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Chapter One

Pattee



“A hunter has no home.” ~ Dersu Uzala by Vladimir Arsenyev 


“Vector, set landing target to 41.6° N, 86.25° W and reduce entry speed by thirty-six percent,” I said. “Rotate dorsal fin thirty degrees yaw.”
“It is inadvisable to override atmosphere entry programming,” Vector said. “Override command code required.”
Ignoring the computer’s well-intentioned advice, I gave it the override code instead: “Zero, black, green, red, five, yellow, one, six, three.”
“Changing course,” Vector said, and my belly dipped. According to Vector’s lecture right after I woke up a few hours ago, I hadn’t eaten, and yet felt bile rise in my gullet. Swallowing with a grimace, I squeezed my eyes shut and counted breaths. It wasn’t slowing my heart rate, and neither was reciting the first hundred digits of pi. Even after programming the AI to awaken me prior to landing all the way back in the Lucidity, how could I prepare for the unfolding of a nightmare? I tried to control the uncontrollable, as evidenced by overriding the EEP’s entry into the atmosphere. But the truth was, I was terrified.
The view out my window was not designed for a pilot. That was fine because I wasn’t a pilot. I was a mechanic. Well, a mechanical engineer to be precise, but who was asking? As miles of tree-covered jagged mountain ranges stretched beyond my view, I kept an eye on the navigation panel, as if by watching it, I could influence every possible outcome of its landing. I drew a shuddering breath. If nothing else, I had scouted the terrain and chosen a prime spot to land, which was why I had overridden the reentry sequence.
The EEP X215 wasn’t technically designed to be piloted, rather to make a safe and quick escape from a compromised fleet ship. But I designed and built her, so I knew my way around her controls. I had complete confidence in her technical properties, but the on-board AI, however, was a different matter. I still questioned IGMC’s mandate for an AI to run an escape pod. At least I had studied all its capabilities and memorized action codes. If the Vector didn’t get in my way, we would manage just fine.
On the navigational panel, a grid showed weather patterns at my intended destination. I knew I needed to pay attention to ground effects, but I would trust the AI to get the landing right. Still not a pilot. “Vector, resume operational controls to land.”
“Initiating landing procedure. Brace for landing.”
There wasn’t much for me to do for the landing part. My double five-point harness had me trussed up like a pig for slaughter. My hands itched to snatch my CMM out of my pack, if only to distract me from the terrors of the unknown. I had a crap ton of calculating to do. Assuming my machine performed at peak. Sweaty fingers crossed, and my nostrils flared above my tight lips. Don’t panic.
Upon waking to the sounds of ocean waves and a spritz of peppermint and citrus just under three hours ago, I was lucky enough to see the huge green marble out the porthole with a tiny gray moon. A smaller green planet was visible some distance away, as well as the breathtaking vision of a binary star duet.
Vector updated me on my health status, how long I’d been in cryosleep, and when I asked, the numerical chance of being rescued from this planet. Basically, nil. So I began planning, even when I was entering the atmosphere at ungodly speeds.
I was about to be marooned on an uncharted planet with unknown wildlife and plant life. While the Vector would deploy transospheric nanosatellite arrays to gather data, I was at this planet’s mercy for the most basic survival skills. Just as for most of my life, I was expected to take care of myself. I licked dry lips.
The navigational panel switched from manual to AI-controlled, and I tried to make sense of the equations. I recognized the pitch, yaw and roll gauges, but there were tasks the AI was doing I wasn’t familiar with. I felt another tummy roll, this one accompanied by a severe inner ear crisis, and rumbling from the thrusters that would give me a stable, if not smooth, landing. We landed with a jolt that took my breath away, but everything was in one piece.
I unbuckled my harness with shaking hands. A new clock was ticking. The countdown to discover the pitfalls of this new world. Was I ready? Did it matter if I was?
When the last buckle fell away, I stepped away from my seat and collapsed. The cryosleep drug wasn’t out of my system yet. I cursed and pulled myself up with my arms and dragged myself to the cargo panel. I retrieved my pack, prepackaged water bottles and an MRE. I wasn’t going to eat yet; I was stocking my duffel.
Never leave the house without water and at least one ration bar. Emergencies can’t be prevented, but they can be mitigated. And people always need water and food.
“Thanks, Dad.”
My pack already had my tool kit and my CMM, as well as the little solar panels that powered my watch, water filter and machine matrix. And a final item, my little pouches of leaf tobacco and cornmeal, for offerings.
“Vector, download maps from the satellite array into my helmet’s memory.”
“Downloading.”
Vector sounded subdued, even though I knew AI didn’t have emotions. That’s what happened when I countermanded it to respond to voice commands. I didn’t need any more ‘it is inadvisable’ nonsense. The AI would be great if I needed maps and scanners, but I didn’t need a machine thinking for me. 
I slapped a floor level panel to pop it open. 
Water pouches. An inflatable raft. A waterproof blanket. A firestarter. A pot. 
The next panel revealed another tool kit from Allen wrenches to hex wrenches to zip ties. All useful stuff, but not quite what I was looking for. 
Whenever I made it outside the pod, I needed fresh water, produce, and meat. Vector’s readouts showed plentiful oxygen, but I didn’t trust alien air. There was a reason IGMC had us read the ancient book The Andromeda Strain back in freshman year, as well as historical accounts of the corona virus species jumps of the 21st century causing global pandemics. The preponderance of microbes on Earth itself lent to the logical assumption alien life forms were most likely to exist as bacteria as anything else. Of course, the first contact had been a happy surprise for us Earthlings, when the humanoid race Shinterrans arrived in peaceful harmony. Years studying at IGMC taught us not all aliens were friendly, and the vids from the Ciliak Wars sobered a lot of us students to reality. Nevertheless, microbes outnumbered intelligent life anywhere. My helmet was staying on every second outside my vehicle.
Tingling sensations in my knees and ankles signaled my lower limbs awakening. 
I opened another panel. 
“Jackpot!” I pulled out the cyclone, the tubing, the pump, and the filters. Yes! I could collect air samples. It was supposed to measure silicates and breathable dust, but I was going to innovate it.
“Vector, can you merge findings from the Air Collection Pump with your Mass Spectrometer?”
“I need more specific parameters, K90-Miner 110.”
I rolled my eyes. “I’m going to collect silicates once I can walk around. When I bring in the air sample, I want you to scan the silicates for any bacterial hitchhikers.”
“Results will take up to five business days,” Vector said.
Business days. What a crock. “Whatever, Vector.”
I knew what lay ahead for me on this planet. My mechanical engineering degree was about to get hacked, because I was making the EEP my official base. It’s why I’d chosen the landing site I had.
It was nestled in a narrow valley near a stream of water. Defendable on three sides, a rocky outcrop shielded the EEP from the west, (I double checked the rotation to see if weather patterns moved in the same direction as on Earth), and a deep gulch dove down to the south.  A stand of thick trees to the north of the vehicle was one concern, but it was the best I could do with the amount of fuel available for landing safely. There was a single huge tree smack in the middle of the glade. The wide stream flowed in rapids at my east until it plunged into the gulch in a breathtaking waterfall.
