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“ATTENTION! ATTENTION!”


The sound of a gavel falling on the podium rang out through the cavernous space, and Counsilor Heinrich Elida peered out at the crowd. The Speaker stood at the center of the congregation on a raised dais. Her lips pressed into a thin line and she turned slowly, meeting the eyes of one onlooker after another with a grim determination, silently measuring their support from the way they stared back at her or avoided her eyes sometimes.


This would not be easy. The opposition was fierce, but her team made a tough decision based on difficult circumstances. 


The second wave of grumbles and whispers finally settled down as the echoes of the gavel fell quiet. The sound of shuffling papers and clicking cameras from the gallery replaced them for a few precious seconds before she found the courage to speak again. She spoke in a measured and slow tone, careful to make every syllable count before the protestors broke in again.


“Good evening and thank you for gathering here tonight. As you well know, our preliminary reports on the planet designated Nero 821 were released earlier today. It is the first planet we have identified in the goldilocks region of its star that is also within reach of our newest deep space transport ships. There have been many questions about the future of this new planet and who will be the first to inhabit it. Many local governments and special interest groups approached us with offers to develop the planet into something grand, worthy of this new planet. They proposed everything from a high-end oasis in the sky to more industrial type endeavors. While those proposals were intriguing and appreciated, it is my job to tell you today that we have selected a different path for the future of this new planet.”


She gave the crowd a meaningful look, hoping it conveyed the gravity of the situation so that her next move would come as less of a shock.


The Speaker turned sideways, extending her hand to Elida, who stood just beyond the stage behind a thick curtain. His wide nostrils flared as he sucked in a deep breath and murmured a prayer of thanks to the sky, then he stepped up onto the platform and grasped the woman’s hand. A gasp in the back of the crowd and a moment of confusion followed before a small smattering of people began applauding, although the rest never picked up their appreciative gesture.


The Speaker waited patiently for the chattering and applause to stop before continuing. Elida could feel the tension in her muscles as she stood facing him. He stood still, his head bowed gracefully and his hands clasped in front of him, but he too was tense. Finally, he raised his head, opening his eyes and defiantly staring out into the crowd where the first murmurs of dissent had greeted him.


A chill settled over the room and it was quiet enough to hear the Speaker’s soft breaths wafting through the microphone in front of her.


“The time has come to pay what is due to the Helechi people,” she began, but a roar of anger cut her off.


The gavel fell over and over; the sound clanging through the loudspeakers and making ears ring. The crowd never returned to silence, but she pressed on with the practiced manner of a woman who has spent her whole life being spoken over. It was Elida who would really have to face the tough crowd. 


“For decades, our government has made empty promises to the Helechi people about how we would repay them for years of subjugation and slavery. We passed ineffective laws and made bogus claims as to how we would give them what was due. But this. This new planet represents a once in a millennia chance to set the record straight!” 


Her voice rose in a crescendo, and cameras clicked wildly as she made her statement, overshadowing the grumbles and catcalls of those who refused to accept this turn of events. 


“After decades of waiting, we finally have something big enough, valuable enough, meaningful enough, not just to restore years of lost wealth to our brothers in the Helechi tribe, but also to give them the promise of tomorrow. Heretofore, the planet known as Nero 821 shall be the sole property of the Helechi people, who shall rule over it with their tribal government as they see fit. My administration will outfit them with enough gear and resources as befits a budding colony, and we intend to support them as they make the most of this great gift that the galaxy hath presented us. Thank you.”


Elida beamed with pride, tears in his eyes and chin quivering as she came to him. With a smooth gesture, she leaned in and hugged him warmly, whispering her sincere congratulations in his ear. He nodded his appreciation, and as she backed away, he raised his hands over his head triumphantly for the cameras to catch. The crowd raised their voices, some in appreciation, some in anger and disgust, as the man stepped up to the podium to make his own speech.


Outside in the streets, where onlookers of all kinds lined up to watch the announcement on the big screens, fights broke out and barriers were shoved aside. The security detail assigned to keep the peace was quickly overwhelmed and calling for backup. 


Inside the auditorium, Heinrich Elida’s voice rose in a tremulous waver, his words barely distinguishable amid the stomping of feet and the frenzied chatter. Photographers captured the event, Elida in all of his glory, forever memorialized at the precise moment when humanity paid its debt to the Helechi tribe, and righted its wrongs.


