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Fight for freedom. Fight to survive - For refugees from an overcrowded Earth, dreams of a better life on an alien planet transform into a terrifying battle for survival.

Nothing will stand in the way of Tiger Lily's dream of escaping the subterranean slums of Terra and visiting the stars. She enters the fierce competition for a place in the scout team on the next spaceship to the remote planet of Delta, where an earlier colony disappeared. Before the ship departs, the arrival of a mysterious message from Delta suggests that the descendants of the first colonists may have survived. 

A risky mission to seek the lost colony exposes the scouts to unexpected attacks, and they encounter a grim warrior in the isolated valley. Has Tiger Lily met her match in the tortured man? Is he leading them to safety or further danger? And who are the real rulers of this strange world? 

* * *
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Disclaimer

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, businesses, places, events and incidents are either the products of the author’s imagination or used in a fictitious manner. All characters appearing in this work are fictitious. Any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidence. 

All rights reserved. No part of this book may be used or reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without written permission from the copyright owner except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical articles and reviews. 
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1 On the Peninsula
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ON THE TIP OF THE ISOLATED peninsula beyond the great mountain range, a tall man stood on a rock and stared across the ocean. Waves flicked foam onto his heavy black boots, and swirled over the stony beach. A warrior in appearance, the man wore close-fitting black armor, and a long sword hung from his belt. Swinging in all directions, he saw nothing apart from the rolling sea. No other sound interrupted the surge and crash of waves on the stony shore. He jumped off the rock and strode into the sea, testing the waters. 

When he was knee deep, a monstrous grey head with curved teeth rose out of the deeper water beyond the rocks. Its huge eyes swiveled to regard him, and then, its enormous body looped into the air, plunged back and sank, vanishing beneath the waves. 

The man paused, scanning his surroundings for danger. He did not go further into the sea. Instead, he splashed through the shallows, moving parallel to the narrow stretch of beach. 

A long tentacle coiled out of the ocean and wound around his ankle, tugging him off balance. He staggered and quickly recovered, putting his weight on his free leg and shaking the tethered foot. In the next instant, he slipped his sword from the sheath and slashed off the end of the tentacle, freeing his leg. 

He leaped out of the frothing waves onto the beach. Two more tentacles snaked from the sea toward him, and were instantly sliced apart by his blade. More tentacles shot toward him, and a bulbous orange body emerged from the sea. A hard beak snapped open as it slithered into shallow water. 

Backing away, the man aimed for the safety of higher ground. The tentacled beast crawled after him, soundless and inexorable. 

Abruptly, it emitted a frightful screech. The first, larger monster broke the surface and grabbed the tentacles in its scimitar-like fangs. Clamping its jaws shut, the huge grey beast drew the orange tentacled victim deep into the ocean.  

The warrior stepped back onto dry land. There was no escape here. No safe passage through the ocean, teeming with such deadly monsters. Shouldering his heavy pack, which he had left well out of reach of the incoming waves, he strode north along the coastline toward the distant peaks. 

* * *
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Three days later, he stood beside a vertical cliff, rising a hundred feet above him. He slid the pack to the ground and stared up at the precipitous rock face, searching for footholds. He placed his booted toe onto a small projection, and pulled his body up using his fingers to grip into a tiny crevice. In this slow manner, he climbed perhaps thirty feet up the cliff. Suddenly, the jutting piece of rock he clung to snapped, and his foot slipped. He fell, skidding awkwardly to the ground, clutching at rough edges to slow his decent, and landing on his feet unharmed. His armor and gloves protected him.

The warrior gazed up once more, and found no better hand or foot holds leading to the top. Shaking his head, he leaned against the cliff and bowed his head in despair. Finally, he was sure there was no safe way out of the valley. 

He had made a complete circuit of the land. The perilous seas bordered the territory in three directions, and this vertical rock blocked the fourth edge. He had discovered no escape routes along the coast or the mountain range bordering the valley. What was left? In his mood of bitter despondency, he imagined climbing high into the mountains, as he had done earlier in his search, and leaping from the top of the tallest peak. The sheer vertical drop on the far side would kill him, ending his miserable life. 

Raising his head to stare into the blue-green sky, he sighed in resignation. The top of the tremendous cliff was invisible, hidden by rolling grey clouds. He was not yet desperate. But, he had no choice except to return to the princesses. Else, they would track him down and kill him, or worse, for his betrayal. He collected his belongings and set out, inland and away from the coast. 

