often had.
Of a season, I had been known to push farther into the eternal night of space, my curiosity never sated, until returning to the hangar, my duty to the sisters ever before me. If I had my ship now, after all we’d learned of the queen’s treacherous ways, would I still feel so bound to my duty? 
The life of duty was considered a noble one, and many Theraxl songs detailed its attributes; oft had I recited my own duties to the Sister Goddesses and to myself when the whimsical chorus of the distant stars had beckoned me.
Never had I allowed the entertainment of the idea to shirk the jobs bestowed upon me.
But now? Now the duties dug like barbs into my skin, like poisoned Shel, and they threatened to drown not only me, but Ikshe as well. Tasked with burdens that did not lift those of the sisters and children on Ikshe, of what good were they? Following the queen’s whims did not ease suffering but caused more.
Never before had the possibility of changing my life’s course been so tangible as it was these many past days, as if I had but to reach forward and grasp it out of the air.
But now a new tether bound me to Ikthe with more strength than any queen could boast. It would snap and break once my heart mate was at my side. Then could we choose our new life together, and it would be free of the queen’s strictures.
“VELMA, have you an update for me?” I asked the humans’ technology. 
“Not at this time,” she said. “Calculations show SLO nosecone number one should pass in a quarter zatik.”
“Very well.” In spite of the “net” encircling Ikthe, VELMA had admitted areas of the planet prevented effective communications. As it was, I was limited to receiving updates from my fellows whenever a nosecone passed overhead. In this way had I learned of the fall of Moon Shield and that Natheka’s heart mate recovered from the deadly bacteria in Pattee’s pod. VELMA informed me when Natheka’s heart transitioned while the woman Amity, a human of tender disposition, fought and defeated a rokhura with valor.
It was our way to hunt alone, but knowing my brethren and their mates fought and suffered together created a loneliness in my chest.
When my company fought the agothe-faxl and Hivelt was struck with venom, I had been preparing foodstuffs back at Moon Shield. VELMA had apprised me of the event, and for a moment, I’d stared out over the moraine below, fearing for Hivelt’s life. But worry was for tomorrow. I did what I could, hunting and drying meat and waiting for the group to join me. I’d watched Hivelt’s heart mate with interest, seeing how she tended his inert form, face drawn in concern, and couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have one so vested in my life and health.
Only days later had we learned of the location of the fourth pod, and my powerful body seized at the moment my brethren pronounced the Agothe-Fatheza. Was it the early tremor of my heart home? I knew it was, as surely as if the Goddesses had beckoned me Themselves. There was no question that I would set off, even as Raxthezana argued I must not go alone. The thought gave me a half-smile before I considered what the Agothe-Fatheza would do to a human.
The roasted meat no longer satisfied my hunger, and I wished again for my companions on our fruitless quest. But when I thought of my heart mate, fighting for their life in the Agothe-Fatheza, my troubles were but the passing annoyance of a nonsense fly.




Chapter 3


Two Weeks Ago
“David, what time is it?” I asked on a groan. When David didn’t answer, I tried to open my eyes, but they felt heavy. Blurred images came to mind: colleagues rushing past me with drawn expressions while the  Lucidity’s klaxons wailed and the EEPs lit up like traffic lights, beckoning each assigned occupant to their designated pod.
And CeCe. I remembered CeCe pushing me when my feet refused to move. She shoved me into the opening, leveled her dark-eyed stare at me and said, “Go. I’ll meet you on the Other Side.”
What next? Head pounding, my brow creased as I tried to remember. The EEP’s calm computer voice had listed step-by-step instructions for strapping in and initiating cryosleep.
Cryosleep.
I was waking from cryosleep, and now I recalled the fragments of a dream in which David and our son were waving to me.
“Oh God. David,” I said his name with a wrenching cry. There hadn’t been a David for the year I’d been on the Lucidity. Nor for the year prior to that. 
But then the attack. And the pod.
I didn’t want to open my eyes now. For a couple blissful seconds, my mind had believed David lay beside me, his warm skin just a touch away, and his kiss, just a breath.
But as soon as I opened my eyes, cold stark reality would stare me in the face in the form of the austere EEP’s interior, its clean lines and angles designed for comfort, ease of use, and efficiency. 
“Greetings K-90 Miner 108,” the computer’s dulcet tone spoke. “Vital signs indicate you’ve reached consciousness. I have some good news and some bad news. Which would you like first?”
The computer’s question took me off guard. What kind of computer led with the good news/bad news question? I laughed in spite of myself. Only CeCe’s code would.
Clearing my throat, I blinked and rubbed my eyes.
“Bad news first,” I said. After David passed, everything was bad news. When grief was the filter through which one viewed life, life itself and its mundane properties took on a smoky gray cast. 
