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  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 Insertion Vehicle 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

CeCe
“If you find yourself in a seemingly desperate situation when all the odds are against you. Even if you are in the middle of the most hostile environment, do not give up. Believe in yourself and fight, fight for life.” ~ Vladislav Rogozov
5 Lightyears Away and Some Time Ago 
“Crystal,” I said, standing up.
“Wonderful,” Co-Director Hackney said with a glance at Co-Director Clemmins who wore a thin smile. Something about him gave me the creeps.
I was finished playing games with these low-lifes. It ended now.
“Chris, walk CeCe to the door, if you please,” Kellan Hackney said and returned to his holographic console. “I’ll get this report in straight away and you can proceed as planned, Ms. Pain.”
His back to me, he missed the blaze in my eyes at his intentional lapse of my doctoral title, but I said nothing. Worried my fury would take on a life of its own and jeopardize my plans, I kept my lips sealed and my movements stiff. I felt like the tiniest shift in the artificial gravity responders could upset my controlled equilibrium.
Chris Clemmins stood at the door and gave me a slight bow; I didn’t miss his lingering gaze on my chest, and I didn’t doubt he got an eyeful of my ass when I walked out, but his ogling registered at point zero don’t care on my “fuck it” scale.
I counted three strides before I heard the door slide to a close; a fast peek confirmed it, and I broke into a sprint down the corridor to the bank of elevators. Slipping inside, I pulled the panel of controls and entered my macro program.
Hackney’s bogus meeting went one hundred percent the way I’d predicted it would, and I’d planned for it accordingly. Macro entered; the elevators wouldn’t stop at the Executive Suites for five standard hours. It should give me time to implement my plan plus a spare hour or two before they knew what I’d done.
The car stopped at Communal Area 14, right near the women’s bunkers, where I jumped out and fast-walked to the auxiliary control station. Popping my head in the room, I caught Jake’s eye.
“Hey, Elevator B is acting kind of weird,” I said, and he shrugged. “I mean, makes no difference to me, but it’s not stopping at the executive suites. Do you think they’ll mind?”
Jake popped out of his chair so fast it spun, and he elbowed past me without so much as an ‘excuse me’.
Counting to five, I watched him disappear into Elevator B, then I spun into the control room and found the klaxon controls. Two presses of a button and a switch later, the Under Attack alarm blared, and I dashed out of the control room and raced down the corridor. I had exactly four minutes and forty-three seconds to get Joan in a pod, VELMA-X secured in the P-MIV, and myself strapped in that sardine can the engineers called an orbiter.
With silent footfalls as my toes barely touched the floor, I could hear my own breaths pounding in my lungs and throat. Focused solely on finding Joan, I startled when a tall, beautiful First Nations woman stepped in my path. I veered, but not enough, and we crashed shoulders.
“Sorry ‘bout that!” I shouted but was already turning the corner to the Communal Area. There! Joan, my dearest friend, stood like a sandpan caught in hoverlights. God love her, this widowed exobotanist needed a keeper. An unexpected sob stuck in my throat.
Not now, dammit. Work now. Emote later.
Skidding to a stop in front of Joan, I snapped my fingers in front of her pale face. “Joan! Pod!”
Confusion marred her perfect brow as her hooded dark eyes tracked the people around us hustling to their places while the klaxons sent vibrations from the floor through our footwear and into our chests.
“Sweetie,” I uttered under my breath and grabbed her elbow. For a second, I remembered what she was like after David died. Aw hell, no. She better not do that to me again. I needed my girl more than she ever needed me. She just didn’t know it.
Her pod lit up when I nudged her through its hatch, and I saw her snap out of her daze. Meeting her gaze, I waited a split-second for her nod.
“Go. I’ll meet you on the Other Side,” I said and chucked her chin, then turned tail and raced back to the auxiliary ship docking bay.
If anyone noticed that I wasn’t running toward the pods, they didn’t say anything. The only people I was worried about noticing were stuck on the executive level while the elevators dinged and descended, stopping at every floor except theirs. With no other access to the suites but via elevator, one had to wonder: was it an engineering design flaw? Or executives reaping the consequences of another terrible idea? Guess I would never know.
Skidding in front of the P-MIV, I muscled the hatch open and climbed in, stepping carefully around the cubbies since the vehicle was “parked” on its side. Grabbing the lanyard from around my neck, I kissed the badge for luck and stuck it in the best place I could think of, inserting it in the main console.
Tapping the keys, I woke up PHRED and coded the same parameters the EEP X215s used, then added the macro that would allow me to control it remotely from the orbiter.
“Okay, boom,” I said to myself and made an explosion motion with my hand and retraced my steps out the hatch, sealed it, doublechecking the controls, and then ghosted between the P-MIV and a mech drill until I got to the Single Contained Occupant Orbiters.
Checking my watch, I saw I had a minute thirty-nine seconds to spare.
“Heck yeah,” I murmured and climbed into the orbiter, pulling the cockpit shut with a final click and hiss. I’d done a preflight check yesterday on a hunch, thank God.
Toggling the controls, the dash lit up like Christmas on Old Vegas, and I grinned.
“Speak to me, SCOOBE baby,” I said. “Mama wants to fly.”
“Initiating auxiliary bay egress, K-90 Miner 107,” SCOOBE said. “Prepare for launch and subsequent cryo-sleep protocols.”
“Got it,” I said and fastened the final latch of the harness. I keyed in my last macro, this one the program that would wake me up in time to control the P-MIV before it cycled into its planet insertion. I’d already tethered the two vehicles wirelessly; PHRED and SCOOBE would remain in constant contact while we fled from the Lucidity and the megalomaniacs that ran IGMC.
The orbiter’s software, Single Contained Occupant Orbiter Bio Equerry, was programmed to keep me alive through the reaches of space until the P-MIV and I reached our destination. Ideally, it would be the exact same destination as the EEP X215s, but my algorithm allowed for tiny adjustments that could plop me on an orbit around a planet’s moon or even an asteroid orbiting the same star.
