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  Glossary


Glossary 
Amity Diaz Female Main Character (FMC) of Book 3. An exobiologist, she brings her love of living things with her to planet Ikthe. She befriended one of the planet’s deadliest creatures and has an ineffable positive attitude. Heart mate to Natheka.
BoKama Supporting Female Character in all five books. Co-governs with Sister Queen the Ikma Scabmal Kama. She has been trying to usurp her place without luck so far.
CeCe Pain FMC of Book 5. A hydrogeologist, free diver, and neural network developer, CeCe put the finishing touches on VELMA, the artificial general intelligence used on many IGMC ships.
Chris Abusive ex-partner of Esra Weaver in Book 1, also works in administrative echelons of IGMC.
Demolition and Propulsion Hyperconnected Network Entity Software that runs systems on Mining Planet 13. (Stranded on Mining Planet)
Diablo Male pazathel-nax pup wounded in Book 2 that Amity befriends and heals in Book 3. Mischievous but lovable addition to Predator Planet.
Drail Male Main Character (MMC) of Stranded on Mining Planet, the free novella offered to newsletter subscribers. He’s part of the security for the Causeway Passage Authority administered by the Dam Svai, a reptilian alien species in the outer reaches.
EEP X215 Emergency Egress Pod designed by mechanical engineer Pattee Crow Flies of Book 2. A self-sustaining mini-ship designed to scan planetary bodies in search of one habitable by its single occupant, it has everything needed to sustain life from six months to a year. Provisions, limited tools, medical and surgical functions, multiple scanning abilities and VELMA all serve to make the EEP the only way to travel. It is Land Only, however; no leaving once it enters the atmosphere.
Esra Weaver FMC of Book 1. Exogeologist and miner, Esra tried to leave her baggage behind, but was forced to face it all again when fighting for her life on Ikthe. Heart mate to Naraxthel Roika. Curious, plucky, and a little sarcastic, she really loves rocks.
Heart mate In the old stories, it was told that one might find their heart mate or soul mate when one reaches adulthood. Heart mates share their lives together rather than separating to pursue solitary lives.
HemoSupp An electrolyte/supplement solution to be used in drastic situations where blood loss or profound dehydration have taken place.
Hestra Gas giant planet under the relaxed stewardship of the reptilian race, the Dam Svai. Featured in Stranded on Mining Planet (SoMP).
Hestra’s Handmaid Hestra’s moon which is on a crash course with the planet in three or four revolutions, and the base of limited IGMC mining operations. (SoMP)
Hivelt MMC of Book 2. A ferocious but introverted hunter, Hivelt regrets all dealings he had with the queen and feigned his death in Book 2 in order to escape her clutches. He’s a simple hunter who just wants a nice bowl of fish stew.
Holy Goddesses of Shegoshel Represented by the binary star system, the Holy Goddesses are an Elder and Younger Sister goddess pair who oversee the Theraxl people and any beings that visit the sister planets. Loving and beneficent, their greatest joy is giving gifts and blessings and often, spiritual dreams and messages, to sentient beings on the sister planets. They tend not to interfere but give encouragement and inspiration to aid their so-called “children”. Are they real or somehow manufactured by hallucinogens found on the planets or otherwise induced?
Ikma Scabmal Kama Female Antagonist for entire series. The queen has grown worse over the years in her thirst for blood and sex. She trusts no one, and no one trusts her.
Ikshe The home planet for the Theraxl race. Governed by a matriarchal society, it is peaceful, organized, paradisiacal, and populated with a creative and hungry race. Culture, art, science, engineering, architecture, and agriculture all play important roles on Ikshe with females engaging in every part of the work. Males are encouraged to become hunters, but some do choose other vocations. Except eunuchs. They didn’t choose that.
Ikthe The sacred hunting grounds planet where the hunters fly to hunt big game. Bringing back ship loads of butchered meat, they provide much of the protein and fats the alien race requires to fuel their powerful and muscular bodies. Females are forbidden from visiting the hunting grounds.
InterGalactic Mining Conglomerate A gigantic collection of mining corporations with its reaches throughout the known universe but always in search of more and better. Innovative, wealthy, powerful, people flock to IGMC for employment and high-risk jobs for high pay.
Joan Wu FMC of Book 4. Joan is an exobotanist who lost her joy in living when she lost her husband two years ago. Going through the motions, her only tether to life was her best friend, CeCe. Waking up on Ikthe, she discovered she was trapped in the most dangerous region on the entire planet and surrounded by danger, had to decide whether life was worth living.
Kerberos 90 A distant asteroid intended to be mined by an intrepid group of IGMC miners.
Kezti Bug-like alien race, enemies of the Dam Svai race and known pirates always eager to make shady deals. (SoMP)
Lucidity IGMC’s executive science class ship in a convoy of other ships headed to Kerberos 90.
Machete Common tool used in jungle habitats for clearing foliage.
Mass spectrometer One of VELMA’s many scanning tools used to measure the chemical makeup of things for identification and classification purposes.
Mining Planet 13 A distant moon on which common ores are being mined. (SoMP)
Mining Ship A massive destructive ship used to exploit the most possible resources with the least amount of caution.
MRE Meals Ready to Eat, standard IGMC issue freeze-dried food. Just add water and enjoy!
Naraxthel Roika MMC of Book 1. The mightiest hunter of all hunters, good and noble warrior who has yet to win a chance at a sanctioned mating that would produce offspring. Heart mate to Esra Weaver.
Natheka MMC of Book 3. A runner, a dreamer and a singer, Natheka never doubts his heart or his mate, even when his heart transition happens at the worst possible time. Heart mate to Amity Diaz.