“Your EEP landed on the sacred hunting grounds of the hunter warrior race known as Theraxl,” she said. “The entire planet teems with deadly flora and fauna, and as this planet and its twin are beyond known charts, you will live out your days with no chance of rescue.”
Stretching my limbs as I listened, I paused at her last words. “No chance of rescue?”
“I’m not finished delivering the bad news,” she said.
“By all means, continue,” I said, sarcasm polishing my words with bitterness. What was worse than zero chance of rescue?
“Thank you. The EEP now rests on a small island in the middle of a wetlands known to the hunters as the Agothe-Fatheza,” she said. “Translated to ‘night corruption’, the bog is home to numerous venomous creatures, poisonous plants, and questionable air quality. In fact, the entire planet’s atmosphere contains an airborne cyanobacteria deadly to humans.”
“I should have asked for the good news,” I muttered and sniffed my armpits. Unable to stand yet, I was sitting up and assessing my outward health after an undisclosed amount of time in cryosleep.
“I am getting to that,” the computer said. “However, there is more bad news I have yet to cover.”
“Good God,” I said and leaned forward in my chair, pinching the bridge of my nose.
“While I’ve manufactured a vaccine that prevents fatality, it requires the aid of a local band of hunter warriors who happen to be marked for death by their queen, the Ikma Scabmal Kama. As such, they roam the planet’s surface in search of human rescue pods and inoculate them from the pathogen as well as invite them to join in deposing the queen with the help of her traitorous co-governor, the BoKama.”
When the computer was quiet for a few seconds, I spoke up.
“Is that it?” I asked.
“I touched on the major points, yes,” she said.
Watching my boots as I rolled my ankles, I chewed on the frankly, indigestible, bad news for a minute, of which some of the major points involved death by algae, death by bog or predator, and/or death by hunter warrior queen.
“Was there good news?” I said.
“The health and good spirits of three other miners from IGMC who landed before you as well as their new status as life mates to the hunter warriors tops my list,” the computer said. “There are numerous smaller items that could be considered good news if one was of a particularly grateful mindset."
"Well, I’m not,” I said. “Did you say life mates?”
“As a machine-learning neural network, it is possible I made a mistake in mentioning the life mate situation,” she said. “Please strike that from your memory for now.”
My dry laugh echoed in the pod’s sleek chamber. “Oh no, Computer. That’s not how that works.”
“You may address me as VELMA, if you like, K-90 Miner 108.”
Eyes narrowing at the monitor I faced, I cocked my head. “Are you trying to change the subject?”
“Not at all,” VELMA said. “Ask whatever you like, and I will answer to the best of my ability complete with references, footnotes, video and audio archives, as well as access to near limitless information provided when my creators uploaded everything in the known universe into my database,” she continued. “I’ve also managed to access the archives of the Theraxl race. I am at your complete disposal.”
Rubbing the back of my neck, I grimaced. Not from pain, but from mental overload.
“Maybe we should start from the beginning, VELMA,” I said. “What do you know about the attack on the Lucidity?”
“Unfortunately, that information is not available,” she said. “However, I have recorded audio of your fellow miners discussing said event, if you’re interested in listening.”
“Maybe later,” I said. “Can you patch me into their comms right now?”
“That was the rest of the bad news,” she said. “Upon breaching the existing nanosatellite array encircling the planet, I was able to download all existing data related to the planet’s geology, weather, topography, atmospheric data and the like. I was also able to download a significant packet of information sent by my operating system on planet, initiated by Esra Weaver, K-90 Miner 105. However, all of my attempts at transmitting communications have failed.”
Taking a deep breath, I focused my exhale and closed my eyes, retreating to my secret inner world where David sat in a leather chair, a book perched in his lap with one finger acting as his bookmark while he looked at me with love in his eyes. I’d visited this mental image so many times that I could almost smell the leather from his chair, the damp loam from the many potted plants sitting by the rain-speckled window, and the aroma of old books from the room’s library shelves. It was difficult, however, to bring David’s specific features into focus, and I didn’t think I could ever forgive my brain for that. His appearance had started to fade from my memory as early as six months after his death, and I’d taken to carrying a hardcopy of his photo in my breast pocket as prevention.
Snapping out of my reverie, I patted my flight suit’s breast pocket, expecting the crinkle of stiff photographic paper.
With dismay, I unzipped it and reached inside with two fingers, but his photo was not there.
Lying back in my chair, I covered my eyes and stifled the sob that erupted unbidden.
The Lucidity’s doctor-cum-therapist had recommended I store David’s photo in the lockbox in my quarters. An exercise, if you will, he’d said. To practice spending time away from David’s memory as I made new ones with my Kerberos 90 mission coworkers.