“Sweet baby Jesus, let this work,” I prayed aloud and pressed “Enter”.
Lights inside the orbiter dimmed, and I could see out the clear cockpit when the giant auxiliary vehicle bay doors opened. The field of stars lay open before my eyes, and tears pricked at their corners. Mama and Daddy said I was made for this: unexplored frontiers. And there it was—immense, sparkling, vast—measurable only in terms of numbers and theory. It waited for me.
The cockpit shut out all sound, but I could imagine the alarms and the zip-whoosh of the pods as the launchers jettisoned them.
SCOOBE began the countdown, and I crossed my fingers and closed my eyes as the cryo-mask slipped over my face and adhered around my nose and mouth.
Did I do the right thing? Every time I second-guessed myself, all I had to do was remember my Mama, helmet under her arm, down on one knee and peering into my eyes.
“I’ll miss you too, baby,” she said. “I’ll miss you every day, and I’ll wonder if I did the right thing by leaving. To have a child is to forever be torn in two.” She put her hand on my chest. “My heart will be here.”
I had put my hand on her forehead. “And your reason will be here.”
She nodded and grabbed my hand and kissed it, tears running down her face.
“God above let my reason and heart be right,” she said when she released my hand and pulled me into a fierce hug before standing and kissing Daddy goodbye.
Daddy rested a heavy hand on my head, and we watched her join her team on the temporary dais the Aux Space Agency, a subdivision of Space Global, set up for the pre-launch ceremony.
Mama’s team was the first human envoy to meet the Qhudret in neutral space after they initiated first contact.
Every choice I made today was governed by my heart and my reason. But every choice had incalculable consequences that would spiral in an irretrievable domino effect that might be felt for eons. That sob I’d swallowed earlier rose right back up, and I cried.
“Damn, CeCe,” I said to myself. “You really know how to party.”
The orbiter launched into the field of stars, its FTL engine blurring them into streaks, but they would have blurred through my tears anyway.
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Raxthezana
81 Day Cycles Ago 
Restless, I paced the narrow corridor in the archives. Another wasted day trying to find similarities, indicators, explanations or even a Goddess-twice-damned curse that could explain the escalating deaths caused by the infant burial disease. Nothing.
My neck ached; my back ached.
A Queen’s eunuch had come down a zatik prior and with trembling hands, offered me a slip of parchment reminding me that I was due to attend the Lottery Drum Feast in a week’s time and hadn’t I better travel to Ikthe and hunt?
Crumpling the paper in my hand, I stalked to the roaring fireplace that kept the archives from freezing solid this far underground and tossed it in—a snowflake disappearing in the mouth of a volcano.
Sighing, I walked back to my table and closed up the books save one.
Spying the archive steward nodding off in his chair, I slid the volume inside my tunic and left my fruitless studies behind me as I climbed the forbidding staircase to the higher levels.
Zatiks later found me in my ship waiting for the steward to signal the all-clear. Lifting off, I pointed my ship’s nose to the shimmering green orb in the viewing window and accelerated.
I’d hunted Ikthe for so long, my muscles remembered every task from the smallest steering adjustment to the complicated atmospheric entry calculations needed to land without damaging my ship. It left my mind clear to ruminate on the countless interviews I’d conducted without the Queen’s knowledge, or anyone else’s, for that matter.
Not only the interviews respecting the infant burial disease deaths, but also the interviews with Ikshe’s oldest living hunters.
Perhaps it was my own age as it climbed ever farther up the ladder, but my patience for the ways of Theraxl had grown thin. Why must I spend the keenest years of my mind’s life scrabbling for meat on filthy Ikthe? Why did the Lottery Drum rule the judgment of the sanest hunter and turn him into a slavering fool, just for the chance to create offspring?
Could not anyone look around and see the dilapidation of the fortress and its city? Did not anyone notice our dwindling population and the growing instances of infant burial disease? Was it possible that the least qualified hunter on either planet was the only Theraxl paying attention to the signs of a weakened civilization approaching a catastrophic end?
By interviewing the oldest living hunters, I hoped to garner more information to secure safer and more profitable excursions for all hunters. My people could not afford to waste half its population on dangerous quests as well as the perilous hunting expeditions. Armed with knowledge, I hoped to ease at least some of the burdens of my hunter-brothers over time. For that was my people’s scarcest commodity.
Should the infant burial disease overtake our ability to increase our numbers, there would not be time enough to recover.
Landing on Moon Shield, I exited my ship and stretched, cracking my back and laying out my pallet on the mesa under the stars. I would give my old bones a rest before the rigors of my hunt on the morrow.
Lying with arms behind my head, I admired the wealth of gems studding the sky. Life could be simple and abundant if one only appreciated what one already had. The Queen seemed to me to be a great void, always in search of more to fill the hole where her heart once resided.
While her lands, possessions, and people crumbled at her feet, she sought more and better. I had watched her with disappointment these last several revolutions, stealing the affection of the BoKama’s consort, and then the hunters’ dignity, one by one, slipping behind the tapestry to drain their seed and their self-possession. How long had I before the Queen invited me to join her, and would I have the strength to say no? Squirming on my pallet, I feared I might not.
If I yet believed in the Goddesses, I might venture to pray on a night like this: the temperature at this altitude soothed the soul, and the stars and planets sparkled like gem-dust on the jewel-cutter’s velvet cloth. I feared for the future of my people and for my own soul, but what good would a prayer do when it was less substantial than a smoke tendril from a dying fire?
“If you were real, Holy Goddesses, I would take you to task for failing a once-thriving people. Not only that, but for thrusting a knife into the festering wound. What good is draining the fester if you kill the wounded in the process?”
At that moment, a flaming streak entered my field of vision just at the horizon where the dark desert mountains met the star-studded sky. The meteor flashed a brilliant white and disappeared behind the shadowed green crescent that was Ikshe.
I scoffed.
“Was that an answer? It looked like the ash tossed from an old man’s pipe,” I said. “Even you have given up on my people. It only means those of us who care must work the harder.”
