
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Can the crew survive, or will the beasts kill all of them?

	 

	 

	A spaceship is sent to a moon called Heja to find plants that can be used to cure cancer. The spaceship crash-lands on this celestial body. The crew must find a way to escape because dangerous beasts roam its jungles and deserts.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	It was the year 5014 on my home planet, Afan. I entered my supervisor’s office.

	His name was Delm and he was frowning.

	“Tom, I have a new assignment for you.”

	“Okay.” I sat down, my mind racing, wondering what he would say.

	“Nen Pharmaceuticals and GSA want to send a spacecraft to Heja because fourteen plants on it can be used to cure eight types of cancer.”

	I shivered, a nervous response. GSA, short for the Global Space Agency, built most of this planet’s interstellar craft. Three months ago, satellites had discovered Heja, a moon that was five light years away from us.

	“You’re a great pilot.”

	“Thanks.”

	“The first interview will be with a copilot, a shape-shifting robot called Eve. She is a new prototype called TAS, short for Technical Assistant.”

	My stomach tightened. Too many androids broke down in jungles, oceans, and other places. “Is she durable?”

	“You’re experienced. Figure that out for yourself.”

	I recoiled, showing irritation. He didn’t answer my question. If she broke down, would they tell me it was my fault because I picked a flawed android?

	He clenched his teeth and said, “Then go to different jungles and deserts to interview the rest of the crew. Observe them, talk to them. Are they suitable? If not, find the best.”

	“Okay.”

	“Nen and GSA have spent a lot of money on this.”

	“When do I leave?”

	“In a few minutes. I just sent more information into your contact lenses and your nanites.”

	Years ago, GSA and MAA—Mind Adapt Agency, had injected nanites into my bloodstream. These tiny robots improved my ability to solve complicated questions. “Will the war in Keer spread?” Keer, a country, was on the opposite side of Afan.

	He frowned. “I doubt it.”

	I stood and exited the room, information appearing in my lenses.

	Xann Manufacturing created Eve. This company had produced fifteen different prototypes in the last sixty years.

	I left the building, stepped inside a celestial craft, waved my hand over a control panel and the ship took off.

	 

	Eventually, I entered Xann. A tall Qio humanoid male with orange skin, a stranger in a suit said, “Welcome. Come with me.”

	“When will I meet Eve?”

	He grinned. “In a short while.”

	Both of us walked past android heads, feet, hands, ears, eyeballs, and fingers, all of them on shelves. He pointed at them. “These are some examples of what we produce. Each body part is custom made.”

	I sighed, bored. “Thanks.” Up ahead, a white woman in a gray uniform jumped upward sixty feet and landed on a balcony.

	The man pointed at her. “She is adaptable.”

	I nodded.

	Without warning, the man changed into a beautiful, five-foot eight-inch tall white woman. “I am Eve.”

	I blinked, surprised.

	She asked in a flat tone, “Why are you here?”

	I answered, “I am traveling to a moon called Heja to find plants that can be used to cure cancer, and I need a crew.”

	“My supervisor told me about your journey. I would be an outstanding crewmember. It is time to depart.”

	“What kind of aircraft can you fly?”

	“SC, IC, FC, and six other types.”

	“Great.” Stellar Craft was designed to fly around planets and moons. Interstellar Craft traveled between these. Flexible Craft went around moons, planets, and between them. “How many times have you flown in three-D holographic environments?”

	“Two hundred.”

	“Outstanding. How many times have you flown around real planets, moons, and between them?”

	“Never.”

	I paused, my jaw muscles tight.

	“Judging by that expression on your face, my lack of experience in the real world bothers you.”

	“It does.”

	“Sorry to disappoint.”

	I exhaled, trying to relax.

	“Are you going to hire me?”

	“Maybe.”

	She looked straight ahead, a blank expression on her face.

	“Do you have an FC on you?”

	“Affirmative.”

	“Let’s go outside and leave.”

	 

	The craft shot out of her neck and we stepped inside the flying machine.

	She said, “This ship is called Bright Spirit.”

	“Do your contact lenses have panels that control it?”

	“My optic nerves control it.”

	“Amazing. I’ve never heard of an optic nerve doing that.”

	“This tool is three weeks old.”

	“Has it been tested in the real world?”

	“Only in three-D holographic environments.”

	I cringed. “How many times has it been tested in those environments?”

	“Nineteen.”

	My breathing sped up, a worried response. “The tool should have been tested at least thirty times.”

	“Of course.”

	I paused, trying to relax.

	“Judging by that expression on your face, you don’t think I can fly this.”

	“You could say that.”

	“Do you want me to fly it?”

	Chills ran up my spine. “Go ahead.”