Tears slipped out, and I cried silently, not wanting to explain to some emotionless software program what I couldn’t even explain to myself.
“I will continue my efforts to communicate with your fellow humans, Miner 108,” VELMA said, her voice subdued, as if she knew to tiptoe around my emotional state.
I had to admit, CeCe had written a damn fine neural network. I wondered if she was one of my “fellow humans” as VELMA called them.
Sniffing and wiping my eyes, I sat up and lowered my boots to the floor with ginger steps. I could rest my weight.
“Who are my fellow miners?” I asked.
“Esra Weaver, exogeologist. Pattee Crow Flies, mechanical engineer. And lastly, Amity Diaz, exobiologist.”
“No CeCe Pain, huh?” I asked.
“Do not give up hope,” VELMA said. “The humans have reason to believe there is a fifth pod as yet undiscovered, hidden somewhere on the planet.”
Three steps to the porthole, I looked out over a bright green bog. Bugs darted to and fro. Something big splashed into the green film, breaking up the layer to reveal black water beneath. It closed up in a fraction of a second.
Determination steeling my spine, I turned and marched to the console.
“VELMA, I’m creating a task manager file. I need you to use the mass spectrometer to scan as much of the bog’s surface as possible. Double check that there isn’t already an EEP down there.”
As I created a macro for ordering my days, I realized I had two options.
Allow myself to wallow in my horrible condition and die to hopefully meet David again. Or fight to preserve whatever I had left in this new world. I was tired of fighting, though.
But if there was one thing, one person, that could keep me tethered to life, it was CeCe.
If there was the tiniest nanofraction of a chance that she was out there somewhere, I was going to find her. And that meant I had to fight. I would fight like hell for my friend. Because she fought for David when I couldn’t.




Chapter 4


Joan
“It’s the humidity, isn’t it?” I asked VELMA. I was outside the pod looking up at its naked fuselage, the nosecone having shot off sometime during my landing weeks ago. 
With the nosecone operating in Super Low Orbit, my pod was left with minimal transmission capability rendered useless by the thick atmosphere here in the bog. I wiped off a green film from the metal hull with my gloved finger and inspected it. Humidity or something else?
“I have adapted FM, EM and RF signals with the EEP’s available communication systems with no luck,” VELMA said. “While humidity does interfere with transmission, I suspect the chemical makeup of the Agothe-Fatheza’s habitat may have more to do with my inability to transmit.”
“Hm.” I peered through the pea soup, trying to see if Eunice had arrived for our morning chat yet, but the fog was too thick. “So, in addition to the cyanobacteria swimming around with the air molecules, there’s something else?”
“Perhaps you could take another air sample, Joan,” VELMA said. “I’ve been analyzing the sample taken by Pattee where the air particulate was significantly different. I’ve used the spectrometer in your helmet and the pod’s exterior scanning tool, but if you collected a local sample, I could do a more in-depth analysis.”
“Sounds great,” I said and gave the hull a knock. Back inside, I found the IGMC-issued particulate sampler in its cubby and assembled it. I’d been a miner for IGMC going on two decades; the air sampler was as familiar to me as a ballpoint pen.
Minutes later I was feeding the sample cartridge into the slot.
“Pattee’s initial sample took several days to analyze,” VELMA said. “As I was comparing her findings to known atmospheres within the Interplanetary Unification of Races’ catalogued planets. This shouldn’t take as long.”
The monitors inside the pod flashed with charts as VELMA listed the air’s properties. I recognized the graph showing a few of the Noble gases as well as another one with particulates. All the usual suspects were present such as dust and pollen.
What caught my attention were the toxins. I cursed.
“Are you seeing this?” I said, tracing a graph with my finger. “Amatoxins. What’s this green line represent?”
“The green line represents the cyanobacteria,” VELMA said. “The deadly algae rendered airborne and present throughout the entire planet’s atmosphere.”
“I have to be honest; this doesn’t look good.” A sinking feeling settled in my chest.
“Here is a recorded conversation Natheka and Amity had regarding this place,” VELMA said. One of the monitors lit up with an oscilloscope.
“Your friend said one of your companions was going to a place called … Agothe-Fatheza. VELMA said, ‘night corruption’ was the closest translation?” Amity asked.
“Ik,” Natheka answered her. “Another human has landed there in a pod. Raxkarax goes to fetch her.” 
“Where is it? What’s it like?” Amity sounded half-afraid, half-curious.
“The Hunters of Ikshe avoid Agothe-Fatheza,” he said. “It lies to the north of the Great Waters, but south of Moon Shield and the Nesting Forest. The prey there is indigestible. Poisonous. Lethal.”
“So, it isn’t prey, then?” she asked.
