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  Glossary


Glossary 

Amity Diaz Female Main Character (FMC) of Book 3. An exobiologist, she brings her love of living things with her to planet Ikthe. She befriended one of the planet’s deadliest creatures and has an ineffable positive attitude. Heart mate to Natheka.
BoKama Supporting Female Character in all five books. Co-governs with Sister Queen the Ikma Scabmal Kama. She has been trying to usurp her place without luck so far.
CeCe Pain FMC of Book 5. A hydrogeologist, free diver, and neural network developer, CeCe put the finishing touches on VELMA, the artificial general intelligence used on many IGMC ships.
Chris Abusive ex-partner of Esra Weaver in Book 1, also works in administrative echelons of IGMC.
Demolition and Propulsion Hyperconnected Network Entity Software that runs systems on Mining Planet 13. (Stranded on Mining Planet)
Diablo Male pazathel-nax pup wounded in Book 2 that Amity befriends and heals in Book 3. Mischievous but lovable addition to Predator Planet.
Drail Male Main Character (MMC) of Stranded on Mining Planet, the free novella offered to newsletter subscribers. He’s part of the security for the Causeway Passage Authority administered by the Dam Svai, a reptilian alien species in the outer reaches.
EEP X215 Emergency Egress Pod designed by mechanical engineer Pattee Crow Flies of Book 2. A self-sustaining mini-ship designed to scan planetary bodies in search of one habitable by its single occupant, it has everything needed to sustain life from six months to a year. Provisions, limited tools, medical and surgical functions, multiple scanning abilities and VELMA all serve to make the EEP the only way to travel. It is Land Only, however; no leaving once it enters the atmosphere.
Esra Weaver FMC of Book 1. Exogeologist and miner, Esra tried to leave her baggage behind, but was forced to face it all again when fighting for her life on Ikthe. Heart mate to Naraxthel Roika. Curious, plucky, and a little sarcastic, she really loves rocks.
Heart mate In the old stories, it was told that one might find their heart mate or soul mate when one reaches adulthood. Heart mates share their lives together rather than separating to pursue solitary lives.
HemoSupp An electrolyte/supplement solution to be used in drastic situations where blood loss or profound dehydration have taken place.
Hestra Gas giant planet under the relaxed stewardship of the reptilian race, the Dam Svai. Featured in Stranded on Mining Planet (SoMP).
Hestra’s Handmaid Hestra’s moon which is on a crash course with the planet in three or four revolutions, and the base of limited IGMC mining operations. (SoMP)
Hivelt MMC of Book 2. A ferocious but introverted hunter, Hivelt regrets all dealings he had with the queen and feigned his death in Book 2 in order to escape her clutches. He’s a simple hunter who just wants a nice bowl of fish stew.
Holy Goddesses of Shegoshel Represented by the binary star system, the Holy Goddesses are an Elder and Younger Sister goddess pair who oversee the Theraxl people and any beings that visit the sister planets. Loving and beneficent, their greatest joy is giving gifts and blessings and often, spiritual dreams and messages, to sentient beings on the sister planets. They tend not to interfere but give encouragement and inspiration to aid their so-called “children”. Are they real or somehow manufactured by hallucinogens found on the planets or otherwise induced?
Ikma Scabmal Kama Female Antagonist for entire series. The queen has grown worse over the years in her thirst for blood and sex. She trusts no one, and no one trusts her.
Ikshe The home planet for the Theraxl race. Governed by a matriarchal society, it is peaceful, organized, paradisiacal, and populated with a creative and hungry race. Culture, art, science, engineering, architecture, and agriculture all play important roles on Ikshe with females engaging in every part of the work. Males are encouraged to become hunters, but some do choose other vocations. Except eunuchs. They didn’t choose that.
Ikthe The sacred hunting grounds planet where the hunters fly to hunt big game. Bringing back ship loads of butchered meat, they provide much of the protein and fats the alien race requires to fuel their powerful and muscular bodies. Females are forbidden from visiting the hunting grounds.
InterGalactic Mining Conglomerate A gigantic collection of mining corporations with its reaches throughout the known universe but always in search of more and better. Innovative, wealthy, powerful, people flock to IGMC for employment and high-risk jobs for high pay.
Joan Wu FMC of Book 4. Joan is an exobotanist who lost her joy in living when she lost her husband two years ago. Going through the motions, her only tether to life was her best friend, CeCe. Waking up on Ikthe, she discovered she was trapped in the most dangerous region on the entire planet and surrounded by danger, had to decide whether life was worth living.
Kerberos 90 A distant asteroid intended to be mined by an intrepid group of IGMC miners.
Kezti Bug-like alien race, enemies of the Dam Svai race and known pirates always eager to make shady deals. (SoMP)
Lucidity IGMC’s executive science class ship in a convoy of other ships headed to Kerberos 90.
Machete Common tool used in jungle habitats for clearing foliage.
Mass spectrometer One of VELMA’s many scanning tools used to measure the chemical makeup of things for identification and classification purposes.
Mining Planet 13 A distant moon on which common ores are being mined. (SoMP)
Mining Ship A massive destructive ship used to exploit the most possible resources with the least amount of caution.
MRE Meals Ready to Eat, standard IGMC issue freeze-dried food. Just add water and enjoy!
Naraxthel Roika MMC of Book 1. The mightiest hunter of all hunters, good and noble warrior who has yet to win a chance at a sanctioned mating that would produce offspring. Heart mate to Esra Weaver.
Natheka MMC of Book 3. A runner, a dreamer and a singer, Natheka never doubts his heart or his mate, even when his heart transition happens at the worst possible time. Heart mate to Amity Diaz.
Pattee Crow Flies FMC of Book 2. Descended from a First Nation, Pattee was uncharacteristically suited to life on Predator Planet thanks to the dogged instruction from her blue-collar father. On Ikthe, she must come to terms with the misdeeds of her past in order to embrace her future as Hivelt’s heart mate.
PH-4RT The gas giant planet around which Mining Planet 13 orbits. See also Hestra and Hestra’s Handmaid. The miners of MP-13 call it Phart. (SoMP)
Planet Mass InsertionVehicle P-MIV for short, because PIV was too provocative. An advanced mining ship that penetrates a planet’s first twenty meters of crust and initiates a massive erosion event to hasten the mining process during planet harvesting.