Pattee Crow Flies FMC of Book 2. Descended from a First Nation, Pattee was uncharacteristically suited to life on Predator Planet thanks to the dogged instruction from her blue-collar father. On Ikthe, she must come to terms with the misdeeds of her past in order to embrace her future as Hivelt’s heart mate.
PH-4RT The gas giant planet around which Mining Planet 13 orbits. See also Hestra and Hestra’s Handmaid. The miners of MP-13 call it Phart. (SoMP)
Planet Mass InsertionVehicle P-MIV for short, because PIV was too provocative. An advanced mining ship that penetrates a planet’s first twenty meters of crust and initiates a massive erosion event to hasten the mining process during planet harvesting.
Pre-Harvest Recon Exploratory Device PHRED, the machine-learning artificial intelligence that runs the P-MIV.
Raxkarax MMC of Book 4. Brave and fierce, Raxkarax has an Ace up his sleeve when it comes to hunting on Ikthe. When he travels to rescue the unknown human from the Agothe-Fatheza bog, he must bring all of his knowledge to bear. Heart mate to Joan Wu.
Raxthezana MMC of Book 5. The tragedy from his past has followed him for decades, and he refuses to let happiness get in the way of solid research. Paired with CeCe Pain.
Shay Leviticus FMC of Stranded on Mining Planet. Shea is smart as a whip and loves her career in mining demolition. She also has a side project that could change the course of human history. No big deal. 
VELMA FMC in entire series. Vector Egress Liaison Machine-learning AI knows it all, literally. Without VELMA, nothing that occurs in the series would be possible, and where would we be without a solid understanding of poop?






  
  1

Esra
“Wilderness is not welcoming. It is the place where humans may be prey.” 
--William E. Glassley
As my Emergency Egress Pod burned through the ionosphere of a huge green planet, I shrieked so loud I couldn’t hear the alarms blaring from within my vehicle, nor the calm vocalizations of the onboard computer. The life-support systems were going haywire, and I yelped in pain when the IV administering the cryodrug ripped from my sleeve port. At least my double five-point harness wasn’t releasing; I would die as soon as we made it to the mesosphere. As it was, I might die anyway.
Were there heat shields? How many PSI could my viewing porthole withstand? By now, my screaming had abated to terrified whimpers. The flames outside my window glowed orange and yellow, but also white and blue and some shades of violet I’d never seen before.
Finally, I could hear the onboard computer through my flight helmet. “Sinus tachycardia detected. Remain calm and I will administer a tranquilizer.”
“N-no! Negative! Don’t do that!”
“It is inadvisable to come out of cryosleep during landing, K90-Miner 105.”
“I don’t even know how I woke up!” My panic had me in a hammerlock. My aptly named “EEP” continued to flame brilliantly out the window.
Coming out of cryosleep is supposed to be this soothing, lullaby-shrouded experience filled with aromatherapy, ocean sounds, and the gradual awakening of all systems. Welcome to my life.
“Sensors indicate minor errors occurred in the Emergency Egress Pod. I will reset to pre-flight settings.”
“What? Don’t do that now!” I started to hyperventilate. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. The temp-control prevented my window from fogging up—a curse instead of a blessing, though I was mesmerized by the whooshing white-hot flames outside. “You can land us safely, right?”
“Landing in seventeen minutes. Hull intact; heat shields at 100 percent. Please remain calm, K90-Miner 105.”
“Just call me Esra,” I said, willing my breathing to slow.
“Noted: Esra. I am called VELMA. I am the latest tech available to Intergalactic Mining Conglomerate, Machine Learning Division.”
“Uh, okay,” I said. “Any particular reason you’re called VELMA?”
“VELMA derives from the Old German variant Wilma, meaning determined protector.”
“Okay, that’s cool.” I could have used a determined protector a few years ago on Earth. I shook my head and expelled a sigh. Ancient history. “Nice to meet you, VELMA,” I said, distracted by my view out the porthole. Mesmerizing. Hypnotizing. Terrifying.
“I have deployed the transospheric nanosatellite array,” VELMA announced. Five minutes later, she spoke again. “Scanning planet’s surface,” she said. “Rotational axis at twenty-five degrees. Ionosphere particle atomization estimates planet’s age at eighty-seven million intergalactic standard years.” I listened to her narration with half an ear. “Probability of undiscovered ores at 92.87 percent.”
Eventually, the pod broke through the atmosphere of the green world, and I watched in amazement as mountains, jaded hills, forest canopies and golden-yellow fields passed my porthole.
“What is this planet?” I said with awe in my voice.
“The Interplanetary Unification of Races has not yet charted this planet. When the mothership Lucidity was compromised, all EEPs were jettisoned into space. I scanned planet candidates until crossing the Pollack-Custer belt and traveled five light-years to this habitable planet.”
I felt the EEP’s thrusters engage, and my belly did a roller coaster loop, and we landed upright. I closed my eyes and expelled a whispered breath of gratitude.
“Life support systems online.”
I grimaced at the computer’s announcement. Was there still some malfunction? They should have been online this whole time. I took steadying breaths.
Powerful vibrations under my feet must have been the landing mechanism engaging. We settled with a small bump, and I sagged in my tight harness. I was not dead yet. A tear rolled down my cheek, but I couldn’t swipe it away through my helmet.
I looked out the window at a wide meadow filled with tall grasses and green flowers. Surrounding the meadow was a circle of tall swaying trees. Flying insects that could be bees or flies, if we were on Earth, dipped and soared among the greenery. It looked for all the world like a perfect day for a picnic.
The computer shocked me out of my reverie.
“The humidity is 94 percent. The ambient temperature is 100˚ F. There are no immediate signs of active wildlife,” the computer announced, “however, there are numerous emissions of methane, indole, skatole and sulfur-containing compounds, indicating scat deposits of varying sizes and amounts.”