“The creatures are small and slow,” he said. “Of occasion, the rokhural will venture to the bogs and kill and eat at their leisure. The inhabitants are prey.”
“But you don’t eat them,” Amity clarified. “Are they amphibious? Reptilian?”
“Hold, human, while your technology translates these terms.”
After a moment of silence, he answered her.
“The more numerous of the prey are what you call amph-i-bians,” Natheka said. “They proliferate in the bogs, coating the ground, the bases of the trees, and the bog’s surface. The air is thick with putrid, moist gases. These creatures: we call them theza-pax, because they eat waste. And to eat them is to eat waste. It is abomination.”
“What else is there?” Amity asked in a reverential tone. Clearly, Ikthe’s animal life fascinated her. Maybe that would happen for me, but with another glance toward the toxic air charts, I doubted it.
“The za-ronaxl bugs,” he said with resignation in his voice.
“Oh?”
“They are disgusting beetles, a hard-shelled bug about the size of my fist,” he said. “They devour anything that moves, including the theza-pax. Their mouth parts cut through the thickest flesh, the strongest bone. It is said that the Goddesses themselves would dare not step foot in the bogs of Agothe-Fatheza.”
“End of recording,” VELMA announced. The screen returned to the muted videos of my fellow miners and the hunters; I kept them on a loop to stave off loneliness, and turned up the volume when I had work to occupy my hands so I could listen to their conversations and banter.
Thoughts scrambled; I slumped in front of the other monitors trying to process all the graphs.
I’d been keeping myself busy for two weeks. I’d tried to be optimistic. But—I was exhausted.
Those beetles sounded horrific; I hadn’t seen any on the island. But God. The numbers.
“It’s not just the cyanobacteria in the air here,” I said. “The toxins at these levels are beyond deadly. I need to get off the island and out of the bog.” In spite of the danger I now realized encompassed me, I couldn’t summon the energy to move. What if the bog was too deep for me to cross? What if the airborne pathogens were corrosive to my flight suit or the pod’s electronics? That could explain the issues we were having with communication.
And the hunter named Raxkarax was coming for me. From what Natheka explained to Amity, none of the warriors ever entered Agothe-Fatheza. To do so was to die.
What was he planning? How did he feel about all this? What if he resented the fact I needed to be rescued? Who would voluntarily come here?
The weight of these circumstances crushed me like a fuel barrel.
Retreating to my reclined chair, I rolled to the side and squeezed my eyes shut, gripping myself by the arms. A shuddering breath overtook me.
“Do you require assistance?” VELMA asked.
“No. Thank you,” I said, my voice hoarse. Overwhelmed by everything, I shut down. Just like when I froze up when I should have been running to the escape pods. I wished it was easy for me to snap out of it, but I’d been this way forever, and I didn’t see it changing. Especially on a planet named Certain Death.




Chapter 5


Raxkarax
Swallowing a slug of water from my canister, I stared into the thickening woods south of the Barrens. My back against a huge stump, I considered my next obstacles. I approached the swampy outskirts of Agothe-Fatheza. There should be a dirt-tongue once I entered the wood. 
Its body would provide the barrier I needed to traverse the bog. But the dirt-tongue was a solitary creature spanning large territories. My heart mate would need one for our trek out, and I would likely need another.
It was true, what my brethren spoke of the Agothe-Fatheza; none entered and lived.
But one.
One hunt many revolutions ago, when I had but four offspring and two dams to provide for, my kills had floundered. A series of unlucky turns had me scrambling to find enough prey to bring meat for the Sisters of the Court, let alone to feed those who depended upon me.
I trailed an injured rokhura up to the borders of the Agothe-Fatheza and watched in helpless dejection as my prey disappeared into the boggy trees.
For some rotiks I had bemoaned my loss until I realized the rokhura itself had revealed the mystery of its habits. Dragging itself through the swampy woods, it had stomped erratically and burrowed its snout in the mud at the base of trees. I’d witnessed its strange behavior, too fascinated to kill it until I’d understood it was not ill, but rather strategic. For I had learned it sought out the dirt-tongues, smeared the dead creatures across its legs and snout, and then tromped with boldness deep into the Agothe-Fatheza. It had taken me many long rotiks, but once I’d found a dirt-tongue of my own, I’d traversed into the night-corruption, eyes boggling at the horrific wonders within.
My helmet had filtered the noxious air while the blob of dirt-tongue carcass protected my armored boots and legs from the corrosive waters.
I’d found the rokhura hiding in a huge tangle of tree roots where I killed it without ceremony and dragged it through the bog to the less dangerous swamp surrounding it. Rinsing its hide, I found it was no worse for wear and would serve admirably for my meat offering. But more importantly, I learned the bog held secrets worth discovering.