Pre-Harvest Recon Exploratory Device PHRED, the machine-learning artificial intelligence that runs the P-MIV.
Raxkarax MMC of Book 4. Brave and fierce, Raxkarax has an Ace up his sleeve when it comes to hunting on Ikthe. When he travels to rescue the unknown human from the Agothe-Fatheza bog, he must bring all of his knowledge to bear. Heart mate to Joan Wu.
Raxthezana MMC of Book 5. The tragedy from his past has followed him for decades, and he refuses to let happiness get in the way of solid research. Paired with CeCe Pain.
Shay Leviticus FMC of Stranded on Mining Planet. Shea is smart as a whip and loves her career in mining demolition. She also has a side project that could change the course of human history. No big deal. 
VELMA FMC in entire series. Vector Egress Liaison Machine-learning AI knows it all, literally. Without VELMA, nothing that occurs in the series would be possible, and where would we be without a solid understanding of poop?
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Amity Diaz
“A person moving through nature—however wild, however remote … is never alone.”        Richard Nelson 
I crawled out of the mangled and twisted metal that used to be my emergency egress pod into the blinding light. A huge spider web of fractures laced my helmet. With the inner screen bleating alarms and flashing red and yellow lights, I knew the integrity of my suit was compromised.
My left leg had no feeling. I grimaced as I crawled, my leg dragging through the dark gravel of this desolate terrain. I scanned the rocky landscape for a secure place to assess my injuries and the state of my ship. Spying a cave in an outcrop of orange and black rocks, I headed in that direction.
Five feet from the entrance, I gathered a handful of pebbles and tossed them into the opening. I heard them scatter on hard rock, but nothing else. “Let this one thing go right,” I mumbled to myself and crawled inside. My helmet light didn’t work. Grabbing my utility torch from a pants pocket, I shone it inside. It wasn’t much of a cave, but all I needed was seclusion and a defensible position while I figured out what in the ever-living-hell I was going to do now.
With a final cry, I entered the cave, taking care not to bump my injured leg over the rubble at the entrance. The cave was about four feet deep and five feet high. I wouldn’t be able to stand, but something told me my standing days might be on hold. I collapsed against an inner wall where my body was obscured by the rock formation, but I could still see my broken ship.
Smoke billowed out from one of the engines and sparks rained from where the nose cone used to be. That worried me. I shifted on the ground, took a deep breath, and lowered my eyes to my leg. I hissed at the sight. A twisted piece of black metal jutted out from my thigh. That explained the warmth. Two inches farther and I would be bleeding from my femoral artery. Good night, Amity.
“Computer, what’s my location?”
“Your suit’s integrity is compromised. Please return to the EEP for possible emergency treatment.”
“The EEP is busted,” I said. “What’s my location?”
“Unable to comply.”
“What about the nanosatellite array?”
“Unable to comply.”
Dammit. “Computer, where is your hard drive located?”
“I have redundant hard drives located in the nose cone and the insulated buffer trap.”
I craned my neck to see the crumpled pod. The smoke cloud had lessened to a gray ribbon. Well, the nose cone was out. “Where is the insulated buffer trap?”
“Access panel to the insulated buffer trap is located on the flight computer’s side wall.”
The flight computer, comprised of a set of monitors facing the single occupant’s chair and an enclosed processing unit below, normally filled a small desk’s worth of space inside the pod. I recalled climbing straight out from the chair into daylight. Through the non-existent computer panel, to be exact. I tracked the scar on the hill where black metal shards peppered the rocks. If my leg wasn’t permanently skewered, it might be worth scavenging the wreckage, in case the hard drive was salvageable.
“What are your capabilities right now?”
“I am able to assess suit integrity and monitor life support systems. I can also access a large downloaded file found in your helmet’s computer memory. Would you like me to access the file?”
I blew out a breath. “Not yet. My IntraVisor screen has too many cracks. Can you read my vitals out loud to me?”
“Blood pressure is 120 over 80. Your pulse is 87 bpm and your temperature is 97.8 degrees Fahrenheit. Since your landing, I have monitored your vitals for thirteen hours and seventeen minutes, twelve hours, and forty-three minutes of which you were unconscious inside the ship.”
“Great, great,” I muttered while inspecting the metal shrapnel in my leg. “I don’t know that I’d call that a landing, but whatever. Can you tell me how to safely remove a metal shard from my thigh?”
“Scanning suit, please stand by.”
So far, I wasn’t feeling woozy. Once I removed the impaled shard, there were no guarantees. Adrenalin flowed through my veins, and I noticed my vision acuity was amazing. Every detail jumped out at me, from the grain of the rocks to the particulate swirling in the air from my smoking vessel.
“Puncture located two point five inches from your femoral artery. Femoral pressure bladder activated. Please wait.”
I felt a squeeze build in my leg, exactly like a blood pressure cuff. 
“Do you have access to your MDpak?” the computer asked.
“Yes,” I said. Tingling began to burn below the wound. My hands shook as I unzipped the pocket with the MDpak.
“Locate the green blister packet.”
“Okay, I have it,” I said. My breathing escalated. I examined the inch-square pouch with a small bio-absorbable nozzle.
“That is the blood clotting agent. When you have removed the object, you will place it in the wound.”
“Okay,” I said. “What do I do first?”
“Use the alcohol wipes to sterilize your gloves or hands, and wipe around the puncture.” The computer said. 
I cleaned everything twice. “Okay, computer.”
“Can you shorten the object?”
I looked at my multi-tool. “I don’t have anything that will cut this metal,” I said. “Do I have to shorten it?”
“No. Prepare the blister packet and the wound dressing.”
With heart racing, I forced my shaky hands to unscrew the lid of the nozzle of the blister packet and to cut a length of sterile polymer-infused biodegradable dressing.
“Administering a small dose of analgesic accompanied by a tetanus booster. Please be still,” the computer said. I felt a tiny pinch in my arm. “Grasp the object. If the object is straight, pull out in a smooth motion. If the object is bent, you must work it carefully in each direction. Immediately apply the blister packet and wind the dressing around your thigh.”
