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CHAPTER 1: The Survey Party





 


Hanna hated landings. The shaking, the uncertainty, being
squished down into your seat. The entire ship vibrated violently.
And it seemed to last forever as they slammed down on the
atmosphere. She looked over at Horton, the pilot and Captain
Rogers. They seemed calm enough. They always seemed calm. She was
sure that even if something went wrong, they would look calm. Part
of their job was to keep calm even in an emergency so that the rest
of the crew didn't panic. Or in her case, panic any more than
normal.

A hard jolt sent her heart
racing. She closed her eyes and tried to imagine being somewhere
else. A tropical island maybe, on a beach, with an umbrella drink
in her hand, while an Earthquake raged on around her. This wasn't
working. She clenched the arm rests of her chair until her knuckles
were white. That's better.

Just don't crash. Just
don't crash. I'm too young to die. Please don't crash.
She kept repeating in her head.

"Firing landing thrusters
in five." The skinny pilot, Horton, said.

She got excited at the
news, it told her they were almost on the ground. Her anxiety
peaked as the ship jerked at the final increase in thrust to slow
their descent for a soft landing and she sank farther into her seat
as G forces increased enough to make it hard to breath. Then, just
as it seemed like she would not be able to take any more, it ended
with a hard bump as the ship's thrusters cut off. She felt like she
would float out of the seat if she were not strapped in. The ship
was still, silent save for the sounds of her heart pounding in her
ears, her heavy breathing and the cooling hull pinging here and
there as it contracted.

"Welcome to TSB301, Ladies
and gentlemen." The captain announced as the crew all relaxed.
"Okay, let's get the post landing check lists done so we can go out
an take a look around this rock."

As Hanna unstrapped herself
from her chair, she looked back behind her at the rest of the
survey party. Melinda or 'Mel' as they called her, was the
botanist. She had been on one previous survey expedition to a world
that turned out to have only some grasses and moss for plant life.
She is super excited about this planet since orbital readings show
it's a massive jungle out there.

Doctor Frank Stevens was
the team's main generalist, but received most of his training in
microbiology. He was the team leader for this survey mission with
over 30 worlds under his belt.

Maggie was the team's
mineralogist and the company's latest superstar after her third
survey mission turned up about ten trillion credits worth of heavy
elements. This was going to be her last trip. The commission for
that big find would let her live in comfort for the rest of her
life. Not a bad fate for a 26 year old.

And of course Hanna is the
team's zoologist. This was her 3rd mission as well and the first
two were not that exciting. She was with Mel on the primordial
world with grass, moss and microbes and the mission before that she
had the honor of cataloging 112 types of flatworm and muscles in
the one body of water on an otherwise barren world. She was excited
to see what they find on this planet as well. Jungles meant animals
and a lot of them.

"I want checks and double
checks on the atmosphere before anyone opens up an exo-suit."
Captain Rogers told everyone. "I know everyone wants to breath the
air on an alien world, especially one as exciting as this one, but
we go by strict protocols on this trip."

"And no one wants their
face eaten off by some aggressive micro organism or come down with
a virus that turns them into a puddle of ooze." Doctor Stevens
reminded them.

"Has that ever happened?"
Mel asked as she pulled out her exo-suit from the locker and
started going down the check list.

"On a mission to D576YH a
young woman, about your age, opened up her helmet and took a deep
breath after her readings told her the atmosphere was breathable."
Doctor Stevens told her. "There was an airborne bacteria that got
into her lungs and grew over the next five days until it suffocated
her."

"Moral of the story is..."
Captain Rogers stated. "...Keep your helmet on and your exo-suit
sealed until you're told it's safe by your team leader."

"Yes, sir." Mel replied and
went back to checking her suit carefully.

* * *

As the large airlock door hissed open, Hanna and the other
members of the survey team got their first view of the new planet
with their eyes. It was breath taking. They had landed in a large
field perhaps a kilometer across that was bordered by a thick green
jungle with a misty red haze floating lightly around it like a
morning fog. Hanna could immediately see wild life. Things
disturbed by the ship's arrival an hour and a half ago were now
returning to the foliage. She could see a flock of small creatures
flying, some others swinging through the trees and what looked like
a large primate about a meter tall watching from the edge of the
vegetation.

"We may be here a while."
Doctor Stevens said. "Well let's get started on
samples."

"Stay with your swimming
buddy." Captain Rogers reminded them as they all started walking
away from the ship in awe. "You should be able to see them at all
times and be able to reach them in five seconds or
less."

Hanna looked over at Mel
who was, ironically, starting with the grass under their
feet.

"We have a whole jungle 200
meters ahead and you're stopping to check out the grass." Hanna
remarked at the young woman bending down to take
samples.

Mel looked up at the jungle
and then at Hanna.

"It's all exciting to me."
She replied. "Such a massive ecosystem is going to have immense
diversity. We're going to be on this planet for quite a
while."