Subsequent hunts had me studying its traps and pitfalls, its poisons and dangers, until I no longer feared it.
I considered it no small wonder that the Goddesses would treasure up my heart mate in the bowels of the one place no other Theraxl dared enter. But I feared for my heart mate.
Would I find them safe and waiting for me, or perhaps daring the corrosive bog to their detriment? Would I find but a pile of fragile human bones?
Shuddering at my morbid thoughts, I capped my water and stood with a grunt.
I also needed an acid-spitter and the spiny warted rock-climber.
“VELMA, had you any luck with my request?” I asked. I had hoped she might find a way to improve communications.
“Affirmative, Raxkarax,” the female voice sounded in my language. “Joan’s communication array is compromised in her ship; however, I can patch her helmet’s comms to your helmet’s frequency, at least whenever one of my nosecones is within range.”
Startled at VELMA’s news, I paused in my hike. “I may communicate with … Joan?” I tasted her name on my tongue; it was smooth like honey. Inobtrusive and soft. My heart cramped a jotik.
“Yes, for a few brief periods each day,” she said. “SLO number four approaches now with number two following close behind. Would you like me to introduce you?”
Voice caught in my throat, I coughed and looked around at the scant black trees for a jotik, as if they could witness my shock and inadequacies. “Please,” I choked out.
“Very well,” VELMA said. A rotik later, she spoke again.
“Raxkarax, I have Joan Wu on the line.”
I heard nothing and realized the human must be waiting for me to speak first.
“Greetings, kind human,” I said and then winced. I sounded the fool!
“Hi,” Joan said, her voice as soothing to me as a winter brewed pepper tea.
I hadn’t time to collect my thoughts or craft a clever salutation.
“I bid you stay within your pod,” I said, after a moment. “The dangers of the bog are not to be trifled with.”
“I figured that out on my own,” she said. “You shouldn’t trouble yourself about me. I’ll figure something out.”
Aghast she would suggest such a thing, I stumbled over my next words.
“The … you must not … only wait for me,” I said. 
I heard her humorless laugh.
“Well, I’m not going anywhere,” she said. She cleared her throat. “Anyway, um, it’s nice to meet you, Raxkarax. I’ve gotta go.”
Silence indicated she signed off.
Heat flooded my neck and face. Our first conversation was nothing like I had imagined, but then, what had I imagined?
Memories of my brethren’s hands caressing their human mates passed my mind’s eye: stolen moments when they thought no one would notice as they petted their human’s cheek or grasped an elbow and pulled them in for a swift kiss.
The aching behind my chest panels confirmed what I’d suspected all along. And yet, just because my own heart may choose to leave its cage and reside in the new place, it did not force my heart mate to choose likewise.
My steps quiet as I approached the wooded swamp, I pondered how I might beseech the Goddesses about this quandary. Was there a series of actions or perhaps, the right words I might say to entice the human Joan to agree with my heart’s desire?
And what of events I had already witnessed or heard about from my brethren? Perhaps therein lay the clues to the convincing of my heart mate.
Lost in thought, I missed the warning stream of acid from the acid-spitter to my right. Low to the ground and obscured by dried brush, I would have passed her by had she not shot at me. Sizzling from the leg panel signaled where she hit my armor. With a quick slash of my weapon, I killed her, letting her blood quench the cracked soil. With furtive glances at my perimeter, I dressed the spitter and collected the glands I needed.
Bloody hands today; full bellies tomorrow, that old proverb echoed in my head as I worked.
Gesturing to the north with a humble salute, I buried the offal and carcass and resumed my hike into the darkening wood.
Lady trees cast their deep shadows all around, and the wind whispered of promises in the night. But only a fool or a novice dropped his guard in this wood where hungry killers waited on all sides. Pulse quickening with every step, I dialed my sensors up with an eye-blink, my hands gripped around their weapons.
Even as I kept my wits about me, the sound of Joan’s voice replayed in my mind. She sounded cautious. Wary. Humorless. Brow furrowed, I considered her circumstance, of which I knew little. Trapped in the Agothe-Fatheza, awaiting a stranger’s help. From what I knew of the human women, they seemed reluctant to accept help or admit weakness. Much like Theraxl.
It made sense she would be wary and humorless. She knew nothing of our race, our intentions or culture. Anything she learned of Ikthe fell solidly in the category of swift and certain death.
Sobered by my musings, I trekked through the wood. The hunters seldom spoke of it, but Ikthe’s beauty defied understanding. We supplied lifeblood to the sisters on Ikshe, the violence of the hunt satisfying a dual appetite: both the literal hunger for meat and the thirst for battle. But out of these daily wars bloomed a feral and wild beauty known only to the hunter brothers who spent most of their lives here.