Turning away from the beautiful sky and the non-existent deities of my people, I determined to sleep. But the meteor returned to my thoughts without relent, and my next day’s hunt suffered for my lack.
If it wasn’t for stumbling across a nesting ground of rokhural, my hunt would have been as useless as the Goddesses. Eight days I hunted the adult rokhural, stocking my cargo bay to bursting.
My efforts and thankless sacrifice netted me enough meat that when it was accounted for at the fortress hangar, I was notified that my name would be entered for the Lottery Draw.
Stalking away from the meat counters, I collided with an obnoxious hunter in red armor.
“Look you not where you walk?” I said, shaking my head. When it became obvious that we headed to the same halls where the eunuchs would scrub us down for the ceremony, I avoided his gaze, ashamed at my outburst. I was the one who had been woolgathering.
Once dressed in ceremonial garb and armbands sizzling on my skin, I walked to the great hall, composing a script for refusing the Queen. Every sentence I tried in my head sounded inane and ineffectual. Stomach in knots, I couldn’t eat. Mouth dry as Moon Shield, I couldn’t drink.
Squinting, I saw the same hunter I’d run into earlier on the dais regaling the Ikma and the BoKama. His discomfort evident, I laughed and leaned over my plates of meat to grab a chunk of sister-bread. Tearing into it, I watched the hunter, divested of his red armor, attempt to shield himself from the sisters’ attentions.
My appetite returned, and I ate with relish, enjoying the comedy playing out before me.
Clashing my goblet against my tablemate’s, I allowed my eye to travel the room. Perhaps it would not be all bad to choose a dam tonight.
Movement caught my eye, and I saw that the Ikma and the hunter stood near the tapestry. Turning in my seat, I watched, curious but resigned. No one refused the Ikma.
Fury flashed in the Ikma’s eyes. The hunter bowed. The Ikma bared her fangs in a feral smile. And when she turned to face the room at large, I placed my goblet upon the table and rested my hands on my knees. It appeared the hunter of the red armor had, indeed, refused the Ikma.
The feast turned to coals in my belly. The fruited wine turned to vinegar on my tongue.
I waited.
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CeCe
81 Day Cycles Ago 
“PHRED, you are cleared for activation of phases one and two,” I said through my comms. “Under no circumstances should you activate phase three.”
“Understood,” the smooth female voice that was identical to VELMA of the egress pods and SCOOBE of the orbiter intoned. “Activating phase one: planet atmosphere entry.”
Monitoring everything with the orbiter’s onboard computer, I couldn’t see the P-MIV or the planet we would be landing on. Besides being several times larger than an EEP or an orbiter, the P-MIV’s functions required more power and maneuverability, so it harnessed IGMC’s fractionated quark technology to power its engines. In other words, it reached the planet’s orbit before I did in order to take advantage of its star system’s gravity to slingshot it into position.
SCOOBE woke me two standard hours ago, and I’d spent the time reacquainting myself with my ship and the orbiter’s systems and the limited information SCOOBE had gathered about the star system and its planets.
Binary, or two-star systems, in general, were unstable choices for the VELMA software to have chosen for the rescue pods, but I’d programmed specific parameters regarding the goldilocks zone, gravity, water availability and axis tilt. 
It seemed the software chose this system because it was a 96.4 per cent match to the parameters I gave it—a planet that could sustain human life.
Chuckling, I couldn’t wait to see the uninhabited paradise we found. Talk about sticking it to IGMC where it hurt. 
As soon as I had stumbled across intel that the Kerberos 90 mission was bogus, my neurodivergent brain went into hyper-overdrive.
The Lucidity and its caravan of ships housed over two-thousand souls. Comprised of some of the best minds employed by IGMC, we were also a ragtag group handpicked for our “spirit of adventure” and “freedom from attachments.” When we signed up for the mission, there wasn’t a spot to write down “My friend needs me.” Joan wouldn’t admit it, but I’d seen her drifting the last few years. When I realized IGMC wanted to launch the VELMA project during Kerberos 90, I’d jumped at the chance.
The day half the ship contracted food poisoning, my IT team was down for the count. That’s how I ended up working on an email server issue that one of my subordinates would normally have taken care of. It turned out to be kismet.
The solution to the problem was a simple SMPT port error, but in fixing it, I recovered the private email server utilized by Clemmins and Hackney. When my gaze drifted over the phrase “acceptable risk”, my curiosity got the better of me.
There ensued my hyperfocus on rooting out how deep the subterfuge went, and how far IGMC was willing to go. Tracing email correspondence from the present day to the Kerberos 90 mission’s inception, I had found enough dirt on IGMC’s executive administrative team to put them away for life.
If only we weren’t over three-quarters of the way to Kerberos 90 and tucked between the Pollack-Custer belt and the electromagnetic riptide discovered by the Qhudret.
Communication with Earth or even Titan-based IGMC headquarters was next to impossible, due to the electromagnetic riptide. That’s why I’d tagged a field drone as defunct, buried my evidence in its hard drive, and released it during a routine waste dump. It would get to Titan, just not in time to help us.
Unless I did something, all of us were doomed to manning EEPs and being launched God-knows-where with no thought to the relationships formed and maintained on the Lucidity or anyone waiting back home.
Admin had planned to run a faux test drill, utilize VELMA-X to operate the EEPs, and then hang out until the numbers started coming in on rare ore discoveries. Then admin would launch the big vehicles and send the Mining Ship to the most profitable regions, working its way back toward the Pollack-Custer belt.
The only thing I never understood was how they planned to track everything. Without a Deep Space Network, VELMA’s communications abilities were hamstrung, unless they’d planned on adapting the fleet ship into a DSN tower of sorts.
The final straw had been when I was summoned to alter VELMA’s code to include acceptable risk parameters that would raise the eyebrow of the coldest Qhudretian mafia lord. Upon my first refusal, they threatened to go public with my juvenile record. Upon my second refusal, they piggybacked on the fallout of my original IT team learning about my misspent youth and threatened to release sensitive information about each member of my already-jaded team.
