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Devorans

Homeworld: Devorus

Lifespan: 1,000+ Standard Years

One of the older space-faring species and members of the Galactic Confederation, Devorans possess a reptilian appearance and lay eggs but are warm-blooded. The Devoran homeworld is at the heart of the largest conglomeration of planets in the galaxy, the Devoran Union.
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Ersidians

Homeworld: Ersid

Lifespan: 150+ Standard Years

A hulking, bear-like member species of the Galactic Confederation, Ersidians believe strongly in honor and that their ancestors watch over and guide them. They have colonized many systems in their local space. Their home planet is the capital of a small network of colony worlds. The current President of the Galactic Confederation is Ersidian.



Humans

Homeworld: Earth

Lifespan: 125+ Standard Years

Humans are the dominant species in the Earth-Alpha Centauri Alliance (EAC). They're more or less like you and me. Thanks to the marvels of modern medicine, humans can remain active well past their one hundredth birthday. Human civilization has expanded to included colonies on most of the inhabitable planets within ten light years.
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Kerrolians

Homeworld: Kerrola

Lifespan: 100+ Standard Years

Kerrolians, close relatives of Traxians, average shorter in height than humans and are covered with fur, have pointed, upright ears (like a wolf or cat), digitigrade locomotion, have elongated snouts and prominent canines (though most don’t protrude), and bushy tails. Their homeworld is part of the Traxian Domain and is not a member of the Galactic Confederation.
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Ryll

Homeworld: 

Lifespan: 65+ Standard Years

Ryll are an amorphous species resembling giant amoebas. They typically wear bulky environmental suits as they are unable to interact with most technology otherwise, though they do possess contact telepathy. Their suit translators are unable to identify emotion or inflection in their thoughts, so they preface their monotone proclamations to ensure clarity. Despite this, they are friendly and have a good sense of humor. Their homeworld is a member of the Traxian Domain.
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Uurts

Homeworld: Ersid

Lifespan: 100+ Standard Years

Resembling centaurs from Earth mythology, Uurts share Ersid with their cousins, the Ersidians. Where the Ersidians historically dwell in the mountains, Uurts roam the plains of their homeworld living as nomads. Of course, in the modern era, they share cities all over the planet and on their colony worlds. There are still some Uurt tribes who live a nomadic life, though they are comfortable with technology.
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Valtraxians
Homeworld: Valtra
Lifespan: 35+ Standard Years

Valtraxians are an eight-legged insect-like species often described as a cross between a grasshopper and a praying mantis. Their species possess four genders: male, female, drone, and incubator, and they live in communal hives, much like bees or ants. Despite their short lifespan, many become brilliant engineers. Valtra is a member of the Galactic Confederation.
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Chapter 1
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"Watch out!" Jenny yanked Zack's arm, pulling him down behind a boulder. A wave the size of a small vehicle smashed into the reef, showering them with briny water. As the surge receded, strands of black algae clung to them and the surrounding rocks, leaving greasy black stains where it touched their skin and clothing. Zack clutched Jenny, bracing against the undertow that threatened to drag them into open water.

Zack lifted his head to look back toward the Athosian ship. The top of the bulbous, pickle-shaped ship remained concealed behind jagged stones jutting above the surface of the sea. "Can you see a way back?"

Jenny shook her head. "The water filled the gaps. We might have to swim for it."

Another wave crashed into their rock, soaking them in a deluge of warmth. His hand closed around his communication device, his C7, now forming a block-like protrusion through his sodden pants. At least it's waterproof. 

"I'm sorry, Zack. I didn't expect the tide to come in so quickly." Jenny squeezed Zack's hand.

"How much higher do you think it will get?" Zack stared into the churning water, its dark color obscuring his view of the rocks that lay below. Opposite the rising sun, three moons low in the sky gazed down upon them with passive indifference.

"I don't know." Jenny stared toward the island where they had made camp. "When the tide goes out, make for the nearest rocks. We have to hurry."

Zack released her, then pulled himself hand-over-hand along the reef closer to their camp. The receding sea revealed the tops of the boulders bridging the gap between the island and the mainland.

"Go, now!" Jenny leapt toward the first rock, Zack hot on her heels. She slipped on some slick black algae draped over the boulder and fell forward. Zack seized her waist, but he failed to gain a foothold on the sea-soaked algae and followed her into the water. Upon impact, bitter, salty liquid entered his nose and mouth before he surfaced sputtering and coughing. He felt Jenny pull him by his collar through the water toward another rock.