Even now, crouching between the black trunks of two lady trees, I spied the dance of a lonely awaafa as it fluttered among branches in search of the brine flower. Its iridescent blue wings captured hints of green, bringing life to the arid black and orange forest springing from the Barrens.
The mottled coat of a jokapazathel gleamed in the solitary ray of light streaming through a break in the dark canopy; its fur was soft, and I remembered Pattee’s belt swinging with numerous of their pelts.
Wind creating a chime from the hollow stalks of woodbane’s tangle, a peace descended over my heart home.
I knew what I must do to win Joan’s friendship and respect.
The drone of a swarm of fireflies alerted me to the horde, and I spun to protect myself. Always, death’s attention came first on Ikthe.




Chapter 6


Joan
Unaccountable jitters struck my hands, and I sat on them inside my pod, staring up at the monitors. 
I had long abandoned attraction to men.
But Raxkarax’s voice …
Its raspy baritone stirred a place inside me long forgotten, the graveyard where I’d laid past dreams to rest. Shaking myself, I tucked my hands under each arm now, trying to warm the chill spreading throughout my body. The temperature-controlled pod was a comfortable 72° Fahrenheit, but I felt cold. Anxious. Uncertain.
“VELMA, how long before Raxkarax gets here?” I asked, not liking the uncharacteristic wavering in my voice.
“I estimate five to seven days,” VELMA said. “Depending on how many hostile engagements he entertains.”
“Is there anything I can do to help?” I said, already knowing the answer.
“Considering your limited perimeter, I’m afraid not,” she said. “However, you may speak to him intermittently when my SLO satellites are within range.”
Raising a brow, the chill in my bones receded. VELMA sounded almost—chipper.
When Raxkarax called, I was settled in a cocoon of despondency. I’d been establishing a safe base from which to forage food and water for two weeks, but the realization that the air itself was laced with measurable toxins had thrust me into a mental tailspin. The EEP’s filters wouldn’t last indefinitely. Nor would my rations. I could live on the reeds until I’d decimated the local population that ringed my island, but I’d certainly be malnourished by then.
Any hope of rescue relied on the impossible. Judging by Natheka’s description and VELMA’s own findings, a person would have to be unforgivably foolish to venture into this place.
Or suicidally desperate—to leave.
VELMA and I had discussed the possibility of me wading through the bog to shore, but initial samples of the bog water indicated incredible acidity. My suit was rated for many things, even some acids. But Ikthe’s alien vegetation created an unusual blend of hydrochloric and nitric acids in the bog water. Recently discovered Galvanite was prized for its indestructability, but it was a metal. IGMC flight suits were a high-tech blend of polycarbons laced with Galvanite. And as amazing as Galvanite was, it could only withstand nitric acid for a few minutes before it began to corrode.
Couple the bog’s acidity with its unknown depth, and the AI and I had both decided against it several days ago.
Hearing my erstwhile rescuer’s voice was a shock. Not only because it was rich and masculine, but also because it was another person. I wasn’t alone with a computer for company. But I was terrified. Terrified to feel hope only to have it obliterated before my eyes, much like had occurred over twenty years ago before my career as an exobotanist for IGMC had gotten off the ground. 
Rubbing my arms vigorously, I checked the temperature, but it remained steady in spite of the chill I felt. “I’m going to harvest more reeds.”
Replacing my helmet and gloves, I exited the pod to the swish of the hatch and worked up a sweat yanking more reeds out by their roots. Eunice the rokhura was nowhere to be seen, and a strange green haze permeated the air. Just like the eerie fogs on Earth and Exterra, this bog nursed a thick miasma that floated above the swamp from time to time. The difference being that Ikthe’s airborne algae coated everything in a fine layer of chartreuse slime.
The patch of land I stood on was spared some of the pea soup, but not enough. Looking up at the pod’s metal surface, I saw it appeared even greener today. No amount of wiping could keep it at bay, and I turned away, peering across the bog instead. I wondered from which direction Raxkarax would come.
I realized I should warn him about Eunice.
But we’d spoken only minutes ago. Checking my IntraVisor, I saw it had been more like two hours, but still. And he had a few days before he would even be in the vicinity. It could wait.
Bundling the reeds, I reentered the pod and activated the decontamination shower and vented the air once more.
Spending the better part of the afternoon cleaning and cutting the thick reed roots, I watched the highlights reel VELMA compiled for me from scavenged footage.
She’d recorded hours and hours of activity and whatever she lacked in video she made up for in audio. It was a riveting podcast.
“Pause playback,” I said. VELMA had just explained bioacoustics transduction to Amity after the forest teeth tree nearly ate her. “VELMA, what else have you learned about this planet’s flora relative to bioacoustics?”
