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Tasheka
The chance to explore a new planet  was a gift. And then a gigantic bird stole Grace as soon as she stepped into a clearing, right before our eyes.
We didn’t even have time to scream or shout complete sentences before the bird and our team leader were a speck in the sky.
“Well, that escalated quickly,” Tendi said.
Shocked, I couldn’t speak at Tendi’s seemingly unfeeling statement, but I stared at her.
“VELMA told me she has Grace well in hand,” Tendi said with a shrug. “We knew it was going to be dangerous here. I’m choosing to trust the AI.”
Biting my lip, I nodded, but I refused to step into the clearing from where Grace had been snatched. Ever since I’d experienced the G forces of our InterPlanetary Shuttle breaching Ikthe’s atmosphere, I’d been second-guessing my decision to join VELMA’s rescue mission.
My fellow Warp Mechanics team and I had been chosen by the Vector Egress Liaison Machine-learning AI to hunt down four missing Theraxl alien hunters. Part of the former queen’s “WarGuard”, these males had been unceremoniously left behind when it was thought the planet had swallowed them up during an earthquake. Or rather, landquake.
All of us from Warp Mechanics had flunked out of the Advance Resource Assessment training for one reason or another, so the opportunity to explore an alien planet and rescue aliens had been too tempting to resist, at least when compared to our future careers with IGMC.
Due to our initial failures, we had to wait long periods before we could apply again, and that left us in the dingy Warp Mechanics department in the bowels of the Lucidity.
There had been no contest.
But now—Grace was gone. Quicker than I could snap my fingers.
Ingrid looked at Tendi and I in turn before speaking.
“Do you want to take a break?” she said, resting a subtle hand on her side pouch, as if to grab a snack or her water.
She was being kind in the face of my trepidation.
“No,” I said, shaking my head and taking a deep breath. I threw her a grateful smile. “We just barely started, and VELMA’s route is clearly marked where she would like us to check first.” Proud of myself for moving past my fear, I did look up and around before stepping into the clearing and then marching along the virtual route displayed in my IntraVisor.
The ladies followed me, and I measured my breathing. I didn’t want to let on how terrified I was. VELMA had given us a brief history of what had transpired in the last few weeks. Our science class ship and its remaining occupants and crew had to recover from the strange day when the entire ship had rung with klaxons, and we’d discovered that a significant population had been jettisoned to planets unknown. Ship-wide cryosleep had been mandated, and we woke up in an uncharted binary star system. And just a few days ago Dr. Cecelia Pain had streamed a startling vid incriminating IGMC’s co-directors, Chris Clemmins and Kellan Hackney, in a deadly scheme that risked human lives. Co-Directors that were on the same ship from which we departed for this mission.
VELMA’s recap had taken less time to describe than it was taking me to adjust to real life gravity. Throw in the violent snatch and grab of our team leader, and I couldn’t believe I wasn’t on the ground rocking and sucking my thumb.
As it was, I took the lead, gratified that my teammates wouldn’t see my trembling lips or sweaty brow. “Cool it, Tasheka,” I said to myself after checking that my external and internal mics were off. I’d just conditioned my hair two days ago; I didn’t want a sweaty hairline messing it up. Then again, if I’d known I would be chosen for an away team mission, I’d have chosen a more protective hairstyle.
Taking an especially angry swipe at some low-lying brush with my machete, I breathed deep of my recycled air and counted my blessings.
VELMA assured us our health—our lives—would be monitored and managed. If what Dr. Pain had said was true, then VELMA could be trusted. For Grace’s sake, I sure hoped so.
After an hour of breaking trail, I confirmed with everyone that we should take a breather. Wary of the planet’s air, we opted to sip from our suit water bladders instead of removing our helmets for the time being.
“I’ve tried to comm Grace a few times,” Tendi said. “But no luck.”
“VELMA said as long as we’re within range of the shuttle and each other, we’ll have comms,” said Ingrid. “But since there’s no Deep Space Network tower, she’s limited in range.”
I nodded and studied my team members’ faces.
Tendi wore her concerned expression, as usual, and stared into the thick jungle beyond. Ingrid’s emotions were inscrutable, and that was typical for her, as well. Of the four of us, Grace and I were the closest, but we weren’t exactly best friends. We were coworkers stuck in a dead-end job. We punched our cards and tried to make the best of it. Grace even liked to pull pranks every so often to lighten the mood.
But if Grace and I were amicably distant, then Tendi and Ingrid may as well have been stationed on a separate fleet ship. We played our cards close to the vest, every last one of us, and I didn’t doubt it had everything to do with our combined failure to make the coveted Advance Resource Assessment team. We hadn’t even trained with each other; it had only come to light in the last few months working together with someone’s random comment.
Once we realized the four of us were ARA flunkies, we’d dropped our guards a little bit more. But yeah, no. We weren’t close.
Ingrid had grown surlier the last several weeks, but hadn’t confided in me, so I didn’t know what was going on in her life. But she’d jumped at the chance to do this mission for VELMA.