“Gross,” I said, making a face.
“The excrements I’ve located with my volatile emissions scanners indicate a large range of mammals, reptiles and amphibians, consistent with the tropical environment.”
“Wonderful,” I said. “You’ve got a poop-scanner.”
“The study of excrement reveals many things about living organisms, including diet, health, longevity, its order in the food chain, the presence of disease and contagions, and also the chemical makeup of the planet, such as the minerals and vitamins that are bio-available for humans.”
“Like I said, a poop-scanner.” I sighed, the adrenaline spike abating and fatigue setting in. I looked out the window. It looked like a rainforest, minus the rain. I stared for a little while, trying to see if there were any monkey-like creatures swinging from the trees.
The pod shook. I felt the reverberation in my feet. 
“VELMA, do you have a seismograph?”
“I am equipped with thousands of methods for analyzing environments, a seismograph among them,” she replied. “There is no indication of an Earthquake, though I have detected hundreds of microtremors, much like the activity found on your home world.”
“Okay, great. Could you tell me what made the pod …”
It felt like the swell of a wave carried my pod up and down, yet my view out the porthole didn’t change. That had to be an earthquake. Nausea gripped me, and I clamped my mouth shut. I was not about to vomit inside this pod. In my helmet.
Before I could relax, I felt something vibrate. “VELMA, tell me you felt that vibration.”
“The vibrations are caused by a living organism. There are no signs of seismic activity. As long as you remain in the pod, you will be one hundred percent safe.”
“Is there something you’re not telling me about this so-called living organism?” I felt panic rise in my chest. The beeping escalated.
“Support systems are showing elevated pulse and shallow breathing. Are you injured?”
“No, VELMA. I’m scared out of my freaking mind. Don’t you dare tell me to calm down either or I’ll …”
A shudder rippled its way through the pod, and my view out the window shifted. I stared in awe as two huge, dark-green monsters attacked each other about thirty feet from the pod. I had a front-row seat out the porthole, and I was never so glad for a catheter in my life. They had muscular hind legs and giant talons that dug into the ground as they fought. They grappled each other with clawed front legs and snapped huge narrow jaws full of bright-white teeth so sharp that just a glance on their enemy’s scaled skin drew blood. I noticed their throats had huge bulges that reminded me of frogs, but these were wrinkled and a deep-orange color. By now, black blood was oozing from several wounds. I noticed one had a bad gash on its hind leg.
“VELMA, are you seeing this?” My voice was hushed in reverence or fear.
“Esra, I do not see the way you do, but using Augmented Reality Digitization, I have picked up the presence of two reptilian creatures fighting for dominance. Based on similar scenarios on charted planets across galaxies, the outcome of the battle will grant the victor rights to procreate with any available females.”
“Uh, thanks for the wildlife lesson,” I mumbled. 
“The Machine Learning Division engineers were avid fans of the Mutual of Omaha Wild Kingdom, a nature program airing from 1968 through 1988, a half century prior to Earth’s Accountability Years.”
Ignoring VELMA’s droning, I watched the “reptiles” clash, though their fight brought them in and out of view of the porthole. They were massive. If they were thirty feet away, and they looked as big as elephants, about how big would that make them? I saw serrated teeth. Brown shiny talons. Heavy tails. Massive jaws.
I whispered as if my voice could carry outside the pod, terrified they would see the pod and come investigate. “VELMA, how big are these reptiles?”
“The reptiles measure five meters tall. They are both males. The outcome of the fight will determine …”
“Yeah, yeah. I get it. Also, from now on, could you use Earth’s Imperial system? And can you make this thing invisible?”
“Very well. The reptiles are 16.402 feet tall. The escape pod is not equipped with invisibility; however, I have activated the counter-illuminative hDEDs,” the computer reported. 
“The what?” I wondered out loud, clueless. All my last-minute cramming before we reached the Custer system had been on how to use the IGMC’s Galvanite Mech-Drill. I hadn’t studied the EEPs at all.
“A standard camouflage feature equipped in all Intergalactic Mining equipment,” it replied. “You are safe from detection for now.”
In other words, the Galvanite Mech-Drill had these hDEDs too. Guess I didn’t cram good enough. 
“For now?” I repeated.
“For now, you will remain undetected by the local flora and fauna. I cannot guarantee it will remain so should a large creature stumble across the pod. As is true for wildlife on all planets, one cannot predict an animal’s behavior.”
Smack!
My heart stopped when my viewing window darkened. The living thing gyrated and then took a step with one of its jointed legs, and a gigantic wasp ambled into view.
“Oh hell,” I uttered, my eyes wide. “I’ve landed in a freaking B movie.” I resisted the urge to smack the glass so it would step out of the way. I was still trying to see the fight.
“VELMA, do you know how many other pods landed on this planet?”
“That information is not available.”
“Do you know how the Lucidity was compromised?”
“That information is not available.”
I took a deep breath. Closed my eyes and centered myself, like I did on all those preflight tests. And exogeology exams. And collegiate track meets. And field expeditions in the Gobi Desert. And right before I walked out on Chris, for the last time. 
The Kerberos 90 oxygenated moon expedition was off the table. My job with IGMC? I guessed it was terminated now. The minute my pod reached this atmosphere, I was alone.
“Can you get me audio of the outside? And tell me more about this planet?”
I heard a slight static buzz, and then audio filled my helmet. I had expected growling and roars, as well as buzzing from the wasp. Instead, I heard the churning of dirt and the snick of sharp claws and teeth scraping across skin. There were grunts, but they weren’t as loud as I would have guessed. An odd sensation crept over me as I watched the silent battle play out before my eyes.