"This is the kind of planet
that makes careers." Maggie said walking out ahead of them as she
followed Doctor Stevens. "People will be doing research off your
work here for generations."

"Just do me a favor and try
to find a couple trillion credits worth of minerals so we can all
retire." Mel said standing up with her sample and chasing after
Hanna.

"Will do." Maggie
replied.

Hanna and Mel were heading
to the edge of the jungle where she had spotted the primate when
she saw several larger man sized bipeds in the shadows.

"Frank." Hanna said over
the exo-suit's comm system. "50 meters ahead on my 11 o
clock."

She glanced over to where
Maggie and Doctor Stevens were and saw them both looking at the
section of the jungle she had indicated. Mel caught up to her still
looking at the grass sample when she stopped and looked along
Hanna's eye line and saw them. Five shadowy shapes in the reddish
mist watching them.

"What do you make of them?"
Doctor Stevens asked.

"They're big, whatever they
are." Said Maggie.

"I thought I saw a primate
as we departed the ship. It didn't look as big as these." Hanna
said pulling out the telescopic viewer for her helmet and zooming
in on the creatures. She couldn't make out any real detail except
they were roughly humanoid shaped. "Maybe what I saw was a juvenile
of the species."

"It looks like they have
hands." Frank said.

"I can't be sure, but I
think the one on the far left has a spear in it's hand." Hanna
said. "Do you think they may be intelligent?"

"They're staying in that
mist." Captain Rogers noted. "I don't think they want to be
seen."

'If they're intelligent, we
may have just found our couple trillion credit find." Mel
added.

"Yeah." Maggie said. "So
who gets to go say hello?"

Hanna was already walking
slowly toward the jungle. Captain Rogers pulled our a sidearm and
the 5 figures noticeably tensed retreating further into the red
mist and hiding behind tree trunks.

"Did you see that?" Hanna
asked as she glanced back and over to the team.

"Yeah, they recognized the
pistol!" Captain Rogers replied.

"Maybe not the object,"
Hanna said. "But they recognized a threatening gesture. I would say
they are intelligent. I'm going to try and get closer."

"I want a new swimming
buddy." Mel said nervously through the comm system.

Hanna looked back at Mel
who was staying as far behind as she could while keeping her in a
five second sprinting distance. She then turned back and looked at
the figures now only about 20 meters away. They were still there.
She could see at least two of them poking heads out and then hiding
them again as she got closer.

"Hanna, be very careful."
Doctor Stevens said as he and Maggie moved closer to Mel. "These
exo-suits weren't built to stop a spear."

"I'm not being
threatening." She said and stopped about 5 meters from the jungle's
edge. "If they are intelligent, we're going to need to make first
contact some time. Unless we just plan to pack up and
leave."

"We can always choose
another region to survey." Mel said, the anxiety still evident in
her voice.

"Come on." Hanna said out
stretching her arms to show she carried no weapons. "Where is your
sense of adventure?"

The figures retreated into
the mist and Hanna felt disappointed.

"Well." She said. "I guess
they're shy."

Captain Rogers was making
his way over to her. Doctor Stevens and Maggie were next to
Mel.

"Exciting first trip out."
Captain Rogers said as he came up next to Hanna. "Do you think they
are still watching?"

"I'd be surprised if they
weren't." Hanna said. "If a giant metal ball lowered down into a
field on a pillar of flame near your home, would you just take a
five minute look and go home or stick around to check out the
things that walked out of it?"

She took a couple steps
forward.

"Where are you going?"
Captain Rogers asked.

"I want to see what kind of
tracks they left." She replied almost to the tree line. "It might
give us a better idea of their size."

She looked all around, but
did not see the mysterious figures anywhere, but the dense
vegetation made for a lot of hiding places. As she waded into the
brush, she noticed the shaded ground had far less grass and more
dark soil showing. She snapped on a light to get a better look
around, half expecting shadowy figures to scatter in every
direction. She then started to run the light over the ground where
the figures had been.

"Okay." She said looking
back the ten meters where Captain Rogers stood vigilant. "There are
tracks here. Looks like they have three large toes and feet
anywhere from one and a half to two times the size of the feet of
my exo-suit."

She was taking several high
resolution still shots of the prints to compliment the video
recording she had running since they exited the ship. She stopped
at one of the imprints and looked closely at a toe
print.

"One of them had something
tied around one of their toes it seems." She said. "Maybe to tend a
wound or as a decoration. Doesn't look like it was a natural part
of the foot though. I would have to say we are dealing with a
sentient species."

Hanna followed the tracks a
little further into the jungle observing the differences in the
tracks. She looked at the gnarled tree where she had seen one of
them peeking out, but nothing was there now.

"Hanna." Captain Rogers was
now at the edge of the jungle watching her "Don't go
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