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Landing

––––––––
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Captain Bykovsky ran back to his chair as the Starship Halcyon tilted forward to begin its descent into the atmosphere of planet Kao. He strapped himself in and prepared for the fiery entry. Beside him, Governor Adrian Lindstrom sat with his head bowed and his hands folded in prayer. The captain nodded. They would need all the divine help they could get if anyone was to survive this landing. He glanced at his watch. It was 10:25 a.m.

“Increase power to the front shield. Expand it to maximum width to give us as much space between it and the hull as possible.” He wasn’t sure it would help, but he was desperate to keep as much heat and friction from the hull as he could. They had only thirty minutes to brace for landing, and the clock was ticking.

A ship this size was never meant to enter an atmosphere. It was constructed in a space dock orbiting Earth, and, had they reached their original destination, it would have remained in orbit around planet Nedrion as the colonists cannibalized its insides and eventually brought it down to salvage the metal from its hull. Now, it was heading to the arctic region of a strange planet after passing through the fiery gates of its atmosphere.

The captain squeezed his hands. “As soon as the heat stops, turn on the viewers. We need to try to maneuver the ship with whatever steering ability we still have to save ourselves.” The hull shuddered, and the ship lurched to the left. He glanced at the governor. The man’s face was the same color as his wispy, white-blonde hair. Sweat gathered on the captain’s face even though the room wasn’t warm. Five thousand souls were in the hands of the bridge crew, and they were flying blind.

The ship continued to shudder and lurch from side to side through its fiery descent, causing some members of the bridge crew to retch from motion sickness. The captain clung to the arms of his chair, determined to show strength and courage, hoping no one noticed his white-knuckle death grip. With a groan, the quaking subsided, but now, the ship moved as though it were immersed in thick oil. 

Matthew, the pilot, shouted, “My God, it’s like trying to steer an avalanche.”

The captain barked the order, “Video monitors, now.” He glanced at his watch. It was 10:42.

The screens lit up only to show blizzard conditions, thick flakes of blowing snow. “Ensign Philips, try to level the ship so we come down flat on our belly.”

Philips was clearly struggling with the controls. “Airman Vince, help Philips.”

“Yes, Captain.” Vince ran to Philips’s station, and two of them managed to adjust the angle of the ship.

“Is there anything we can do to see through this soup? More light or expand the range?”

“I’m trying, Captain,” said Airman Lanter at a large console. The clock on her console read 10:51.

Their descent continued. Bykovsky wondered how much longer it would be before they reached the ground. All the instruments that would normally register flight conditions of the ship were blank. He silently cursed the saboteurs for their efficient work. 

A cannon-like boom cracked through the bridge, and the ship jolted. Anyone not strapped into their seats was thrown to the floor. The ship was down, but it continued to move forward as its momentum pushed it along the snow. For one brief moment, the viewers cleared and they saw the frozen landscape all around them. A dark object appeared in the distance before the snow obscured the view again. By the time they could make out the large rock outcropping, it was too late. There wasn’t even time to scream.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter 2

[image: ]


Sixteen Hours

––––––––
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Master Carpenter Dexter Thompson woke in complete darkness. It took him a few minutes to realize what had happened and that he wasn’t dead. The chair he’d been sitting in was lying on its side near him, and with his outstretched hand, he managed to locate his empty whiskey glass. He had been drinking a glass of the good stuff as the ship descended. If they didn’t survive the landing, well, there was no use wasting fine Scottish whiskey. He wiggled his fingers and toes to begin inventorying all of his body parts. One by one, they checked in and appeared to be working order. 

It took him a few minutes to locate the backpack he’d used to store all the necessary items he would need if they survived the crash. He unzipped the top and pulled out his heavy-duty flashlight. His quarters were surprisingly intact. Most likely because all the items for the alternative store he ran were secured on shelving units tightly stacked together. The shelves took up nearly the entire room. Only two small paths wound through all the stuff. One led to the bedroom and bathroom, the other led to the front door. He made his way to the front door and out into the hall.

Yelling, screaming, and crying filled the air. A few flashlight beams illuminated bits and pieces of the scene farther down the hall.  

“Hey, this is Dexter Thompson. Are there people hurt on this deck?”