* * *
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Five days later, he strode into the colorful camp in the fading light of evening. Tents with bright banners flying were arranged in a circle around the bonfire. Men bustled about, preparing the meal, collecting fuel for the fire, or checking their weapons. He passed by them, tall and stern, steeling himself for the certainty of insults. 

His usual nemesis, Princess Verona, strode away from the fire and accosted him. “Guard Conley, where have you strayed from this time?” 

He froze his face into a blank expression with eyes lowered respectfully, and answered bluntly, “Patrol borders by permission of Princess Priscilla.” He was well aware of her distrust. It seemed nothing he did could alter the hatred of the princesses. 

“Travel alone is forbidden,” she admonished. 

He bowed his head in patient obedience, thrusting rebellious thoughts to the recesses of his mind for fear she would sense them and punish him.

She swung around, scanning the nearest faces and ordered decisively, “Take one of the Guards-in-training. They need combat and survival skills.” 

He followed her gaze to the group of young men lounging quietly beside the fire, their pale faces gleaming in the flames. Their softness and lax manners appalled him. In another subtle punishment, she had saddled him with one of these pathetic youths. The princess wished to restrict his travels. It was a pity there were no worthy companions among the men. Still, the Guards-in-training were not capable of hindering his explorations.  
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2 Competition for a Ship
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OUTSIDE THE STADIUM, thick grey smog billowed between the towering skyscrapers, the residences of the elite in the overcrowded coastal megacity of Estusa. Inside, the large audience waited in silence, eager for the final round of the competition. The excitement of the mock fights and the very real competition for places on the colony ship was a respite from their drab lives. 

In the anteroom of the stadium, Lily White prowled impatiently with feline grace while she waited for her team’s chance to exhibit their skills. A strikingly tall woman, she wore an orange and black striped leotard, which accentuated her lithe muscular body and reflected her nickname of Tiger Lily. Lily paced across the room, her long braided hair swinging, twirled on her toes and strode back again. She subdued her incipient panic. They had done well in the competition so far, surviving the early elimination stages. Now, their fate rested on these final events. She feared if they failed to win places on the next colony ship, she would be confined within the grimy megacity for the rest of her miserable life.

She paused in front of her companion, the team leader, John Simmons. He leaned back in his chair with his eyes closed, looking relaxed and unconcerned. Lily burst out with her worries, “Did we make the right choices? Do we have a winning performance?” 

He grinned at her restless antics. “Lily, you look marvelous. Don’t worry. You’re the star of our act. The audience loves Tiger Lily.” 

“I know,” she said, in complacent indifference to her dramatic impact. “But, will it be enough? I couldn’t bear to lose for a second time. We’ve been training for ten years. And, I hate living like a rabbit in those smelly underground warrens. I hate the bland nutrients, the stupid virtual emersions.” She tossed the long braid of her hair over her shoulders and glared at him. In her opinion, it was better to act angry than to appear scared. Her whole life was based on action, rather than passive acceptance of the meager food and dumb virtual existence of the majority of people in the subterranean cells. 

John was a sober counterpoint to Tiger Lily, wearing black to highlight her bright orange dress and exuberant gymnastics. He was accustomed to her impassioned outbreaks, and sympathized with her. They shared the same goal of exploring a new world. A natural leader, John exuded confidence. 

“We’ll win this time,” he declared optimistically. “We’re all in peak physical condition, and you and Max have designed superb performances to exhibit our talents and wow the spectators. Once we’ve won the competition, we’ll travel to another planet, much faster than our predecessors of four hundred years ago.” 

“I’d hate to travel in a freezer for years like those early colonists,” Lily said. The new generation of spacecraft harnessed the hyperdrive, discovered only fifty years ago in the scientific renaissance after the chaos of two war-torn centuries of deprivation. 

The bell clanged. It was time for their first demo. Lily’s nervous tension evaporated once their act began and she concentrated on her routine. She and John entered from opposite sides of the arena, ran to the center and clashed the shiny tips of their swords together. They had decided to exhibit their low tech combat skills in the last stages of the competition. Most experts assumed that any descendants of the first colonists would have lost the ability to make advanced weapons. They had certainly lost the ability to transmit interstellar messages. 

The spectators yelled their enthusiastic approval of the mock swordfight between Lily and John, reveling in the rare opportunity to shout without violating the rigid conventions of the crowded passageways. 