Gritting my teeth, I wrote the software they wanted and sent them regular updates.
As far as they knew, VELMA was right on track and ready to be deployed once they reached the predetermined coordinates for sending 435 unwitting miners and scientists as a first wave of explorers: roughly eighty-seven of them marked for death based on a few lines of code that I had been forced to write.
But they’d underestimated my ADHD. And the loyalty among the crew. And VELMA’s AGI. And most important of all, the power of friendship.
Once I’d pieced together their entire plan, I set my own plan in motion by inserting code within code, encryption so subtle that neither man nor machine could detect it until it was too late.
Yes, the EEPs still deployed as a result.
But with VELMA’s shiny new code and minor adjustments, every batch of EEPs traveled together so that people were in friend groups, or at least as close to friend groups as I could cobble together in the few months I had been working on it. Prioritizing human life had been at the top of my list; if I had waited until we reached Kerberos 90, chances for survival would have plummeted. As it was, there were still some pods entering uncharted territory. Thankfully, most would end up well within the Intergalactic Unification of Races’ mapped regions and would be picked up within a matter of days from whatever charted planets they landed.
“P-MIV ready for insertion,” PHRED’s voice broke through my reverie. I wished I could witness it; the videos of P-MIV activation were frighteningly mesmerizing, in the way that any giant manmade creation inspired both awe and misgivings. But I was still too far away.
“Phase two activated,” she said.
A computer-generated model played out the P-MIV’s insertion in real time, and I hoped the advance drones operated seamlessly to warn most wildlife away from the area before the P-MIV hit. The on-board camera went live as soon as the vehicle cleared the atmosphere, and I caught a glimpse of green and black mountains, desert and jungle terrain, a gigantic body of water, snowcaps, and then the feed blacked out.
Satisfaction fought with confusion.
“Why’d I lose the feed?” I said.
“Standby. Altering angle of entry.”
Concerned, I tracked the numbers, but it should still land correctly in spite of PHRED’s modified equation.
The uninhabited planet had looked breathtaking, and I would receive immense joy in prepping for the rest of the EEPs from Joan’s group to arrive. My little orbiter just needed to get there, first.
Readouts indicating a successful insertion, I turned my attention to my own ship’s trajectory. It looked like I should land not too far from the P-MIV’s contact point.
Alarms beeped as I toggled from the readout screen to my flight path.
“What’s going on, SCOOBE?” I asked.
“Entering a field of space debris,” SCOOBE said. “Thirty-seven percent of the matter is of significant size. Changing flight path to avoid impact.”
“Got it,” I said, watching the digital models rotating on screen. That’s why the P-MIV’s course had been altered.
“Alternate planet found that meets eighty-five per cent of ADVISOR’s parameters,” she said. “Initiating cryosleep in three minutes.”
“Negative,” I said, trying to ignore the spike in my heart rate at SCOOBE’s initiative. “I need to land on the same planet as the P-MIV and all the EEPs. That is non-negotiable.”
“Due to the nature of the space debris field and orbital positioning, that will not be possible unless you authorize the use of the remaining forty percent of the fuel cell,” she said. “However, you run the risk of running out of fuel before landing, thus impairing my ability to land safely.”
My mind raced over the numbers. If I hadn’t hit this debris field, I could have coasted straight to the planet and initiated the landing sequence. Having an orbiter with almost half its fuel meant cross-planet travel, easing a lot of the process of temporarily inhabiting this new world until the cavalry could arrive.
If I used up all the fuel, it might mean landing on the other side of the globe and not being able to travel to where the EEPs ended up. I’d been counting on decent proximity to the EEPs considering the orbiter wasn’t stocked with as many supplies.
“I want to land on the same planet as the P-MIV,” I said. “Do what you have to do to make that happen.”
“Affirmative,” SCOOBE said. “Alternating flight path to avoid debris field. Calculating optimum atmospheric entry coordinates.”
Watching the fuel gauge go down, I bit my lip.
Scanners converted the debris field into digital symbols peppering the monitor. SCOOBE had to navigate a considerable distance to clear it. The icon for a planet popped onto the screen.
“What’s this other planet?” I said.
“That planet is Class D,” she said. “Populated and showing emissions levels indicative of advanced technologies but uncharted and therefore unclassified by the Interplanetary Unification of Races. Prohibited by my programming, you may not land there.”
My breath caught.
Civilization.
A sentient species.
As far as the IUR knew, they’d never had contact with anyone else, least of all humans.
The temptation to reroute to the other planet was stronger than I would have anticipated, but the IUR was clear in its protocols. No one could initiate First Contact unless the IUR had appointed them as part of a diplomatic First Contact Initiative. IGMC was many things, but not stupid. Even their scheming executives wouldn’t breach IUR.
Sighing, I tore my gaze away from the glowing orb and watched the digital flight path SCOOBE had marked on the screen.
The orbiter’s route seemed to eat up fuel faster than logic predicted, and my pulse escalated in spite of my efforts to remain calm. Scenarios of being stuck on an island surrounded by ocean or landing smack in the middle of desert plagued me. Squeezing my eyes shut, I counted backward from ten and exhaled, trying to regulate my fears. They weren’t outside the realm of possibility, but I reminded myself that I’d given the neural network parameters that would give humans the absolute best possible chance of survival. Those parameters included landing in optimal conditions.
Finding my calm, I ignored the fuel gauge and watched as the planet expanded on my screen. SCOOBE was bringing me in from a different angle than the P-MIV had entered.
Red lights flashed at the same time alarms bleated in my ears; I froze, hands clutching my harness.
“Orbiter compromised,” SCOOBE said. “Initiating emergency rescue procedure.”
“Manual override,” I announced and entered the numeric color code. Maybe it was a lack of faith, but suddenly, landing on the Class A felt wildly wrong. 
IUR understood emergencies; there was a well-established precedent. I reoriented the orbiter and programmed SCOOBE to take me to the Class D where the route was free of the debris field.
