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Marooned on a desolate planet, joining forces with the enemy is their only hope for escape.

Maya Pandita spent years preparing for an expedition to the Deadlands. But her dreams of unearthing ancient artifacts are shattered when her shuttle is buried by a violent sandstorm, and her team is abducted by the scaled inhabitants of the planet. Maya and her companions must try to outwit their blue captor and call for help before they die in the toxic atmosphere.

Sa Vittaran has a problem in his claws. Along with treasures from the ruins, he has retrieved three smooth-skinned foreigners. He cannot leave them to die in the desert. Yet the puny creatures have little value as workers, except perhaps for the impudent woman who claims to be their leader. Her knowledge of the ancient texts will be an asset if she can survive the long trek to his house.  

An attack by marauders forces Maya and the Blue leader into a wary alliance. They must work together to thwart the bandits and reunite their company. Can Maya convince Sa Vittaran to help her team? If she fails, they are doomed to a short unpleasant life on the desolate, war-torn planet.  
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1. Sandstorm in the Deadlands
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THE SANDSTORM WHIRLED out of the desert and plowed into the shuttle. 

Red grit rattled on the windshield. Maya flinched. Surely the transparent screen wouldn’t shatter? The prospect of a delay annoyed her more than the storm. After months of strenuous training for the planet’s high gravity, her team was finally ready to land and explore the ruins. 

She glanced at the tablet embedded in her armrest. Their instruments had detected the walls of a city under the sand, the remains of an ancient civilization destroyed millennia ago in a nuclear catastrophe. She had pinpointed a landing site in the center of a large complex. But, they had overshot their destination and the winds were driving them further away. 

The shuttle bucked in the violent gusts. 

“Helmets on,” Jack yelled, struggling to control the shuttle’s erratic path. “I’m taking her down.” 

The four surveyors had discarded their headgear in the climate-controlled cabin. Now, they hurried to fasten their helmets, or more accurately, head masks with built-in goggles. They wore military-issue suits, provided by the Terran Space Authority for exploring dangerous environments like the Deadlands. Its heat and high levels of radiation posed severe hazards for life. Their suits even had boosters to facilitate walking and lifting in high gravity.  

Rocked by the powerful winds, the shuttle lurched to starboard. The floor tilted. A cascade of rust-red sand blocked their view. The external monitors darkened under the onslaught of sand particles. 

Abruptly, screens blanked. 

The air recycler coughed to a halt. 

Lights flickered out. 

Maya froze in a flash of panic. Her first mission, the first she had led, might be her last. She fingered the bridge of the nose filters under her mask. If the air scrubber failed, she would need the filters to block the grit and toxic atmosphere. Her team must also be realizing their deadly peril. For the most part, they were handling the shock well.

In the co-pilot’s seat, Hong gasped. She glanced over her shoulder at Maya, dismay written in her dark eyes, although the mask veiled the rest of her face. 

Seated next to Maya, their tech expert, Felix, cursed as he jabbed gloved fingers on his tablet. 

A beep announced the switch to emergency power. Spots of orange light illuminated the cabin. In the eerie silence, Maya surveyed her companions with a new clarity. The dim orange glow highlighted their goggles and special suits, giving them an alien appearance. The insulated suits were colored and patterned with scales to mimic the native inhabitants in case her team was spotted from the borders of the Deadlands. She had recruited her assistant, Hong Dinh, on Terra. Hong’s role was to make digital records of the ancient artifacts, and she had basic medical training in case of any accidents. Felix McCree was their tech expert, a wizard with any type of machine, from electronic devices to mechanical engines. Lastly, Maya focused on Jack. Major Jarvi had been assigned by the Terran Space Authority as their pilot and expert on inhospitable environments. He would know what to do in this emergency. 

“Jack?” she prompted. 

“Felix, check the instruments,” he ordered, tapping the control panel. “Hong, call the station.” Their support staff, Lieutenants Kit Rangi and Ross Wu of the Security Division, were based in the space station orbiting the proscribed planet. 

His eyes fixed on the screens, Felix played his fingers over the keys. 

Grabbing the mike, Hong called, “Mayday, mayday. Come in Big Bird.” After repeating the call for the third time, she swiveled to face Jack. “There’s no answer.” 