The island seemed so far away, though Zack knew it lay less than a hundred meters from the mainland. Given the truck-size waves that battered them, a hundred meters might as well be a hundred kilometers. They clung to the reef as the tide rolled in, until it raised them above the slick, wet surface.

Holding hands, they kicked their legs and swam for the shore ahead. Inward rushing water pushed them parallel to the shore until the tide ebbed and the undertow dragged them backward. Desperate to avoid being pulled into the open sea, they redoubled their efforts to swim across the current.

The current ripped their hands from each other before it slammed Zack into another rock. He cried out in pain, sputtering and spitting as more nasty water rushed into his mouth. Fortunately, he maintained his grip on the reef. As the tide threatened to drag her past him, Zack seized Jenny's hand, holding it tightly. They allowed themselves a short respite before kicking off the rock and continuing their swim toward the island’s shore.

Halfway there, the tide rolled in again. Despite linking arms and kicking with all their might, the incoming waves pushed them farther sideways than they had progressed forward. To Zack, the island appeared no closer, despite their efforts.

Zack felt something slither up his leg. Yelping, he kicked wildly and thrashed, breaking his arm lock with Jenny.

"What are you..." The sea splashed into Jenny's face, drowning her words. Zack reached for her to link up again, but an oncoming wave crashed into him, separating them further. He saw Jenny twist around and swim toward him.

The outgoing current pulled Zack away from the shore, and his legs slammed into another rock. Bracing himself against it, he wedged his foot into a crack to gain leverage. Jenny managed to swim over to him when another wave pushed her toward the island.

They strained to maintain their hold on the rock as the waves bashed them. Blinking to clear his vision, he coughed. "We're almost there!" 

Jenny gasped for breath. "Look there!" She pointed toward an outcropping. From their vantage point, it appeared to connect to the island.

When the tide seemed at its lowest point, they pushed off. They swam toward the next protruding reef, reaching it just as incoming waves threatened to push them past it. Its jagged surface proved sufficient for them to cling to when the water rose high, so they rested, waiting for the tide to ebb before following it ashore.

Upon reaching the shore first, Jenny seized Zack's arm to pull him out of the water. Gasping for breath, they collapsed onto the moss-covered rocks where they lay with their soaked clothes clinging to them. 

Zack rolled over to look at Jenny. "Let's not do that again." 
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"I'm glad my parents made me take swimming lessons in grammar school on Messier Habitat." At the time, Jenny had considered it a waste of time. Nevertheless, her mother had insisted, and now as she lay shivering on the rocky shore in dripping wet clothes, Jenny thanked her for that useless activity.

Jenny stood and helped Zack to his feet. His skin felt oily and slimy. She hoped the water was free from toxins or parasites that like human stomachs. "Let's get back to camp and find towels or something."

"Good idea."

Running back to camp seemed like a better way to mitigate shivering than merely walking. When they arrived, they spotted Major Jericho and the other adults, Sergeant Montgomery Coulson and Lieutenant Elizabeth Herd, working to erect a canopy tent at the center of their camp. Coulson and Herd stopped working when they saw the soaked pair. 

"I take it your trip to the mainland didn't work out? At least the Athosians have fast fabricators. We made enough materials for a decent camp already." Major Jericho glanced up from his work. Jenny noticed he had his leg resting on a sealed black pack.

"The trip there was fine. The tide came in while we were out." Jenny's teeth chattered as she spoke. "Getting back was trouble."

"It came in so fast." Zack shivered, rubbing his arms.

Lieutenant Herd put her hands on Jenny's shoulders. "Come on, let's get you out of those wet clothes." She looked back at the men. "We'll go into the ship; you guys can take care of Zack out here."

"Where's Ix?" Zack started to remove his shirt as Coulson stood by with a towel.

Jenny didn't wait around for the answer and walked back to the Athosian ship with Lieutenant Herd. They passed through the entry room into the conference chamber. After they landed, the Athosians had darkened the bubble-shaped window overlooking the half-moon table to give the chamber some modicum of privacy. Jenny stripped off her Junior Ranger uniform and tossed it in a pile before taking the towel from Lieutenant Herd.

"You look miserable." Liz gathered up Jenny's wet clothes while the young woman dried off.

"The water felt warm while we were in it, but as soon as we were out, I felt really cold." Jenny scrubbed her skin with the towel. The black, military-issue towel lacked the plush softness to which she had grown accustomed at home and the Cytherean Academy. "It feels a little oily, too."

"According to our readings, it's full of microorganisms and other compounds that our equipment can't identify. The Athosians assure us our purifiers will make it potable." Liz turned to leave before holding up the wad of wet clothes and glancing back at Jenny, "It looks like we're close to the same size. I'll bring you some dry clothes. They're not fashionable, but they'll do until these dry."