“The emergency evacuation from Lucidity necessitated a long flight. You are now located on the equator of an uncharted planet. My algorithms and diagnostic scans chose this planet because it sits nestled in the Goldilocks zone of a binary star system. A yellow giant and red dwarf are orbited by this planet and one other. They share the same orbit, and the other one is visible from this planet’s surface. In addition, I was programmed to choose a planet with a tilted rotational axis, so as to provide my passenger with the best chance at survival in a moderate climate.”
I looked out the window once the wasp flew away, seeing an orange sky and what looked like a green moon but must be the other planet. I remembered the Lucidity experiencing a huge jolt and the onboard AI alerting everyone to enter the rescue pods. After that, I recalled nothing else until I woke screaming.
“Back up a minute,” I said, rehearsing all the computer had told me. “Did you say five freaking years?”
“No,” she replied. “I said five light-years.”
My heart had recovered. But my soul felt the crushing weight of defeat. My plans, goals, dreams…lost. Maybe Lucidity would send out trackers. Maybe other pods landed here too. But something told me I should make peace with VELMA for company. I was going nowhere anytime soon.






  
  2

Naraxthel
The smells of my hunting grounds on planet  Ikthe flooded my senses before anything else. Musty soil and rotting vegetation odors were thick in the air, as well as the gases released by noxious plants and moldering corpses of beasts. My ship secured behind me, I activated my cloaking device and began my hunt.
Stealth, strength, savagery.
I hunted the rokhura: a giant carnivore with jaws large enough to snap me in two. And I was one of the largest males of the Theraxl race.
The rokhural spread across this planet, swarming around bodies of water where the smaller prey came to drink.
Fists filled with the hilts of my weapons, I maxed out every stealth setting on my body armor with the gesture of an eye-blink on my visor. Familiar with the terrain, I ran through the dark and sun-dappled ikfal, avoiding roots and brush easily, as well as dodging the branches that would slap my helmet. A grid overlay inside my visor revealed the clearest path through the forest.
I approached the nearest body of water, and even before my sensors lit up the screen, I felt the rumble in the ground beneath my boots. A grim smile lifted my cheeks and revealed my fangs. To find them this quickly was a good omen.
Soon, the bloody corpse of my prey would burden my ship’s hold. Perhaps my name would be uttered in the halls of the Royal Court before the two suns set on my home world, Ikshe.
I stopped at an opening between the trunks and foliage of the shady and vast ikfal and observed my prey. Two giant beasts fought each other with vicious swipes of taloned limbs and lethal strikes of bladed teeth. Blood poured from the wound of one rokhura’s shoulder. I scanned the perimeter. A third rokhura, camouflaged in the ikfal, looked on the battle with interest. A female. She and the victor would feast on the flesh of the dead one, after which, a mating ritual would commence, destroying the surrounding area with its violence. Trees would snap like twigs; holes would open up in the ground; soil and roots would be slashed into great gouges. I pitied any creatures within fifty veltiks of this place.
I must hunt the victor. And its mate.
Songs would be sung in the Court of my valor and strength. The meat of three rokhural would feed many females on Ikshe, my neighboring home world.
Now my prey was within range; I disabled my stealth settings: it would be a fair battle. My heart thudded in its casing, and my four lungs expanded in preparation for battle. I saw the gaping wound on the rear leg of one of the males. 
If I moved too soon, I would distract the group. The three would unite against a common foe, forgetting their lust to mate in favor of hunting and killing the interloper. Me. If I moved too late, the viciousness of the mating ritual could kill me as their combined strength and bloodlust would be formidable.
I snuck a path through the ikfal to the rear of the female. I would leap upon her back from behind, severing her throat with double blades at the same moment the alpha male would offer his death-strike to his victim.
That was the easy part.
I tracked the weaker male’s limp and estimated the moment the alpha male would go in for the jugular. Leaping with the help of my enhanced armor, I landed at the apex of the rokhura’s spine, using a blade to sink into the hard skin and scale up her spine like climbing a mountain. The air pulsed with her rumble of rage. I felt her entire body shake as her throat sac expanded with her roar. The victor was at that moment sinking its teeth into the neck of his opponent and didn’t respond to his prospective mate’s cry. With eager strength, I climbed the final steps to the female’s vocal sac and used a double stroke, crossing my blades to finish her off.
Now the victor released its prey with dripping maw and cocked its head in confusion as his mate fell to the Earth. I obscured myself with her body as she fell, leaping aside at the last minute to avoid being crushed. When the victor came to sniff his mate, I would lunge at his head and blind him. Shortly after, I would sever his vocal sac. 
I crouched in wait, the female’s flank hiding me from the rokhura. It approached tentatively, perhaps curious, but more likely cautious. The rokhural were the top predators on this planet for good reason.
I watched its nostrils flare at the musky scent of her blood saturating the ground. Soon his curiosity would shift to hunger, and he would devour her without regret. Except both of my knives would be embedded in his eye sockets in a few short tiks.
The sub-sonic roaring, even dampened by my ear protection, shook me to my bones. I gouged and dug, removing his eyes, then severed his throat with a final stroke from my raxtheza. I howled in victory, allowing the shower of black rokhura blood to drench my armor. I sent the sight-capture to my home world, where the Royal Court could watch my performance. The sight-captures did nothing to sway the outcome of the Lottery draw, but it would prove gruesome entertainment for the females.
Now to summon my mechanical Tech-Slave to help me secure the corpses to take back to Ikshe. The females would be fed for months with this kill. My chest swelled with pride. Once again, I, Naraxthel, had proven worthy to be called Iktheka Raxthe, the mighty hunter.