“Ready?” I asked, and they nodded. We resumed our hike.
Not twenty minutes later, I turned back to ask Tendi something when I stopped short, causing her to almost run into me.
“What is it?”
“Where’s Ingrid?” I said, staring through the thick growth and waiting to see her part the brush and step through. She didn’t.
Tendi had spun on her feet, and we both looked at the trail behind us.
“VELMA, where’s Ingrid?” I said, noting the tremor in my voice.
“That information is not available,” the computer said.
“What do you mean it’s not available?” I said, emotion nearly choking my words off.
“I must surmise that Ingrid commanded me to cut off contact,” VELMA said. “Otherwise, I would be able to answer that question.”
Eyes widening in shock, I shared a look with Tendi.
“Would she do that?” I asked. “Cut off contact and disappear into an unknown jungle?”
Tendi avoided my gaze and tucked her bottom lip under her teeth.
“Tendi.” I said, lowering my voice and trying to meet her eyes.
“Okay, yes,” she said and shook her head. “She absolutely would do that. She’s been acting more and more strange the last several weeks, and then when we came out of cryosleep recently to resume duties, she stopped talking to me altogether.”
“Did you report this to anyone?” I said, backing off from my previous intensity.
“No,” Tendi said and looked back at the empty trail again. “Who would I tell? I figured she’d snap out of it. Or if not, submit her resignation and try to get reassigned. I gave up trying to talk about it with her. It was obvious she had issues, and it was equally obvious that she wouldn’t open up about them.”
“Wow, okay,” I said, resting my hand on the hilt of my machete. “I’m sad she didn’t think she could talk to us about anything. I wonder if she still plans on fulfilling her task here?”
My question floated into the air, and Tendi and I resumed our trek.
“Should we go after her?” Tendi asked from behind me a couple minutes later.
“I honestly don’t know,” I said. “It seems from what VELMA said that she doesn’t want to be found. We have this trail marked, and once we find these hunters, we’ll head back to the shuttle. Ingrid has access to all of the same information. I don’t think it’s wise to go on a wild goose chase right now.”
“I suppose you’re right,” she said. “Hang on.”
I stopped walking and turned toward her.
She put her finger up to her visor, as if making the “sh” noise, and then stepped backward into the brush until her flight suit and helmet were obscured by foliage. I thought I knew what she was up to, so I made a guess.
“VELMA, can you tell me Tendi’s location?” I said.
“That information is not available,” VELMA announced, and I nodded. Toggling my external mic, I spoke to Tendi.
“It worked!” I said, and she stepped back onto the trail after fighting her way out of a stubborn vine wrapped around her ankle. When it tugged back, I shouted and hacked at it with my machete until she regained her footing.
“My god, what was that thing?” she said.
“That vine belongs to the carnivorous tree found in Ikthe’s jungles,” VELMA said.
“Carnivorous?” Tendi repeated and grimaced.
“So, what did you tell VELMA to do?” I asked as we created distance between the retreating vine and ourselves.
“I just told her to go dark, and she complied,” she said.
“That has to be what happened,” I murmured. “But I wonder if we could come up with a workaround. I feel responsible for Ingrid’s safety.”
“VELMA, didn’t you say there were SLO satellites circling this planet?” Tendi said. “Will you use them to scan for Ingrid just so we know that she’s safe?”
“Affirmative, scanning commenced,” VELMA said, and I took a deep breath.
“Good thinking,” I said. “We need to watch out for each other as much as possible.”
“Agreed,” Tendi said, followed by a scream.
It was my scream.
I was falling through the ground, and I could see Tendi’s wide eyes and horrified expression until she disappeared behind a wall of crumbling dirt and rock.
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Tasheka
Groaning, I sat up and brushed dirt and gravel from my flight suit; my helmet light had activated automatically underground. Looking up, I couldn’t see light or sky. Or Tendi. I saw dirt and rocks. 
“Damn,” I said and stood with difficulty. I felt bruised but not broken. Not yet. “VELMA, your planet just swallowed me. Please advise.”
“Standby,” she said, and I picked my way over rubble, trying to find firmer ground.
Once I’d shaken off my nerves, my ARA training kicked in from all those years ago. “I’m in a cave system,” I said and ran my gloved fingers over the rough wall. Looking behind me, I could see the massive wall of scree where the ground had opened up beneath my feet and collapsed. Aboveground, a sinkhole would have appeared. “Tendi!” I shouted and ran back to the scree, shoveling dirt and rocks with my hands.
“Tasheka, Tendi is safe,” VELMA announced in my helmet, and I fell back onto my haunches, faint with relief.
“How?” I said, staring at the rock avalanche.
“Tendi remained far enough behind you that she stayed outside the sinkhole’s perimeter. Unfortunately, you will have to navigate belowground to find a way out.”
“I’m just glad Tendi is okay,” I said and stood, shaking my head and resting my fists on my hips as I surveyed the dark chamber. “You did say the WarGuard were lost in an earthquake, right? Maybe I’ll find them down here.”
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