The drumbeat of civilization pulsed in my veins; I couldn’t explain it, but it felt right.
Glowing green planet filling my monitor, my orbiter dipped below the debris field and thrusters powered on long enough to fire my vehicle with momentum.
I saw a distant moon and even farther suns, and then the orbiter came to life with even more alarms.
“Hull compromised,” SCOOBE announced. The cryo-mask slipped over my airways, and everything went dark.
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Raxthezana
Present Day 
“The Goddesses did not forget you,” BoKama said as she piloted her ship, glancing at me with a weather eye.
“If you refer to the heart-home myth, you are mistaken,” I said, avoiding her gaze. “I believe the human CeCe is my mate, but I know she is not my heart mate.” Previously thought to be a myth, a heart mate caused one’s heart to leave the confines of its fibrous heart home in the chest and migrate into an adjacent fleshy region in an excruciating transition. Against all belief, I’d endured that transition when I was but a child, and in recent months, my four hunter brothers had as well, when they met and fell in love with their human heart mates. 
BoKama didn’t reply, a wise response. My heart beat steady as ever since it survived its transition so long ago, but I would tell no one of it.
“And I would not tell the human that the Goddesses worked in her favor when she faces pain and death, perhaps as we speak,” I said after a moment’s thought. “I would not worship such a deity.”
BoKama controlled her ship with ease and said nothing else, for which I was grateful. Muscles coiled in tension, my emotions warred with my physical body for release.
But where was the enemy? BoKama, the Sister-Queen to the maniacal Ikma Scabmal Kama, sought revenge for the actions of her co-ruler and had become a friend and ally to the other four humans who now resided on my people’s hunting grounds. Mated to four of my hunter-brothers, the humans had proven resourceful and brave in the face of mortal danger. In fact, we’d worked together in recent days to discover the likely location of a fifth human as well as her involvement in preserving the lives of many of her people. We suspected this human, CeCe, was on the home planet Ikshe, as opposed to the hunting grounds, Certain Death, or Ikthe.
I knew not where to focus my rage, nor where to inflict damage. I could not explain what I knew to be true. Somewhere on Ikshe, the human CeCe suffered torment.
Was she trapped inside the small vehicle VELMA showed me in my visor? Had she crashed in Lake Wazakashe, a body of water so vast that its opposite shores were not visible until one had crossed halfway over in a ship? Or had some other catastrophe befallen her?
I recalled the dream in which I’d traversed the cracked lakebed, approaching an empty pod. In my dream, I’d known with surety that no one resided inside the pod.
Unlike other dreams, there was a quality to that one that penetrated the fog of my mind and pierced my heart. I’d thought of it often in the past weeks, but it wasn’t until CeCe’s subterfuge came to light that I understood the dream to be a message. I would never attribute something so flimsy as a night vision to invisible gods, but I would be a fool to deny the workings of fate I’d witnessed in my lifetime, especially with regard to recent events.
“We should discuss our plan,” BoKama’s words intruded my musing.
“Ik,” I said.
“The Ikma has changed,” BoKama said. “She has not so much as whispered of a desire for raxfathe. However, I cannot imagine she would entertain you with star tea and sister bread when her Blade of the Ancients is at hand.” BoKama glanced at me. “I would drop you elsewhere before taking my ship back to the hangar.”
“Nay, BoKama,” I said with a frown. “If you return empty-handed and uninjured, what will she think? You must bring me to her in shackles and bleeding.”
“You know she will mark you for death,” BoKama said.
“I know,” I said. “But what is it that Naraxthel always says?” I asked with a shallow laugh. “The Goddesses will provide a way. Let us try Them in this small thing.”
BoKama shook her head. “You tempt Them. I hope they do not strike my ship with lightning.”
“It would be no more than I deserve, but I daresay they would not punish one so devout as you.”
BoKama scoffed. “I no longer know what devout means.”
“The Ikma?” I asked. Noting BoKama’s features softening, my nostrils flared and eyes narrowed.
“Her aspect has changed,” she said. “Sometimes she’s like she was in the beginning, and I scarce can believe how ….”
Her throat bobbed when she swallowed, and she averted her gaze, feigning concern over a minor digital readout. 
I recalled the Ikma Scabmal Kama’s wrathful face moments after Naraxthel refused her illicit invitation even though it was several months ago. In her anger, she’d called the names of the Lottery Five, we hunters chosen to create offspring, and demanded we travel to the hunting grounds in search of our people’s precious metal and Holy Waters of Shegoshel instead. Known for its perilous dangers, such a quest caused the death of those who journeyed more often than not. Ritual demanded ceremony and lauds before we left, yet the Sister-Queen had commanded our departure without the usual pomp or preparations, ensuring our quest would fail.
“How corrupt she became? How fascinated by the raxfathe, how determined to send five mighty hunters to their deaths out of spite?” I finished the BoKama’s sentence with my own words.
“Stop!” she said, her voice low and eyes blazing. “You have not seen her wasting before your eyes. You have not seen her tears when she places careful stitches into the infant burial cloths.”
Fury seethed in my gut, but my thoughts turned to CeCe and a manufactured vision of her sliding the invaluable card into its slot in the P-MIV with dark slender fingers where we’d found it days ago. The thought of her defiant actions tempered my rage for some reason. Cocking my head, I considered my words with care before I spoke.
“The humans are mere breaths away from death every day they stay on Ikthe,” I said. “Only think of the good that could come if they were free to visit Ikshe. How our children could see intelligence and strength of a different kind. But we both know what the Ikma would say and do were she to discover them. So, they scrap and battle and live, in spite of Ikthe’s terrors.”
“I know she has been unjust,” BoKama said. “We talk late into the night of how she might right her wrongs. I’ve tasted blood rather than divulge the truth of the Lottery Five, but I’ve come so close to telling her that perhaps her choices have not been as dire as she makes them out to be.”
Grasping her arm, I peered into her eyes. “I can smell that you are earnest and empathetic to our Queen’s ailment,” I said. “But should you bear witness that my brothers yet live, you will sentence us all to die at her hand—all. Even the weak and willful humans. Especially them.”
