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FOUR HUNDRED AND THIRTY thousand years ago, the first Nephilim came to Earth in search of gold. After a perilous journey, the Stargazer, the Nephilim flagship, lands on the alien world. First contact with what is thought to be an intelligent creature doesn’t go well.

A decision to burn the surrounding grass, enrages the creatures, a large pack of dire wolves. Now, the Nephilim are being hunted, not for food, for revenge.

Wolves are not the only hostile creatures they will face. There are water dragons, sabretooth tigers, deadly vipers, and more. This is the story of their struggle to survive and create the first city on Earth, Eridu.
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THE Stargazer’s science officer reports, “We are nearing the eighth planet. It has a single moon. According to my sensor scans, its surface composition consists of forty-three percent oxygen, twenty percent silicon, nineteen percent magnesium, ten percent titanium...” He sees Captain Dallas scowling at him, and decides to shorten his report—a lot. “... and lesser amounts of other minerals.”

Captain Dallas says, “What about the air? Can we breathe it?”

The way the captain is acting, he hasn’t had his morning cup of coffee, so a detailed explanation of the atmosphere’s composition is not advisable. “No, there are only trace amounts of gasses, from out gassing.”

“Kingu. It must have come here with Tiamat.”

Alalu says, “Kingu was lost with Tiamat. This is a barren husk of what it once was. It has no name. Until it earns one, it will simply be called what it is, Luna.”

The captain orders the helmsman, “Proceed to the eighth planet, and enter orbit.”

The Stargazer is low on reaction mass. To conserve fuel, the helmsman changes course, firing the thrusters briefly, to bring the ship closer to the moon. He uses the moon’s gravity to build speed, passing within one hundred kilometers of its surface. As the ship comes around the moon, the helmsman fires the thrusters, breaking lunar orbit and accelerating away from it. He makes a course correction, then stops the engines. The ship will need all of the remaining fuel in its tanks, possibly the reserve tanks too, to land on the planet. There isn’t any choice. They have to land on Earth, for no other reason than to refuel.

The distance to the planet isn’t far, only a little over three hundred and eighty-four thousand kilometers, but it takes a full day to get there at their velocity. If they had fuel to spare, they could get there faster. The Stargazer enters a low, but stable orbit, four hundred kilometers above the surface. The science officer uses the sensors to scan the planet’s surface. Most of the bridge crew stare at the viewscreen in awe, but not the science officer. He is busy reviewing the sensor data on his computer console.

The planet is in an ice age with two thirds of it covered with ice, from the poles, extending towards its equator. Most of the visible surface is covered with water, but nearly a third of it is land, green, and fertile. Captain Dallas says, “This can’t be Tiamat. The legends describe Tiamat as being a water world.”

Alalu says, “It isn’t Tiamat, not any longer. It is Tiamat reformed into a new planet.”

“What shall we call this new planet?”

Alalu takes a moment to think of a fitting name before answering, “Ki.” 

The helmsman says, “Dirt is hardly a fitting name for a planet, but I suppose there are worse.”

“Not Dirt, Earth—for the richness of its soil.” At least, the shades of green and brown, and the hard irregular shapes look like land protruding from the ocean water. It is possible that what they are looking at on the viewscreen is algae bloom floating on the surface of the ocean.

The ship orbits the planet forty-two times, during which the planet rotates on its axis two and a half times, before the science officer is confident that he has collected enough data to make a report. “The planet is in an ice age.”

Alalu says, “That much is obvious. We can see that two thirds of its surface is covered by ice with our eyes. Tell us something that we don’t know.”

Ja’far is irked by the interruption, but continues, “Yes, My Lord. As I was saying, the ice in the polar regions is over three kilometers thick, leaving a temperate band roughly thirty-five degrees of latitude on both sides of the equator. The bio sensors detect diverse life forms, but there is no evidence of civilization, or for that matter, intelligent life.”

Captain Dallas interrupts, “Life forms, intelligent or not, are of little consequence. We are here for gold. Tell me about the air. Can we breathe it?”