“Dios mio,” I moaned as I grasped the metal piece. I had no idea how deep this thing was in my leg, or if it was twisted inside. “Three, two, GAAAHHHH!” My vision swam, but the shard was out and the section that had been embedded looked smooth. Good, no need to dig around in the wound any further. I fumbled the packet but stuffed it into my wound with the nozzle side-down as instructed and sprayed in the coagulate. Then I wept as I wound gauze around my thigh multiple times and secured it. I looked up toward the broken smoking wreckage, and then fell back onto the hard cave floor. “Computer, it just got really dark.”






  
  2

Natheka
A pleased growl erupted from my throat after I bid the brotherhood good day and struck out on the black rock. My patience had rubbed thin as our group crossed the desolate divide of craggy rocks, the soft travelers moving too slow, inhibited by their physical limitations. Their spirits were as strong-willed and brave as Theraxl, I noted with admiration. But I wanted to move faster. To  run.
The afternoon suns beat like the hooves of the ice-walkers on my back and sweat rolled down my neck and between my armor. But I felt no heat.
My brothers showed agitation at the notion of an invisible net entrapping Ikthe. They scowled to think of beacons welcoming countless races to our hunting grounds. But I felt no anger.
Water sloshed in my canister. It was running low, so I would need to find a water source deep in the Black Heart range. But I felt no thirst.
From the moment I heard Hivelt’s heart mate, Pattee, refer to another human on a ship, followed by her frantic voice shouting in her language, my heart-home seized. The draw to the new human was a tangible force, a tether braided in woaiquovelt pulled taut. 
This, I could not explain, except to look at the facts in front of my fangs.
The odd and soft travelers with no connection to my people had found their heart mates among two of my brethren. To see my warrior-brothers heel to their women did not offend me as it seemed to offend Raxthezana, but rather I witnessed a fusion of souls. The myth of the heart mates, as a reality, seemed to lift each person, rather than reveal weaknesses. The humans seemed stronger, larger than their small frames, and my hunter brothers seemed rounded and fulfilled, where before they were unfinished. In very deed, becoming heart mates seemed to craft a unified whole out of two separate beings. Astonishing.
This wove together my memories of adolescence with my current unease. I felt unpolished and unrefined. I felt incomplete.
In addition, something was off on the planet. None of my brethren admitted it, but the rainy season, the mass migration of the grass-eaters and subsequent rokhura attack: all were premature for the time of year. Considering the arrival of the mysterious soft travelers, I must assume the Holy Goddesses were toying with the Theraxl race. 
I would look upon every subsequent event as a message from the goddesses. And judging by the unfamiliar yet persistent tug upon my heart-home, I felt a renewed hope that their message promised a heart mate for me.
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Amity
I came to in a courtyard brimming with colorful floating insects and dripping with delicate green vines. Blinking slowly, I rubbed my eyes and wiped my hands on my dress. I looked down. A white dress! I laughed. I hadn’t worn a dress in a couple of decades. Since my quinceañera, probably. I heard a bubbling fountain but before I could get up and look for it, I saw a sheer purple curtain part, and two tall, gorgeous females padded out on bare feet—but not human feet. They wore green slinky gowns that pooled at their feet when they stood above me. One reached her hand down to help me up. 
“Welcome, Amity.”
“Thanks,” I said. “Sorry I’m late.” Wait, what? It felt right to say it, though.
“You are exactly on time,” said the other one.
I stood before them but had to look up into their black and red eyes. I felt breathless. “You’re so beautiful.”
A tinkling laugh. The first one smiled, and her fangs gleamed in the diffuse white light. “As are you. Your name means friendship, does it not?”
“Yeah,” I said. My throat was dry, and I started coughing. “Could I have a drink?” My voice croaked.
“Be a friend to all, Amity,” the tall one said.
“Don’t forget your name, beautiful friend.” The shorter one said. Their long-braided hair fell to their waists, and their slender muscular arms hung relaxed at their sides.
I frowned and continued to cough.
I closed my eyes and coughed painfully, my chest burning. When I tried to open my eyes, smoky gray light filtered between my lids. Acrid smoke filled my mouth, and I coughed again. I scrabbled to my hands and knees, appreciating the tingling in my injured leg. It was free of pain but moved like it weighed three times more than usual.
In the direction of my pod sat a thick, oily cloud of black smoke. A breeze blew it straight into the cave I had sheltered in.
“Dammit,” I cursed and crawled out and along the outcropping, trying to find fresh air. The lights and alarms continued to flash on my IntraVisor. All the cracks obscured the notifications. “Computer, read my vitals to me.”
They were normal. I sipped water from my suit’s supply as I crawled along the boulders. I still coughed, and now my leg throbbed. “Can I have another dose of pain medication?”
“Yes. You have thirteen doses left total. Confirm second dose?”
I clenched my teeth and breathed in through my nose. “Confirm second dose.”
The analgesic worked instantaneously. I breathed easier and crawled with less effort. The orange rocks shrank in size; the outcropping melted into scrubby trees. I stopped and sat against the wide trunk of a tall tree.
Shaking the cobwebs from my mind after the crash, I inspected my surroundings. If the smoke cleared, I would rather hide out in the empty cave. The scrubby trees and bushes expanded into a tall forest that blanketed a low mountain range. The tree I leaned against looked out of place here. The farther between the trees I tried to see, the darker it grew. My blood oxygen level was lower than normal. A spiderweb crack in the bottom right corner obscured the altimeter gauge. I sighed and leaned my helmet against the trunk.
A spring green vine snapped over my field of vision for a moment then I felt a tightening around my neck. Before I could react, more vines erupted from the spines in the trunk and wove a green net securing me to the tree.
“Heart rate approaching 150 bpm. Do you require assistance?”
“Not yet.” Thankfully, the vine couldn’t crush the axial ring at my neck, but I found I couldn’t move my limbs.
My hand was already bound to my leg, but it rested only an inch from the pocket with my multi-tool. I noticed when I tried to wriggle my legs, the vines tightened. I slackened my arm, and sure enough, the vine loosened as well.
With controlled breaths, I calmed myself and moved my hand millimeters at a time. The vines didn’t appear to have any function other than trapping, but I was no botanist.