"All right." Jenny continued to dry herself until the door slid shut behind Liz. Upon wrapping the towel around herself, Jenny plopped into one of the conference chairs. The hard plastic material provided no comfort to her battered muscles. Squeezing her eyes shut, she clenched her jaw. We're not stranded here. We're not stranded here. The Athosians will get us home. They will. Zack believes them. I believe Zack. I am not going to cry. Not here. Not now.
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Once Zack dried off, he put on his old clothes, still covered in grime and android fluids from their last night on Cytherea. Both Coulson and Major Jericho brought spare uniforms in their packs, but adult uniforms were much too large for Zack. Now that he no longer dripped with water, he felt the heat of the sun on his skin. 

Major Jericho tossed him a cup. "Get some water from the purifier. You need to stay hydrated, especially after a workout like you just had. When you're finished, refill the purifiers, and check the traps."

Zack took a moment to gaze at the alien sky before he headed to the drinking station. Athos's midday sun, closer than Earth's, shone brightly, making for a hot and humid day.

Trudging across the fragrant patches of grass covering the island, Zack found the absence of insect life unnerving. At home Zack took for granted the backdrop of nearby animal calls and the buzzing of insects. Here with no noise, save for the gentle wind, the silence stood a stark contrast.

The gray canopy covering the drinking station flapped in the breeze. The purifiers, a trio of steel cylinders each about half-a-meter tall, sat nestled in a hollow that Major Jericho had dug into the uneven terrain. It reminded Zack of a cafeteria drink dispenser, though beverages the school provided were much more palatable.

Zack twisted the handle on the dispenser spout and waited for his cup to fill. Major Jericho's team only had their personal purifiers with them when the Athosian ship had been forced to flee Cytherea, so keeping them filled remained a constant struggle. Their testing equipment indicated the water surrounding them was filled with unknown microorganisms and no one wanted to take the risk of alien diseases or infections.

Grimacing, he sipped the water. The purifier imparted a metallic aftertaste to all the food they re-hydrated in it, and drinking the water straight tasted even worse. As Sergeant Coulson pointed out the first time he and Jenny complained about it, though, it was better than dying of thirst. He looked into the buckets of fetid water sitting alongside the purifier, curious about how the device made the nasty water within potable.

"Is there enough left for me?" Jenny approached, cup in hand. Her hair, though tied back, lay flat, plastered to her head, still damp from their ocean misadventure.

Zack stepped aside and nodded. "How's the real purifier coming along?"

Sergeant Coulson and Lieutenant Herd worked on assembling a larger purifier as quickly as the Athosians on the ship could fabricate parts, but between the ship repairs and their power conservation strategy, there was only so much that could be done each day.

"Liz and Coulson are getting ready to go out to find more raw materials for the Athosians. Maybe a couple more days. What are you doing?"

Zack finished his water before collapsing the cup and stowing it in a pocket. "I have to refill all the purifiers, then check on the traps." 

Major Jericho, with help of the Athosian fabricators, sank some fish traps around the island's perimeter over the last several days. Finding fresh food would stretch their rations further and allow them to avoid food fabricated by the Athosians ship. Although technically edible, fabricated food tasted unpalatable because Athosian systems weren't calibrated for humans.

"Did you find Ix?" Jenny looked around for the Valtraxian.

"It's helping the major set up a cooking station." Zack looked over his shoulder toward their base camp. "I guess they're counting on actually finding some fresh food."

Jenny turned away, nodding. "I'll go help Ix. Staying busy keeps my mind off things."

"At least you and Liz are close to the same size." He gestured at his filthy shirt. "This is all that fits me other than my Junior Ranger uniform. It still has Rio's blood all over it."

“This is blood? It doesn’t look like blood. What exactly happened to her? Things happened so fast. You just said she was hurt.” Jenny stared at the stains on his shirt.

Zack grimaced. Although he knew he could trust Jenny with Rio’s secret, it still felt like a betrayal to reveal it without her explicit permission. “Yeah, umm, artificial legs. So, the accident didn't hurt her hurt her, but she couldn't walk anymore.” He shrugged. "That's probably why she told me to go ahead without her. She knew she'd be all right."

Jenny narrowed her eyes and pursed her lips as she regarded Zack. He felt a cold bead of sweat run down his neck.

She shook her head. "When your uniform dries, you should wash the clothes you're wearing."

Zack glanced in the nearby bucket of water. "You think the water around here will clean anything? It's so nasty looking."