	Bright Spirit rose and sped up. “Impressive.”

	Eve blinked.

	“Do you like compliments?” Because she remained stony-faced it was hard to tell if this achievement pleased her.

	“I’m trying to get used to them. By the way, I just exported data into your optic nerve. From this point on a control panel will appear in your field of vision. You can use that panel to fly Bright Spirit.”

	“Thanks. You’re hired.”

	She offered a slight nod, one that was barely noticeable.

	“The next step is interviewing Dr. Gary Lake. He is a geneticist and an animal behavior scientist who studies lemurs in the Disig.”

	“The Disig Jungle is three thousand two hundred miles north of here.”

	“Correct. Is that information in your lenses?”

	“It is.”

	“You imported that data in less than a second, faster than anybody I’ve ever met.”

	She kept staring straight ahead. In her pupils, white lines raced from top to bottom, indicating that she was organizing graphs. “I’m well designed. Archives indicate that you have flown between Iap, Ejj, Yela, and Afan eighty-one times.”

	“Yes.”

	“You have twelve years’ experience piloting SC, IC, FC, space schooners, Afan Air Force interstellar personnel carriers, and Debban Corporation Planetary vessels. You received a bachelor’s degree in Aeronautics from Maen Academy, a college in United Provinces. United Provinces is on the Rooss, a continent in Afan’s western hemisphere.

	After that, you attended Coro, a university in the Republic of Goln, a country in Afan’s southern hemisphere. Within two years, you received a master’s degree in Flight Path Algorithms, graduating fourth in a class of ninety.”

	I blinked, amazed. “You are well informed.”

	“My bio-logic boards are linked to six internal quantum computers.”

	“A team of software engineers and bio-physicists worked hard to create you.”

	“An accurate statement.”

	Gary’s resume appeared in my lenses. This scientist, who was born in the United Territories, a country on Kak, and an island Afan’s northern hemisphere, was the oldest of three children. His father was a high school a math instructor. His mother worked part-time in a middle school, teaching physics.

	At the age of six, he began studying wasps. For the next several years collected them, wanting to how they communicated with each other and what techniques they used to locate food.

	He attended Snet, a college in the Republic of Cern, a country that was close to the United Territories. After three years of endless cramming, he received his bachelor’s degree in Insect Genome Arrangement, graduating fourth in a class of two thousand.

	After receiving his diploma, he entered graduate school at Raeg, a university in the United Territories. After one year he received a master’s degree in Insect Base Pair Manipulation, graduating with honors. After applying to several schools, he was accepted by Tolo, a university in the United Territories.

	Three years later, he received a doctorate in Entomology, graduating Cum Laude. Several of his classmates described him as articulate, driven. A few weeks after receiving his diploma, Izat, a corporation in the United Provinces hired him. The text vanished because no more information was available.

	I said, “Eve, Gary hasn’t responded to my emails, three-D holographic, or text messages.”

	“He hasn’t answered mine either.”

	“Are his contact lenses working normally?”

	“A perceptive question.”

	 

	Within the hour, I broke into a cold sweat. “The map shows that we’re headed for a hurricane.”

	“A valid statement.”

	“The database offers dangerous routes. Is there a better way to get around the storm?”

	“If we fly over it, there is a thirty-two percent chance of reaching our destination.”

	My adrenaline pumped faster. “Can you handle it?”

	“By all means.”

	Bright Spirit zoomed upward. High winds knocked us to the right. I grimaced. “According to three-D holographic maps, The Disig is huge, over four million square miles.”

	“There are ten thousand, four hundred insect species in it. However, two hundred entomologists have admitted there are at least eight thousand more. Because too many entomologists ended up with yellow fever or other diseases, many realize that going there is dangerous.”

	I cringed

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Bright Spirit raced downward, went between towering kapoks, halted, then dropped. Cables shot out of its belly and attached themselves to nearby lupuna, gigantic trees that blocked out most of the sky. I asked, “Can’t you land closer to the ground?”

	“That is impossible. This is the best spot. Gary and his team are two miles away, camped out in one of the denser parts of the jungle. If we touched down in other locations, he would be either five or eight miles away.”

	I paused, my jaw muscles tensed, disappointed. The hatch clinked open. Both of us jumped down twenty feet. On my belt, tiny jets switched on, slowing my descent. Within seconds all the jets turned off and we ended up in waist-high grass and, hiked. I wiped the sweat off my neck. “It’s hot.”

	“One hundred twenty degrees Fahrenheit.”

	To our left, on branches, a few purple cockroaches, species that were eight inches long, hissed.

	I grimaced.