“The planet has an oxygen/nitrogen atmosphere, but I can’t guarantee it is breathable without obtaining samples. I’ll prepare a series of probes to collect soil, air, and water samples for testing.”

“There is no sense in sending probes to the surface. We are going to have to land to refuel. Samples can be collected at the landing site.”

Alalu walks to the viewscreen and points at a location in the northern hemisphere, and says, “We’ll land here, near the ice cap, where the climate conditions are similar to those of Nibiru before we left the cities to live underground.”

The helmsman adds a grid to the viewscreen, checks the coordinates his king is pointing at, and says, “I’m plotting a course to thirty point nine degrees north, forty-six degrees east, planetside.” 

The ship continues on its course for fifty-one minutes. Then the helmsman burns the forward thrusters for twenty-eight seconds. The battlecruiser slows and begins its descent into the atmosphere midway through the dark side of the orbit. He increases power to the heat shields, and starts the repulsor-lift.

The nose and belly of the ship glow fiery red. The glow turns to flames as the ship dips further into the atmosphere. The forward velocity drops off fast, and the glide angle turns to a steep descent, losing one meter of altitude with every meter of forward movement. The helmsman burns the main engines to increase forward velocity and lift. Atlas, the AI, warns, “Thirty seconds fuel remaining, then he counts down, twenty-nine, twenty-eight, twenty-seven...”

At fifteen seconds remaining, Yongrui shuts down four of the eight main engines, and says, “What about the fuel in the reserve tanks?”

The AI answers, “It is depleted,” and continues the count, at a slightly slower pace.

Yongrui mumbles, “I knew we should have landed on Mars to refuel.”

Captain Dallas says, “I have faith in your luck.”

“One of these days, it is going to fail and get all of us killed.”

When the countdown reaches zero, the engines one, three, and four shut down, engine number two continues running on fumes. “We’re coming up on the landing site.” The ship crosses the terminator line into daylight. The helmsman fires the starboard thrusters to steer the ship north. They are over ocean water, quickly approaching land.

Engine number two sputters and dies. The helmsman diverts more power to the repulsor-lift, slowing the descent, and says, “It is going to be close.” All they have left is the ship’s momentum, and that is quickly dropping off. The ship passes over a river delta and comes to a stop over marshland. If the ship were to land in the muck below, it would sink and become mired in it, never to liftoff again.

The helmsman fires the starboard side maneuvering thrusters, and continues burning their limited fuel. The ship moves slowly away from the river, and swamp. The thrusters exhaust their fuel and the ship slows to a stop. Yongrui lowers the landing gear and reduces power to the repulsor-lift. 

The Stargazer descends to the ground. The landing pads compress the soil and sink one meter into the semi-dry ground. The helmsman waits for the ship to settle before he shuts the repulsor-lift off. Captain Dallas says to Yongrui, “One of these days, your luck is going to fail, but not today.”

“I keep telling you that, but you never listen.”

Ja’far says, “I’m sending the probes out to begin collecting samples.”

The captain says, “Start with the air!”

Alalu says, “This is my mission. I’m responsible for us being here. I’ll collect the air samples myself.” He leaves the bridge, heading aft, in the main corridor. He stops amidship at a spacesuit storage room, opens the hatch, and enters it. Spacesuits, exoskeletons, and power armor hang from racks. He sits on a bench in front of a spacesuit, and undresses. He neatly folds his tunic and pants, then sets them on the bench next to him, and slides his boots under the bench. Then, he stands, walks behind a spacesuit, and steps into it, sliding his arms into the sleeves, and pushing his head up through the collar seal.

Sensors inside the spacesuit detect that he is inside, and close the opening, sealing Alalu inside. He uses the data pad on his right sleeve to do a diagnostic test on the spacesuit. It is fully charged, and all of the status bars are in the green. The clamps that hold the spacesuit in place release it, and retract into the floor.

Alalu takes a few experimental steps. The sensors, servos, and hydraulic actuators mimic every movement, making walking in it effortless. With each step he takes, he gains confidence in his ability to control the spacesuit. He leaves the storage room, and heads aft to the forward cargo hold.