“I thought you’d never ask, Joan,” VELMA said. “As you doubtless already know, every living thing bears an acoustic signature. Just as I surmised about the forest teeth tree, the flora on this planet and others, responds to limited use of acoustic wavelengths. However, there is a missing piece to my growing understanding of plant communication. I was hoping you could fill me in.”
The black cloud over my head thinned, and I looked up from my pile of diced reed. “I’ve got nothing but time, VELMA,” I said. “Hit me.”
Silence as the AI digested my phrase. “Lacking a physical vessel, I am unable to comply with your request. Furthermore, it seems a violent engagement.”
Stifling a groan, I waited.
“I see. It is another of your ironic phrases that is not meant to be understood literally. Ha. Ha.”
Narrowing my eyes, I could almost envision CeCe typing in code that would give VELMA the illusion of a sense of humor. I couldn’t decide if my friend was brilliant or a possible sadist. All the power of language modeling software at her fingertips, and she programs it to make dad jokes?
“Sorry, VELMA,” I said, ignoring her terrible attempt at lightening the mood. “Let me rephrase. What questions do you have?”
“I have an encyclopedic knowledge of the mechanisms of the mycorrhizal layer and its functions on planets with significant soil, moisture and fungal growth, but I lack experiential knowledge.”
Knife poised above the last of my reeds, I spoke. “What are you asking?”
“I wondered if you might help me devise probes you could bury in assorted habitats on the planet, that I might study the communication systems more thoroughly,” she said. “Starting here, of course.”
I would protest the pointless nature of the experiment considering we had no way to get off the island, but my thoughts buzzed in spite of my dour mood. Mind seizing on the possibilities, I felt my pulse increase. “Let’s see,” I said, absently placing the tray with chopped reed on the extendible counter. “If we use the soil samplers, we could modify the shafts with speaker wire and hack the digital readout display to transmit frequencies. Would that work for you?”
“Admirably, Joan Wu,” VELMA said.
Stinky vegetables forgotten, I found myself on hands and knees pulling out cubby drawers in search of speaker wire and the T-shaped soil samplers. With complex speaker systems in the EEPs, I was confident I’d find a spool of the cable somewhere. If not, I could cannibalize wiring to a couple of the interior lights in a pinch.
Two hours later in the waning light of late afternoon, I worked the soil sampler’s shaft into the ground near the thick bushes the pod had crunched when it landed. Branches still snaked out sporting greenish yellow leaves, so it had survived, if barely. Its root system would be fine, however. At least for a month or so. I’d either be dead or gone by then.
Ignoring the morbid thought, I pushed the metal rod until only a few centimeters remained visible as well as the handle. Pushing the button on the readout, I activated VELMA’s mycorrhizal probe.
The hair on the back of my neck stood on end, and I turned to look across the bog. The fog had dissipated an hour ago, and Eunice stood fierce and tall, eyeballing me with a decidedly hungry bent. Where I normally would shout some playful banter, I stayed silent and watched the deadly predator.
Was I imagining the flare of her nostrils?
She pawed the ground and then bowed low, digging her snout into the dirt at the base of a tree.
I wasn’t waiting to see what she would do next; a sixth sense warned me something was up.
Taking the three strides to the hatch, I entered without preamble and initiated the vent flush while I looked out the view portal. Eunice appeared to be burrowing into the muddy shore as if looking for clams. Snapping her jaws on thick wads of shiny brown mud, she smeared the mess all over herself, including her clawed feet and legs.
“VELMA, are you recording this?”
“Recording.”
Watching in horror, I gasped when Eunice dipped a toe in the acidic bog and then took a confident step into it. With hohijopa expanding, she called to comrades I had yet to meet, and continued her slow progress into the bog. Every step brought her another meter deeper into the swamp until only her neck and head remained above.
“Now we know how deep it is,” I muttered, my breath fogging the glass. Wiping it, I felt my entire body tense as Eunice approached my island. When more of her body showed, I realized she found where my island began underneath the water. Eunice was close enough for me to make out the details of her dark green scales and penetrating eyes. All at once, she rolled her neck and yawned in a silent roar, a thick pale green tendril snaking around her throat and tightening.
Gasping, I watched with horror when Eunice tried to scratch at the bog creature without effect and another arm coiled itself around her front legs and then jerked her entire enormous body under the surface. She sunk before she’d taken another step.
The bog swallowed up the elephant-sized monstrosity without so much as a hiccup. The thick layer of green foam gathered around the place where she’d disappeared.
Holding my breath, I waited. Maybe she dove below on purpose to fight the bog creature? Maybe she would come careening onshore to attack my EEP?