	On nearby leaves, hundreds of orange ants, all of them four inches long, marched single file, bound for someplace else.

	I said, “This area is disgusting.”

	Eve glanced in several directions, a blank expression on her face. A cockroach landed on her left wrist and raced up it, mucus dripping off its jaw. A particle beam shot out of her collar, creating a barely audible noise. The beam sliced the insect in half, rolling off her arm, screeching, Ooot.

	“Was that insect dangerous?”

	“Its stinger injects batrachotoxins into your skin. Within twenty minutes, you end up with a severe headache. An hour later, you pass out. There is a twenty percent chance that you wake up.”

	“Are you immune?”

	“There is a sixteen percent chance that its venom would destroy twenty percent of my bio-circuits. Taking a chance is unwise.”

	I exhaled, trying to relax. Before long we passed four-foot-long leaves, many of them covered by half-inch gnats, a green species with yellow legs. Not far beyond them, two lilac butterflies flapped their wings. I pointed at the butterflies. “Are any of these insects dangerous?”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	“To the contrary.”

	My colleague and I slogged on, stepping over tiny flowers, and kept going.

	 

	Within minutes both of us trekked past striped leaves. Beneath them, bat-like creatures, a mauve species that were upside down, their feet hanging onto the branches, purred. I pointed at the creatures. “Are they lethal?”

	“Unknown. My DNAE just scanned them. Unfortunately, this genus isn’t in its archives.”

	I clenched my teeth, disappointed by the lack of information. Forty percent of the DNAE, short for DNA Evaluator, a wrist-mounted microscopic tool, sent out electromagnetic waves. After they returned, DNAE organized them, creating quantum probability charts. The charts would help us determine what dangerous animals, plants, insects, bacteria, or viruses we would encounter.

	To our left, hidden somewhere in the jungle, a creature groaned and another cackled. At the same time, the stench of death became stronger. “What stinks?”

	“Rotting worms.”

	“I can’t see them.”

	“My latest DNAE probe signifies that their corpses are hidden beneath the leaves that are on our right.”

	I said, “Gary hasn’t sent us any messages since Bright Spirit arrived.”

	“Correct.”

	“Although I’ve sent him twenty messages during that time, he hasn’t responded. LT hasn’t detected any problems. Why hasn’t it?” LT, short for Line Transmission software, checked for malfunctioning telecommunication issues every two minutes.

	“Excellent question. I’ve examined LT’s variables fourteen times during that period. So far, they look normal. However, that was only a superficial examination. I’ll keep checking.”

	“Yes, keep checking.”

	 

	Within the hour, both of us reached Gary’s camp, a small group of huts in the dark jungle.

	He stepped out of a hut.

	I sighed, then asked, “Dr. Lake, have you received any of our messages?”

	He smiled. “Call me Gary. Corv ants told me you were coming.”

	I blinked, surprised. “What are you talking about?”

	“Months ago, not long after my team arrived in the Disig, our contact lenses and skin-mounted nanites stopped receiving or sending any text, three-D holographic, or email messages. A few hours later, I translated twenty percent of Corv’s language. They pass messages between themselves. A minute after both of you arrived, the Corv told me you were coming.”

	Eve commented, “Fascinating.”

	I said, “Gary, you have a talent for translating languages.”

	He smiled.

	“How did you develop this skill?”

	“Eleven months ago, using GC, short for Genetic Conversion software, I updated my DNA.”

	I paused, amazed. “I’ve read about scientists who have updated their DNA but haven’t met anybody who improved it so much they could communicate with insects.”

	Gary said, “Updating it was necessary.”

	Eve asked, “Gary, if we landed sixty miles from your camp, could the Corv pass that information to you?”

	“You bet. As long as you touched down eighty miles from it or less, they could pass that information to me or other members of my team.”

	Eve asked, “Gary, did you study languages when you were a child?”

	“Yes. I studied two different languages, Aito, and Qio as a hobby.”

	I asked, “Gary, do you know why we’re here?”

	“No. Why?”

	I answered, “Nen Pharmaceuticals and GSA want to send a spacecraft to Heja because fourteen plants on it can be used to cure eight types of cancer. We’ll pay you fifty M to be part of the crew.”

	Gary said, “Your offer is great. Although my current project isn’t finished, the money you just promised to give me makes it possible to pay my crew enough so that they can work on this project six months longer. Dr. Venus Morton and I will accompany you.”

	I nodded.

	Venus, an orange Qio humanoid woman, six-foot-tall, slender, stepped out of another hut. “I heard that.”

	Eve asked, “Venus... should we address you as Venus or Dr. Morton?”

	“Venus.”

	I said, “My next step is interviewing Dr. Mark Philips.”
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