I flexed my legs and feet as I lay on the floor, trying to hasten the reawakening process. I drank my fill of the water pouches to dilute the medication in my system.
“Vector, how long before the cryosleep wears off?”
“You have an hour before you reach full mobility. You are scheduled to receive the GVB.”
I groaned. I needed that stupid galactic vaccination booster before I could do anything outside the pod. But since I had fallen, I couldn’t push my legs under me to stand and fit onto the chair. It would have to wait.
The pod shuddered. Being on the floor, I felt it through my bones.
“Vector, run proximity scanners.”
“Scanning,” it said. “No lifeforms within a twenty-foot radius.”
“That’s BS, Vector,” I said. “But run seismic.”
“Microtremors consistent with similar activity on Earth.”
My mind raced through possibilities. Humans could plan for what they could imagine based on previous experiences. They could extrapolate. They could innovate. But in the end, they could not predict the future. Emergencies can’t be prevented, but they can be mitigated. 
Thanks, Dad.
Another shudder rumbled through the metal of my indestructible pod. An alloy of steel and Galvanite, nothing was breaking it. That didn’t mean I wanted it tipped into the gulch.
“Vector, activate hDEDs,” I said. And then on further thought, “Arm the repeating rotator weapon. Code: Whiskey Tango Foxtrot Lima Juliet.”
“Arming RR weapon.”
Breathing a sigh of relief, I felt my shoulders drop and muscles relax. “Deploy drone. I want the perimeter on screen.” I had to roll onto my back to see the screen without cricking my neck. I used my pack as a pillow, though the back of my helmet was not built for reclining comfort anyway.
The screen changed from the landing vectors and weather calculations to a high-res panoramic view of my landing site. Thanks to the hDEDs, my little ship was invisible for all intents and purposes. The pod’s outline was visible if one knew what to look for. Its rounded wedge shape blurred at the edges, but it reflected the surrounding environment. Yellow-green grasses swayed in the strip of land between the black and gray-streaked boulders and the orange-rock strewn stream. 
Another rumble shook the pod, but I didn’t see anything yet. If I could stand, I could manipulate the controls for the drone myself. I pounded the floor with a fist. It coincided with another shake.
“Seismic scan registering 1.3 on the Richter scale. Calibrating for this planet’s gravity.”
“Thanks, Vector.” My mind worked while I snagged a lip between my teeth. “Something could be burrowing under the pod.” I didn’t know it for sure, but I was prepared to expect the worst-case scenario, and that could be disastrous.
I cursed. What were my options? I couldn’t launch. The EEP was a land-only vehicle. Crap.
“Deploy stabilizers.”
The whirring hum of smooth machinery under the floor rumbled through my boots. I could even picture the exploded schematics of the hydraulics in my mind’s eye. My team and I had worked for a couple years to craft an egress vehicle that would be foolproof for a panicked human to use in a pinch. I squeezed my eyes shut and shivered, moisture popping between my lids. A single sob shook my frame, then I filled my lungs with a deep breath of re-circed air. All the preparations in the world couldn’t prepare me for the fear that made me want to curl up and hide like a little girl. I had to breathe through it. Work through it. Just like old times.
The stabilizer legs lifted the center of the pod off the ground a few inches. The rumbling seemed to abate. I blew out a breath. “Okay. Just an anomaly.” I reset the system, allowing the pod to descend back to the ground and retracting the legs.
Stretching and rolling my shoulders, I cracked my neck and tried to flex my feet. Minimal movement, but not paralyzed at least. I recognized the opportunity for what it was since I was forced to lay still. I turned to the one thing that carried me through my adolescence and early adulthood. Meditation and prayer. Except … searching my heart, I questioned. Could the Great Spirit hear me all the way … wherever I was? A catch in my throat. A puff of breath. I had to believe it.
I closed my eyes and inhaled deeply, filling my lungs to capacity. Exhaled. “Great Spirit,” I said. “I know it’s been a long time. After, you know, what happened,” I said. A few blinks. “I offer my thanks for my life. As I embark on a new journey on this planet, I ask you to send the spirits of my ancestors to guide my feet. Help me remember the ways of my people. Forgive me when I kill for my survival. Let the deaths be not in vain, as I strive to leave no harm on the trails I leave behind. You have provided abundant life in the universe. Let me become one with it on this planet.” I paused, letting an image materialize in my mind’s eye.
Tree spires arched over a pine-needle-strewn path I’d walked many times in my mind. I focused on lifting my chest, holding my breath, and exhaling, imagining my eyes tracing the Fibonacci spiral, falling deeper into my meditation. 
I entered the primeval forest in my dream place. Parting branches, pine oil stuck to my fingers. I stared at them; the detail of my meditation purer than ever before. Rustling caught my attention. 
My gaze drifted upward.
A vision of two very tall females in flowing dresses pressed behind my eyes. They nodded at me in rhythm with my slowed heartbeat. Their eyes were black, and their teeth were shaped like viper fangs. I realized their skin was green. My mouth opened to speak, but the vision dissipated like smoke from a distant fire. 
I snapped my eyes open. Surrounded by the unforgiving metal of my ship, it took me a few seconds to remember where I was. The jet-black monitor mirrored the females’ eyes. The gleaming white panels brought to mind their fangs. The creatures were unlike any of the legends from my youth. A few more blinks, and already their images faded, even after trying to memorize them. It was as if they were actively trying to be forgotten. 
I wriggled my limbs, letting my mind have its head and craft contingency plans and emergency protocols and worst and best-case scenarios to its contentment. Nerdy as it was, I found comfort in numbers and peace in predictability. In other words, I loved math, physics and fiddling with my hands.
“Vector, give me an approximate time scaled to match Earth’s Greenwich Mean Time on this planet.”
“An approximate time based on the highest sun’s azimuth is three post meridian.”
“Thanks.” I rolled onto my stomach and rose into a plank, then got to my knees and stood. My limbs felt like jelly, but they worked.
Peering out the window at the lush forest and waving meadow grasses, I could see movement among the grasses and winged insects murmuring in small swarms. 
All those years when I hated him for it, this was the moment my father had been preparing me for. With a grimace, I felt profound gratitude that he wasn’t here to see me possibly fail. Pinching the bridge of my nose, I gritted my teeth. “Focus on the here and now, Pattee.” I blew out a huge breath. Centered myself. I was not here to fail. I was here to live.
The list of tasks unrolled in my mind, both soothing me with their regimen, and exhausting me with their clamor. A tanning frame. A garden. Whittle stakes and paddles and craft rudimentary stone tools. Carve out a bowl for a mortar and pestle. My fingers gripped the edge of the porthole as I considered the momentous task before me.
Turning away from the window, I removed my helmet. First, I would inventory my supplies, then I would break down my tasks into bite-size pieces. In the meantime, I measured my breaths and counted my heartbeats. 
I had time.
A lifetime.