My fingers touching the end of my multi-tool, I focused on remaining as relaxed and pliant as the plant needed me to be. I stretched my fingers, slowly sliding it out of my pocket, when I heard a loud cracking noise. The tree I rested against seemed to shudder and quiver at my back.
A feeling of doom engulfed me, and my heart resumed its race to an unknown finish line. My tool was firm in my grip now. I roved my gaze over my body without moving my head. The vines had lashed me with countless tendrils.
Another crack split the air, and a warm rush of fetid air enveloped me from behind. With the vines’ purpose unveiled, I tensed every muscle in panic. Cutting through the vines that wrapped my right leg, I bent it and dug my heel into the ground. I wrapped my arm behind my knee and yanked with my shoulder, smaller vines snapping. My right arm was free. The vines would pull me inside this vile tree, and I would be digested alive, if the smell of rotting flesh was an accurate indication.
I fought the binding, twisting where I could and working my other arm free of the tendrils. A thick ropy vine pulled at my waist, so I attacked it with my tool. 
Using my left leg for more leverage, I pulled myself forward on the ground, scooting my butt across dead leaves and black humus, every centimeter a victory.
A green vine slapped across my helmet impeding my vision. Crap! The fissures in my glass splintered more. 
“Computer,” I said, “I need help. Now!”
“Assessing situation,” the computer said. “Please standby.”
“Um,” I said. “I don’t have time to …”
The vines slackened, not by much, but enough that I immediately clawed my way out of them, scrambling through the tangle, cutting lengths, and yanking them off my suit and from around my neck and helmet with desperate slices. My breaths came in rapid bursts, anxiety and determination coupling to give me the urgency I needed to truly escape. I scrambled through the underbrush on all fours, forgetting about my hobbled leg in my efforts to get farther away. I couldn’t help the whimpers that eked from between my lips as I fought free of the vines, and then subsequent bushes that may or may not have been colluding to capture me. Leaves that stuck to my suit made me shiver, and I swiped at stems and branches with frantic fingers. Free of the tree line, I panted and looked back into the greenery.
“Thank you!” Panting on all fours, I inspected the foliage around me and faced the rocky landscape where my ship billowed smoke.
“How did you do that?” I said, standing and brushing dirt off my suit, looking back at the tree with a gaping vertical slit. 
“I detected the tree’s low-frequency wavelength bioacoustics and sent the matching wavelength back to its vines, temporarily disrupting its ground transduction communication,” the computer said. “I am satisfied that it worked.”
I huffed a laugh. “Okay. But I thought your abilities were limited.”
“They were until you required assistance. I was programmed to access the downloaded files upon your request,” the computer said. “I am called VELMA, K90-Miner 106,” she said. “The downloaded file was installed by my neural network nanoseconds before your ship impacted with water. Due to helmet damage, I cannot communicate with my neural network or the nanosatellite array. However, I am running a limited AI program from the microcomputer in your earpiece. The file also contains information crucial to your survival on this planet.”
I leaned against a huge rock, out of breath and trying to comprehend what VELMA just said.
“Very cool. But how did you transmit if my helmet is damaged?”
“I am utilizing older technology included in your helmet’s manufacture intended as a redundancy back-up, a frequency modulation transmitter.”
Feeling my leg’s injury throb for a second, I shifted my feet and continued leaning on the big rock that was my new totem of stability. “So, what you’re saying is, my helmet is like a little FM radio.”
A pause.
“Affirmative.”
I stared at the wreckage, ignored my leg, and chuckled.
“Keep listening to K90 Mix One-oh Six for all your traffic and weather updates,” I said.
“Unfortunately, the unit only transmits up to 100 meters,” VELMA responded. “Your listening audience will be limited.”
“Heh, as long as you keep transmitting to ward off killer trees, that’s okay.”
“Very well, Miner K90-106.”
“You can call me Amity, VELMA,” I said. “I think you and I are going to be great friends.”
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Natheka
The magnetic burst field disrupted my communications device in my helmet, as expected, so I disabled it. Scanning the region, I moved efficiently, scaling cliffs and clearing narrow crevasses after reassuring myself there wasn’t a ship in them. 
Unforgiving terrain cut my palms, but I climbed with ease. I remembered a prime cave from my first hunt on Ikthe, many cycles ago. It would be a logical place to stop at nightfall. Even with my helmet’s technologies, climbing at night was too perilous. I would use the time to replenish my body and map a route through the mountains.
With the burst field causing misdirection, there was only one way to find the crash site. Canvassing the entire area. However, my instincts pulled me in one direction more than others.
To the maar.
I frowned, the memory clawing at my attention.
An Iktheka’s first hunt determined the path he would take throughout his long life. If one was lucky, a hunter might receive a sponsor. Otherwise, he was forced to learn the wiles of Ikthe by trial and error. Such learning was effective up until one was killed.
I had been fortunate. For whatever reason, Naraxthel had chosen to sponsor me, and joined me on my first foray into Ikthe’s bosom. He taught me the most common game trails the rokhural followed, and where the best water could be found. He warned me of the dangers many hunters never bothered to mention, letting the novice hunters bumble and suffer through their first weeks, hampering their abilities to secure food for the sisters. Naraxthel taught me to avoid the red-trunked tree with insidious fibers that worked their way between armor and skin, causing intense irritation. He taught me to bind minor cuts on exposed skin to prevent airborne toxins from festering into larger wounds.
His careful instructions made the difference between not only surviving my first hunt, but exceeding expectations. 
And then on the last night of our hunt, I had made a foolish mistake, and almost died a fool’s death. Had Naraxthel been dishonorable, he might have bagged the coveted ikadax while I fell to my death at the bottom of a crevasse.
A prickle danced across the back of my neck, a physical reminder of an old memory. I looked up at the dusky sky, but all was clear.
I found the cave, amused to see it untouched and dusty. Perhaps it wasn’t that valuable as a cave, else it would be inhabited. Nevertheless, when I spoke Zagoshe, the bead light illuminated, and I felt welcomed.
I drank deeply of my water canister and ate two strips of dried meat with a handful of food from the black tree. With my back against the rock wall, I considered the mystical pull beckoning me to the maar.