"It's better than nothing, Zack. Maybe." Jenny waved before trotting off. "See you later."

He watched her hurry away, grateful she either believed his story about Rio or didn't care enough to keep digging. Their arrival two nights ago remained a bit of a shock to everyone. Major Jericho, Lieutenant Herd, and Sergeant Coulson stayed calm and set about establishing a base camp and enacting basic survival practices. For his part, Zack was thrilled to be on an alien world no human ever visited before, but Jenny...

Jenny did what she was told, worked quietly, and offered no opinions on their situation. Zack couldn't remember her even cracking a smile when Ix tried to lighten the mood the first morning with a joke.

Granted, the joke wasn't funny, but Zack enjoyed his friend's attempt at humor. He unscrewed the top of the purifier and removed the water reservoir before checking the levels on the second and third units. After filling the reservoir and starting the purifying cycle, Zack headed toward the shore. He located the stake to which the line securing the trap was tied, then followed it down the rocks to the water line. Climbing over the slippery rocks, Zack moved with slow and deliberate actions. He had no desire to get his only other set of clothes wet. According to the Athosians, the three moons orbiting Athos created a complex tidal cycle which caused the water level to fluctuate dramatically over the course of several months.

Upon reaching a level surface, Zack grabbed the rope securing the trap and hauled it hand-over-hand until the trap itself was just visible beneath the surface of the water. He saw the bait floating inside but saw no sign of potential meals. He released the rope and let the trap sink down, watching it disappear into the blue-green depths before making his return to base camp.

Lieutenant Herd greeted Jenny when she returned from her water break. Jenny nodded in acknowledgment, kneeling next to the crate of purifier parts. To her untrained eyes, the contents of the crate looked like a box of scrap metal, a puzzle with no pattern to the pieces. As Jenny studied the schematic on her implants, the lieutenant crouched next to her.

"I know it looks like a mess, but these things practically assemble themselves."

Jenny lifted a piece of honeycomb mesh out of the crate. "Do you know when we'll have all of the parts?"

Liz gestured at the box. "These are all the guts. They're fabricating the outer shell now. By the time we get this assembled and operational, it should be done. I'll get you started, then you should be able to handle the rest if you follow the instructions. Hand me the intake base, please."

Jenny returned the mesh to the crate before rummaging around for the part Liz wanted. Jenny referenced the schematics to guide her to the proper piece, then handed it to the lieutenant. Liz showed her how to assemble the pieces and how to properly tighten the fittings to form a complete seal that wouldn't rupture while under pressure.

Once Liz left to go scavenging with Coulson, Jenny concentrated on assembling the purifier core. Though she lacked an engineering background like her girlfriend Hiri or even Ix, she found the instructions easy enough to follow. Once completed, the purifier could draw water directly from a nearby source and remove all impurities on demand, without having to be periodically refilled. It would also greatly improve the taste.

She hoped her and Zack's little swim today would bring his head back down to the planet and he'd realize the seriousness of their situation. The adults didn't talk about it, but Jenny saw the charts when they arrived. Even if the Athosians could get them back tomorrow, with the effects of time dilation, several years would have passed back home. She glanced up at the alien sky overhead. Tears rolled down her cheeks as she thought of her parents and her friends back home who would have spent the last couple of years, at least, believing she was dead or lost in space forever.

Her tears blurred her view of the crate of parts, though the schematics she viewed in her implants remained clear. She wiped her eyes, then returned to work. Enough of that. Crying about it won't help.

Once she finished assembling the purifier core, she picked up the crate and returned to camp. She cringed at the grimy feeling in her hair and suspected shampoo and conditioner were luxuries she should not expect anytime soon. I wonder if Liz has a brush?

She tossed the crate onto the Athosian ship to be filled overnight with more fabricated parts, then she climbed the hill to base camp. The island on which they camped seemed about the size of Ishtar Plaza on Cytherea, though oblong. It lacked anything by way of trees, but it seemed safe enough considering they still had the option of retreating to the ship if the weather became dangerous.

Liz and Coulson showed Major Jericho several specimens of foliage they brought back from their scavenging mission. She found Zack and Ix sitting near the cooking station. Military-grade cooking stations, such as the one set up in their camp, took organic raw materials and processed them into a nutritive paste. S packets could be used to add seasonings to the otherwise bland substance. The cooking station even removed toxins, though that added to the processing time. 

Both Ix and Zack sat watching the progress indicator like puppies waiting for feeding time. 

"Don't you two have something better to do? It doesn't process any faster if you watch it, you know." Jenny sat on the ground between them.