Chapter Two

Hivelt



I roared at the white-furred pazathel-nax wolf that snapped at my boots. For some  kathe reason, the devil dog picked me out as the weakest in the pack. What a load of kathe. I could kill any of my brethren in a couple of tiks. Even Naraxthel. Ha. Especially Naraxthel, now that he was smitten with that useless soft female. It was better he had left us when he did, otherwise the devil dogs would be disemboweling the both of them.
“Run ahead!” I said to the three hunters. “Pull them away! I’ve got this mutt!”
I watched them draw the rest of the pack away, Raxkarax feigning a lame leg. I swung my raxtheza but missed the dog’s gray-white head. A parry to its muzzle with my double blade, and soon its blood sprayed upon the groundcover. Two more swipes with my blades and the dog lay dead, its entrails steaming in the rain-swept air. I double-checked my sight-capture was working. The Ikma Scabmal Kama loved to see death and mayhem.
A huge crack of lightning split the air, and I heard a sizzle in my earpiece. I watched in awe as a giant tree fell across the trail, shuddering the ground with its enormous weight.
I looked through sheets of rain, to the trail my brethren had followed, but they were gone. I heard distant shouting. Wary the devil dogs would sneak around and flank me, I cleaned my blades and jogged off the trail, finding a lesser used game path to head in their general direction.
Focusing on where to place my boots, I didn’t mark the snap of a branch until it was too late. A snarling log hit me in the shoulder and knocked against my helmet. 
I fell to the ground with a curse and felt the teeth of a lone devil dog worry my elbow joint. Growling, I unsheathed my short sword and stabbed it in the belly, silencing its high-pitched whine for good. I stood and aimed a disgusted kick at the huge blood-spattered corpse. More curses followed when I slipped in the mud of the trail, almost falling on my ass. I heaved great breaths from exertion, feeling heat from my anger flush my skin from my arm pits to my neck. Glowering, I scanned for more pazathel-nax to lunge at me from the ikfal. Crouching in wait, I held my blades ready.
Rain poured over my armor, washing the blood and gore from its seams, as well as powering the cells. A fuzzy static pierced my earpiece. I cocked my head. “Hello? Raxkarax?” More static. “Natheka? Raxthezana?”
Kathe. That dog jostled my comm when he pounced on me. The sight-capture feed blew out as well. The lightning strike. Once the rain stopped, I would remove my helmet and try to fix the delicate technology. For now, I was isolated.
Alone.
Out of communication range.
Last seen being attacked by the vicious pazathel-nax.
My breaths increased; my heart raced. The tendons in my neck tightened.
I could not have planned this any better if I had spent ten cycles arranging it. A gust of breath escaped my lungs. If I was dead to Theraxl, I was free. I paused a second to leave my prized blade sunk into the body of the dog. No living Iktheka would leave his raxtheza.
I spun on the trail and tore off in a different direction. Careful to step on springy undergrowth instead of black mud, I chose to hide my trail sign.
I ran for several zatiks, sometimes leaping to grab hold of a low branch and swing myself forward a veltik. The farther I ran west, the freer I felt.
No more sight-captures for the Ikma. No more nights in the Ikma’s pungent lair, filling her baser needs while my promise of more posterity withered and died. No more lengthy feasts in the dining halls, pretending to be humored by others’ stories or females’ batting eyes.
On Ikthe, I was Iktheka alone, beholden to no one save my goddesses.
Holy Goddesses, I thank you for the gift presented to me. May I use it to give you glory.
My armor felt lighter. I felt a sensation like cool air lift from my belly and burst forth out of my mouth. A laugh.
Shaking my head at my foolishness, I ran on, headed for the private glade I sometimes escaped to for precious moments of solitude. I liked it because it was defensible on three sides. Protected by a defile of rocks on one side, a gulch on the other, and flanked by a stream on the third, it was perfect. It had access to the bounty of the forest on the north side. I smiled. I would be there in three days’ time, and then I could scheme how I might live out my days as an exile on Certain Death.
I stopped for short meals of speared jokal over small fires. I built them under the heaviest canopy, that the smoke filtering through the leaves became invisible. I obscured my footprints, choosing rocks and treefalls to walk upon, or reversing my walk in places where prints were inevitable. Leaping and jumping, climbing trees or crawling through bowers, my trail sign was untraceable. Once the heavy rains descended, I would be but a memory of a dream to my fellow hunters.
I slept in the vee of the red tower trees and killed the animals that threatened to kill me first. On the morning of the third day, I smiled at the Sister Suns. Soon I would settle a camp. I would dry meat and use my hands to build a semi-permanent shelter.
Lowering myself from the tree, I pulled a jeweled talathel serpent off my arm and twisted its jaws until they popped. I threw it to the ground for the jokapazathel and loped the remaining veltiks to my glade.
Unhurried for the first time since my adolescence, I slowed to a walk. I reported to no one now, save the Holy Goddesses.
Using my gloved hands to part the foliage, I came upon my glade through the deep woods. Already I heard the babbling waters of the stream where large glisten-fish swam upstream. They made a delicious soup. My mouth watered at the thought.
My eyes caught a movement, and I stilled.
I switched to my heat-vision and cursed soundly.
Holy Goddesses, do you now play a joke on your servant Hivelt? Do mine eyes see another soft traveler in truth? Do you play with Hivelt?
I zoomed in on the figure. There, in front of a small ship, stood a person of the Soft Traveler’s  race. I watched in disbelief as the slight figure so reminiscent of my hunter-brother’s heart mate, Yasheza Mahavelt, gathered sticks and twigs and placed them in a huge pile at the back of their ship. They had been collecting for days.
My eyes widened as I scanned the site, switching back to my natural vision. A drying rack had strips of meat and pelts draped over it. The traveler had built a cairn of rocks at four corners of the glade. Another large boulder sat against the rock outcropping, a concave bowl collecting rainwater.
My breaths came in short bursts. My heart seemed to slow with time. I blinked, willing the sight to change. It didn’t. The soft traveler’s industry belied Yasheza’s race. Perhaps this was another race? Naraxthel’s Yasheza ran from him and hid. She took baths. This one—this one worked.
I watched for several jotiks, checking my camouflage settings obsessively. When she left her site to approach the tree line, I faded further back into the ikfal. What was she approaching so carefully? Flailing movement at ground level caught my eye. Ah. This traveler set traps.
The mahavelt’s suit was identical to Esra’s, just as the ships were. I retreated into the ikfal an extra step but waited to see the face. If it was a female, I would turn and run, if it was—
They turned to look at me, but I knew I made no sound, my armor at maximum stealth settings. My camouflage obscured me. But she—I could see her face.
Luminous silver eyes, like the scales of the glisten-fish, saw through me and pierced the empty place where my heart was not. They shone out of a darker skin tone than Yasheza Mahavelt’s. The contrast was striking.
Her brows turned down as if she could detect my presence, and the corners of her mouth followed suit. Her eyes narrowed and she dropped her wood, taking steps toward me.
Run, Hivelt. Run and hide.
My face grew hot and I clenched my fists. My heart hammered in its heart-home, and I took a great draught of air. The little industrious trespasser built a homestead in my glade.
I reached for my raxtheza, and my hand came away empty. Kathe. Why did I abandon my sword? All of my plans to evade notice now seemed ill-contrived. Unless the Goddesses meant for me to find her …? No, that couldn’t be.
She took one more step, then cocked her head. I watched her lips move as if she spoke, but I heard nothing. She turned away and resumed checking her snare.
My heart returned to its usual pace, and I relaxed my hands at my side.
By all appearances, this female intended to stay. But I would observe for a few days until I decided if she deserved the raxfathe and death. Naraxthel spoke of corruption in Theraxl ways, and the Ikma Scabmal Kama revealed it to be so, but that didn’t mean the raxfathe didn’t have its place in the order of things. Especially when an uninvited interloper took up residence in my place of solitude and serenity. How did we know this human race were not spies? Perhaps they colluded to pillage and destroy Ikthe.
I snarled and snapped my teeth, remnants of the pazathel-nax fight hounding my thoughts. I watched her progress along the tree line, and my gaze tracked a path to a spot in front of me. There! A clever snare utilizing a sapling sat within a long stride from me. A dead jokapazathel hung limp. Seeing she was preoccupied with her load, I cut the rodent loose and kept it for myself. Let it be a tribute for trespassing.
Death and fury would be my companions tonight. I retreated further into the ikfal and climbed a tree, unhappy with this turn of events. Unless the Goddesses gave me an unmistakable message, I would do everything in my power to discourage this human from getting too comfortable in my sacred place.