The flashlights were headed to him now. “Dex, I can’t get ahold of anyone. Do you know what’s happening?” When the light illuminated the man’s face, Dex recognized Billy, one of the cooks from Galley Three. 

“I think it’s safe to say that we landed, but beyond that, I can’t say.”

Billy snorted. “Leave it to you, Dex, to find the humor in every situation.” Three other men came up behind Billy. Apparently, they had heard the comment and were chuckling. 

“What should we do? I tried to contact anyone, but the whole communication system is down.” The other men nodded.

“First, we need to find out if anyone on this deck is hurt and needs help. Go in pairs, with each group taking a section, and knock on every door. Also find out who else is unhurt and has flashlights and get them knocking on doors as well or helping the injured.” 

Billy frowned. “What are you going to do?”

“I need five people in good shape to climb down the ladders with me to check out the cargo bay.”

Billy looked confused. “Why?”

“Because we have two shuttles and six cargo haulers out there filled with medical personnel and their supplies and equipment. With the power out, they will need to use the cargo bay as a makeshift hospital. They also need to get into the ship, and that’s the only place they can enter.” More people approached as Dex spoke.

A man Dex didn’t know raised his hand. “I’ll volunteer to go to the cargo bay.” Four others said the same, so at least he had his team. The rest divided into groups and started knocking on doors.

Dex led the way to the nearest elevator hub. The elevators wouldn’t work without power, but along the side of each elevator shaft, a utility ladder ran from the top of the ship all the way down to the cargo bay. Since it was such a long way to fall, a bar on the side ran the length of the ladder, interrupted every ten feet by a crosspiece. There was a rack of safety harnesses located at each elevator hub. Dex grabbed a safety harness from the rack tucked into a closet next to the elevator and stepped into it, then hooked himself to the bar. If he slipped, the most he would fall was ten feet before the harness stopped him. Not that it would be a pleasant experience, but he hadn’t survived a full shipwreck only to fall down an elevator shaft.

Dex swung into the elevator shaft and planted his feet on the first rung. He was seventeen floors above the cargo bay. His muscles would be aching by the time he reached the bottom.

When the entire group reached the cargo bay floor, they grabbed the large arc mining flashlights standing along the wall. The more powerful beams illuminated farther into the depths of the bay than their normal flashlights, but the effect was like spilling white paint on a black asphalt parking lot. There was still plenty of darkness around them. They spread out in a long line and walked toward the front of the ship, examining the cargo bay as they went. The end of the bay near the front of the ship was partially crushed, but the back section near the loading platform, and, more importantly, the double airlock doors looked to be intact. 

Their exploration ended at the back of the ship.

“It’s not as bad as it could be,” one of the men said. “Now we just wait until the power is restored.”

Waiting was never high on Dex’s list of favorite activities. “Let’s open the side door. Maybe we can make a landing area for the other ships,” he said. 

The door was stuck on the outside and hard to open, but they managed it. Dex stepped out on the ground of his new home. It was freezing. The wind blew snow everywhere, limiting visibility. He wore a heavy coat, gloves, and a ski mask, but the wind cut right through him as if he were naked. Just as he turned to go back inside, he saw them: three large, fur-covered figures about his height. 

Wonderful, we crash on an alien planet, and we’re going to be eaten by yetis.

They stopped a few yards from him, and the center creature held up its hand. It held a red box. The creature yelled something he couldn’t understand. Then a voice came from the box. “We are representatives from New Ardor, and we are here to help you.”

Behind Dex, his little band of survivors shuffled and whispered. He was taking a huge risk allowing the aliens into the cargo bay, but it was too cold to stay outside. Besides, he wasn’t one to shy away from risk, and luck had been on his side so far today. He gestured for the trio to follow him. 

“Are you crazy?” one the men whispered.

“There’s more of us than them,” Dex said. “Now help me get this door closed.” The muttering subsided as the men worked to close the door. As soon as they were finished, they aligned themselves in a half circle, flashlights held like weapons. 