BoKama sighed, dipping her head and relaxing her muscles. I released her arm and settled in my chair, rehearsing the happenstances that brought the Lottery Five to the hunting grounds at the very time the humans had landed one by one in their little pods. My hunter brothers called it the work of the Goddesses, considering each of my four brethren had found their heart mates among the four women who landed. But I did not believe in Goddesses who wove fates together as with tapestry threads. I believed in the suns and the planets that moved with precision and in the workings of intelligent minds. And CeCe’s intelligent mind had brought the humans to my star system.
“Ikshe looms,” I said. “Shall I slam into the bulkhead, or have I angered you enough that you may smite me?” I grinned when I asked, softening the tension between us.
She smirked and shook her head, but then her fist came out of nowhere, and all went black.
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CeCe
80 Day Cycles Ago 
Cold water touched my skin, and I startled awake. The cryo-mask secure on my face, I breathed deep and slow, and tried to get my bearings. Deep blue surrounded me, and I realized the orbiter was submerged in water.
Designed to orient with the passenger facing the surface, I knew the orbiter rested on the seafloor or lakebed, or whatever body of water I’d landed in. The gentle splash of cold water on my hands alerted me to the fact that my vehicle, designed with submerged landing safety precautions, was equalizing pressure by allowing water to displace some of the orbiter’s air. I had ten hours to exit the orbiter before an energy shutdown.
Touching the digital interface, I looked for answers. “SCOOBE, depth gauge?”
“Thirty meters,” SCOOBE said. “Water sampling indicates a large body of freshwater.”
Taking another deep breath, I found it uncomfortable. At almost a hundred feet underwater, the pressure down here was compressing my entire body. But adjusting to the pressure down here was crucial to my survival when I activated the underwater egress. My system needed to exactly match what would have happened if I’d done a free dive from the surface. In fact, the now-icy water making contact with my skin was initiating my own body’s natural reaction. 
Humans were born with a mammalian dive reflex; experts argued humans were intended to swim in deep water. Babies could swim a natural breaststroke and hold their breath for forty seconds. Lungs and heart, the cardiopulmonary system, adjusted to deep water breath holding with relative ease, sending blood to the thoracic cavity. After the first stage of breath holding, the larynx would automatically close, and the spleen would release 15 percent more “fresh” oxygen-rich blood into the circulatory system. The influx of oxygen would grant the person precious time to swim to the surface.
As a free diver, I’d learned to exploit these evolutionary stages and capitalize on maximizing my time under the water. The only problem was, I hadn’t been on a free dive in over two years.
“Dammit,” I muttered and fussed with my harness clips. “Thank you for saving my life, SCOOBE,” I said. “I’m swimming to the surface.”
“You’re welcome, ADVISOR,” the AI’s voice said with no trace of sadness. It would tick away on the bottom of the lake until its solar cells depleted.
Taking deep, slow breaths, I mathed out the scenario as I scanned the digital representation of the orbiter’s surrounding waterscape.
If I took it slow, I could avoid the fatal effects of nitrogen poisoning as I rose.
The training pool on the Lucidity was only six meters deep and essentially useless from a free diving perspective, so I hadn’t practiced. But survival had a way of bringing essential knowledge to the surface, pardon the pun.
The orbiter would be safe for another nine hours, but there was no point in waiting for a rescue that wouldn’t come. 
“CeCe, here’s your chance,” I said to myself. My chance to practice the artform I loved even though others said I was crazy when I started doing it. I had learned that under the water, my hyperactive brain calmed down. My focus turned inward, and I felt a calm normally reserved for when I was fast asleep.
Pushing the buttons that would trigger the underwater egress system, I studied the digital readout one more time. SCOOBE’s scanners would show underwater life, but nothing wavered in the surrounding region.
Centering myself, I took a final deep breath and released the underwater egress hatch, letting the water flood into an inner sheath while a jet of pressurized air encapsulated my body in preparation for entering the frigid water. I felt the cold water embrace my mouth and nose, but I was already focused on the surface, even as I pushed the air inside my sinuses into my ears to avoid damaging my ear drums.
Though it’d been years, my body remembered what to do. This would be cake. Just like riding a bike. A free dive consisted of me descending a couple hundred feet and turning around and ascending. I only had to go less than half that distance, as long as SCOOBE’s scan was correct.
The dark blue water calmed me, and I let my systems slow to my diving rate; my heartbeat slowed dramatically while my lungs contracted to half their size. A human’s natural buoyancy will help them rise to the surface—unless they’re below forty feet. Then gravity pulls on you. The orbiter seemed reluctant to let me go, so my powerful kicks raised me a few more feet. I kept kicking and keeping my body as straight and tall as possible with my eyes pointed up. I was deep enough that there wasn’t an obvious “lighter” part for me to ascend to. Also, it could be night up there.
Tapping into my inner peace, I kicked until I felt reverse buoyancy release its grip, and I floated up, feeling my blood retrace its path from my organs to my extremities.
This last stretch was the most dangerous; in my desire for fresh oxygen, I could inhale too soon. With the build-up of carbon dioxide in my blood, nitrogen narcosis could trick me into thinking I’d cleared the surface before I had. And while I’d taken care not to swim up too fast, nitrogen poisoning was still a possibility if I’d miscalculated my swimming speed.
With countless gallons of alien planet water pressing in on me from all sides, I didn’t even dare to look around at my surroundings, choosing instead to regulate my heart and monitor my consciousness as I rose through the depths. Daydreams and hallucinations were common in the remaining minutes of oxygen deprivation.
Blinking a couple times, I thought I saw two tall women, but past experience said it was the altered state of consciousness brought about by not breathing for a couple minutes.
When they pointed up, indicating the path I’d already taken, it confirmed my suspicions. My brain was hallucinating. But I was almost there. Just a few more meters to go.