Chapter Three

Pattee



Blue light filtered through the pod’s single window, indicating the planet’s double sunrise. I was already assembling the air sampler, screwing the cyclone attachment into the clear filter disc.  
My Computational Machine Matrix sat dejected near my slouching backpack. I wanted to play with it, but there were still more pressing matters. My expertise lay in mechanical engineering with a little hobby on the side called complex systems. When I wasn’t repairing a jerry-rigged Mech Drill with a busted calibrator, I was running huge system models on my ancient CMM.
My stomach rumbled as if to punctuate the fact I was planet-bound with a limited supply of rations. With a final snap, I finished the air sampler assembly. 
“Vector, prepare the sample chamber for when I return.”
“Complying.”
Checking mine shafts for airborne silicates was standard operating procedure for a mining engineer, but I needed Vector to go the extra mile. Once I set more snares to trap wildlife, I would try to set up a program to combine the mass spectrometer’s abilities with the air sampler. I figured any kind of bacteria, spores, viruses or Great Spirit knew what might piggyback on the particulate suspended in this planet’s atmosphere. I needed every edge if I was going to make a go of it here.
Mitigate.
Helmet in place, gloves and boots secured at the sleeves and legs, I was in my own little perfect atmosphere when I exited the pod. Teeming. It was the first word that popped into my head when I gaped at the life pulsing and swallowing me. I retreated a step while pressing my butt against the closed hatch.
The air seemed to dance with glitter, as sun sparkled on droplets suspended in the air from a mist. Hundreds of meters above, countless bird-like creatures soared on updrafts. Darting movements at my peripheral vision drew my attention as if watching a tennis match. Something black and brown hid  in those grasses to my left. A green blur vanished at my right. Something scurried over my boot and disappeared into the field.
My plot of land boasted tall sweeping grasses swaying in a hot wind. My in-visor monitor displayed the temperature at 101 degrees Fahrenheit. Anything could be hiding in that grass. A tree, about two feet in diameter, stood thirty-five feet away, maybe halfway between the pod and the tree line. Something could be up in the tree. With sound amplified through mics, I could hear the pleasant trickle of water from the stream. Even an innocent brook might harbor creatures never before imagined. I pressed a fist at my sternum. My pulse throbbed. Sweat tickled my temple.
I decided to start exploring the stream first, in spite of my nerves.
Sweeping the industrial-grade machete over the grasses, I cleared a trail as I went. I planned to create a “yard” anyway, to give myself plenty of safe area for working. A droning sound came from overhead, and I ducked. I felt my heartbeat race as I gasped and craned my neck to see what it was. A huge black insect hovered above me, arching its back so its vicious barbed rear angled up. Its flurry of transparent wings blurred, and before I knew it, several more swarmed out of nowhere.
“Stop!” I yelped and swung my machete at them, but they swarmed. I felt pressure at several points on my suit, but no punctures or pain, just my sore arm from the GVB shot. Viscous blue venom sprayed with every thrust, until one of them fell dead at my feet. 
The others landed on it and began chewing it with blue-black mandibles, using their sharp shiny limbs to “elbow” one another out of the way. 
Panting, I stood back, holding the machete poised to kill, but they were now preoccupied. I stepped back slowly, never letting my gaze drift from the horrific bloody scene in front of me. 
They cannibalized their brother without thought, so I crouched inch by inch, wary to draw their attention once more. Once the grasses obscured me, I waited for them to finish their meal and depart.
There were seven, not including the mash they wiped off their serrated mandibles with flexible phalanges on the ends of their double-jointed black legs. A deep shudder rippled through my core, and I plucked at my suit with a carbon nano-polymer infused glove. I swallowed and watched them drift away on an invisible eddy.
I sat on my haunches and composed myself for a minute.
That was close!
I choked back a tight swallow. I wasn’t in Kansas anymore. Those things were bobcat-size, and just as fierce, and they could fly. I wished I could swivel my head like an owl. What else was out there? I hugged my knees to my chest, remembering my father telling me not to move, right before he drove a shovel into the poisonous snake just a strike away. I shook my head of the memory, trying to recover my equilibrium.
A bowling-ball sized force came out of nowhere and knocked me forward, face-first in the grass. I clawed at the soil as I tried to wrap my head around what had just happened. The realization I was being attacked only dawned on me when I caught a glimpse of something brown and slithering coiling around my waist. 
Panic surged and I froze just long enough for the hold to tighten and really start to hurt. The rolling coil had turned me onto my back so I could take in all of my would-be killer: a monstrous serpent that looked nothing like an Earth snake but was still undeniably serpentine. It had to be six inches around, if not more, and squeezed tighter with each passing second. 
The sight of it finally spurred me into action and I groped around me blindly, looking for the machete that was no longer in my hand. I kept my gaze trained on the monster, looking for identifiable features like a head or tail, trying to figure out where to strike once I—
My hand closed around the handle of the blade and I swung. My only keen sense as the air was forced out of me was to not chop off one of my own limbs. Whatever I struck of the monster would work.
I chopped wildly, recklessly, and still it tightened its coils, as if its reaction to pain was to make sure its prey died quicker. I was losing sensation in my hand and my head pounded. I would lose consciousness soon and then…