A decontamination chamber is set up between the cargo section and the airlock door. It is rarely used, and only while exploring planets until it is determined there are no harmful airborne pathogens, and the soil is free of contaminants. One of the cargo handlers says to Alalu, “The cargo ramp is lowered and ready for use. We are still waiting for the science officer to give us clearance before opening the exterior doors.”

“I’m here to collect the air sample.” The cargo handler nods, and Alalu enters the decontamination chamber and closes the hatch behind him, then he crosses a room that is wide enough for twenty men to walk abreast. At the end of the chamber, the inner airlock door is closed. He presses the palm plate next to a door that is large enough for cargo mechs to bring crates through the opening. Larger items, spare parts, heavy equipment, shuttlecraft, or starfighters have to go through the larger opening of the belly doors.

He steps into the airlock and closes the inner door, then he crosses it to the outer door. The gauge mounted on the wall next to the door controls shows that the air pressure on the other side of the door is significantly higher than the inside of the ship. He adjusts the pressure regulator to match the atmospheric pressure, and waits for the pressure to equalize.

The red light above the door is replaced by a green light, indicating that it is safe to open the door. He presses the palm plate. The door slowly raises and bright light creeps under the door. The light coming inside the airlock is considerably brighter than the light from the illumination panels inside the ship. The faceplate on his helmet darkens to protect his eyes. He steps through the opening, onto the ramp, before the door is halfway open, into sunlight that is brighter than his homeworld, except for when it is at its orbital perigee.

He walks down to the bottom of the ramp, and stops. The grass under the ship, and surrounding it, has been flattened by the repulsor-lift, leaving a circular impression around the ship. Beyond the circle, the grass is as tall as he is, in some places taller. He turns on the spacesuit microphone, and the helmet is filled with a cacophony of loud, chirping, buzzing, and screeching insect noises.  

He takes a moment to wonder what type of bugs, flying and crawling, are hidden in the tall grass, and hopes that none of them are arachnids. Most habitable planets are infested with spiders. It is not their color, bulbous abdomen, or spindly legs that freak him out, it is the eyes, and the fangs.

They have far too many eyes. Some species have as many as twelve. Most creatures, insect, reptile, aquatic, avian, mammal, even rodents only have two eyes, some have none. The fangs are way too long, out of proportion with their heads. They are needle sharp and hollow, to deliver venom. Imagined or not, every time he sees them, they are dripping purple or green venom.

He removes the analyzer from the pouch clipped to the left side of the spacesuit and runs a quick scan. It is not as functional as the test equipment aboard the Stargazer, but it is good enough to do the tests he needs. It won’t tell him if there are harmful microorganisms in the air, but it is sufficient to let him know whether the air is breathable or not. He looks at the scan results, barometric pressure—one thousand twenty-one millibars, nitrogen—seventy-five percent, oxygen—twenty three percent, and the remaining two percent is mainly argon, carbon dioxide, hydrogen, and helium.

Ja’far says, “Have you obtained the samples?”

“I just finished the preliminary scan. Give me a minute.” Alalu turns off the magnetic seal of his helmet collar, reaches up and twists his helmet counter clockwise, lifts it, and takes a deep breath.
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THE COMPUTER SCREEN Ja’far is using to monitor Alalu flashes a red warning to get the science officer’s attention. He spends a few seconds looking at the spacesuit diagnostic readings, and is shocked by what he is seeing. He recovers enough to yell into his comm, “Get inside the ship! Your helmet seal has failed.”

“It didn’t fail. I turned it off.” Alalu inhales through his nose, savoring the aromas in the air, and its freshness. Something in the air tickles his nostrils and makes him sneeze. It is the first time he has sneezed since he and his wife came aboard the Stargazer. He relishes repeating the experience, and takes another breath, hoping to sneeze again, and fails.

Ja’far shouts, “Have you gone mad?” Without waiting for an answer, he says to Captain Dallas, “Alalu must be captured, quarantined, and restrained to prevent him from causing further harm to himself. He has gone space-mad!”

Alalu says, “I’m not insane!”