He directed his laser beam at the windshield. The light reflected on a dull red surface with tiny glints of crystalline particles. “The shuttle’s buried under the sand. A thick layer. Too thick, I’d guess, for our radio transmissions to penetrate to the surface.” Twisting to look back at Felix, he asked, “What’s the damage?” 

“Bad. We’ve lost power. Engine’s jammed. Sensors indicate silica particles everywhere.” 

Pinpointing the critical factor, Maya asked, “How much oxygen do we have?” 

Felix punched the pad and grunted, “Merde. Enough for about three hours. Possibly longer if we don’t exert ourselves.” 

“Or less if the tank’s been holed,” Jack warned. “The oxygen was intended for our trips to the space station and not for consumption on the ground.” 

“Won’t Kit and Ross send a shuttle to search for us?” Hong asked. 

Maya said, “I’d signaled them the landing site we’d selected. But, the storm blew us way off course. They won’t know where to look.” 

“I saw mountains in the distance,” Jack volunteered, “just before the sand hit the screen. The shuttle might have landed near the border of the Deadlands.” The explosion creating the Deadlands had carved out a basin rimmed with high cliffs and mountains. 

She shook her head. “It doesn’t help. We’ve no way to signal the station and they could take days to locate us. We’ll have to manage alone.” Shooting a glance at Jack, she said, “Any suggestions? You’re our expert on hazardous sites.” 

“Okay.” Jack exhaled a slow breath. “Here’s my suggestion. We wait one or two hours. If we still can’t make contact, we’ll try to tunnel to the surface.” 

“Can we unload the digger?” Hong asked. 

“Won’t work,” Jack said flatly. “We’ve nowhere to dump the sand except inside the cabin.”  

Swiveling to tap Maya’s arm, Felix said, “It’s your decision. You’re the boss.”   

Weighed down by the responsibility for their lives, she nodded. “Okay, we’ll wait one hour.” 

Every ten minutes, Hong sent the distress signal. 

After trying for the fifth time to restart the engines without success, Jack said, “I reckon the sand’s clogged the intake.”  

Felix unscrewed the base of the control panel and began to test the wiring. 

While they waited, Maya checked the storage lockers and made an inventory of their supplies. They had food concentrates and water to last five days, lasers, and miscellaneous detectors for the expedition. The bulldozer and sand blower were in the cargo hold. They had brought everything they needed to excavate the underground ruins and explore the ancient site, including ropes for climbing into subterranean rooms. According to the scientists from Eden who fielded the earlier expedition, the underground levels of the buildings might be intact. They had expected to use the shuttle as their base, with its controlled climate, filtered air, and generator to power the excavation tools. At this point, they must abandon the mission and concentrate on escaping the shuttle and calling the space station for help. 

Anger and frustration swelled inside her. They were trapped. Buried under the radioactive sands and low on oxygen. What a stupid way to end her first mission. 
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2. Scavengers
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ON A RIDGE ON THE BORDER of the Deadlands, a hooded figure peered through spyglasses at the whirling sandstorm. Sa Vittaran Viktu bared his teeth in satisfaction. A storm of that size could scoop out tons of sand, exposing long-buried ancient ruins. He had scavenged many strange treasures in this region during the last three years. By his calculations, he could risk one more raid before making the long journey to his house for the hot season. Once the dust clouds settled, his crew could search until sunset. Enough time to delve into the ruins, whilst leaving a safe margin against overexposure to lethal radiation. 

The tornado whirled away, spinning deeper into the Deadlands, and he adjusted the magnification to zoom onto the trail of destruction. The squared outline of a wall hinted at a likely prospect within an hour’s journey of his position. 

As the clouds of sand dissipated, he turned to look down at his crew at the base of the ridge and raised his hand. At his signal, the two Reds tightened the leading reins of the yushos and slapped the armored flanks of the large beasts. Each yusho carried a pair of empty panniers to hold his loot. The beasts swung their heavy heads, their side horns butting at their handlers. The old Green rose from his seat on a boulder and massaged his spine. He stretched his arms, pulled his hood over his gnarled head and slung the empty sack over his shoulders. Sa Sumakis was slowing with age. He might be incapable of making the trek to the Deadlands in the next season. 