The women appeared again, the strange lighting under the water casting their skin to a greenish tinge. Their white braided hair floated around their faces, and their expressions appeared calm but sad. I almost opened my mouth to reassure them before remembering it wasn’t time yet. Instead, I exhaled in preparation for filling my lungs with good air once I cleared the water’s meniscus.
I saw them for the last time right as my face broke the water; they were still green! But I gasped for breath and treaded water, and of course they were nowhere to be seen in the dusky light.
The half-circle of a setting sun wavered on the horizon with a second sun on its tail, and I spun in the water, looking for land. It was water for as far as I could see in any direction.
“Well,” I said to myself. “No better place for a hydrogeologist than the water.” I picked a point to the right of the setting sun and started swimming.
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Raxthezana
Present Day 
Scowling, I stared at the BoKama through one slit eye. The other was swollen shut from her vicious blow in the ship. She ignored me, standing with head held high and hands holding the chains connected to the shackles around my wrists.
The Ikma Scabmal Kama sat on a simple wooden chair placed in front of the dais where stood two empty thrones. She stared at me and cocked her head.
“I see by the quirk of your brow you are confused,” she said. “Why does not the Ikma take her throne, as is her due?”
I couldn’t restrain my nostrils from flaring, but I said nothing.
“My body is too weak to climb the steps,” the Ikma said. “And besides. There is no joy in sitting atop a throne without my sister by my side. This old chair will do.” She gave a dry chuckle, and for a jotik, she resembled a great dam. I could picture little ones at her knee asking for stories. The jotik passed.
“What is my sentence?” I asked. “I return to Ikshe empty-handed and alone.”
“That you do,” she said, her voice thick with mucus. Her cough gurgled, and she spat into a folded cloth she kept in her lap. “Not a drop of the Holy Waters,” she said. “Not a pebble of woaiquovelt. The Quest is unfulfilled. What am I to do with you, Iktheka?”
“Consign me to the archives for the remainder of my natural life,” I said. “While you sew burial cloth,”—I indicated the neat stack of folded white cloths—“I could be researching to find the cause and the cure for the infant burial disease.”
The Ikma raised a brow at me and pursed her lips. Her claws ticked on the arm of the chair with an irregular rhythm.
“Perhaps the quest was unjustly commanded,” she said and glanced at the BoKama. Her features softened just as BoKama’s had done earlier in her ship when thinking of her Sister-Queen. They shared a bond I did not understand. “But you could have sent word at any time. Yet you remained on Ikthe and allowed your Queen to imagine the worst.” She stared at me until I bowed my head. “Furthermore, you harbored a trespasser on our sacred hunting grounds, and judging by her command of our language and the ferocity with which she strove to protect you, you formed an attachment to her.”
I didn’t correct her assumption. A few nights ago, the human Joan had commanded BoKama to unhand “Rax” in BoKama’s attempt to snatch a hunter brother under the Queen’s direction. We hadn’t realized the BoKama had plotted with VELMA to orchestrate a failed abduction in an attempt to leave a ship for those of us trapped on the hunting grounds. BoKama took Raxkarax, Joan’s heart mate, and Joan took exception to it—threatening both the BoKama and the Ikma Scabmal Kama with death. As expected, the exchange had been sight-captured, and doubtless, the Ikma had viewed it. 
The “Rax” wasn’t myself, nor did I refute her other deductions. She would scent that I felt no remorse for my actions, nor pity for her weakened state. I’d been astonished to witness her slack skin and hollow eyes. Ikthe may pit its children against death every day, but in the many moons’ time we’d been exiled, the Queen had wasted to a shadow of herself in her own private battle against a mysterious illness.
BoKama coughed, and I looked up to see the Ikma frowning at her sister before turning her attention back to me.
“I puzzle what to do with you,” she said. “For now, the dungeon will suffice. BoKama, take him. We will discuss the alien privately. And do avoid the tower passageway; your cough worsens, and the winds blow cold and fierce from the tower.”
“Ikma,” BoKama said with the bow of her head. Gathering my chains, she led the way to the Lower Stair, the wide passage leading to the catacombs and dungeons. Guards stood on every landing on the way down and at the entrance to the Dungeon Hall.
BoKama and I had no words between us. The stone walls had ears; every guard was a spy, and BoKama didn’t know who would ally themselves to her should she defy the Queen. Opening a cell with her palm, she tossed my helmet into the dank area fit only for insects and rodents, and gestured I should walk in. I held my wrists out, and she touched the release to the shackles, its mechanism activated by her unique energy signature.
“Be well,” she said without looking back, and I watched her tall, slender form disappear down the hall, taking the only light with her.
I’d expected to be accompanied by hordes of prisoners, but the cells to either side and across from me were empty. A steady drip sounded from farther down the corridor, and a brief scurry of rodent paws echoed against the stone floor.
Picking up my helmet, I put it on.
“VELMA?”
“I’m here, Raxthezana,” she said. “I’ve duplicated the BoKama’s electromagnetic resonance. You may leave the cell at any time.”
“Thank you,” I said and opened the cell. It swung on well-oiled hinges, and I smirked at BoKama’s foresight. With the run of the dungeons, I could search here first for the human CeCe. There hadn’t been the slightest thread of a whisper to suggest that an alien had been captured by the Queen of the Theraxl, and yet my gut insisted CeCe’s danger lay at her feet, nonetheless.
Sprinting with quiet treads, I ran the length of the hall and saw cell after empty cell. I wasn’t familiar with all of the dungeons, only those nearest the archives where I’d had occasion to interview their occupants. With an ear tuned to the corridor leading to the Lower Stairs, I chose another hall and explored it as well.
The startling lack of prisoners piqued my confusion. BoKama insisted the Ikma had changed. Had she indeed released all of the prisoners? Might I be better served to sit patiently in my cell and wait for the Queen’s pardon? Mayhap she would assign me the archives. But that left CeCe unfound, and my mind twisted with possibilities.
Distant steps alerted me to someone on the Lower Stairs, and I hastened back to my cell, sliding in and curling up in the corner with a rotik to spare.