“That is exactly what someone who is insane would say.”

Captain Dallas says, “Let’s hear what he has to say.”

“There is no going back to Nibiru, at least, not without the cargo holds full of gold. Even after the fuel tanks are filled, we are going to be here for a while, maybe a long time. We need fresh air. The air on this planet is good. I can feel it. It is full of life!”

Ja’far says, “That is exactly what I am afraid of, microbial life!”

Captain Dallas shakes his head, and mumbles, “Germaphobes.” Then, he says, “Alalu is right. The air is getting stale. It is past time to ventilate the ship and replace the air with fresh air. The filters remove excess carbon, but they don’t freshen the air, and we have a limited amount of oxygen in the tanks to replenish it.

“Atlas, open the cargo bay doors.”

Ja’far says, “But—”

“Don’t speak another word if it has anything to do with air. Alalu is our king. We will support whatever decisions he makes.”

Leaving the ship would be foolish. He would get lost in the tall grass in minutes. There are undoubtedly predatory animals lurking in the brush. The noise from the maneuvering jets, most likely, scared them off, but they will return soon, to investigate.

He turns around and walks up the ramp to the airlock. He is surprised to see that both the inner and outer doors are open. The air samples haven’t been tested by anything other than his lungs. Most spacemen fear the possibility of harmful airborne pathogens rapidly spreading throughout the ship, killing the crew. He has read the reports of accidental exposures to unknown microorganisms. So far, the greatest injury has been discomfort from sore throats, fever, coughs, runny noses, vomiting, and diarrhea. The symptoms don’t last long, generally only lasting for a few weeks, and antiviral medications often eliminate the symptoms within a few days.

The decon chamber is also open and a cool breeze is blowing into the ship. Other doors must be open for cross ventilation. It is the only thing he can think of to account for the airflow. He hurries through the chamber. With the ship open, there is no sense in going through the decon procedures—he skips them. The crewmen in the cargo hold ignore him when he emerges from decon. 

He walks at a steady, unhurried pace across the cargo hold, wishing he could bolt. He is, or was, King of Nibiru. Scampering across the hangar deck would give a poor impression of someone of his stature. He turns right in the main corridor. Several of the crew have left their duty stations, and are lining the corridor to watch his heroic return to the ship.

He keeps a steady pace, shoulders up, chest out. A familiar sensation returns to his nostrils, damn grass pollen. He does his best to suppress the coming sneeze, squinting his eyes, breathing through his mouth, and quickens his pace. Now is not the time to sneeze. Kerchoo!

The people stare at him in horror, but only for a few seconds, until realization of what they heard sinks in. One of them shouts, “He’s infected!” They bolt, fleeing in panic. He shrugs. That is one way to clear the corridor, and continues to the spacesuit storage room.

Alalu sets his helmet on the bench, then he walks to the round platform where he got the spacesuit from. He steps onto it, and carefully positions himself, so he is standing on painted footprints. Clamps extend from the floor. He raises his arms, so they are horizontal in front of him. The clamps move into position and lock onto the suit. The back of the spacesuit opens, and he ducks his head down below the collar seal, and wiggles out of the spacesuit. He retrieves his clothing, quickly dresses, and leaves the storage room.

He turns left in the corridor, heading to the forward section of the ship. Mid-way, he has second thoughts. Captain Dallas can wait. We aren’t going anywhere, anytime soon. At the first junction, he goes up one level, then turns right at the first passage, and left at the second cross corridor. His cabin is on the portside of the ship, and is one of a few cabins that has its own viewport.

Alalu’s wife is waiting for him at the cabin door. He hurries to her, to tell her the good news. “Jezebel, I have...”

Slap! “Did you even stop to think for one minute about what you did before doing it?” She doesn’t wait for an answer. She hops up, wrapping her arms around his neck, and her long silky-smooth legs around his waist, then kisses him passionately, slipping her tongue between his lips.

When the kiss breaks, he says, “You’re not mad?”