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Esra
“VELMA, zoom in on the figure fighting with the reptiles.” I had been transfixed by the battle, while a third monster had been hiding in the shadows of the forest. From out of nowhere I saw the two-legged alien leap into the fray. Hope beat a tattoo in my chest. Another person within sight of my pod! I didn’t want to be alone on this planet. 
VELMA’s camera zeroed in with surprising detail. I appreciated the EEP’s tech.
The humanoid figure wore a reddish metallic armor from head to toe. Its helmet was huge, giving the illusion of a monstrous beast. What did I know? Maybe its head was that big. I accessed the control panel within reach and toggled the camera around, finding the best possible view of the figure’s entire body. Massive arms and legs, huge torso, tapered waist. If I had to guess, that was a male.
I zoomed in on the hands. I was amused to see four fingers and a thumb on each hand, but the armored claws were less funny.
The armor plates were articulated where one might expect them to be. Elbows, wrists, knees, ankles. As a student of the Interplanetary Unification of Races College Academy, I had seen lots of videos of the most active alien races. The variety was astonishing and remarkable. But very few races had the same arm and leg configuration that humans did. I studied its helmet again. A dark rectangle delineated where eyes must be. A light-absorbing visor, perhaps? The nose and mouth shapes on the helmet resembled more of a snout. Scrolls and engravings on the helmet denoted art intended to frighten and dismay. Horns, eyes, teeth—all demonizing the helmet. With graceful but intimidating power, the figure dealt the death blows with efficiency.
I was top in my class back home. Salutatorian, star pole vaulter, most promising miner. And yet the sight of that armored figure taking down not one, but two, gigantic reptiles with a guttural howl—I gulped. It was the first vocalization I’d heard besides VELMA. 
Taking classes about interplanetary exploration was one thing. Witnessing it with my own eyeballs? 
Coming off the cryodrug, most sensation had returned to my upper torso. I had full range of motion in my neck and arms; I could even bend at the waist if I wasn’t harnessed in. But I had yet to feel my feet or legs and had no control of my lower digestive tract. I was grateful my nausea had prevented me from craving solid foods yet.
I watched out the porthole as a hovering land-crosser arrived and what looked like a robot stepped off to assist the armored creature butcher the beasts. Together, they made quick work removing pieces, but then took their time to wrap the heads with care. 
“VELMA, disable the camouflage on the escape pod.”
“It is inadvisable you disable the camouflage at this time, Esra.”
“I want that armored man to see it! He can help us.”
“My scanners do not detect a human male in the vicinity of the pod.”
Frustration battled with hope. I opened my mouth to argue, but she continued.
“My seismic scanners detect a pack of large predatory creatures headed in this direction. High probability present they have smelled the blood of the fallen beasts.”
The hope and frustration leaked out of me like water from a sieve.
“Sensors indicate sinus tachycardia and fluctuating blood oxygen levels. Do you require assistance?”
“No, VELMA,” I said. “What do I do?”
If I was discovered by more of those beasts, I would become a very tasty toothpick. And while the, um, hunter, had taken down two with what looked like minimal effort, I seriously doubted his ability to take on an entire pack.
I watched on pins and needles as the two beings worked methodically to dismember the parts and contain them in a metallic-looking tarp. Did they know what was coming? Should I warn them? Where were they taking the meat? Maybe the hunter had a home here.
I debated. Alert the hunter to my presence? Or stay hidden?
“It is advised you remain calm. The camouflage effect on the pod will maintain moderate safety.”
Moderate safety. As opposed to my moderately safe Earth life? The old panic started to work its way up my throat, but I shut it down. That was light-years away.
I felt the tremors shudder through my small craft. I looked out the window at the two beings. The one covered in black blood stood at full height and looked in my direction. Could it see me? My heart spiked.
“Please remain calm or I will initiate cryo-sleep once more.”
“I’m trying,” I said through gritted teeth. “You can feel that, right? It feels like a freaking zoo is stampeding toward us.”
I watched the armored figure gesture to the ambulatory droid and then draw its weapon. The big weapon. The one that dispatched the huge beast’s head so easily.
“Oh, my freaking geology,” I said. “He’s going to face the pack.” Maybe it was stupid, but I wanted that guy to know he wasn’t alone. “Disable the camouflage.” I hoped I didn’t regret this.
My heart stuttered at the sight of the lone figure, his knees slightly bent, his hands gripping menacing weapons, his entire posture evoking war and death. Was he even afraid? Because there was no way he was going to live through this. My throat was dry, and my eyes stung at the sight. I saw him raise his weapon high, and once again I heard his primal howl; it sent reverb across the meadow and amped up my adrenaline. I panted.
“Remain calm,” VELMA intoned.
I swallowed and watched, the rumbling growing more powerful in conjunction with the feeling returning to my lower extremities.
“How strong is this pod?”
“The Emergency Egress Pod was designed to withstand temperatures exceeding 6000˚ Kelvin upon reentry into a planet’s atmosphere. Its internal structure was designed to contain zero to one atmospheric pressure, to prevent you from being crushed in space. You may have complete confidence in the EEP’s safety.”
Before I could debate the relevance of atmospheric pressure versus prehistoric pressure, the stampeding became deafening, and I was hermetically sealed inside something called an EEP for short. The view from my porthole became obscured by thundering feet and churned up greenery and soil. My last sighting of the tall being with bloody armor was of it facing the pack in a stance of complete aggression, sword high and an apparent field of electricity shimmering across its armor. What was that thing?
Then I felt the pod teeter—totter—and tip.
I couldn’t help the scream, slightly louder than an eep! My head jostled against my helmet, and I blacked out.