No one approached, and my mind retreated to the dream from before as it was wont to do.
The cracked, orange dirt expanse stretched endlessly toward the horizon where it met the hazy pale sky. Puzzling out the location, I marched forward, my boots pounding without sound. When I turned to mark my path, no prints indicated I’d passed. The stillness, isolation, and unfamiliar sky lent a dismal pall to my mood. Looking forward, a dark gray spike shimmered at the horizon where I focused my gaze. The longer I walked, the more the spike wavered in the heat of the coming day. Reality wavered; perhaps I was in a dream? The thought disappeared.
When I searched the sky for the sister suns, I did not see them. 
A sense of urgency overcame me, and I found myself running toward the spike. Its shape widened. After running several veltiks, I could see the outline now; it was a ship belonging to a soft traveler. I stopped dead in my tracks.
Heat suffocated me; I tore my helmet off and tossed it to land with a bounce on the scorched ground. I dismantled my armor, letting the pieces fall. When I stood naked before the gaze of the absent suns, I searched the expanse for signs of any life.
Perhaps the ikadax, or a pack of pazathel-nax would come to slay me.
Silence pressed from all sides.
And though I stopped walking, the ship loomed closer.
A gray slash against the dried orange lakebed, mocking me with its passenger.
I knew now, where I was.
Turning in a circle, I studied the splitting angles of dried orange mud. The bones of Lake Wazakashe’s previous inhabitants lay scattered and gnawed.
What happened here?
Why did this cursed ship call to me?
But it did not. I heard nothing.
The tiniest crumb of curiosity bade me walk closer and look into the porthole.
But I would not.
Esra, Naraxthel’s heart mate and the first human we had met, had woken me for my night shift at that juncture, and though I’d spent many a watch pondering its meaning since, I was no closer to it.
My heart, transitioned long years past in my early childhood, did not suffer the pangs and torments that my brethren’s had upon finding their heart mates. But I felt something. An invisible tether? Or more accurately, a weak signal as if from a sight-capture during a thunderstorm. An indescribable connection led me to believe CeCe lay in torment on the other side of it.
When silence pervaded the hall for rotiks more, I determined to explore the next section. How came there to be not a single prisoner?
Tasking VELMA to monitor the area, I traveled through the dark catacombs and found no one.
Returning to my cell, I sat against the wall, head bowed, and rested my fist against my chest panel. Why did my heart stutter so? I knew why. CeCe’s time was running out. I had miscalculated. But if the Ikma Scabmal Kama didn’t have her, then where on Ikshe was she?
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CeCe
79 Day Cycles Ago 
Employing the dead man’s float for the third time since the second sun had sunk beneath the horizon, I rested my exhausted muscles. In spite of the fatigue, I thanked my lucky stars, as my mom used to say, for my blessings.
Stranded in fresh water, I wouldn’t dehydrate.
Local fauna had left me alone so far.
And I had all my faculties.
Rolling onto my back, I floated and looked up at the incredible night sky from this alien planet. Unfamiliar constellations winked back at me, but one stood out from the rest in its similarity to the Big Dipper on Earth. Instead of the boxy shape of the ladle, a cluster of stars in a curved shape more closely resembled a spoon. And if I squinted, I could almost imagine the hazy spill of light from its bowl as soup instead of the galaxy or nebula it probably was. I was thankful to be alive.
Taking a deep breath, I rolled to my stomach again and found my landmark. As fate would have it, a distant jut of land had appeared moments before the second sun set, and by the light of an early moon, I’d kept it in sight as I swam. Now in the pitch black, the jut rose higher and blocked the spray of stars erupting from the black water’s surface.
I was going to make it.
Stroke after stroke, I swam, and when I couldn’t push myself any harder, I floated, careful to orient myself to my landmark.
Heat and light warmed my back and gilded the craggy land I swam towards. The first sun had risen. My strokes were mechanical; my breaths timed. And my thoughts were singular: get to land.
When a sandy shore rose up out of nowhere, I let the tears flow as I paddled closer until my feet touched bottom. The sand sucked at my boots, but the shallow water felt like a brick wall when I swam in it, my body was so fried.
When the water reached a foot deep, I crawled with difficulty as far up the dark brown sand beach as I could manage, unsure how far the tide would stretch.
Where the sand met crumbling tree bark and tangles of scrubby bushes, I collapsed on the ground. Sleep captured me in its grip, and I surrendered.
Groaning, a massive body cramp woke me, and I blinked in the low light. I’d slept the greater part of the day, or possibly longer. The orbiter was designed to function as a giant helmet. Leaving the orbiter meant leaving access to SCOOBE, as well. My suit’s wrist unit was limited to basic calculating functions and telling time, but without calibrating it to this planet’s cycles, it wouldn’t help yet.
Another cramp seized me, and I curled up, feeling the agony of lactic acid in every muscle group as well as the tight gnaw of hunger in my gut. I crawled back to the water’s edge and drank until I was full, then pulled myself up to a sit.
Letting my fingers sink into the warm sand, I breathed deep and studied the beach.
Beach was too generous of a word. The dark brown sand rose from the shore about three meters and was only five meters long before the surrounding forest encroached.
A break in the trees suggested a path, but the sand was undisturbed and free of prints. SCOOBE had reported this planet was inhabited and developed, but I’d seen no indications.
Fatigue and hunger battled it out until I caved in and crawled toward the bushes and tree trunks. I unzipped my thigh pocket and pulled out a rations bar, then watched for signs of wildlife. The odds were good I’d end up getting sick trying alien produce, but if I could see what the local animals ate, it gave me a better chance of at least finding the least dangerous options.
Dozing in the shade, I heard rustling in the underbrush nearby, and it startled me awake. My right hand drifted to my sidearm, a sturdy piece unaffected by my long swim or the stint in space, out of habit, but that instinct wasn’t out of place in an alien world.
Resting my hand on the grip, I mulled over the fact my fellow humans were without firearms. Their EEPs were equipped with excellent survival provisions as well