“Of course, I’m mad. You shouldn’t have gone out alone. There could be predatory animals waiting in the tall grass. It was also badass and sexy as hell.” She tries pulling his tunic over his head. She can’t with her legs wrapped around his waist. She settles for gripping the front of the collar in her hands, then pulling it apart, tearing the shirt. She opens it, revealing her husband’s muscular chest and abdomen.

“What about the airborne pathogens? The cargo hatches and airlock doors are open.” She is trained as a medic, and is more knowledgeable and has more experience than the ship’s medical officer. Since coming aboard the Stargazer, she has taken over the position of chief medical officer.

“Overrated. Some of the crew will get runny noses, and sniffles. It will pass. I want you out of those clothes now!” She presses her lips against his, and gently bites his lower lip playfully.

Screw Captain Dallas. He can wait for my report. He carries his wife into their cabin, without breaking the kiss, and across the room to the bed. She loosens her grip on her husband, and slowly slides down his body, kissing his neck, chest, and belly on the way down. “Atlas, privacy mode! I don’t want to be disturbed for any reason.”

“Privacy mode engaged.”

****

CAPTAIN DALLAS PRESSES the transmit key on the comm panel on the left armrest of the command chair, and says, “Security, post armed guards at every entrance. Just because nothing attacked Alalu, doesn’t mean there aren’t any predators outside waiting to attack.” 

The grass under the ship and surrounding it is bent over forming a perfect circle. Beyond the circle is two-meter-tall grass. It is providing cover that the thermal and optical sensors cannot penetrate.

The sun sets. The night sky is filled with unfamiliar stars, and a thin crescent of the moon. At first, there is loud chirping from insects, but it quickly fades to eerie silence. Exterior lights illuminate the area around the ship, but fail to penetrate the darkness to the edge of the circle. Nervous guards shine torches and spotlights on the tall grass.

The silence is broken by distance howling, from the west and north. It is answered by closer howls, then there is silence. One of the guards at the cargo hatch says, “I think I saw movement to the south.” 

Both guards shine their lights in that direction. They do not see the six sets of eyes watching them.

A decision is made to send out patrols. Three pairs of guards descend the ramp into darkness. One pair goes forward to walk the perimeter in front of the ship, one pair goes aft, and the last pair goes under the ship, portside. The two guards at the top of the ramp remain in place.

More members of the pack arrive. When they are twenty in number, the pack splits into three groups. The pack leader and five of his packmates remain in place watching the prey. One group circles the perimeter going left, keeping to the tall grass and shadows, moving silently. The other group circles right, moving silently, occasionally stopping to check the scent in the air.

The prey, strange creatures that walk upright on their hind legs, are unaware of their movements. The wolves creep out from the tall grass, sticking to the shadows, and moving closer to their prey. One of the guards at the top of the ramp says, “I think I heard a noise,” and shines his light on the flattened grass.

The other guard says, “It’s first-night jitters, alien world, and strange sounds. Don’t let it get to you.”

“It’s not the jitters.” He shines his light aft, and doesn’t see or hear anything. He shouts to the people patrolling the clearing, “You all, better not be fucking with us!” There is no response.

The dire wolves freeze at the sound of the voices. They wait patiently, hiding in the shadows. They are nearly close enough to pounce on their prey. The guards stop, and shine their lights on the tall grass, unaware that the beasts stalking them, are under their ship. The creatures all pounce on their prey, all at once, as if on signal. Their jaws tear at, and clamp down on the exposed necks. With quick shakes of their heads, the necks snap, and the prey stops struggling, then the wolves drag them away from the spaceship, and into the grass.

The guards on patrol don’t check in, and they don’t answer their comms. The guards at the hatches are doubled, and ordered not to leave the safety of the ship until daylight. The insect noises return, and flying insects swarm around the light of the open hatches. The night is long with imagined horrors lurking outside the ship. Gradually, the darkness is replaced with light, and the sun rises above the horizon. The patrols still have not returned.
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SOLDIERS WEARING POWER armor are sent out to search for the missing guards. There is no sign of struggle along the grass line. It isn’t until later in the day that the first sign of struggle is found, not by the patrols, from mechanics inspecting the underside of the ship. A pool of blood and two torches is all that is left of one of the patrols.