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Naraxthel
I sent the Tech-Slave to my ship with the racing speeder and watched as the pack of rokhural descended upon me. How odd they would migrate together this far from the rainy season. I opened my wrist panel and activated the lightning barrier and increased my armor’s tensile strength. Combat shields at full—I let the sight-capture record the moment I became the most powerful Iktheka Raxthe of the Theraxl race. 
With a mighty howl, I raised my shegoshe raxtheza, and prepared for my final battle.
Ferocity flamed through my veins as I tore through the pack with my sun-blade. When they attacked in a fury, they were less crafty. I crippled four by removing their front legs, and then climbed the back of a maimed one in order to reach higher on the scaly bodies of the advancing predators. Slicing through their vocal sacs, I determined to make my people proud.
I lost count of the number that attacked me, and soon I was overwhelmed. Roaring my displeasure, I wielded Raxthel like one possessed by an evil spirit.
I would die without offspring, no thanks to the suspicious Lottery, but my name would live on as an eternal legend. Naraxthel Roika, the Iktheka Raxthel, Death Bringer to the Gigantic Predator.
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Esra
I awoke to VELMA’s voice. “Error. Error. Error.” 
Silence for a few minutes, and then it would repeat.
I cursed under my breath. At last, I could feel my feet inside my sturdy space footwear. I could also feel the restraints holding my legs and waist in place. 
I blinked away the final webs of confusion and peered out the window. A green field split vertically down my window on the left, and an orange swath on the right. My pod was sideways.
I had no idea if VELMA was functioning or if she could right the EEP by herself, but it seemed like maybe not.
“VELMA, what is the status of the EEP?”
“Error. Error. Error.”
Oh schist. Now what?
I closed my eyes and tried to remember my emergency training protocols.
“Computer restart. Code one, white, red, green, yellow, five, three, sixteen.”
Silence.
Then a beep. “Rebooting. Please wait.”
I sagged against my restraints and let out a shaky laugh.
“VELMA, undo the restraints.” 
“Please standby. Reboot in progress.”
I grumbled.
They released with a zipping noise into the walls of the pod. I held my hands out to catch myself against the wall-cum-floor. The inside of the pod was spacious considering it was designed for one person. I had room to maneuver even though it was tipped over. I was reluctant to open the hatch, preferring to wait for the computer’s update. I lay down and looked out the window, finding my bearings.
In the distance, I could see a heap of scale-covered bodies. Two dinosaur-like monsters tore at the flesh, one with entrails dangling from its jaws. My stomach lurched. I remembered the armored hunter and felt tears prick behind my eyes. Whatever it was, man or beast, some alien race the humans hadn’t catalogued yet, it must have died with glory. There was no way it could have survived that many monsters. I would never forget the fearless stance, the determination in the set of its shoulders and legs. It was magnificent to behold.
Until those beasts were gone, there was no way I was exiting. I took the time to inventory my rations and explore all the cubbies and panels. A beep sounded.
“Greetings, Esra Weaver. Congratulations on your safe landing. This planet is uncategorized in the Interplanetary Unification of Races, however, based on my readings, the atmosphere, gravity and bioavailable nutrients are compatible with human life.”
“So, your poop-scanner still works, huh?”
“The study of excrement reveals—”
“Reveals many things about living organisms, yeah thanks.”
I couldn’t help but smile. Apparently, VELMA’s short-term memory had a little hiccup. Or it had no imagination.
“VELMA, can you right the pod? It was tipped over by a pack of rampaging dinosaurs.” I called them dinosaurs for lack of a better word. With their scaled skin and sharp teeth and claws, it was the best I could do. However, they were unlike any renderings of dinosaurs I’d seen on Earth. With their flat-top heads and bulging throat pouches, they were alien.
“Due to the specific nature of the EEP, I do not have the capability of righting a fallen pod. However, the exterior was designed to be manipulated by a single human. Your vital signs are cleared for safe egress. However, it is inadvisable you leave the safety of the pod until hostiles have left the area. When you exit the craft, I suggest wearing your communication helmet as you make repairs to the EEP. Receiving instructions will be more efficacious.”
I looked out at the predators. They were slowing down, and their bellies were distended from gorging on all the meat. Maybe they would wander off. If they decided to stay and nap, then I was going to go bonkers cooped up in this pod for another twelve hours, or however long they slept.
Immediately, instructions for righting the pod scrolled down the inside of my clear visor.
I watched the instructional video a couple times. It looked like even an exogeologist could do it.
“VELMA, can you communicate with any of the other pods and their occupants?”
“Negative, Esra Weaver. Running diagnostic scans. That information is unavailable.”
I smacked a matte-gray wall with my gloved hand. “We traveled light-years through space without a hitch and this thing gets knocked over once, and now we can’t talk to anybody?”
“My beacon activated upon entering this planet’s atmosphere, and I will notify you of any pings. It is possible that other pods landed on this planet, however, I have not received any pings. Storms, geological formations or large bodies of water may make communication difficult,” VELMA explained. “It is advisable when you egress to find high ground and place the auxiliary beacon. This planet’s mass is less than that of your home world. You will find it much easier to navigate.”
I paced the five steps inside the pod and back again. My mind raced, and my fists clenched.
“Sending instructions to your helmet visor for possible EEP repairs.”
I fumed. I should have tried talking to somebody when I first came to. I was trying to find my bearings and was distracted by all the sharp teeth. I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. 
If I stayed near the EEP, I would be safe until my rescue. Because I would be rescued. The Lucidity’s damage beacon would have been activated as soon as the pods were jettisoned. Someone in the Unification of Interplanetary Races would receive my signal and send help. They would.
The toothy beasts ambled away, half-heartedly chasing off some lesser animals that resembled Earth’s jackals. Other than the deep-purple fur and wide leathery tails. Okay, they had humped backs like jackals, but that was it.