What he had thought were the creatures’ own fur was actually a removable coat; they removed their hoods to reveal the humanoid heads. The one with the red box had to be a woman. She had long, silky, deep-blue hair. Her face was angular and quite attractive, but it was the eyes that got him, bright green eyes with oblong pupils. They reminded him of Jimmy, the cat. She spoke again. The language sounded like a combination of Arabic and Chinese. Like before, it took a moment, then a voice came from the red box. 

“You must seal the breach in your hull and power up your ship. Nightfall will be here in sixteen hours, and the temperatures will drop. If you do not do this, you will not survive the night.”

He stood stunned.

“How can we help?” the woman asked through her translating device.

“What’s your name?” Dex asked instead. He couldn’t just keep thinking of her as the alien.

The leader of the alien delegation reached up and moved her deep blue hair away from her shoulder, exposing the red box. It translated Dex’s request into her language. She looked surprised. The answer came back. “Laize.”

“I’m Dex. Can you tell me where we are?”

“Your ship came to rest on an ice pack at the base of Mount Denair in the northern hemisphere of Kao.”

The Space Exploration & Colonization Group’s Starship Halcyon wasn’t supposed to be here. It, along with two other ships, was supposed to land on Nedrion. 

But because of treachery and sabotage by members of the SE&C Group, the ship, its crew, and the colonists it was transporting were now stranded. How long would it take the Lexington and the Aryton to notice the Halcyon was missing? He shrugged. It didn’t matter; both ships were too far away to be of any help. The survivors of the crash were on their own and at the mercy of their new alien neighbors.

“Do you have any portable power generators?”

She seemed to take his change of topic in stride. “Yes.”

He addressed all three aliens. “We have six cargo haulers and two shuttlecraft flying somewhere above us. Can we use your power generators to light up a landing area?”

Laize listened to her translator, nodded, and then spoke to her to companions. They wrapped themselves in their cold weather furs and headed to the door.

“Sir,” said one of the five men who had come to the cargo bay with him, his tone edged with uncertainty.

Dex pushed ahead; he didn’t have time to dither. “We have to trust that our new neighbors are people of their word. We’re going to need their help to survive here. This will be our makeshift infirmary until we get the power back on and the hospital and clinics are operational. Look around for anything you think we can use.” 

The men fanned out, their flashlights soon becoming little specks of light, like fireflies in the darkness.
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Engineering Specialist Duncan McGregor descended the last ladder to the engineering deck and stood panting when he reached the bottom. He knew Chief Engineer Toshiro Kawakami had remained in his office during their descent. He said a quick prayer that the man was alive and uninjured; they would need his expertise to get all the ship’s systems up and running. 

After Duncan caught his breath, he strode down the hall, shining his light around and looking for damage. Luckily, engineering was three decks above the cargo bay, which gave them some protection in case the landing was hard enough to collapse the bottom of the ship. As soon as he entered engineering, he called out to his boss. He found the chief leaning up against the post, sweating. 

“What happened?” Duncan shined his flashlight on the man’s makeshift splint.

“Rough landing,” the chief said through clenched teeth. 

“Can you stay there for a moment longer while I find you a chair?” Duncan scanned the area for something to sit down on.

“I’ll manage.” The chief’s face looked paler than it had a moment ago. 

Duncan ran to one of the offices and pulled out a rolling desk chair. He brought it back and helped settle the chief on it. The man was still sweating and pale, but his breathing sounded easier. 

“I’m afraid we have to get started restoring power to the ship. Do you think you can manage if I push you around in the chair?” His gut tightened. No one knew the ship’s systems better than the chief. 

A door closed with a thud, and a flashlight bobbed in the distance. “Who’s there?” Duncan called out.

“Duncan? It’s Peter Bishop.” Where are you?”

Duncan sighed with relief. With another engineer, there would be two sets of hands to restart the equipment. He waved his flashlight. “Over here.”

A few minutes later, Peter stood beside them. Duncan filled him in as they walked to the main control panel while pushing the chief’s chair. Duncan and Peter pointed their lights and pushed the buttons the chief told them to. Duncan glanced at the chief. The man was still in pain, but his breathing was steady and he had better color in his face. Duncan took a deep breath. With any luck, they would have the power back on in a few hours.
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Dex made his way to the side doors of the cargo bay. Now that they knew there wasn’t any damage to the bay, they could allow the loaders and shuttles to land. He wasn’t sure if it was safe for the ships to remain outside for the night, but in the meantime there was nothing he could do until the power was back on and they could open the large doors at the back to bring them inside.