"Our chores for the day have been completed, Jenny." Ix cocked its head, chittering. "Major Jericho specifically told us to 'relax.'"

"Since we don't have any games to play or holovids to watch, this is the only thing there is to do." Zack pointed at the progress meter. "Sometimes it jumps up ten or fifteen percent."

"Often, it only progresses one percent at a time." Ix chittered while it peered at the device.

"There it goes again!" Zack smacked his leg. "Sixty-three percent complete. What flavoring packet did you put in, Ix?"

The Valtraxian clicked its fingers together. "I was not given any to add. It will be the default flavor."

"Wet cardboard. Yum." Jenny rubbed her stomach. "I can't wait."

"I was not aware you enjoyed the taste of wet cardboard, Jenny." Ix cocked its head. "I will make a note of that for future reference."

Zack laughed. "I think she was being sarcastic, Ix."

Ix peered around Jenny at Zack. "Are you certain?" The Valtraxian looked up at Jenny. "Should I not make a note of that?"

"I don't like it, Ix." Jenny patted the Valtraxian on the shoulder. "Next time, add a flavoring packet to the processor."

The Valtraxian returned to a sitting position on six of its legs. "That, I will make a note of."
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Zack, Coulson, Ix, and Major Jericho slept on one side of the camp, while Jenny and Liz slept on the other. They'd tried sleeping in the ship the first night, but metal floors proved much less comfortable than the loamy dirt of the island. Even the constant crinkling of their emergency blankets seemed quieter away from the close walls of the ship.

Sleeping under the stars reminded Zack of summers at home in Wyoming. Granted, he now gazed up at an alien sky dominated by the great whirlpool of the Milky Way. He tried to pick out patterns of stars while he wondered if Athosians developed stories and characters based on star patterns in the night sky. Light from the galaxy above blotted out many of the stars, rendering the night sky somewhat less cluttered than Zack was used to at home.

Next to him, Ix clicked and chittered. From its level of activity, Zack knew his friend was not sleeping. He turned over, mindful of the noise his blanket made at the slightest motion.

"Ix?" Zack tried to keep his voice low. He hoped only Ix would hear him. "What are you doing?"

The Valtraxian lowered itself so its head lay near Zack's. "Attempting to calculate how long we have been gone."

Zack chuckled. "Gosh, Ix. It's only been two days."

"The elapsed time on Cytherea and Earth, Zack. Not our time. It has been two days for us, but due to relativity and the effects of time dilation, a much greater length of time has passed back home."

Recalling how his mother freaked out when the trip to Bestic took a week of time from his parents' point of view before he could reply to their messages, he furrowed his brow. "Well, this was farther, so we disappeared for longer, right? What, maybe two weeks or so?"

Ix chittered, but no words came out of its translator unit. Waves crashing against the rocks remained the main source of noise in the camp. Zack missed the buzzing of nocturnal insects, and the calls of owls and other birds.

Zack propped himself on his elbow as he regarded the Valtraxian. "What, longer? A month?"

"Assuming their drives are equal to the best technology in the Confederation, I estimate our elapsed travel time, to an outside observer, from Cytherea to Athos, is approximately five years."

"Five years?" Zack chuckled. "Five years... yeah... that's..." A heavy weight settled on his shoulders, and he felt his heart pound in his chest. "Seriously? Five years? If we left tomorrow, we'll get back ten years from now?"

"Yes. Ten years from two days ago. Assuming their drive technology is equivalent to ours. If it is superior, they may have solved certain problems we have yet to surmount. The translation felt different to me, though I have been unable to reconcile the sensations with my previous experiences." Ix reached out and stroked Zack's arm. "We will get home, Zack."

Zack rolled onto his back and stared up at the Milky Way. "I'm like, eighteen now. I'll be twenty-three when we get home, but everyone will still treat me like a kid."

"You have not aged five years in the last two days."

Zack bit his lip. "Do you think they think we're dead?"

"I cannot say. I am curious to know if there were any repercussions for the Devorans firing on the ship while it was docked to Cytherea. That could be considered an act of war against the Earth-Alpha Centauri Alliance."

"A war? Because of us?" Zack felt nutrient paste creeping up his esophagus. He squeezed his eyes shut and concentrated on not vomiting.

"I do not know, Zack." Ix withdrew its hand from Zack's arm. "My calculations could be wrong."

Zack turned away from his friend to wipe his eyes. You're never wrong.

––––––––
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After breakfast the next morning, Jenny went back to the ship with Liz and found the crate full of purifier parts, as well as the parts they needed for a camp shower. The shower unit would siphon water from the ocean surrounding them and pump it through a filter before collecting it in a reservoir heated by solar thermal collectors. The system couldn't desalinate or purify the water, but everyone agreed whatever filtration it provided would be superior to not bathing at all.