The combatants, John and Lily, were closely matched in height and skill. Their swords clashed against each other as they leaped through their energetic dance-like routine, protected by invisible skin-hugging force fields. The repeated clashes of their darting blades reverberated throughout the arena. Tiger Lily whirled around with feline agility, vaulting over the head of her opponent in blatant disregard of the precautions needed for a real combat. She was an anachronism in the modern age, a throwback to a less restricted era with lower population and greater freedom. The audience loved her outrageous exhibitionism. They roared approval, waving orange and black striped flags to celebrate Tiger Lily’s flawless performance. 

At the end of their mock combat, they made formal bows and stepped to the side of the arena. 

“Super fight, Tiger Lily!” John congratulated her, patting her on the back. 

Still panting from her exertions, she relaxed, exhilarated by the loud applause. “We have two more demos before the end of the competition,” she muttered, still worried about their chance for success.  

The next two members of their scout team entered. The small, wiry figures of Lao Ming and Sara Reilly jumped into a martial arts performance. Ming was extraordinarily talented, ranking among the top two or three on the planet for unarmed combat, while Sara, dressed in electric blue, was an excellent foil. They won modest acclaim from the spectators. Lily groaned. Her team mates were highly talented, but the greedy audience preferred flamboyant showmanship over displays of true skill. Of course, her team had already demonstrated their competence by excelling in the earlier stages of the competition. 

The team concluded their performance in a spectacular finale with fireworks designed by Max Stein, an expert in engineering materials and explosives. Lily believed this event was a true demonstration of the skills they had mastered to ensure success of the future colony. They had constructed all the tools, weapons and explosives using materials available in the natural environment. 

The entire team participated in this final performance. Tiger Lily in orange and Sara in blue were joined by Bea Simmons in a cheerful yellow and black outfit. The three women stepped forward carrying bows and flaming arrows. John and Ming crouched behind the women, ready to supply them with fresh arrows. Finally, Max and Kevin activated the intricate display, shooting rockets from catapults. The soaring rockets showered into brilliantly colored sparks when hit by an arrow shot by the expert women archers. 

The audience roared in approval of the Explorers Team. Their extravagant performance, designed to impress the jaded Terrans, was an accurate reflection of their creativity and physical prowess after ten years of intensive training for the extraterrestrial scout teams. 

The team vacated the arena and watched the other contestants perform. None of the other teams had such extravagant stunts, although Lily enjoyed the antics of the trained goats and dogs presented by a team of farmers. She liked animals and was disappointed by her team’s decision not to include hunting dogs. John’s team had trained specifically for the job of surveying the colony planet for signs of life. Their scouting trek might prove too arduous for the dogs, and they did not want to scare any local inhabitants unnecessarily.  

* * *
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After the exhibitions concluded, the team members departed for their separate rooms in the understories of the megacity. Lily strode through the grimy subterranean passages to her tiny room, flushed with the success of her performance and indifferent to the hunched figures of the silent passersby. She ignored the group of five ragged youths lounging at the street corner, until they moved deliberately in her direction. 

“Out alone,” one man jeered, clearly believing her to be vulnerable. 

“We’ll give you a good time!” another man called with a vulgar sneer and reached out to grab her arm. 

Reacting swiftly, she swiveled and punched him below the belt. He collapsed with a moan, clutching at his groin. 

Two thugs advanced on her, their teeth bared in angry grimaces. She leaped at them, aiming a vicious kick to the belly of her target. He screamed and crumpled in agony. The third man hesitated, unluckily for him. Her fist thudded against his jaw and he sagged to the ground, unconscious. 

One of the two cautious youths who had hung behind, shouted, “Watch out! It’s Tiger Lily. I saw her fight in the arena.”

The other man called, “She’s big trouble. Let’s scarper.” They dashed away, abandoning their injured comrades who lay on the dirty floor, groaning or unconscious. 

Poor fools, Lily mused. She brushed the dirt from her hands and walked around the corner into the narrow alley leading to her cramped room. Once, like her attackers, she had belonged to an underground gang, until she seized the chance for education, struggling for years to join a team and acquire the skills to compete for the colony ships. She recalled her anguish when her team had failed in their first competition five years ago. And, due to the exorbitant expense, only one of the gigantic ships was constructed every five to ten years. If her team did not win a place on this ship, there would be no third chance. She would descend into the despised underclass and never escape from the North Atlantic megacity.  