I sipped water from the flexible straw inside my helmet. My suit had a small amount of stored water. After checking with VELMA it was safe, I disengaged the catheter with the press of a button on the side of my suit’s leg. Then I disconnected the opaque bag and placed it in the designated cubby. The EEP recycled everything. Fresh pee-water!
Assured nothing bigger than a squirrel was in the perimeter, I entered the exit sequence on one of the doors. The EEP was equipped with more than one way to—egress. Smart rocket scientists.
I needed to reorient the EEP, and apparently, I needed to go climb a mountain to place a beacon as well.
With the instructions playing on repeat in my visor, I found the exterior handles and rotational grips. A series of robotic arms and levers maneuvered until the pod stood upright on four stabilizer legs.
I stood back and admired my new home. With the push of a couple buttons, two panels expanded. I would have enough room inside to stretch out and sleep at night. It was like a two-man tent with some badass technology.
I climbed back in and found the locker with the auxiliary beacon. “So where do I stick this thing?”
“I sent a map to your IntraVisor. The easiest route has been marked. Instructions will display when it is time to place and activate the beacon.”
“Okay, thanks.”
I took a deep breath and stepped out of the main hatch. The door sealed shut behind me. I didn’t want any surprise guests when I came back.
The first thing I noticed was the torn-up ground surrounding the pile of dead reptile bodies. It looked like a war zone. Huge gashes in the meadow revealed the red dirt. Trees near the area had been uprooted. All the violence had transpired while I was unconscious. I paused, roving my gaze over the mass of bloodied carcasses. Was the armored being in there somewhere? If I dared to go closer, would I find it dismembered? My stomach roiled. Did I owe the creature anything?
I sucked my lips between my teeth. What about a decent burial? I took a step toward the fallen beasts. I looked out over the meadow. Dark birds descended upon the glistening bones to the east, but nothing else roamed. My charted hike approached a berm that fronted the vast meadow on the north. Dark-orange talus littered the bottom of the rise from a long-ago rock-fall, but now green and yellow grasses tufted up between the jumbled rocks. Rising behind the defile of boulders was a hill topped with leafed-out trees. To the east, where the remains of the reptile battle lay, a hazy shimmer rose above the golden meadow grasses. There must be a body of water over that rise. The south to my right boasted an impenetrable forest of huge trees. It was that wood the land-crosser had disappeared into before the pack attacked. I should check it out later. I turned to inspect my EEP and the landscape behind it, the west. The meadow blanketed three hundred feet or so, and then low brush and bracken tangled the way until the swath of forest curved around to encircle the meadow. An outcropping of dark-orange boulders with black striations interrupted the smooth surface of the ground. The place appeared desolate.
I rubbed my hands up and down my arms, though they were covered fingertip to shoulder in my flight suit. Psychosomatic chills pimpled my arms.
I took another step toward the pile of corpses. I would just check. The dark birds circled above, maybe twenty-five feet in the air. The suns glared behind them when I looked up, so their silhouettes were all I could distinguish. Walking faster, I swallowed a lump. I tried to see past the carnage, into the future a million years when the pile of bones would be fossilized. It helped stave off the nausea. I stole another glance upward, at the dark birds coming to scavenge. I couldn’t hear anything; it gave me chills up my spine. I reached the nearest carcass.
Its flank came up to my shoulder. I marveled at its size but shook myself from the reverie. I just wanted to see if the creature in its red armor was still … alive. A shadow passed overhead. One of the scavenging birds drew closer, unafraid. I swallowed again and felt my face tighten and pale. The dripping slime from the dead reptiles slicked over the bones. Slender bones snapped under my boots as I climbed up the tumble. I cringed when the nano-sensors in my gloved fingertips allowed me to “touch” the mucous-membranes and severed sinews just waiting to be picked apart by the feathered friends congregating above me. I looked up again to see them hover, unsure now that they were close enough to see my eyes.
They resembled larger versions of the turkey buzzards back home, though their rust-colored wattles hung low and heavy from their necks.
Wary but determined, I peered through broken bones and torn scaled flesh, trying to detect the distinctive red armor. There, lodged between two huge but very dead reptiles, I spied a red-armored leg. Praying it wasn’t just a leg, I straddled a limb and reached down between the heavy bodies and touched the ankle. No response.
I frowned. The being had been so confident. Another shadow passed over, and I looked up just in time to see the brisk brush of wings. I yelped and waved my arm at the black bird. Still no noises from them. I scrambled further across the mound and pulled at anything I could lift out of the way. If I could at least see the helmet and decide for myself if it was dead, then I could move on. I didn’t think I would have the strength to move every dead beast off him and bury him, but if there was the slightest chance …
I maneuvered a bony limb out of the way and reached down into the sticky morass. A giant foreleg trapped the upper body of the being. Grunting, I yanked and pulled until a swath of skin peeled off and went flying over me. I watched with disgust as a bird swooped down and caught it between its purple beaks and flew off, two more chasing it for the treasure. I shuddered. At least I knew how to distract the vultures if they became a nuisance.
I reached down again and managed to scoot the leg off the helmet. The dull armor bore signs of abuse from the battle. Scrapes, stains and scratches told a story of a battle well fought. Even if I laid across the bloody remains where I crouched, I couldn’t stretch my arm far enough down the well to pull the warrior from the pile. I turned on my helmet light for a better view and saw its helmet had what looked like dark solar panels like mine. 
I toggled my mic.
“Hey,” I said. “Are you alive?”
Nothing. It was a shame. I scrambled back down the mound and flung bits of gore off my gloves and sleeves, swiping at the smears as best I could. I blinked back a tear, not for the death of the armored person, but for myself. I was alone.