Liz gathered up the shower parts and pushed the crates toward Jenny. "Feel up to finishing the purifier?"

"I might need Ix's help." Jenny lifted the crate. "I'm not an engineer, and setting it up looks tricky."

"Assembling the core is the hardest part. You'll do fine if you keep following the schematics. Just think, when we're done, hot showers." Liz shrugged. "Well, warm showers. Maybe lukewarm. Definitely not cold."

"Do you have a brush I could borrow?" Jenny followed Liz out of the ship. "Maybe shampoo and conditioner?"

"I have a brush and a comb, but I didn't put any product in my kit before we left. It's all back in my quarters on Cytherea." Liz paused at the point where they had to go separate ways. "If only we'd known we were taking a trip, huh?"

"I would have stayed in bed."

"Ha! I hear that." Liz glanced over her shoulder as she walked away. "Come get me if you have any trouble. The major is having me set this up behind that jagged rock behind the cooking station. Maybe we can get another canopy set up, or a tent or something."

Faced with never returning home again, privacy ranked least among Jenny's worries at the moment, although she appreciated Major Jericho's diligence. When she reached the spot where they'd begun building the purifier, she set the crate down and pulled up the schematics on her implants. Once she found her stopping point from the day prior, she dug through the box of fabricated parts. She felt her stomach twist in knots as she discovered multitudes of tiny fittings and connectors. She sent a quick message to Ix, requesting the Valtraxian's help.

Among the many benefits of her implants, having a power source guaranteed to last longer than she would live meant she didn't have to ration usage of them the way Zack did with his handheld devices. It didn't take long for Ix to arrive.

"Can you share the schematics with me, Jenny?" Ix sorted through the crate of parts while Jenny forwarded the plans through her implants. "I believe I distressed Zack last night. May I ask for your advice?"

Jenny couldn't imagine Zack upset at Ix. "You can ask, but I don't think I have any advice to give."

As it continued sorting through the parts, Ix piled like items together on the ground. "I simply explained to him how much elapsed time had passed back home since we left. He stopped speaking to me and eventually fell asleep."

At the mention of elapsed time, Jenny's eyes became unfocused, and she stared at the incomplete purifier. "Years. We've been gone years, haven't we?"

"Unless my calculations are wrong, or the Athosians possess drive technology far more advanced than our own." Ix finished sorting the parts and moved to the purifier, looking over it as it chittered to itself.

"Has anyone asked the Athosians?" Jenny worked on assembling the siphon that would draw water from the ocean into the purifier.

"No one has seen them since we landed." With four hands available, Ix joined the exterior cladding to the purifier much faster than Jenny would have. "They have been busy repairing the ship. Major Jericho feels having them fabricate parts for our survival needs is enough of a distraction that he doesn't want to disturb them for anything else."

"Do you think they can repair the ship, Ix?" Jenny hoped she wasn't the only person who wondered whether they'd be stranded here for the rest of their lives.

Ix chittered, cocking its head. "Of course they can. We didn't crash. The ship sustained no damage in the landing, and it was space worthy when we translated away from the Sol system. While I acknowledge the translation did not have the expected effects and was, in fact, quite... rough, I believe that was due to the damage caused by the Devorans firing upon us." Ix put down its work before skittering over to Jenny.

It stroked her arm. "We will get home, Jenny. Of that, I have no doubt."
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After several days of moping and hard work, the camp finally felt almost cozy. The cooking station worked flawlessly, the shower actually provided hot water, and the purifier provided them with potable water, though it still maintained an aftertaste that reminded Zack of metallic, wet grass, albeit more subtle now. Zack supposed he could learn to ignore it.

Major Jericho had them sit in a circle with their bowls of nutrient paste. He used the odd, sealed pack as a sort of table for himself. Tonight, Ix selected a flavoring packet that purported to taste like beef stew, although Zack thought it tasted more like stale jerky, albeit in paste form. The setup reminded Zack of a camping trip; however, since the island lacked woody vegetation, they had no campfire. Not that they needed supplemental heat; the warm humid air served that up in spades, and the military-issued flashlights the adults possessed provided all the extra light they needed.

"All right, people. I know it's been tough, but you've all done excellent work getting the camp up and running." Major Jericho rubbed the top of his cropped hair. "Don't think I haven't noticed the moping about. Your anxiety is justified, and I know some of you think you know how much time elapsed back home during our translation."