“I never dreamt that this day would come, but I take this opportunity as a sign in good faith, that the Speaker and all of her people now recognize us as equals, and that they mean well. This does not erase the sins of the past, but I hope it sets us on a new path for the future, and I am honored to be leading my people at such a momentous time. Please, brothers and sisters, pray for our success, that we may all partake of the fruits of this effort somewhere down the road. In a time when my grandchildren and great-grandchildren know nothing but peace among us.”


He paused for effect, and the photographers jumped on the opportunity, blinding everyone with their flashbulbs and shoving one another around to gain the best vantage point for their shot. Elida’s icy blue eyes shone brightly in the photographs, even at such a distance. It was one thing that identified the Helechi people so easily, along with their deeply browned skin tones and the muscular structure that only comes with generation after generation of hard labor.


Once more, Elida bowed his head in prayer, and the room grew ghostly quiet, but the moment passed quickly as the Speaker retook the stage and ushered him away.


“And that concludes this special session,” she announced hurriedly, the microphone squealing with feedback for a moment before she raced after Elida, creating a gap in the crowd wherever she stepped as if by some protective bubble. The security detail closed in around her, keeping a close eye on the raucous crowd, just in case. 







“Well?” � Elisabet asked curiously, eyeing Elida sideways in the corner of a quiet study off of her main office.


“Well, nothing, Liz. They aren’t rioting yet, but many of those people feel that this deal was undeserved. They will come for me and my people, accuse us of stealing the fruits of the government’s discovery. I won’t be satisfied until me and the rest of my people are safe on Nero, along with all the gear promised to us. No funny business.” 


Elida had dropped his calm outward demeanor in the confines of the private room. He and Elizabet Buckley had a long professional history, and he would not waste energy playing coy with her. There was a deal to see through, and this was his one chance to solidify his place among his people and in the history books of Earth for years to come.


“Come now, Heinrich. I’m trying to do the right thing here. You know I will have a target on my back after this, and I’ll likely be ousted from my position at the first opportunity the opposition has. It took a lot of string pulling to make this happen, and we all need it to work out. I’m counting on you to turn Nero 821 into something even greater than any of those other proposals imagined. In fact, I tossed a few of my favorite proposals into your files so you can see them yourself. Maybe you’ll find inspiration as you plan your new city structure.” She smiled sweetly, although her arms remained crossed in front of her chest.


“I’ll get right on that,”� Heinrich muttered sarcastically. “�First, dig the latrines. Second, set up basic services for my people, and third, make sure you rich folk have a nice vacation spot to visit when you want to come to gawk at us and our little experiment from the comfort of a resort? Anything else I can do for you, your highness?”


The words nipped at her, cutting into the gracefulness with which she had conducted herself toward him. She sighed and turned away, knowing that Heinrich’s trust was hard-earned and there was plenty of time for arguing about the benefits of free trade and tourism to the new colony in the future. All she had to do for now was get him there and make sure the first structures were assembled in time for a quick flyover photo op that she had arranged with some of the most important news outlets.


Elizabet pulled the curtains open slightly, peering through at the crowd outside. They were marching and chanting from what she could see, but the security team seemed to have a handle on things. Regardless, it was best if they all got out of the building as soon as possible. 


“Rest here. I’ll have someone get you when a car is ready to take you back,” she stated abruptly, turning on her heel and abandoning the man to the empty room. He grunted his acknowledgment, and his eyes followed her exit, but he made no move to rise for her, despite her position. This was his first statement as her equal, if, indeed, they were equals now.


Listening to the shouts outside the window, Heinrich couldn’t get a good read on how many supporters he really had. When Elizabet and the Central Government had first approached the Helechi people with the offer to give them land, it had thrilled him to think of the opportunity. But now, after months of careful deliberations, this deal had developed a dark underside that threatened to upset everything. Even his own allies had recoiled at the idea, some of them splintering into their own political groups, opposing his leadership. 


Reaching down to the controller on the armrest of the chair, he flipped on a screen and started shuffling through news stations. Lively commentators were already dissecting the deal, giving their take on whether it was good or bad for the economy, mineral prices, and all the other key topics that they ranted about. Heinrich paused on one channel, noting that the speaker was a Helechi man like himself.