But the Great Spirit was looking out for me; I swung and instantly, the pressure eased. Not much, but some. Enough for a breath, enough to fill aching lungs. I took in as much oxygen as I could get through the valves and tried to hit that same spot again. Somewhere in the bloody mess was a weak point and I’d uncovered it. A final desperate stroke, and it slugged off, its erratic crawling pathetic and messy. Strips of meat hung off it, and blood smeared the grasses and dirt. The grasses parted as it slithered away, but then I noticed a shiver rise from the tall reeds in several different spots. A herd of speckled rodents scissored through the grasses and began feeding off the tattered creature while it crawled.
I felt a brush against my leg, and I screamed, jumping a foot to the side. The gleam of a second slithering thing caught my eye, and I fought the temptation to retreat to the pod. I swung at the thing, sick satisfaction flooding my gut and calming my breaths when more rodents erupted from the grasses and began feeding on the constrictor, even as I smote it hit after hit. Together, we took its life.
With tears streaming down my face, I rested with hands on knees, taking in great breaths. How long had I been on the planet? Already, the peril of this place had me on edge. Fear parried with my need to control, and it had the upper hand. I trudged through the grass, searching for the air sampler. I found it, relieved to see it was none the worse for wear. I toggled the “on” button and held it as I made my way toward the stream again, mindful that every action on this planet would be quadruple the effort than it would be back home, less strenuous gravity notwithstanding.
Sunlight skated across the brook ripples, and silver fish leaped over the little rapids, sewing a seam among the purple and orange rocks that jutted from the water. I lost my breath for a moment, mesmerized by the light play. I approached the water.
“Vector, water composition?”
“Unpolluted covalently bonded hydrogen molecules with oxygen,” Vector said in my ear. “Potable after filtering microbiota.”
Squatting down, I took a shaky breath and closed my eyes as I felt the push of water over my hand through my glove. Once I knew what the atmosphere’s composition was, maybe I could bathe here. Fish. Swim. 
Something brushed my glove, and I started, pulling my hand out of the water so fast I teetered on my heels. The fish? Eel? I peered closer. Snake? Whatever it was, its long, sinuous and forest-green body slipped between some rocks and disappeared.
If I wasn’t helmeted, I’d bite the back of my hand to prevent the sob ripping from my throat. Tears formed in my eyes. As much as I wanted to pretend this was just another Earth, that bloodbath back there was proof-positive that it wasn’t. And it never would be. Fish and swim? I scoffed. I’d be lucky to live out the next three days. I shut my eyes and bit my lip hard. Feeling sorry for yourself won’t heal that skinned knee, Pattee. Get up and try again. It’s just a scratch.
I blinked the tears away and sniffed, then scooped water to rinse away residue of blue venom and black blood from my suit. Most liquids sloughed off by themselves from the fabric. I turned off the air sampler, secured it in a side pocket, and rinsed my machete blade as well. I eyed the blade, noting it would require sharpening soon. Sparing a wistful glance at the stream, I stood and faced my campsite.
The glade was free of wasps. Perhaps the rodents’ feast would keep the huge brown things at bay for now, too. I had no choice but to clear the entire glade with my machete, if I was going to stand a chance at … I grimaced. Homesteading here.
Working until I had cleared a good fifty square feet of space to a more manageable three-inch height, I spooked several jumping insects and giant moths, but no more reptile-like slithers nor anymore rodents. They dragged the carcasses away from me as I worked, avoiding my big bootsteps. 
With the area surrounding my EEP cleared, I walked to the edge of the woods and searched until I found a sapling I liked the look of. I withdrew my pouch of hoarded tobacco and used a lighter to burn a pinch of it, the smoke disappearing into the greenery. “An offering and a pledge. I will take what is needed, and I thank you for what you provide,” I said into the ether of this wild place. I couldn’t use tobacco as freely as I might on Earth; I wasn’t prepared to grow it here. That would be my only offering for now. Stripping the sapling of its branches, I left it in the ground. I cut a foot length from another tough little sapling. Stepping on it with my boot, I curved it into a “U” shape. With the two ends forced into the ground, I made a croquet loop. I unwound a good length of twine from my utility pocket and cut it with my multi-tool knife. This I tied to the end of the flexible sapling and around a stick, making a clasp, of sorts, to keep in the loop. With another long stick balancing against the clasp, and a big loop of twine, I made my first snare on the planet.
I hoped whatever I caught would be edible. Once again, my stomach grumbled in response. Maybe I should deactivate the Handler chip, if only to have something to talk to beside my complaining stomach. The Handler chip was added to the AI’s Operating System after I petitioned the IGMC Machine Learning Division. It was a simple software gate that limited the AI’s unlimited access to functions, and more importantly, kept it from thinking for me. And telling me what to do all the time. But it was lonely here.
I set three more snares along the forest’s edge.
A collapsible jug’s worth of water from the stream strained my shoulder when I carried it inside the EEP for filtration.
When the second sun began its descent below the horizon, I surveyed my campsite. The lawn was “mowed”, rocks from the stream collected in a pile, snares set, and dead wood collected for a fire.
I was bushed but satisfied.
A memory surfaced when the second glowing sun dipped below the tree line.
“No use crying over spilled milk, Pattee. Suck it up and turn the situation to your advantage. The world is full of victims. Be a doer. No daughter of mine is a victim.”