Ix chittered while Coulson and Liz eyed each other. Zack looked at Jenny, who sat stony-faced, staring into the distance. Zack raised his hand.

"We're not at school, Zack." Major Jericho raised his eyebrow. "What is it?"

"It's like five years right?"

Coulson's eyes widened and he reached for Liz's leg. Shoving his hand away, she bit her lip. 

Major Jericho sighed and rubbed his nose. "Based on the distance traveled, that's about right for an EAC ship.” The major raised a finger in the air. "I caution you, though. This is not an EAC ship. Our intelligence indicates Athosians use an entirely different drive technology. I don't think we should assume it has the same limitations. At any rate, Alpha Primus is coming out shortly to update us on their repairs, and I will ask them."

He took a bite of his nutrient paste. "Look, however long we've been gone is irrelevant to our current situation. I understand that it's difficult not to think about everyone back home and how worried they must be. We don't know what they saw when we left and we don't know what they've been told. You have to put that out of your mind for now. We're on an alien world that no human has ever been to. There are unknown dangers here, and you all have to stay focused on the here and now. I want everyone safe. I want everyone going home when the time comes. Understand?"

"Yes, sir," Coulson and Liz answered in unison. Major Jericho looked around the circle to Zack, Ix, and Jenny.

"I'll try, Major." Zack didn't know how the major could remain as calm as he was. Ix and Jenny acknowledged their understanding as well.

"There are a lot of things we don't know. There are just as many things over which we have no control. Worrying about any of them is counterproductive in a survival situation." Major Jericho paused as his eyes lingered on Zack, Ix, and Jenny. "None of us were ready for this. Least of all, you three. Surely, you've learned something in the Junior Rangers that can help you here?"

Zack glanced at Jenny and Ix, then nodded. "We crashed on Bestic a couple of years ago. We just had our escape pod, no adults. Our ship exploded."

"Yes." Ix clicked its fingers together. "We were forced to travel through the partially terraformed wilderness to the nearest city."

Liz chuckled. "So you were the kids that went missing on that trip. I thought there were four."

Jenny looked up at the pilot. "An Ersidian, Mungus. He doesn't go to Cytherean Academy."

"You heard about that?" Ix cocked its head toward Liz.

Zack jumped up, pointing at Lieutenant Herd. "Lizard! I knew I knew you! You were the pilot of the Baden-Powell who sat next to me on the shuttle from Earth."

Liz laughed. "Took you long enough, Zack. I was wondering if you'd ever remember me." She ran her fingers through her short hair. "Must be the haircut."

"You two know each other?" Major Jericho raised his eyebrows, regarding the lieutenant.

"Know? No. We sat next to each other on a shuttle before those wackos blew up the Baden-Powell. We heard one of the escape pods got off course and crashed in the wilderness, but I haven't seen Zack since Goddard Station. I hadn't met the other two before this little misadventure."

"Well, then you kids should have this well in hand." Major Jericho stood. "It's humid, but the temperature's comfortable, even at night, and there don't seem to be any predators to worry about. I haven't even seen any bugs. I'm going to have a shower, then turn in for the evening. I know there isn't a lot to do, but try not to stay up too late."

Coulson glanced at Liz. "I didn't even bring a pack of cards. Got anything on your implants?"

The pilot shook her head. "Nothing multiplayer."

Ix chittered. "I have a substantial library of games. What did you want to play, Sergeant?"

"It doesn't matter what you pick, Sarge." Zack chuckled, recalling the games he played with the Valtraxian. "Ix always wins."

––––––––
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While Ix and Coulson decided on a game to play together via their implants, Liz left to meditate, and Jenny remained under the canopy tent with Zack. She stared into space as she pushed the last bit of nutrient paste around her bowl with a spoon.

She imagined, by now, her parents had returned to work, fully recovered from their near-fatal shuttle accident during the Junior Ranger trip to Valtra last year. She gave thanks that her last conversation with them was positive, at least. Before their accident, hardly a call ended without her being angry with them for some reason.

They often spoke about how Jenny was the only child they wanted, but she wondered if they would have a new baby to replace her when she returned. Ten years was a long time to wait, and she wouldn't blame them if they gave up and had another child.

Jenny wondered if Hiri would wait for her. Why should she? We only went out a few times. She's a grown woman now and will be even older by the time we return. I hope she found someone nice.

"Jenny? Jenny?"

Zack's voice shook her out of her thoughts. She turned to him, grateful for the interruption. Her thoughts threatened to spiral into a pit of doom and despair. "What?"

"What are you going to do for the rest of the night?" Zack leaned back and stretched out his legs. "I don't want to just sit here staring at the grass and dirt."