I followed the suggested route that lay in a digital readout across the view of the actual terrain. The exo-geologist in me wanted to stop and examine every pebble under boot, or every sharp rock jutting out from beneath the meadow grasses, but the sooner I installed the beacon, the sooner I would be found. Soon being the operative word. I frowned and stepped through the tall grasses, wary.
I let my gloved hands float above the tall weeds, their thistles and feathery spikes reminding me of foxtail barley back home. My suit was crafted from polymers and circuitry, stainless metals and carbon fibers, as well as concentrated pockets of nano-sensors. I was protected from poisonous stinging nettles or any other dangers this planet might have lurking in wait. The nano-sensors allowed me to feel the textures of every leaf or stem I touched while my skin remained unmarred.
My “picnic meadow” was idyllic until that giant wasp returned and started flying around my head. I tapped at my audio controls, because I still heard nothing other than the beat of its big, transparent wings. I tried not to panic. Back home, I wasn’t afraid of bees or wasps. It was spiders that had me tied up in knots. But this wasp was as big as a crow. I ducked but tried not to make overt aggressive gestures. If it was protecting a nest, I would be in trouble until I left its territory. It continued to fly around me. My heartrate spiked. Okay, this was scarier than the half-inch hornets by my woodshed growing up. I cowered, making my way through the tall grass. In an act of desperation, the wasp curved in on itself when it attacked me, and I knew what came next. It was activating some nasty barbed stinger and coming in for the kill.
“Gah!” I shouted. It felt like a punch in the neck. I gasped inside my suit, thanking God, scientists, and carbon-infused polymers. At least there was no penetration and no venom infiltrating my suit. I dropped to the ground and covered my helmet, curling into a ball. The wasp stung my body repeatedly until it exhausted its supply of blue venom and fell to the ground. I was no entomologist, but I wondered if its venom and blood were somehow interconnected, that it would die like that.
I felt like I had been in a car wreck, but all sensors indicated I was injury free. I rose on shaky legs and looked down at the dead thing. It had a black carapace, transparent wings laced with orange veins, and four segments. Its head had mandibles and multiple eyes on either side. It had a bizarre orange sac thing under its head. Its stinger branched out from its butt like a grasping claw. I shivered. This planet was not a nice place. I considered stomping on it but decided against it. Anything could trigger death. Bent over with hands on my knees, I took a minute to recover.
The path I took wandered between gentle hills. The insects I’d seen before were flies, bright-red and obsidian black. They had long proboscises. I quivered at the thought of them sinking those things into my arm like huge mosquitos, but they used them to siphon nectar out of the spiny featherettes at the end of the grasses. 
I trudged on, noting a gradual rise of the ground, and a thickening of the brush around me. I was headed toward a tall canopy of trees above the rocky talus, though possibly their height was the ground swelling beneath them. I had a hard time believing a beacon would be able to penetrate the thick foliage ahead of me, but I was a miner, not a SIG-INT officer. Maybe there was a break in the trees and a “smallish” mountain behind. VELMA was right, though; it was much easier to move around here. 
I accessed the calculator and discovered my weight was fifty pounds less on this green world. I huffed a short laugh.
Well, hell. I was here to stay.
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Naraxthel
Shadows surrounded me. Was I in the afterworld then?  Maikthevelt, the land of the last true embrace of the Goddesses, death.
If so, the fireside songs were true. The stench of this place was that of planet Ikthe multiplied by every stinking dead fish coupled with the contents of the bowel. The smell crawled into my nose like worms.
Worms.
Yes, I could feel the worms attempting to penetrate my dead flesh. My spirit was unable to leave the armored body, and I was forever trapped within it to suffer the pains of death.
My helmet stuttered flashing green lights.
My life signs appeared in a series of bars. My sight-capture was no longer relaying to the Royal Court. I was not dead. I was alive. I laughed. I was not sensing worms, but rather the tendrils of my armor re-accessing my veins throughout my body. Once again, my armor and I were one.
I realized I was buried beneath the rotting bodies of the rokhural. Their cannibalism knew no bounds, and once the latecomers arrived to attack me, their sensitive noses detected the rot of dead meat. They pounced on each other, and I fought my way to the center of the fumbling pack.
I couldn’t move my limbs, but I used my eyelids to blink commands to my helmet-tech. The sight-capture must have stopped sending once a large rokhura fell atop my helmet. I was disappointed. The Royal Court would have seen my fierce battle, but they would then assume my death upon the ending of my feed. No matter. I would recover my ship and my trophies, and return to Ikshe, my paradisiacal home planet. I would feed the females of the Royal Court, and I would await the abysmal luck of the Lottery to bow in my favor. Though the last fifteen cycles no such luck had shone upon me.
But first, to extricate myself from the pit. The blackness was the overlapping hides of the carcasses. The weight was the enormous bones. My armor’s defenses were depleted from the lack of light. The suns of Ikthe and Ikshe were powerful. Their radiation activated the cells on my armor and those of my ship. Much of my technology was powered by the life-givers, the hallowed Shegoshel.
But beneath the rokhura corpses, my sun cells were useless. The narrowest shaft of light penetrated a gap in the pile mounded atop me, almost as if the Goddesses themselves had poked a hole through the jumble. From that, my cells had livened enough to enervate my armor’s tendrils. A rapid series of eye movements and blinks had my secondary power turning on. Soon, I would be able to push my way out from under the powerful bones of the great predators. Then to my ship, Ikshe, and the Royal Courts.
I heard the screeches of the filthy birds that feasted upon the stringy membranes adhering to the bones. They feinted toward me, but veered away, concerned