It was the place I feared death for the first time, and the place of a sacred dream in which I encountered the Holy Sisters of Shegoshel. Perhaps the pull I felt was not from one of these humans, but from a sacred calling.
Yet the reinvigoration of my heart-home suggested it was, indeed, a heart mate that pulled, as if strings connected from my heart to theirs.
I sang the ancient song of the heart mate, hearing the trailing lyrics susurrate off the cave walls and ripple around me. Mayhap the occupant of the crashed ship was my heart mate, mayhap not, but I would find them and keep them alive. And after I brought them to the others, I would find my own heart mate. I desired to feel the wholeness I witnessed in my brothers. The emptiness in my heart had clamored at me for cycles. 
Every time I left the homes of my little hunters, I wished I could bring them with me, if only on a daring hike to a stream where we might dig in the mud for the long-tongued wing-eaters. I once suggested such an outing, and Jotheka’s mother stared at me and pulled him closer to her legs. I dared not ask little Ika’s dam after that.
I pulled out my littlest blade and two chunks of hardwood. I would carve two of the long-tongued wing-eater, one for each hunter. They had growing collections of little animals by my hand and blade. Sometimes I wondered if a portion of my heart did not leave my body and enter the wooden animals, to stay and look after my offspring while I was away.
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Amity
The scrape with the tree had my stomach in knots, and I kept looking over my shoulder at the imposing black forest. The tree line demarked an obvious habitat boundary, but something dangerous yet beguiling whispered to me from the wilderness. No, thank you. 
On this side of the tree line, gravel, stones, boulders, and outcroppings lay before me in a treacherous landscape. But it was devoid of movement.
A sharp glance at a black rock—I should be more suspicious, though.
Shrugging off the niggling doubts, I limped toward the shallow cave. The wind had changed again, now blowing the smoke to the north. Between the analgesic, leg wound and leftover cryosleep chemicals in my system, not to mention the adrenalin crash, I was whipped. My body needed rest so I could work on salvaging goods from the wreckage. I hoped to snag water pouches or MREs, as well as any equipment that survived. In a perfect world, I would have access to ropes and carabiners, a machete, limited mining tools, and my own science kit. Acrid air from the crash site penetrated the cracks in my helmet. Perhaps this was a perfect world, but the crash rendered my arrival far from it.
I sighed as I sat with effort and then gingerly lay back. Just a little siesta to take the edge off. As I drifted off, I seemed to remember something about a dress, but that made no sense whatsoever.
A strange chuffing sound woke me from a dreamless sleep.
Blinking frantically, I tried to remember where I was. Darkness enveloped me while memories of violet flames crossed my mind’s eye.
Panting, I sat up, groping around myself for a large rock I’d noticed earlier. I found it, hefted it, and stilled, trying to locate the source of the chuffing.
Sound echoed off the walls, making it impossible to discern its origin. It wasn’t getting closer, though.
There! It came from my left but sounded like it was outside the alcove. It was an odd coughing noise that ended abruptly but then was followed by a strange whine.
“VELMA, you mentioned files with crucial information,” I said. “What kind of a planet did I land on? And wait.” I cocked my head, but the chuffing had stopped. “You said your neural network downloaded the file before the pod hit water?”
“Affirmative.”
I tried to recall the landscape. I hadn’t seen or smelled any water. But the bigger fact remained. “I wasn’t the first survivor from the Lucidity to land here, was I?”
“No. Miners 105 and 110 landed before you. Their names are Esra Weaver and Pattee Crow Flies, respectively. They are safe and among allies who visit this planet to hunt the predators that dwell here.”
“Pattee’s here? Gracias a dios!” I closed my eyes and clutched at my chest. My friend was here, on this planet, safe! If I had my rosary, I would kiss it.
I cleared my throat and heard more chuffing. Was it getting quieter?
“What kind of predators?” I said.
“Ikthe, or Predator Planet as the miners call it, is the home to hundreds of thousands of species, judging by data collected from scanning excrements,” VELMA said.
My interest piqued; I raised a brow. “Oh yes, that is an efficient way to identify different organisms, as well as bioavailable nutrients. Good idea.”
The AI paused for what seemed like a long time.
“Some might consider such scans superfluous,” she said.
“Well, to the uninitiated, sure. But as a biologist, I can tell you with certainty that’s a genius use of a mass spectrometer.”
“Thank you,” VELMA replied, and if I wasn’t mistaken, there seemed to be a hint of smug pride in those two words. Impossible, of course. She, or it, was just an artificial intelligence.
“Now we’ve got to figure out what is making this noise.”
“Judging by data available in the downloaded file, the noise belongs to a juvenile pazathel-nax, or “devil dog” as it is known colloquially by the hunters who travel here.”
“Santos Dios, are you sure?”
“It is with eighty-nine per cent certainty. Variations between sound files suggest it has suffered an injury.”
I gasped. No wonder it was getting quieter. I replaced the rock with my handheld flashlight and shined it toward the sound.
Eyeshine from four eyes reflected the light; I diverted it, so its glow revealed the dingy pale fur matted with blood, and tar-like substance attached to its throat. Was there a weird slug slowly asphyxiating the pup?
I crawled toward it and stopped two feet away. Everyone knew an injured and cornered animal could be dangerous, but how much more would be a creature nicknamed “devil dog”?
Closer inspection revealed the black substance was actually an organ. The chuffing noise, now weak, erupted from the partially swollen bag, and the whine emitted when it deflated.
“Pobrecito,” I whispered. “Poor little thing; he needs help!”
“That may be true,” VELMA said, “but I advise caution.”
I ignored her advice and moved close enough to touch what to me, resembled a wolf more than a dog.
“VELMA,” I said. “The mammal uses a vocal sac. I’ve only seen vocal sacs on anuran creatures. Amphibians like frogs or toads.”
“You will be interested to learn that many of Ikthe’s creatures possess the organ. The sacs transmit infrasonic waves undetectable to human ears.”
“Is that how they communicate with each other?”
“Yes.”
My head snapped up and I shined my light out onto the rocky terrain. Was its mother out there looking for it? I danced the beam across the rocks and the wreckage, but nothing stirred.
“I’m going to see if I can help it,” I announced.
“Past human and pazathel-nax interactions have resulted in violence,” VELMA said. “However, if you have any questions, I am at your service, Amity,” VELMA said.