“But Dad, Riley Butkus stole my hoverable! He’s riding it all over bragging about it! And since his dad’s the Chief Peace officer, he’s not even getting in trouble!”
“You don’t need a hoverable where we’re going,” Dad said. “We’re going up. I got us a job.” His grin didn’t reach his eyes when he pointed to the sky.
“I’m not old enough to work yet,” I said. “I’ve got two more years of…”
“We leave in the morning. The laws are less stringent up there.”
I blinked a few times and turned from the sunset. Inside my EEP, I peeled off everything and gave myself a decent scrub down and ate an MRE, savoring each bite. I drank my fill of clean water. I inserted the nozzle of the air sampler into the collection tubing and watched the monitor. I had cross-programmed its bioavailable nutrient scanner to collect aerosolized microbiota.
Tickertape numbers scrolled across as the Vector tested the silicates for stowaway micro-organisms.
“Vector, when will you have results from the scan?”
“Five days, three hours and seventeen minutes.”
I sighed and leaned against the wall, watching the numbers. I must have dozed off because the light from the double sunrise woke me. I had a terrible crick in my neck.
I growled and rubbed my neck, cursing myself. Survival mode required top form.
“Vector, scan the perimeter for wildlife.”
“Scanning. None detected.”
“That’s bullshit, Vector. Scan again.”
“You did not say you required a scan for bovine excrement, but it is available upon request. Scanning for wildlife. None detected.”
I rubbed my lower back and shook my head, limping to the window. I counted three giant wasps, four of the little rodents sniffing around my rock pile, and a very large reptilian-style bird circling the glade.
I smacked a random wall panel, and it popped open, spilling tubing, a mesh screen, and a roll of duct tape. I stuffed it back inside and closed the panel.
Standing in front of the main monitor, I accessed the keyboard and began typing and talking to myself.
“Calibrate heat signature. Reorder perimeter movement sensor to A1 priority, set cameras to scan every thirty minutes…” I finished reprogramming the security protocol and stood back. When my helmet was on, I would receive notifications every ten minutes on my IntraVisor.
“Vector, if I thought you could behave, I’d remove your Handler chip and give you some more leeway. But as it is, you’re kind of a piece of clunky junk.”
“You are entitled to your opinion, K90-Miner 110.”
I could have corrected it to call me by name, but why bother? It’s not like it was going to be my friend here. It was a useless piece of software that was a little too proud of its ability to scan for poop.
With the air sample plugged in to the EEP, I was ready. I paused mid-thought, the adrenaline-inducing events of the prior day causing my heart to pound. I squeezed my eyes shut and clenched my fists, forcing a steady rhythm of breathing. List. Making lists calmed me. Check the snares, collect more water, and most important at this stage: set up an electronic perimeter.
Back in the day, our EEP protocol training discussed arming the rescue beacon at length. I recalled arguing with my professor back then. “Secure your area. THEN set up the beacon,” was my argument. 
“The sooner your beacon is armed, the sooner your rescuers will arrive, negating the need for a secure area.”
Ridiculous. I surrendered a good grade in that class, but when you were right, you were right. I had yet to set up the beacon, but I had my reasons. According to the EEP log, I’d been in cryosleep for five light years while the pod searched for a Goldilocks zone with all the necessary criteria. The beacon was a red herring of hope if ever there was one. No one was coming for me. What I needed was security, and I knew just how to get it.
I searched the storage panels until I found what I was looking for. Small laser boxes asteroid miners used to scan tunnel width. I had four but could use a fifth. I poked around some more until I found a telescoping mirror tool. Perfect.
I stood at the fold-out desk and used my utility knife and soldering iron to connect the main laser box to a simple programmable logic controller. Stripped the wires, twisted them together, then soldered them to the exposed wires in the back of the laser box.
Outside the egress pod, I used a neodymium magnet to secure the main box to the north face of the EEP. I paced out fifty feet and drove a stake I’d whittled into the ground. Zip tied the second laser box to it after making sure the receiver faced the first box. Paced another fifty feet perpendicular to the first border. Another stake, another zip tie. Adjusted the receiver and the laser. I repeated the procedure until I had a nice square plot of land surrounded by an invisible laser trip wire. One of the stakes had the mirror since I didn’t have enough boxes. The rodents could pass under the laser beam, but with the grasses kept short, I doubted much wildlife would cross. Anything taller than six inches would alert Vector. I spent another two hours finishing stacking the rocks to form cairns at each corner to protect the stakes.
Keeping busy kept the wolves of terror at bay. For the first time in several hours, I felt pleased about something, and I set out to inspect the snares and fill up my jug with fresh water again. I was going to be okay. I could do this alone.
I’d caught two rodents and admired their soft yellow-gold speckled brown fur. I longed to remove my gloves and pet them. Touch. Companionship. Connection. I gasped with a sudden pang in my heart. Loneliness struck me full force, and I had to kneel to regain composure. Surrounded by people on the Lucidity, I didn’t mind being alone. It was a choice. But this … this was exile.
Suddenly, the dead little rodents disgusted me because I had killed them.
I closed my eyes and bowed my head for a second. In that moment, my stomach growled, and I centered myself.
“Rodent spirits, thank you for serving me in your death.”
I blinked to clear away moisture pooling in my eyes and stood. If their meat was safe, I would have protein to subsist on while I lived out my days here under a duet of stars. I needed to focus on that.