He opened a side door to the landing zone Laize and her companions had set up. It was a large square with light strips attached to surprisingly small generators. He had so many questions about Laize and her people, none of which could he ask now. He wanted to go outside and examine one of the generators, but his face was freezing just standing in the doorway. 

The aliens didn’t seem to have the same issue. Dex wondered what their winter clothes were made from. The fur was very thick and long, and the helmets they wore looked like bear heads, but he wasn’t sure if they came from the same animal or were constructed to look like they did. It was too early to completely trust their new neighbors, but this beginning was promising, and, judging by the harsh climate, the Halcyon colony would need all the help they could get.

The three aliens ran back to the ship as the snow started to swirl. The landing lights of a shuttle approached the makeshift landing pad. 

As soon as the last alien was through the door, he closed it against the wind and blowing snow. 

“Thank you for your help. I’m sure they wouldn’t have found a place to land without the lights.” He smiled at them. They really were proving most helpful. 

Laize removed her headpiece and waited for the translation. “I said we were here to help. I only hope it’s enough. There are only thirteen hours left until the sun sets. I cannot stress enough how cold it will get. You must have your power restored and the crack in the hull repaired before that happens.”

Before he could answer, there was a squeak and a howl followed by a familiar voice over the ship’s communications system. 

Attention, everyone. This is Engineering Specialist Duncan McGregor. We have managed to get part of the ship’s communication system working and will soon be returning power to each deck, one at a time. We ask that you keep communications to a minimum. We cannot run the risk of overloading the system. As the power comes on, please check everyone’s quarters on your deck. We need to know if there are any injuries so people can receive medical attention. Please report any electrical arcing or fires to the engineering department immediately. We also need to know of any problems with the ship’s structural status. Designate one person in your group to report in. I will be monitoring communications from the engineering deck until we can get the main communications center up and running. Power restoration will start in five minutes, beginning with the cargo bay and moving upward. Again, keep communications limited to status reports and emergencies only for the time being. Thank you for your attention.

Dex let out a sigh of relief. Thank God. The infrastructure of the ship was coming back online. Beside him, the three aliens were huddled around the translator, listening to Duncan’s announcement. 

When the translation stopped, Laize looked up and met Dex’s eyes. “We could not understand everything he said, but I gather power is returning.”

“Yes, and in just a few minutes.” She seemed to be happy things were going well, which made him feel a little more comfortable with their presence.

The bay’s side door opened, letting in a cold breeze, followed by Dr. Claudette Robichaud, the chief medical officer, wrapped in blankets. “Who’s in charge here?” She walked forward.

“I guess I am down here. I’m Dexter Thompson, a member of the construction crew.” Dex walked toward her.

“Do you have any idea when we can get power back on? I need to get the people and our ships into the cargo bay before everything freezes out there.” She shivered, and her blankets rustled against the fabric of her uniform.

He gave her a quick rundown of Duncan’s announcement, and the worried grooves between her eyebrows relaxed. “Thank goodness. We didn’t get the announcement in the shuttle.” 

Just then, the lights started coming on. Section by section of the bay lit up until every corner of the vast space was visible. The men with Dex whistled and applauded, and the aliens removed their fur coats and pants. 

Claudette noticed the aliens and screamed. 

Dex grabbed her arm. “Doc, it’s all right. They’re here to help. You have them to thank for your lighted landing area.”

The doc held her hand over her heaving chest, visibly forcing herself to relax. “I’m sorry. I didn’t think anyone would find us so quickly.”

Laize listened to the translation and nodded when it was finished.

Dex looked around at the men with him. “Okay, we need to get moving. All eight aircraft need to be brought into the cargo bay and unloaded as quickly as possible. Who knows how to operate the loading doors?” All of them shook their heads. 

The entry door from the hall opened, and four more men came in. They sprinted across the floor toward Dex and the others. When the lead man reached Dex, he stopped. “Do you know the status of the shuttlecraft and the cargo loaders?”