“All I’m saying is that we should approach this new planet with caution. I hope Councilor Elida has great success leading his first envoy there, but as for me and my family, we will hang back a while to see how things pan out. I can’t help but feel like Elida made a deal with the devil. From where I’m sitting, this just looks like one more way for the ruling class to push us out and reclaim what little progress we have made.” 


Heinrich rolled his eyes and sighed. It was disheartening to see that some of his own had so little faith already, and he hadn’t even revealed all the plans he had set in place. A knock came at the door and he flipped off the receiver, turning his head to acknowledge Elizabet’s assistant when she announced that his car was ready.
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AS THE CAR pulled down the long driveway toward the secluded office building, Helechi people of all ages gathered. They closed in around the vehicle, marching behind it in anticipation of when Captain Elida would finally step out and greet his people. In front of the building, a small stage and yet another podium awaited him. 


By the time he left Elizabet’s chambers, he had already made up his mind. He couldn’t wait a day to make a speech. He had to face his people and tell them the plan. He had to put their minds at ease. He had to win them over. Ready or not, now was the time to stand up and lead. 


Wild cheers broke out as he emerged from the car, and he marched up onto the stage with the same unshakeable resolve that had defined his time as tribal leader. He deftly avoided the reaching arms of his friends and acquaintances, brushing past them without so much as a glance. They were hungry for his attention. They wanted to know if the rumors they had heard were true. Under other circumstances, he might have stopped to shake their hands or take photos with their babies, but now was not the time. 


“Settle down, my friends,” he beseeched them, a thin smile growing on his lips as he looked with pride upon his tribe. 


The crowd complied, giving him their undivided attention as he surveyed their eager eyes, drinking in their enthusiasm and using it to fuel his next words. 


“You may have heard a great gift has been bestowed upon us this day. The Speaker Elizabet Buckley and the Central Government has granted us a chance to start anew. To build something completely our own. Something beyond the reaches of the tragedies that have occurred here on this planet. Something that will make our ancestors proud and give our young ones hope for the future. And I know, there will be a lot of challenges to come, but for once, WE will be the ones to reap the rewards of facing these challenges. No man will take our prize from us-” 


“Why should we trust them?” A voice shouted from the crowd. 


There was a low rumble of agreement among the people, and Elida’s smile turned to a frown. His people were wise, and they had a mountain of bad experiences to learn from. Their questions were not undeserved. 


“I’m not asking you to trust them. I’m asking you to trust me. You have put your faith in me to lead this tribe, and my council has served you rightly. We will assemble an exploratory team for the first trip to Nero 821 in the coming weeks, and then we will formulate a more formal plan for the entire tribe to join us. Please, just give us time, and trust us.” He was trying to keep his voice even, but a bit of desperation was seeping into his words. 


“What gives you the right to gamble our whole future on this? You should’ve held out for more!” the voice demanded. 


“I will be frank with you. I took this deal because the tides are shifting here on this planet. I truly believe that if we waited any longer, there may not be another deal, now or in the future. Speaker Buckley is on our side. More than likely, her career will end, and this deal will be the cause of it. She sacrificed herself for us, and we have to make the most of it. If we squander this chance, we may not get another.” 


The earnestness of his answer silenced the crowd. They watched him closely as he regained his composure and picked up where left off. 


“As I was saying, we will assemble a team. This team will comprise several specialists who can help us survey and plan our new development. In the meantime, I will need a team of experts able to closely manage our current tribal matters in my absence. There will be a series of meetings taking place in the next few days, and my team will reach out to those of you whose expertise is needed as we move forward. For now, please excuse me. I must gather my advisors. Tonight is a night of celebration. Our people have been repaid, and I encourage you all to be merry and make the most of it!” 


On his cue, fireworks exploded over the crowd, and they all turned their heads skyward to watch the colors sizzle and dissipate among the clouds. That was a little trick he had arranged earlier in the day when he knew things were getting out of hand. All it took was a small distraction to help his people keep their focus on the things that really mattered. That way he would have the space to do what needed to be done. His advisors had suggested the trick was beneath him, but he knew that tricks like these could make or break a leader in his precarious situation, so he had gone for it. Funny how all these years later, fireworks still aroused patriotism in a people who were all but displaced. 