Sa Vittaran considered his options. Where could he recruit a replacement for the technologist? The ideal candidate was a younger, healthier Green with knowledge of the ancient scripts. Yet, he had little chance of procuring a suitable expert unless he could wring a profit out of this expedition. The cleverest Greens were conscripted by the top warlords to construct siege wreckers and catapults. As an alternative, he already recognized one or two words in the ancient script like the orange-lettered sign for danger. Could Sa Sumakis teach him the written language before the next trip? Perhaps. He would have plenty of time to decide before the cold season arrived. 

Giving a mental shrug, the Blue leaped down the steep slope to his pekron. The glossy black steed lifted its short forelimbs and snuffled, begging for a treat. Rubbing its muzzle, Sa Vittaran offered it a piece of sugar root, and considered his third, and least desirable, option. If he did not achieve a profit this year, he must sell one of his possessions, probably this pekron. The lively thoroughbred, prancing in its eagerness to move on, was his sole concession to luxury. He had trained the animal and named it Nix. Nix’s jet-black scales gleamed like polished onyx and it could bound for miles on its muscular hind legs. Logically, he did not need to ride a pekron. He could run as fast as his Reds and had as much stamina for a long trek. Yet, mounted on Nix, he could race across the sands at five times the speed of the plodding yushos. 

He glanced at his looting crew. No matter how fast he arrived, the salvage operation could not begin safely without the Green’s knowledge of the ancient texts. 

Leading the pekron over to the old Green, he said, “Sa Sumakis, the panniers are empty. The yusho will carry you for the outward trip.” 

The Green bowed. “Sa Vittaran, I am grateful for your kindness.” 

Sa Vittaran summoned a Red to hoist Sa Sumakis into an empty pannier. They piled their packs and water flasks in the opposite pannier to balance the Green’s weight. The Blue made a final check of his crew for the essentials of water and weapons. Although nobody else dared venture so close to the Deadlands, he refused to take unnecessary risks.  

After covering his nose and mouth with a cloth to exclude wind-blown grit, Sa Vittaran vaulted onto the high-backed saddle. Tightening the reins, he pulled his hood well down over his crest. 

“Move out,” he shouted to his Reds. Pressing his heels into Nix’s flank, he steered the pekron out of the gorge and into the desert. Behind him, the yushos snorted and plodded after the two Reds. As the pekron trotted into the Deadlands, waves of heat rose from the scorching sands. 

Gripping the reins in one hand, Sa Vittaran rose in the stirrups and lifted his spyglass. He peered over Nix’s topknot and focused on the distant walls. A short length of intact roof topped one section of wall. A good sign. With luck, the lower levels would be free of sand and full of valuables. 
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3. Blue Devilled 


[image: ]


TRAPPED IN THE BURIED shuttle, Maya checked the time on her com every few minutes. By the end of the hour, nothing had changed. 

Keeping a calm tone, she said, “Okay, guys. We’ve waited for an hour.” 

Her voice shaking, Hong said, “Still no reply. Surely, the storm must have stopped by now.” 

“Kit and Ross will know we hit trouble.” Felix groaned, “Big trouble.” 

“They’ll be scanning for our signals,” Maya said. “But, we can’t stay in the shuttle. Our air won’t last much longer.” 

Jack nodded. “Okay. We’ll dig a tunnel. If we can escape to the surface, we’ll be able to call the station for help.” 

“I agree,” Maya said. “We’ve got plenty of food and water. Oxygen is the problem. But once we’re above the sand, we can breathe with our filters.” Stepping purposefully toward her backpack, she said, “Let’s take extra water and emergency supplies in case we can’t contact the station immediately.” 

Still nervous, Hong asked, “What about the radiation? We’ll be exposed once we’re outside the shuttle’s shields.” 

Curbing her impatience, Maya said, “Don’t worry, Hong. We’d planned for a five-hour stint each day for exploring the ruins to minimize exposure. We won’t be on the surface for long. We’ll be rescued in less than an hour after we contact the station.” 

Felix fetched the blower from the hold, and Jack collected their climbing gear. Each of them carried a small pack with water and nutrient bars. As the expert in adverse environments, Jack insisted on leading the attempt to tunnel to the surface. 