“Thank you for the warning,” I said. “But I have experience with this kind of stuff.” I crawled closer still, keeping eye contact with the animal. I could see its body shudder with difficult breaths. “Do the devil dogs use their vocal sacs to breathe as well?”
“No,” VELMA said. “However, injuries to the sac often lead to death, as they contain a large network of subdermal circulatory tissue.”
I was now petting the creature’s head. It was large for a juvenile, the size of a Great Dane. I had one when I was a girl.
“That seems like a maladaptive evolutionary path,” I murmured. Leaning close to its ear, I whispered, “Todo va a estar bien, perrito.” Everything is going to be fine, cute doggie.
“The ambient average temperature on a vast majority of the planet is one hundred degrees,” VELMA said. “If the superficial horizontal plexus is used to regulate thermal consistency, perhaps that is why it contains such a rich blood network.”
“Fair point, VELMA,” I said. The animal panted, its tongue lolled, and eyes closed, until it let its head drop to the side. It let out a huge sigh, and my own heart picked up its pace. “Dios mio, it could be dying.” I scrambled right next to it and played my light across its massive body, looking for the source of its greatest threat.
The matted fur at its ear and the wheezing vocal sac seemed to be its only wounds. With gentle hands, I lifted its heavy head to inspect the other side. It was dirty, but there were no more injuries. “I think it hit its head, or something. I wonder what its natural habitat is?”
“The pazathel-nax packs migrate across the planet, traveling across ecosystems to hunt a variety of food sources. Their jaws possess 1200 psi force. They eat everything from a common rodent here called the jokapazathel, to the giant reptile called rokhura. In such cases, they work together as a pack to take down larger prey.”
“Interesting,” I said as I probed the head wound with my gloves. “They exhibit classic pack behavior, then. Evolution is remarkable.”
With extreme care, I lifted the deflated sac and found the place it tore from the lower jaw. Its blood had clotted. Focusing the beam on it, I could see that if the tear had been just a little lower, it would have sheared a large vein.
“A near miss,” I said. “Just like me.”
I pulled out my MDPack and found the suture kit. “I’m going to stitch this up, VELMA. Is there any way you could tell me if something is coming? If I fix its sac, it might be able to call up the entire pack.”
“I can modify the FM receiver to accept undetectable waves, to your ears, anyway. It is the best I can do with the limited technology.”
“That’s great, thank you.” I found the items I needed. “We just do the best we can, right?” I placed a hand on the great chest of the dog and felt for its heartbeat. It fluttered and went still. A long moment later, it fluttered again. “If you fight, you can make it,” I told the devil dog. “How about I call you Diablo?”
Removing my helmet, I placed it beside me in case I needed to ask VELMA a question. I found the ragged edges of the tear, and after spreading a thin layer of a topical anesthetic, ever so gently stitched up the seam. I wasn’t a doctor or nurse, or an emergency medical technician, but I used to sew clothes for my dog when he was a puppy. My jaw ached after fifteen minutes of holding the flashlight between my teeth, but I finished and used a sani-cloth from the MDPack to clean the wound again. The more I watched Diablo’s breathing, the more I thought the vocal sac wound wasn’t the issue. I suspected the head trauma had given him a concussion, but I wasn’t a vet, either.
Ignoring the aches and pains of my leg as I stood, I replaced my helmet and limped my way to the smoking wreckage. We both needed water, but Diablo did more than I. I still had a supply in my suit.
Nerves ratcheted up from the noise of every boot step on loose gravel, I flashed my light beam repeatedly to the dark forest and back to the wreckage as I drew closer. I hadn’t heard the devil dog approach my cave. What else was I not hearing? According to VELMA, many of the animals were silent to human ears.
At the crash site, I examined the hole from which I’d crawled, and considered re-entering it. Smoke continued to ribbon up into the sky, disappearing into the inky night.
“VELMA, what are the odds something else from the pod might explode? I need supplies.”
“Calculating, please standby,” she said. “Zero-point seven chance the fractionated quark bomb would detonate, as it is encased in its Galvanite capsule and was not damaged during impact. The RR weapon rounds already detonated upon reentry into the atmosphere.”
“Oh, wow,” I said. “Okay, I’m going in.”
“While in the pod, please find the panel marked with a green circle,” VELMA said. “I advise you to prioritize collecting the pack inside.”
Crawling inside the pod immediately triggered claustrophobia, especially in the pitch black with the strong smell of burning rubber, hot metal and melted plastics. My beam of light didn’t reflect off metallic surfaces inside because it was all covered in oily soot.
I pressed on every panel within reach, but only a few of them opened with ease. Biting my lip, I found the green circle and pressed. A pack tumbled out, and I shone my light on the label.
Electrolyte+HemoSupp.
Gratitude flooded my chest, and I wasted no time opening one of the shiny red pouches and guzzling the sweet contents down. Counting out three more pouches, I realized they were worth their weight in gold. IGMC’s survivalist experts conducted field expeditions with all their miners, and they often talked about HemoSupp, a blood supplement developed by their advanced medicine department for emergency cases. I never dreamed I would need it.
My leg throbbed, so I might have to rest and try again in the morning. But I needed to consider the possibility that if something else could go wrong, it would. I should probably gather as much as I could in one trip.
Finding the expandable rucksack, I started filling it to capacity. Ropes. Carabiners. Tools. Duct tape. Twine. Extra medical supplies. Resting my hand on the inflatable raft a moment, I considered. Should I? Why not? I dragged it out. 
Poking at more panels, I found the drawer of pouched water and gave a cry of relief. Leaving the supplies in a pile just outside the opening, I crawled the rest of the way out with several pouches and a metal bowl from the pod’s “kitchen” supplies.
The wolf continued its labored breathing, but I noticed its eyes moving beneath its lids. I removed my helmet. Realizing the bowl was premature, I set it aside and unscrewed the cap on a pouch, then dribbled water into its mouth. Once again, I used my teeth to hold the flashlight so I could use my hands to support its muzzle and drip the liquid. Steady dripping moistened its mouth and lolling tongue, so I continued until my jaw ached and my own mouth was dry. Two pouches later, I was satisfied the animal would be okay for a bit, and I opened another pouch to quench my own thirst.