Reaching the door to her room, Lily slammed her palm onto the lock. She counted herself fortunate to rate a private room, despite the grimy surroundings of the underground residences where the majority of people lived. The walls of her tiny room were covered with landscapes of the natural wilderness, now so scarce in this densely populated world. Dropping onto the small bed, she relaxed and her tense nerves were soothed by the peaceful green and blue scenes on her walls. 
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3 Preparations
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WAITING WITH HER TEAM a week later, Lily felt sick with tension and impatient for the announcement of the winning teams. Unable to stand still, she prowled up and down with the predatory gait that earned her the name of Tiger Lily, obvious to the smiles of her team members and the hostile stares of the spectators. She had spent ten years of her life preparing for the space journey to search for the lost colonies. Surely, her team would win this time. 

The number twenty four flashed onto the screen. Lily yelled with elation, flung her arms wide and leaped high in the air like a tiger. Finally, she had won the chance to abandon the smelly underground passages and cramped quarters of the megacity and ride the cosmic waves to another planet. 

Lily swiveled to slap her palms on the outstretched hands of her nearest team mates, stocky red-headed Max Stein and slim, dark Lao Ming. Their married team mates, John and Bea Simmons and Sara and Kevin Reilly embraced nearby. Next, they all exchanged joyful hugs. At long last, their combined talents, technical skills and extensive training had won them places on the interstellar trip to survey and, ideally, colonize a distant planet.  

“We’ve won! We’ve won a place!” Lily screamed at the top of her voice. 

“Team Explorers will scout an alien planet.” The team leader, John Simmons, had a broad grin on his face. 

“I’m so happy,” his wife, Bea, said. “It makes up for losing the competition five years ago.” 

Lily swung her arms, gleefully calling, “I’m ready to go right now.” She was too excited to stand still. 

“Patience, Lily,” Bea advised her friend. 

Resuming his usual sober expression, John warned, “The colony ship will leave in a month. We won’t have long to wait. In fact, we’ll scarcely have enough time to prepare properly.” 

Lily grimaced. In the excitement, she had forgotten about the tedious details necessary to prepare for their voyage. 

Sara had a huge grin on her face. Clinging to her husband, Kevin, she asserted, “I won’t miss the overcrowded apartments and angry street mobs of Estusa.” 

“Yes, we’ll have the space on a new planet to stretch out, build a house and farm the land. We’ll eat fresh food from our own gardens instead of the nutrient cakes from the algae farms on Mars.” Quiet Kevin was uncharacteristically outspoken. 

“My family has been farmers for generations,” Ming added. “We hope to emigrate together.” Farmers were scarce, only the wealthiest people could afford animal foods, ripe fruit or fresh vegetables. 

Max had a different perspective. “I plan to use my engineering expertise to ensure the colony can maintain the basic technology for transport and communications.”  

“Don’t forget about our weapons!” Lily suggested as a practical precaution. “We have no idea what dangers we’ll face on the planet.”

Each team was intended to be a semi-autonomous unit, with complementary expertise to the other teams selected for the expedition. Team Explorers had developed a unique combination of skills in anticipation of investigating one of the lost colonies on a remote, habitable planet. They had specialized in wilderness exploration and low technology combat, and gained subsidiary skills in farm management and materials engineering. They all had experience in survival techniques. 

“Let’s celebrate!” Lily called to the others. 

“Right,” said John. “We’ll celebrate, and then, we must begin planning in earnest for our destination.” 

“What is the ship’s destination?” his wife, Bea, queried. 

“We’ll find out tomorrow when we register for the voyage.” 

* * *
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Four hundred years had passed since the last of the great colonizing spaceships had departed from Terra.   Contact was lost in the turmoil of violent wars and social upheavals due to pandemics and starvation during the following centuries. No one knew if the descendants of the first colonists had survived. In the current, stable civilization, a new generation of hyperdrive colony ships had been built to voyage into distant space. Their initial mission was to visit the original colonies and determine if any of the planets were truly viable for human habitation. 

Team 24, the Explorers, led by John Simmons, was accepted onto the spaceship traveling to the habitable planet orbiting the yellow star NGC401K. The team members pored over the historical records, eager to learn about the planet, which would be their future home, if all went according to plan. 

The ancient probes had detected
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