The team assembled the ropes. Originally intended for climbing into underground chambers of the ruined city, the ropes and harnesses linked each person to the next for safety during the climb. In this case, they would serve to help the leaders pull the others through the sand to the surface. At least, that was the plan. But, nothing turned out to be easy. 

First, the shuttle was tilted so the exit was set at an angle of about twenty degrees from the vertical. 

Jack forced the door open to reveal a solid barrier of red sand. When he touched the surface, the wall crumbled, and sand streamed into the cabin. He swore, slammed the door shut and jumped back. But, the damage was inescapable. A thick layer of gritty sand covered the floor by the exit. 

“Should I try the blower?” Felix asked. 

“No,” Maya said sharply. “You’ll swamp the cabin.” She inhaled the stale air, knowing they had to reach the surface or die. Looking at Jack, she urged, “Go on.”  

“Yeah.” Jack frowned at her. “We’ll have to dig our way up by hand.” 

Extracting the trowel from among her tools, she suggested, “Try this.” 

“How deep are we?” Hong said, staring at the exit. 

“Can’t tell. Not with broken sensors,” Jack muttered. “I’ll try climbing over the hull.” He opened the door just wide enough for him to crawl through, dug the trowel into the sand and started upward, scooping sand from above his head and bracing his knees on the exterior of the shuttle. The rope dangled behind him. Climbing at a slight angle to the vertical, his progress was slow. Displaced sand flowed into the cabin. 

Looking at Hong and Felix, Maya said, “I’ll go next.” She clipped the loose end of Jack’s rope to her harness, fastened a second rope, and gave the free end to Hong. 

When Jack’s booted foot dangled by the top of the exit, Maya stomped on the growing pile of sand. Resolutely quenching her fears, she wriggled through the clogged exit into the vanishing tunnel left by Jack’s passage. Adopting a vertical dog-paddle, she scrambled in a slow ascent. Sand cascaded around her questing fingers and she edged upward as if she were swimming in a mass of gritty gelatin. The hole in the heavy sand quickly sealed, compacting around her. Her headlamp showed red sand everywhere. Moving in near-total blindness, she focused on the short length of taut rope ahead. She struggled upward for what seemed like hours, though it was probably only minutes. 

At last, she felt a tug on the rope. Two jerks and then the rope slackened. What was going on? Was Jack signaling he had reached the surface? Why didn’t he pull her up? 

Groaning inwardly, she continued her dogged climb. Loose sand filtered through her gloved fingers. Finally, a glimmer of light indicated the surface just above her fingertips. 

In a fresh effort, her hands were free of the cloying layer. She pushed down on the yielding surface until her head rose into the air. Glaring sunlight blinded her. 

Someone grabbed her arms and yanked her out of the sand. 

Lying face down, she blinked in shock. Her restricted view centered on a set of curved claws. Large blue claws on the five toes of a scaled blue foot. She stifled a scream. 

The alien person rolled her onto her back and bent to examine her. 

She stared into two deep-set blue eyes peering from under a hood. It must be an Atrapako, one of the humanoid inhabitants of the planet. A Blue Atrapako, the dominant caste in their color-stratified society, its scaled body was covered by a hooded cloak of dark brown leather. It wore a sheathed sword on its belt and a short tube strapped over its shoulder. What was it doing in the Deadlands? 

It barked a word, an incomprehensible command. Stretching a blue-scaled hand with clawed fingers toward her face, it gripped the neck of her mask. 

“No,” she cried, jerking into a sitting position and raising her flattened hand to stop it. Fear sharpened her memories of lessons in the Atrapako language, Kavkani, and she said in halting tones, “Need to breathe.” Not quite correct, but she couldn’t remember their word for nose filter, if such a term existed.

Gripping the hilt of its sword, the Atrapako crouched on one knee at her side and grated, “Worm.” Its voice was as harsh and arid as the landscape of the Deadlands. “Worms crawling out of the dunes? What are you?” 

Mentally, she translated the accented Kavkani and her confidence rose. She could communicate with the Blue. Looking into the shadowed eyes, she said with improved fluency, “We are not Atrapako. We traveled from another place, a world far from Vkani.” 

The Blue growled, “Impossible.” 