The search moves inwards and the remains of the other two patrols are found, blood, torches, and one blaster. Whatever attacked was fast, killing the men without giving them time to shout a warning, or fire a single shot. The attack didn’t come from the grass surrounding the battlecruiser. It came from under the ship. The beasts—whatever they are—are intelligent. They used the cover of darkness the ship provided, shadowing the moonlight.

****

ALALU ENTERS THE BRIDGE, and says to the captain, “I’ve been thinking about the living conditions aboard the Stargazer. We are not meant to live in a tin can breathing filtered air, drinking recycled water, and eating vat meat. We are meant to live basking in the warmth of the sun, breathing fresh air that is full of life, drinking clean water, and eating fresh food. Exploring our surroundings is going to take time. Refueling the ship, finding gold, and filling the cargo holds will take even longer. We need to start constructing a settlement.”

“I agree, or, at least I did until last night. We were attacked last night, while you slept. Six people were lost and are presumed dead.” Captain Dallas activates the holoprojector and shows Alalu the remains of the missing patrols, blood-stained grass with crimson streaks, drag marks, that go in the direction of the grass wall.

“Why wasn’t I informed? What type of creature could have done this?”

“Your quarters were placed on privacy mode, with orders not to disturb you and Queen Jezebel. Whatever attacked us, is intelligent. The attack was coordinated, and meant to kill its victims quickly before they could shout warnings. Not a single shot was fired in defense. The attack didn’t come from the grass surrounding us, it came from under the cover of the ship.”

“How? The sensors should have detected anything approaching the ship.”

Ja’far says, “The thermal and optical sensors aren’t designed to track individual creatures. They are designed to track other starships, starfighters, missiles, even asteroids. We did get images, but it took enhancing the recordings to see them.” He shows a recording of unenhanced footage, and has to point out the beasts, which blend in almost entirely with the background. It isn’t until the recording is enhanced and played back at higher speed that the creatures can be seen moving out of the grass and almost immediately vanishing under the shadow of the ship. The glowing eyes are all that gives them away.

Next, he shows a recording from the thermal cameras. The creatures show up as anomalous patches of warmth among other similar patches. It isn’t until they are played back at high speed that their movement separates them from similar anomalies. Alalu orders, “Burn the grass!”

Ja’far says, “That could cause an ecological disaster!”

Captain Dallas orders, “Recall our people to the safety of the ship, and close all external hatches.”

A few minutes later, the comm officer reports, “All personnel are accounted for.”

The AI reports, “All external hatches and cargo doors are closed.”

“Announce, all gunners to their weapon stations. This is not a drill.”

It is a full minute before Atlas reports, “All weapon stations report, ready to fire.”

“Burn the grass!”

The port, starboard, and topside gun turrets rotate into firing position, and the gunners open fire. Bolts of energy are shot, near and far, into the surrounding grass. The turrets rotate, firing a steady stream of energy in arcs. The grass, green and moist, bursts into flames that spread slowly across the savanna. The air is still, and the clear sky turns to smoke-filled haze that surrounds and envelopes the battlecruiser. The captain orders, “Cease fire! Gunners, return to normal duties.”

The comm officer relays the captain’s orders, and the weapons stop firing. The viewscreen shows grass, smoke, and flames in all directions. The captain says, “We need eyes in the sky. Launch a satellite.” 

Atlas says, “Engineering is preparing a missile with the requested payload. They estimate one hour until it is ready to launch.”

Ja’far says, “Once the satellite is in orbit, it will only be in position to give us a view of the landing site for about ten minutes, with each ninety-minute orbit.”

Atlas corrects him, “Ninety-three minutes, twenty-seven seconds.”

Captain Dallas says, “Good enough.” Until the smoke clears, the images received from the satellites will be of poor quality, at best. Thermal imaging will be used to track the spread of the fire. When the smoke clears, overlapping satellite images can be put together to create a topographical map, before sending explorers out to scout the area.