Chapter Four

Pattee



Just a few hours into the analysis, the particulate scanner stopped inexplicably. “Vector, what happened to my air sample?” 
“Loading. Please wait.”
The black monitor displayed a spinning triangle; it blinked pointing twelve o’clock, then would begin spinning again. The progress bar showed it halted at fifty-one percent. I stared at it, willing it to resume, and clenched my fists. I wanted to bang on the screen.
“This is why I changed majors from software engineering to mechanical engineering,” I muttered to myself and turned away from the screen. I paced to the porthole and observed my little corner of the planet. 
The rodents skittered across the cleared land, racing from the tall grasses on the north side to the tall grasses on the south side. Their wobbly gaits amused me, until a huge orange and black bird swooped out of nowhere and clutched up two, one in each taloned foot. I noted the puffed-up black throat sac and its long, pointed beak. It pitched upward on a clumsy wing arc, its size a liability. It was five feet from wingtip to wingtip and had a fat oval body covered in black feathers. Its crest on the small naked head consisted of long orange feathers sprouting from the crown to its neck. Its wings adjusting to what must have been a harsh downwind, it soared up into the sky and out over the darkest part of the tall forest. I watched until it disappeared into the canopy.
I exhaled. I didn’t have a way to protect the airspace above my camp, other than smoke. I cocked my head at the tree. Maybe I could use the lone tree somehow. I would have to think about it.
With a disgusted look at the blinking monitor, I suited up for going outside again. 
The progress bar on the monitor showed fifty-two percent, so it was doing something.
I stepped out onto my lawn and chose the spot ideal for a large fire. Scouting for deadfall along the way, I headed to the edge of the forest for all the kindling and dead wood I could find. Controlled fire, from the beginning of mankind, was the symbol for civilization. Not only would it make it possible for me to smoke skins and cook meat, but it would offer comfort. For millennia, my people told the stories of their gods around the fire. I would summon their aid with the first strike of a match.
I hiked to the stream, appreciating the trail I cut. The more traffic I created with frequent activity the less likely wildlife would be to wander close during daylight. I hoped. I found what I was looking for right away, a large round stone I could use to sit on. I rolled it up the shallow bank and pushed it along the trail, heaving and resting, heaving and resting, until I settled it next to my planned fire pit. An Adirondack chair it wasn’t, but it was better than squatting for hours.
With the sharp blade on my multi-tool, I whittled several stout limbs. I used more nanofiber twine to tie off lashings and assemble a drying rack. Even through my gloves I could feel the texture of the bark and the smoothness after I peeled it away. I loved working with my hands and let the steady progress of my whittling settle a serenity over my heart.
“One thing at a time, Pattee. Today we learn woodcarving. Tomorrow, rope-tying. There is time,” my father said. “Our ancestors learned the ways of the wild step by step, as Nanabozho taught them.”
“But I want to go play with the other kids! They’re building a homemade rocket!”
“You will learn to make rockets, in time. Here, hold the knife like this.”
“I hate your stupid rules and I hate your stupid ancestors! We’re not ‘indigenous people’ now, Dad! We’re Terrians!”
“They are your stupid ancestors, as well, Pattee Crow Flies,” Dad whispered. Tears filled his brown eyes. “Run along then. We’ll resume tomorrow.”
The memory cut at my heart. Dad never deserved my ire, all the years I’d known him. Sure, the illegal stuff was—unfortunate—but we made it through that year, and many others. I grimaced. All of these tasks were forcing me to relive a time with my father that I both loved and hated. He had pushed me until I broke, always expecting more and better. But I knew he loved me. And on the days when I wasn’t mad at him, I loved what I was learning. There was something empowering about creating order out of chaos.
Assembling the drying rack gave me great satisfaction. It wasn’t that I hadn’t wanted to learn the old ways, I had just cared too much about the opinions of others. The kids in my district were all headed to mining school. I was too. We wanted to build things and explode things. The old ways were just that: old. Obsolete. Not to mention, even after the Accountability Years on Earth, I was still fighting Indigenous People stereotypes. Mining school wasn’t a high enough goal for me. I needed to become a Mining Engineer. I needed to surpass my district peers and the expectations of my teachers. I would never live it down if they all knew I loved learning about the Ancient Ones.
In my makeshift work area inside the pod, I began skinning my little pile of dead rodents. Their small size was best suited for case pelts, where I would turn the skins inside out to treat. They would make fine pouches. Never waste resources in a survival situation. 
The odors of blood and fats would draw attention to more of this planet’s wildlife than I could handle at one time, so even though it was cramped, it was for the best. Smoking the meat outside was going to be problematic enough without adding to it.