While pondering how to answer, she scanned the environs in one slow sweep. She had climbed out of a dune near a grey stone wall partly buried in sand. Further from the wall, Jack’s body sprawled by the feet of a large, powerfully built Atrapako. Its scales and brush-like crest were almost the same rust-red as the sands. Unsure of Jack’s condition, she focused on the alien instead. The Red, a member of the laborer caste, wore a midthigh-length tunic in faded hues of a matching rust color. A cloth wrapped the lower half of its head. It carried weapons, a sword in its fist and a crossbow on its back. 

Behind the Red, two huge beasts stood by the crumbling wall of the ruins. The fox-red animals, resembling a weird triceratops, had armor-like scales, and four long horns on a massive head, one pair extending horizontally and the other pair curving upward. A crest of stiff hairs covered their stout necks. The reptilian beasts were evidently used to carry heavy loads since panniers were attached to either side of their humped backs. 

Fixing her gaze on the Blue, she pointed at the ruddy clouds in the sky, and tried to explain, “Our world lies far beyond the moon, the Red Child.” 

The Blue rocked back onto its heels. The hood fell back, exposing its prominent brows of thick blue scales and tall crest of blue spikes. Its nose and mouth were covered by a scarf of blue cloth. It lowered its ridged brows and narrowed its eyes as if considering her statement. Finally, it demanded, “Give me proof of your claim.” 

She couldn’t risk removing her mask in the dusty air. Instead, she unfastened one glove and revealed her brown hand without scales or claws. 

The Blue pressed the tip of one claw on her palm, creating a dimple, but not piercing her skin. It rotated her hand and tapped a claw on her fingernails. 

“My people grow hairs not scales,” she said. While her interrogator was examining her hand, she pointed at Jack. “Is my comrade injured?” 

“Your Green attacked my Red.” An ice-cold, implacable answer. 

She swallowed hard. Was Jack dead? 

The beeps of an incoming call rang from Jack’s com. 

The Blue swung toward the unnatural sound and snapped an order. Instantly, the Red plucked the com from Jack’s belt and crushed it between clawed finger and thumb. 

“No,” Maya cried. Too late. The Blue merely scowled at her. 

Suddenly, she remembered the ropes connected to the other two trying to escape from the buried shuttle. Patting the rope attached to her harness, she said, “The storm buried our transport. Two more of my people are climbing up.”  

Its crest erect, the Blue swung toward the Red and barked an order. As the Red stomped toward her, its master grasped her wrists and twisted a leather strip around them. Nudging her aside, it unhooked the rope from her harness. The end of the rope disappeared into the slope of the dune. 

The Red gripped the rope in its big fist and tugged. Even with its one-handed tug, the top of a masked head soon broke into view. Seconds later, Hong emerged and collapsed on the ground. She curled into a fetal position, her hands scrabbling weakly as if she were still digging in the sand. A minute later, Felix followed and lay flat on his back. His pants of breath and moans showed his distress.  

Two alive. 

The Red and Blue examined their new catches. They quickly restrained their hands and feet, and muffled Felix’s curses by wrapping a gag around his mouth. 

Clambering awkwardly onto her feet, Maya stumbled over to where Jack lay. She stared at his motionless body in disbelief. His neck was twisted at an unnatural angle, and behind the goggles, his eyes were wide and blank. Choking back a cry of horror, she knelt and attempted to remove his glove to check for a pulse. With her wrists bound together, her clumsy efforts failed. She bowed her head and gave way to grief. Obscured by the mask, tears streamed down her cheeks and she sobbed.  

Someone tapped her shoulder. She swung round in alarm. 

In a chilly tone, the Blue said, “Only a fool would attack a Red.” 

Her grief slid into rage. Jumping to her feet, she balled her fists and spat an accusation, “You killed him.” 

“Enemies lurk everywhere.” After this dispassionate excuse, the Blue’s gaze flicked up and down her body, lingering on her face. “Was he your Blue?”  

The cool voice quenched her anger. Her scientific training kicked in and she wrestled to decipher the meaning of his question. In Atrapako society, Blues were the leaders. “No,” she replied, while her thoughts whirled in speculations. This alien had helped her team out of the dune. Could she persuade it to free them? Although her hands were restrained, and she couldn’t reach her com, the Blue was speaking to her, possibly curious about her story of another world. Whatever the Atrapako’s motives, she had not been harmed. Or not yet. Perhaps the Blue was correct, and Jack had blundered. They’d been desperate to escape the tomb of the shuttle. He might have charged at the Red, believing it must be aggressive. 