Dex stepped aside, and the doctor came forward. “Shuttle One is on the ground; the rest are still circling. The weather is too severe to unload them. We need to get all the ships indoors.”

The man nodded. “We’ll start the process to open the cargo doors. Do you know if we can communicate with the ships?”

Dex tapped his earpiece. “Duncan.”

“Dex, where are you?” Duncan’s voice sounded in his ear.

“I’m down here in the cargo bay. The power is on, and the structure appears to be sound except toward the front of the ship. We need to bring in the smaller ships. Do we have communication with them yet?”

“Our communications system is jerry-rigged at the moment. You don’t have the ability to talk to them, but I can. Tell me what you need them to do, and I’ll relay the message.”

“Okay. Tell Shuttle One to head for the main entry doors. I’ll let you know as soon as we have that ship inside and secured so you can tell the second one to head for the main doors. We’ll go through this process until everybody is on board.”

“Copy that. Engineering, out.”

Dex nodded. “All right, Duncan will relay messages for us. Let’s bring them on board. Doctor, do you want to set up a hospital down here in the bay, or would you prefer to activate the ship’s hospitals and clinics?”

“I think we should plan on both. I have no idea about the conditions throughout the ship, but I know the equipment we have on the shuttles and the haulers is good. We are going to need more people down here to help unload the ships.” She took off her gloves and rubbed her hands, her eyes remaining on the three aliens. 

Dex needed to apprise Duncan of the entire situation, but he couldn’t exactly slip away and leave the aliens standing around by themselves.  A whooshing sound and the clanking of metal indicating the outer airlock opening interrupted his thoughts. The shuttle would take about half an hour to complete the entry process. 

The other men with him manned the loading robots; each one needed to be turned on and run through their start-up sequence. Laize and her companions stood still, watching the activity around them. 

Dex decided to take a risk and walked several feet away from them to get out of earshot and translator range. He tapped his earpiece and waited for Duncan to answer.

“McGregor here, give me your report.”

“Duncan, it’s Dex. We have a problem.”
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Ticking Clock

––––––––
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Duncan fell back in his chair. There were aliens on board? How had they found the ship so quickly? As far as the ship’s officers knew, the traitors in the SE&C Group had lied about the ship’s arrival time to the alien government officials known as The Dome. No one was supposed to be expecting them for several months. 

And yet they no sooner touched down on the planet’s surface than the locals were knocking at the door. Had the two known traitors aboard, First Officer Nick Hadron or the governor’s son, Andrew Lindstrom, managed to send a message? 

Dex had said that the aliens were friendly, but that didn’t mean they’d stay that way. They might be assessing the situation to plan an attack. There was squeak in his earpiece; another call was coming in.

“McGregor here, what do you have to report?”

“Sanchez from Deck Three. We have one man unconscious in compartment number seven, and two people with broken legs, one in twelve and the other in twenty-three. There is no structural damage to the ship that we can see. How long before medical help arrives?”

“I don’t have an exact time, but I do know medical personnel are arriving in the cargo bay as we speak. I’ll get back to you as soon as I have an answer. Engineering out.”

Duncan marked the information on his master sheet. They had medical personnel arriving on the two shuttles, along with equipment on the six loaders. As soon as Dex reported that the teams were ready to leave the cargo bay, Duncan would start disseminating them through the ship. It was clear they’d need to get at least one of the elevator hubs working to start moving people more effectively. 

Right now, the only way to get from one deck to another was by ladder, and the injured wouldn’t be able to use them. He also wasn’t sure how much equipment the medical teams could haul up and down that way. 

On top of everything else, their new alien neighbors had warned them that they had to fix the crack in the hull to keep the heat in, or no one would survive the night temperatures. Apparently, they were on the planet where hell had frozen over.

He tapped in some numbers and reached Peter on his headset. “Pete, we have a problem.”

“No shit. We’re getting some arcing on the console. We have to slow down our power restoration rate. Something got rattled during our landing, and the power system isn’t working the way it should.” Stress crackled through the line along with his voice.

“Wonderful. I’ve been told there is a crack along the outer hull at the top of the ship. And with the weather outside, we have to get it closed before nightfall, which is now about twelve hours away. We have to turn the power on at the
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