"Until you said something, I was probably going to stare at the grass until I got too tired to be bored, then just go to bed." She offered her friend a smile. "Some evening, huh?"

"Yeah." Zack furrowed his brow as he met her gaze. "There's not a lot to do, huh?"

"Even less than a Junior Ranger trip." She chuckled. "You know, when we left, my parents were still recovering from their accident. I was just getting to know Hiri." She bit her lip. "I miss them."

"Yeah." Zack scratched at the dirt. "I don't know if my parents will be happy or angry when they see me again. They weren't going to let me go on another Junior Ranger trip because they think they're too dangerous. Now I end up in a different galaxy just from being at school."

Jenny nudged him. "They'll be happy to see you, of course. You'll probably look just like they remembered, too. They'll probably be old and gray, though."

Zack's eyes widened. "All our friends will be grown up. They'll have jobs and everything. We'll still have to go back to school."

Shrugging, Jenny looked away. "If we're lucky, Headmaster Troughton will be retired, and Cytherean Academy will have someone who isn't too busy sucking up to the Devorans to teach us properly."

"Maybe Major Jericho will let us go back to the mainland tomorrow."

Crossing the hundred-meter gap between the island and the mainland again did not appeal to Jenny after the last time they tried it. Going during low tide proved easy enough, but they still didn't have a handle on the tidal cycle, and she didn't want to get stuck again.

"Unless the Athosians can help us build a bridge, I really don't feel like crossing that water again."

Zack couldn't argue with that. He rolled over onto his back, looking up at the sky from under the canopy. "Don't you think it's weird we haven't seen any bugs or animals or anything?"

"There has to be something, Zack. We saw flowers on the mainland. They need bugs to reproduce." Jenny did think it odd they hadn't seen any life yet, except for a few blob-like creatures caught in their traps that ended up as part of the nutrient paste.

Zack sat up. "What if they're meat-eating plants? Like Venus flytraps?"

Jenny studied carnivorous plants in her botany classes, but since Cytherean Academy didn't have any in their gardens, nor did Messier Habitat, she'd never seen specimens in person. "They'd still need to eat. No insects mean the plants have to rely on other methods for pollination, like the wind. But, what's the point in having flowers if they're not there to attract insects?"

Zack scrunched up his face as he thought about it. "Maybe the bugs are invisible?"

"That would be something." Jenny didn't think invisible insects existed, but she couldn't prove it to Zack. "There's probably another explanation, but hopefully, we won't be here long enough to find out."

"We gotta find something to do, Jenny. I thought it would be exciting here, but just sitting around waiting for them to fix the ship is boring."

"Maybe we'll find something tomorrow." Jenny sympathized with Zack. Sitting around waiting on other people felt frustrating. Being stranded in an unfamiliar, untamed wilderness exacerbated that feeling. She yawned and stood. "I'm going to bed. See you in the morning."

She returned to her side of the camp. Liz had not yet returned from her meditation; Jenny assumed she used the conference room inside the ship for that since it remained the most private spot on or around the island anyone knew of. She crawled under her emergency blanket and stared upward into space. Seeing the Milky Way dominating the sky reminded her just how far they'd come, and how her life would never be the same.

Why did I help Zack? When has it ever worked out for me? She banished the thoughts from her mind. She knew exactly why she helped Zack, because that's what friends do for each other.
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Chapter 5
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As Zack feared, the next day, Major Jericho had nothing for them to do.

"I'm sorry, Zack." The major reclined against a rock, with his fingers laced behind his head watching the waves, his feet resting on the sealed pack never far from his side. "All we can do is wait for the Athosians to fix the ship now. Anything I give you will be pointless busy work, and I'm not a fan of that. Never have been. We have a word for it in the military... which I probably shouldn't say in front of you."

Zack shuffled his feet and thought about the Athosian who hatched from the iron star fragment Professor Gladstone gave him before he transferred, the one who started all this mess. He thrust his hands in his pockets. "Can I see that baby Athosian, Squishy? Maybe talk to some of the other Athosians? I have a lot of questions about stuff."

Ever since that first trip to Bestic, encounters involving the Athosians seemed to find a way to complicate Zack's life. Between the cult on Bestic, the tiny stasis pod Professor Gladstone gave him, the research facility on Valtra, and Squishy, Zack felt like half his life revolved around a supposedly dead species.

Major Jericho shook his head. "They made it pretty clear they don't want to be disturbed while they're repairing the ship. I get the sense they're just as lost as we are right now."

Zack thought for a moment. "Well, can Jenny
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