She glanced at her friends. Their wrists and ankles had been tied, and the Red loomed over them. Felix glared, while Hong whimpered. They were out of action, and she had become the spokesperson for the team. She must do her best to placate the Blue leader and keep her team alive. 

Facing the Blue, she straightened and said, “My name is Maya Pandita. I am the leader of this expedition to study the ancient cities in the Deadlands.” 

“Green or Blue?” 

“We do not have those terms.” Hesitantly, she asked, “What is your name?” 

“Sa Vittaran Viktu.” 

Male, she deduced, and made a mental correction. His cloak had given no hint of his gender, while hers was obvious even under the padded suit. 

A noise from the ruins drew his attention away from her. 

A green-cloaked Atrapako and another Red climbed over the broken wall. The Green had a bag slung over its shoulder and the Red toted a bulging sack. Maya guessed they had been looting valuables from the underground chambers of the ancient city. The Red strode to the large beasts and emptied the contents of the sack into one of the panniers. Selecting a crossbow, it turned to aim the bolt straight at her. 

The Green halted, flung back its hood and stared at the strangers. 

“Make your report,” Sa Vittaran said. 

Bowing in respectful acknowledgement, the Green said, “Sa Vittaran, we ventured to the third level underground and searched two chambers. As you commanded, we gathered all loose items without checking for their value.” 

“Excellent.” 

Pointing a green claw at Maya, it asked hesitantly, “Sa Vittaran, who are these people? Where did they come from?” 

“Foreigners,” the Blue said cryptically. “Collect their weapons.” 

Beginning with Jack’s limp body, the Green searched their suits and extracted their gear. It placed the items on the ground by the Blue. Maya counted four backpacks, three coms, four lasers, two radiation monitors, one chemical detector and miscellaneous small tools. 

The Green said, “Here are the foreign artifacts, Sa Vittaran. Tests will be necessary to determine their function.” 

Sa Vittaran picked up a monitor and held it up. Looking at Maya, he said, “What purpose does this rod serve?” 

“It detects the lethal emanations. Let me show you.” She stretched out her bound hands. 

Tilting his chin toward the Green, he said, “You can explain its use to Sa Sumakis, my technologist, once we leave the Deadlands.” 

The Green, Sa Sumakis, entwined his fingers and bowed. “I shall secure the artifacts.” He stuffed the loose items into his pack.  

Concerned they might hurt someone by activating a laser, she agreed, “Very well.” Nodding toward Hong and Felix, she asked, “Sa Vittaran, may I help my comrades?” 

Felix had struggled onto his knees, but Hong still lay on the ground, watching the Reds with frightened eyes. 

The Blue grated, “No need. They live.” 

The Green looked toward the sun. “Sa Vittaran,” he said, “we have tarried long enough in the poisoned lands.” 

Rotating to scan the horizon, the Blue said, “Make haste to pack. We must depart before the next storm arrives.” 

The two Reds swung into action, securing their loot in the panniers and tying Hong and Felix on the backs of the two beasts. Their backpacks with water and emergency rations were also fastened onto the panniers. One Red took the halter of a beast and led it away. The technologist shrugged a pack onto his shoulders and plodded across the sands after the first Red. 

Alarmed by the speed of their preparations for departure, Maya said, “Sa Vittaran, what will you do with the dead man?” 

The Blue glared at her, evidently annoyed by her question. Stepping up to her, he plucked at the sleeve of her suit. Swinging around, he called, “Bring the body too.” 

The second Red lumbered to Jack’s corpse. Running its claws through its crest spikes, it turned and conveyed a mute appeal to the Blue. 

“If the yushos are overburdened, you must carry it,” Sa Vittaran barked. 

The Red hoisted the body over its shoulder, collected the reins of the second large beast, and tromped in the tracks of the first animal. 

Despite her revulsion at the casual treatment of Jack’s corpse, Maya was perturbed by the interactions of Blue and Red. Was the Red incapable of speech? Couldn’t it decide what to do without the Blue’s orders? She had learned about Atrapako society and the nominal attributes of the color classes, but the reality of the rigid caste system came as
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