Outside, smoke filled my glade once I had the dead wood down to embers. Helmet donned, I wondered what it smelled like. I recalled the hardwood fires on Earth, how oak burned hot and long, and apple burned with a hearty fragrance. 
I laid the butchered strips of fatty rodent meat along the rack and fed green branches into the coals. The smoke would keep most wildlife away until nightfall. If it was anything like Earth. I swallowed and squinted into the woods. At night, the firelight would attract insects. Shuddering, I thought of the giant wasps and wondered what this planet held in store for me once the suns set.
With all the meat smoking, I retreated to the pod to treat the skins. The membranes peeled off easily, and I found to my delight a consistent network of sinews in each animal. I could strip them away mindlessly until I had a spool’s worth. Then the blunt edge of a rock was suitable for scraping the skins of all flesh. 
I cracked open the skulls and scooped out brain matter. Each animal has enough brain to treat its entire skin. I made a paste and rubbed it into the skins.
Back outside, I draped them over the rack so the smoke from the fire could penetrate. By tomorrow morning, I would have a handful of skins.
Arms folded, I watched the smoke swirl in eddies, then it drifted to the north, as if from a strong breeze. I turned in time to see a huge black bird with an orange plume veer away from me, having swooped to investigate strange smells. It flew to the tall tree and landed in its branches, but I could see it spying on my operation, its massive wings enfolding it like an old man wearing a cape. It made no sound. I scanned the perimeter, noting erratic movements among the grasses. I had curious company. Nervous sweat created an itch at my hairline, but I continued to work.
One of the features of my landing site was a huge boulder at the base of the rocky outcropping. I found a dark gray stone in the streambed and brought it up to the site to start chipping out the center of the boulder. What I wouldn’t give for my mining tools. The EEP had many diverse supplies, but not any of the large mining equipment we landed on planets with for mining expeditions. The muscles between my shoulder blades and lining my spine ached from overuse. I had to stop often to rest. Not to mention, banging rocks together rang a clamor in the air. I stopped to look around my site, but the noise seemed to be keeping wildlife at bay, rather than attracting it.
When I was satisfied with my work, I hiked to the stream once again with my jug. I collected water to pour into the basin I formed and used it as a sink. I surveyed the work of my hands, and a grim smile broke my expression. Thank you, Dad.




Chapter Five

Hivelt



Ranging across my hunting grounds for veltiks, something always drew me back to the glade. At times, her ship was obscured from my view, yet I knew from the Soft Traveler’s vehicle that it permanently resided in its spot. These human ships could not launch. I sat with my legs crossed while chewing on dried rokhura meat, and I watched her, the little builder. My helmet sat on the ground beside me. It was useful for protection and vision enhancements when I hunted or to detect the human’s ship when camouflaged, but without a ship or a Tech-Slave, and without comms, it was little more than a heavy hindrance.  
The smells from her camp drifted to me. I grunted my approval when I saw she had preserved animal brains to treat the skins of the animals she trapped. She sat on a rock and scraped the membranes and sinews from many jokal. It was a tedious task, as they were small, but she worked at a steady pace until she had a stack of pelts. I stared at the stack. She had enough to make a vest, perhaps.
Cocking my head, I furrowed my brows. What was the purpose of her industry? She never removed her suit. Esra’s suit had protected her from numerous dangers. It must be so for Joaxma as well. I wondered what she would do with the fur of the pazathel-nax. Its white and gray fur would be quite beautiful next to the silver of her eyes.
With a pounding heart and racing breaths, I jolted to standing and snagged my helmet. What mystic nonsense were such thoughts to me? The cage confining my heart creaked and ached, but I ignored it. I was too long without the company of a female. That was all. I turned my back on the glade and the trespasser. I had received no summons from the Goddesses. The builder was merely an inconvenient curiosity.
I traveled until the suns set and hunted the nocturnal slithering black agothe-talaza. Its meat released bursts of juicy flavor on my tongue, but I tossed the skin away and hiked to a cave I knew on the South side of Treed Mountain. It was many veltiks away from the glade. I need never travel to the glade again.
I found the cave and killed the shegoshe-tax cat that lived there with its young. The meat was worthless, so I threw it off the cliff to be scavenged by the jokapazathel rodents. I swept out the scat and other detritus. It was a good cave.
I slept, and in the morning, gathered wood and stone to construct my own homestead. As I whittled the bark away from several long sticks, the flash of my blade sparked the memory of a dream, and my hands stilled even as my heart seized in my chest.
A vicious dream had assailed me in the night; the Ikma Scabmal Kama, flying in a rage across Certain Death