I focused so much attention on Diablo that I didn’t notice the brightening of the sky hours later. Startled that it was the dawn of the second day on this strange new planet, I rubbed my stinging eyes.
A stiff breeze out of the north whipped up, and I watched the smoke curl away and filter through the trees. The wind carried the smell of water on it. I glanced at the animal, but it was still sleeping. With two of us sharing water pouches, the supply would dwindle, though I would have needed to find a source regardless of a tagalong.
Fatigue dogged my footsteps, but I hiked north in search of the water, the collapsible jug hitched to a loop at my waist, and I put my helmet back on while I limped in what I thought was the right direction. I carried the machete I’d found safely stowed in one of the cubbies on the pod. I didn’t know how useful it would be on this rocky terrain. The last time I used one was in a tropical jungle on Exterra 4, a small planet designated for biological field expedition training.
Scanning the rocks ahead, I wished I had a hiking pole instead. I looked back at the pazathel-nax as it slept. It hadn’t moved, but it still breathed. The twinge in my leg snagged my attention, but I pushed through the discomfort, making my way between the larger rocks and boulders that littered the area. I kept the black slash of the wreck’s skid marks to my left, figuring it must have hydroplaned off the lake or pond, whatever it had hit, before plowing the ground with its speed.
Imagining the impact fired my nerve endings; I was glad I slept through it. Waking up to alarms and the smell of smoke was bad enough. Another ache in my leg, this one worse. I’d used a pain shot sometime in the night. That left eleven.
I snagged the corner of my lip with teeth. I had been kept busy, tending to my wound, scavenging, and then taking care of the “dog.” I hadn’t had time to process the terrifying situation in which I found myself. Cut off from communication with Pattee and another human, susceptible to infection from my leg wound, isolated except for “predators”? The tendons in my neck tightened while my heart picked up a flurried beat. There was no one to save me here, but myself. I exhaled and focused my gaze at the crest of the low hill in front of me. The next pain shot would have to wait. I had work to do.
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Natheka
Anxious to be on my way, I rose just after the first sun’s dawn. She gave me enough light to mark each crevasse with a dark shadow, but I still trod with care. Scaling massive boulders, I saw each rise and peak as a challenge and as a steppingstone, bringing me ever closer to my goal. 
No sounds met my ears, only the scrape of leather and my suit’s metal against rock. The barren wastes of the Magnetic Burst Field were isolated, save for the irritating insects that made their home in hives between the rocks.
I jostled one such hive and they swarmed out, forming a bumpy mass of bodies and legs as they covered my glove and arm. I ignored the pulsing scrum; the Shel in my suit would devour any strays that climbed between my armor joints. Most would drop off in the heat of the Sister Suns, preferring the coolness of the shadows. 
My focus was on the sloped grade on the west side of Loud Speak. The hunters of old, nay, the earliest inhabitants of Ikthe, named the mountains thousands of cycles ago. Loud Speak was the tallest of a grouping of five peaks. From a distance, their skyline resembled the spiked back of a pazathel-nax. Loud Speak was at the “head” of the devil dog. Spike Horn, Broad Back, and Running Hip trailed after, and the last of the grouping was called Switch Tail.
From there, I would have a broad view of several jagged peaks. I would be able to see smoke before the high winds dispersed it, and more importantly, I could see the maar from there.
My route traversed through several smaller peaks and would take me only two more days. I wondered how my brethren fared in Agothe-Fax Tunnel last night. There were enough of them, and according to Naraxthel and Hivelt, their mates fought with equal ferocity to Theraxl, so I need not worry. However, a lone dream came to me in the night, of Hivelt with a black tongue, and his heart mate’s face ashen with worry. I grimaced and continued my climb. Anxiety did no good for the hunting warrior. Let the rokhura of each day devour one’s worries. There were always more opportunities to fret with the rising of the Sister Suns on Certain Death.
With grasping claws, I crested the ridge. The tedium of my journey inspired song in my heart to pass the time.
I surveyed my next route, tracing the safest path over mountain rubble.
I climbed in time to the rhythm of the song of the Mountains of Shegoshel. 
“They beseeched us to kiss the faces of the Suns
We climbed and fell
The slaves to the Sisters
The weak at the feet of the strong
Every step closer to death
Every step closer to life
May our deaths bring life to the Sisters
May the Sisters bring life
Out of our deaths
As we kiss the faces of the Suns”
The lyrics sobered me. Ever had I lived to serve the Sisters. Both the Holy Sisters of Shegoshel, and the sisters of my home world. It was our culture, our livelihood, our lifeblood. To deny a sister anything was unheard of. And while the hunters serve, the sisters gave of themselves, too. They gave their time and energy, work and spirit, to the building up of Ikshe. Ikshe was a prized jewel among planets. The sisters kept it so, refining the planet with their industry and beauty. They produced vast crops of grain to supplement the meats we brought from Ikthe.
They raised the little hunters and sisters, created art and crafted gardens of luscious flowers. They healed and blessed and cooked. In all my cycles, I had never seen a sister take advantage of the work of the hunters. Until our queen.
The betrayal struck my heart. Was it not the duty of the Ikma Scabmal Kama to preserve the hunters and the rituals that welcomed Theraxl offspring into the world? Did not the Lottery ensure that the mightiest hunters blessed Ikshe with strong progeny? And yet, as my mind replayed the Lottery Draws of years past, I recalled the Ikma in covert conversations with a hunter. Many times, had it been Hivelt. But others, too, had slipped behind the large purple tapestry that divided the great hall from the private chambers of the Elder and Younger Sister Queens, trailing the Ikma while BoKama shifted uncomfortably on the Dais and feigned interest in nearby discussions. That one’s consort sulked in a corner, eyes sodden with jealousy and tracing the steps taken by the newest hunter.
It was not spoken of, but the Queen’s Younger Sister-Ruler, BoKama, once had a loyal consort. He was seduced by the Ikma, thus defiling the BoKama’s bed and forever spoiling the cooperation between the ruling Sisters. Furthermore, The Ikma was not satisfied to procure her sister’s consort for herself. She continued to usurp the ritual of raxshe and raxma, that blessed ceremony that heralded the conception of Theraxl hunter and sister offspring. To what end? Surely the population was at her whim. Why must she lie with the mightiest, the ones whose hunts earned them a place in the Lottery Draw? No children resulted from her many bedsports, and the Theraxl race languished as a result.