A huge bubble rose and popped on the bog’s surface. And that was it.
Stepping away from the porthole, I felt the blood drain from my face. A glance toward the McGuyvered soil samplers that rested beside the hatch gave me a thought.
“VELMA?” I said.
“Yes, Joan.”
“Did you really need soil probes or were you trying to distract me from myself?”
“The two questions are not mutually exclusive rendering the word ‘or’ inappropriate in this context,” VELMA said.
I sighed and collapsed into the chair, pulling the lever that reclined it.
“Yes, to both, then,” I said. “No need to wake me in the morning. I’m sleeping in.”
“Very well, Joan,” VELMA said, and once again I couldn’t help but attribute human emotion to the AI’s intonation. VELMA sounded chagrined. I conceded another point to CeCe’s brilliance. It was my only comfort.




Chapter 7


Raxkarax
Heart thudding in my chest, I asked VELMA to connect me to Joan as the nearing satellites gave us an opening. In the space before I heard Joan’s honeyed voice, I beseeched my Goddesses for Their blessing. 
“Hello?” Joan said, her voice rough from sleep I surmised. Kathe.
“Ah. I am sorry to wake you,” I said. “The next time I will task VELMA to wait.”
She cleared her throat. “No, it’s fine. What’s up?”
Taken aback by her subdued but approachable demeanor, I paused to gather my thoughts.
“If you have not yet witnessed it, you should observe the rising of the second sun,” I said.
“Um, that sounds—interesting—but the marsh has a thick layer of green fog that hardly ever lifts,” she said. The words not spoken were doubtless less kind.
“Hold, woman,” I said in haste before she could disconnect. “Of a morning, the second sun’s rays cut through many layers of the fog and sets the horizon alight with a green flash. I have seen this myself from the very bog in which you reside.”
“Hang on,” she said with a disgruntled sigh, and I heard fumbling items, rustling fabric, and the snick of a latch. “Going outside. Just a sec.”
Waiting, I closed my eyes and tried to imagine the scene. I did not yet know what this human looked like, so instead I imagined facing the east when the second sun breached the horizon line from the bog. My place in the thick wood prevented me from observing the same phenomenon.
A gasp filled my ears.
“Oh my God,” she said, a quiet reverence in her voice. “It happened so fast; I wasn’t expecting that.”
Warmth flooded my chest and fangs clipped my lips when I smiled.
“I am pleased you saw it,” I said. “I will let you return to your—slumber.” The image of a faceless woman with soft skin and enticing curves lying in repose entered my mind unbidden. 
“No, it’s—it’s fine.” Her voice interrupted my wayward thoughts. “I was going to warn you about a rokhura that was hanging out by the bog, but she—uh—something dragged her into it yesterday. So.”
When Joan’s subdued voice paused, I grunted to assure her I still listened. I feared saying the wrong thing—feared startling her and chasing her off with a thoughtless statement or hasty judgment.
“The Agothe-Fatheza will take her due. But where is your ship? You do not venture out, do you?”
“VELMA landed it on a tiny island in the middle of a large horseshoe-shaped band,” she said. “Oh wait, do you know what a horseshoe is? VELMA?”
VELMA translated a word in my helmet.
“Ah, ik,” I said. “It is the shape of Ikshe’s moon’s orbit. We call it agosheveltnax. I know this place whereof you speak.”
“You do?” she asked, disbelief raising her tone. “I thought no one came here.”
“Most do not,” I said, pride filling my chest. “I have learned. The Agothe-Fatheza has provided in my time of extremity.”
“Okay. That’s … that’s good,” she said.
I recalled Esra’s pod: it’s size and capability. I knew Joan could not fly the pod out of the Agothe-Fatheza. I wondered how heavy it was. And how many food stores Joan had access to.
“How long have you been on Ikthe?” I thought to ask.
“Fifteen days now,” she said. Her voice cracked. At the sound, my heart home cramped so sharply as to take my breath for a jotik.
“Have you enough food?” I ground out through the last twist of pain.
“Uh, I have several food pouches still; and I started eating the purple reeds,” she said. “Well, the roots, actually. They’re okay.”
A chuckle erupted before I could stop it. “Not the talavelt root!” I said.
“Is it dangerous?” The alarm in her voice proved I’d spoken too soon.
“Nay! It is fine, Raxma bi Woa,” I said, a nickname spirited out of the air. Daughter of the Sky. “Only it does not delight the tongue for as much work as one must render to eat it.”
Joan laughed, and my heart home twisted in agony. I fell to a knee and dug my claws into a nearby black trunk. The pain passed leaving me sweating and panting. Tears streamed from my eyes. My brethren had not mentioned these pains.
“A fair statement,” she said