From their approach to the landing site, they know that two parallel rivers converge into a river delta that drains into the sea, southeast of their location. To the north, the grassland gives way to woodlands, snow-covered ground, and mountains. Little is known of what the terrain is like to the west of their location.

A red status light turns green, and the tactical officer reports, “Aft missile tube number one is ready for launch.” 

The viewscreen changes from the forward view to the aft view, and the tactical display is added to it.

Captain Dallas orders, “Launch the missile.”

The tactical officer starts the launch sequence. The missile tube door opens, and the rocket engine ignites. Smoke and flames are expelled from the opening, followed by the missile. It clears the launch tube and pitches up heading skyward. The optical sensors track the missile, but the bright column of flame from its rocket motors is quickly lost in the haze.

The AI adds the telemetry data to the tactical display, showing the missile speed and altitude. Its icon follows the programmed course plot. The engines shut down after burning for two minutes. It continues climbing using its inertia. The computer-generated animation looks as if the missile is turning in an arc as it approaches orbit. It isn’t, the missile is going straight up. The curvature is caused by the rotation of the planet.

It reaches orbit, and the satellite is deployed, moving slowly away from the missile. When it is at a safe distance, maneuvering thrusters fire, reorienting the missile for its deorbit burn, then the main engines fire for a few seconds, expending the remaining fuel. The missile begins its descent, shedding speed as the atmosphere thickens.

The icon and telemetry data disappears from the tactical display. The AI announces, “Loss of signal.”

Alalu says, “Where is the missile going to impact?”

Atlas says, “There is insufficient data to compute the impact location.” The tactical display is replaced with a partial map of the surface of the planet. A red outlined box covers a large area of ocean and distant land, the impact zone, consisting of thousands of square kilometers the missile can crash into.

The captain says, “It is not much of a concern. There isn’t any evidence of civilization on this planet.”

Alalu says, “I suppose not.”

“How long before we start getting images from the satellite?”

Ja’far says, “A day, maybe a day and a half before the satellite is in position and operational. There is only a limited amount of time with each orbit for us to send instructions to it, to start the waking sequence and unfold its solar panels. It is going to take longer than that for the smoke to clear enough to receive clear images.”

The fire burns for two days in an expanding oblong oval that ends at the marsh, and continues burning north, west, and south. Strong thunderstorms move in from the sea, bringing heavy rain that clears the smoke and extinguishes the flames.

Deadly lightning strikes the ground and the ship. Black scorch marks, denote the entry point of each lightning strike on the hull. The electric charge passes harmlessly through the hull plating, and disperses into the ground.

The comm officer rotates the optical sensors. With each flash of lightning, the dark gloomy surroundings turn as bright as day, and the bridge crew gets their first clear view of their surroundings since the fire. Black charred ground surrounds the ship for hundreds of kilometers. 

Miguel says, “Holy shit!”

Yongrui says, “There is nothing holy about this cursed planet. Dirt is a fitting name for it!”

Alalu says, “Earth, not dirt.”

Miguel mumbles, “Earth, dirt, soil, it is all the same.”

The first satellite images show a thick cloud layer covering the land, but they also reveal that the tail end of the storm is approaching. Morning will greet them with a mostly sunny sky.

Early in the morning, the captain orders the AI, “Open the airlock and cargo doors. Post two armed guards at each entrance. I don’t want any unexpected visitors boarding the ship.” He leaves the bridge to join Alalu in the forward cargo hold. When he gets there, Queen Jezebel is with her husband. Alalu presses the palm plate next to the cargo door. It slowly rises, with bright light creeping under the door.

The trio wait patiently for the door to open. The only view outside the ship Jezebel and Captain Dallas have seen is through viewports or displayed on viewscreens. Even with the rain extinguishing the fire and cleaning the air, it smells of smoke. The door opens past head height, and Jezebel gasps, and says, “Its beautiful. I never dreamed sunrise could be so amazing.”

The first rays of the sun are shining over the horizon. The sky is red, the clouds are bright magenta. They stand still watching the sun rise over the horizon. The sky gradually turns from red to blue, but the clouds keep their fiery red color.
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