The Holy Suns climbed across the sky, marking the path above that mirrored where I must travel below.
I had no answers to my questions. But I knew that Naraxthel was right. Theraxl could not idly witness the slow asphyxiation of our race while the queen devoured the seed that belonged to Ikshe’s fertile soil. She must be stopped, and BoKama would take her place as the Ikma Scabmal Kama and appoint another sister to serve as the new BoKama. My brothers and I would assist. Of course, the Ikma’s WarGuard would kill to protect her, so we may die in our efforts.
But as the song said, may our deaths bring life to the Sisters. Not just the Elder and Younger Sister Queens, but the future sisters of Ikshe. And of course, the Holy Sisters. Ever would the Ikthekal serve, until we died. And kissed Their shining faces.
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Ikma Scabmal Kama
Sweat poured into my eyes, stinging them, burning them. All was burning. Through blurred vision, I saw the flames. They licked up the sides of my bed chamber, devoured the bed hangings, the linens, my skin. I choked on my screams and the smoke. 
I sprang from my bed, frantic for water.
“BoKama!” I called for Younger Sister, but she was not found.
The flames joined to become figures. They surrounded me, chanting of destruction and creeping closer, grasping each other’s licking fingers so that I could not breach them. I spun, watching their faces, looking for relief from the burning, for signs they might relent, for mercy.
Instead, the flames grew hotter. My skin bubbled and popped; my claws curled. The sweat evaporated from my hairline and when I raised my hands to feel my hair, the feathered fronds were flames, and then I was part of the circle, the burning racing up my arms and firing my heart to a pace I knew would cause my death.
I wept tears of molten rock.
“Kama,” a voice whispered into my ear. Cool water bathed my brow. “Wake, Elder Sister.”
Tendons in my neck stretched to their limits. My teeth gritted in my mouth. I dared not open my eyes to see the burned flesh. The cool cloth wiped my cheeks.
“You are safe, Kama.”
My heart slowed. I opened a clenched fist and stroked my thumb across a claw. It was not curled. My skin felt hot and tight, but not burned. I inhaled deep through my nose.
I smelled concern. And something old, like, affection. And wariness.
I blinked twice, and BoKama leaned over me, a damp cloth poised above my face. A lone tear sparkled at her chin, then dripped.
I snatched the cloth from her. “I screamed for you,” I accused. “You did not come.” My voice hitched. I rolled away from her and scrubbed my face, peeking at the cloth, not quite believing that no charred flesh pulled away from my skull.
“Your nightmares increase by the night,” she said. “The Maikshe recommends you increase the dose of your star tea and visit her every night before bed for a calming bath.”
I squeezed my eyes shut, and the dignified face of Naraxthel Roika came into focus. So calm. Unruffled. Nonplussed by my power or beauty. The memory of flames burned behind my navel. I sat up, flinging my unblemished bedclothes aside. I inhaled again, noting the musk of my room. No fire. No embers. No ashes.
I pulled a gown from a pile of clothes and slipped into it, turning to see BoKama standing tall but deferentially, her head bowed, and eyes closed.
“The Maikshe’s potions have ceased their usefulness,” I said. “You know this.”
BoKama raised her head.
“We hurt to see you suffer, Kama.”
The terror of the nightmare nipped at my heels when I passed her. “I would walk the wall now. Attend me.”
The tiniest shard of guilt pierced my gut. Who, alone, bathed my brow when the world was burning? BoKama. The Maikshe refused to enter my chambers, citing the Ancient Ways. The Ikthekal who visited my bed hastened away once their seed was spent. 
I should request, not command. She ruled beside me. Together, we governed the Sister Planets. And yet, I could not forget her absence in my dream.
She followed me up the narrow stairwell to the wall-walk. High winds beat the fortress walls with ferocity; their icy blasts cooled the heat on my skin.
“The Goddesses warn me of destruction, BoKama,” I said, my claws digging into the stone as I looked out over a black sea, the golden fields of grain obscured by night’s cloak. “The Sister Planets collide. Sometimes the Sister Suns swallow each other and turn black. In one dream,” I said and pointed my gaze at her. “You flew your ship into the Lottery Drum, and died in a storm of smoke and flames, and the hall collapsed and killed everyone. All the Ikthekal. All the sisters. I stood alone, Ruler of Nothing.” I looked back out to the night. A gale whipped my braids, their plaits twisting like snakes and lashing my face, neck and shoulders.
“Why do you not visit the Maikshe?” BoKama said. “You have not tried the mud bath in many Rounds. Perhaps this time … “
“The mud baths?” I screamed at her. “The Sister Suns die! The Sister Planets rot! Why do the Shegoshel send me these dreams of sickness and filth, flames and storms, but no medicines to heal?”
BoKama bowed her head before me, light from a nearby torch gleaming off the skin at the part in her hair.
I clenched my fists until my claws pierced my palms.
“Send me an Iktheka,” I said.
She raised her gaze to meet mine. Her brows dipped.
“Due respect, my Ikma Scabmal Kama,” she said. “The Ancient Writs and Ways say the Queen and Her Sister must abstain from food and sexual relations for one Round when the Shegoshel send dreams. After which, they will send the Answer Dream.”
Cold at my center. A stone settled deep in my womb. 
I sniffed the air around the BoKama, my nose carving a shape around her face. I smelled concern. Wariness. Anxiety.
Filling my lungs with her scent, I exhaled for several jotiks, staring into her eyes.
“Do you remember what I told you five nights past?” I said.
She closed her eyes. Nodded.
“What did I tell you, when you were bathing my face of scalding tears?” My voice was ice.
“The seed of the Ikthekal abated your nightmares for a time,” she said.
“Send me an Iktheka,” I repeated.
“But the Answer Dream,” she said, taking a step closer to me. My jaw dropped at her audacity.
“Let the Shegoshel send my BoKama the Answer Dream,” I said, allowing a small smile to curve my lips. “Your Consort has left you in peace, that