With all eyes on the sky, Elida stepped off the back of the stage and hurried through the French doors of his building. The thick wooden doors closed behind him, and his guards stepped forward to lock them tightly. Through the doors, the sound of the crowd was barely audible. Finally, some peace and quiet to sort things out. Out of sight of the public, he shrugged off his heavy suit jacket and relaxed his shoulders. Now he could get down to the real work and stop playing to the people. 


“Your advisors are waiting upstairs,” one guard announced, and Elida nodded, taking a deep breath. 


Planting one foot firmly in front of the other, he mounted the stairs, pulling himself up to continue this long and arduous day. The people had wanted an effective military leader when they elected him, and that is exactly what they got. Now was his time to shine. 







As Elida entered the conference room, all the Helechi men and women rose to greet him. He walked to the head of the table, pivoted, and then sat down with a sigh of relief. There was a sound of chairs scraping across the floor as everyone else settled into their own chairs and then shuffled papers. For the third time today, all eyes fixated on him, and they expected him to make an impassioned speech. 


“What do you have for me?” he asked instead, tossing the grenade into the middle of the table and hoping somebody else would take a turn with it for a few minutes. 


“Sir, we dug through the intel from Elizabet’s team. It’s…” the man left off, unsure of what to say. 


“It’s better than expected,” a woman spoke up. “In fact, it’s too good to be true. If I had to make a guess, I’d say they doctored some of this information to make this deal look better than it really is. According to their numbers, the atmosphere is a near match to Earth as far as air composition. It may take a little while to adjust, but heavy breathing equipment won’t be necessary. Excuse me for saying this, sir, but I don’t believe they would be giving us land with this much profit potential if all of it was true.” 


Elida raised his head and met her eyes, nodding his understanding, but he did not speak. 


“We also have some preliminary contacts for your exploratory team, but we need to know exactly how many engineers, scientists, and medics you need. Also, any other specialties you foresee needing in your early days. We are trying to prepare for worst-case scenario here,” a fidgety little man piped up from the far end of the table. 


“I thought that’s what you guys were for?” Elida interrupted. “Dammit, Meeks, you’re the brains of this operation. You tell me how many of these people it takes to run a successful colony. Do the math. Scale it down to 50 or 100 people and then give me your advice. If I had all the answers, I wouldn’t need an advisory team,” he finished with a disgruntled huff. 


“Y-yes, sir. You’re right, sir,” the nervous Meeks conceded, and then hurriedly swept his papers and clipboard off the table and whisked out of the room before recieving another round of fire from Counselor Elida. The whole room watched him go without a word. 


“All right, we will need to do better than this. This isn’t some operation in the desert, where we can just fly home to get extra supplies when we need ‘em. This will be the real deal. Our people are hardy from years of tough labor, but until we set foot on that soil, we do not understand what we’re facing. I hope that intel hasn’t been doctored, but I agree we should expect it to be, and we don’t want to look surprised when we get there. Where are my historians? What can you tell me about successful colony upstarts on other foreign planets? Where did they focus their energies? Tell me what I need to know!” His fists fell on the table like hammers and his advisors jumped involuntarily. 


“Allow me,” came a soft voice. A few chairs squealed back from the table, and a moment later the mousy man placed a device on the tabletop. With the click of a button, it projected a map on the wall, along with a variety of images. 


“What am I lookin’ at, Zeke?” 


“These are the newest upstart colonies I could identify in our local star system, sir. I chose colonies that were built on planetoids roughly matching the identifying attributes of Nero 821, assuming the intel is correct, and those colonies that had a starting crew of 50-100, just like your proposed team. I traced their progress to identify their starting point and reached out to those that are still functioning colonies today to gather feedback about what they wished they had done differently. I haven’t heard from most of them yet, given the distance and all, but I’m hoping to hear something soon. In the meantime, I can tell you about the ones that didn’t make it, and we can use those as guideposts for what not to do.” 


Elida waved a hand for Zeke to continue and listened intently. Looking around the room, his other advisors were taking notes of supplies, weapons and other details that they needed to work out in advance. He was glad they had his back, so he could focus on leading the mission ahead, and he could keep his head clear for whatever might come up along the way. 


“There’s just one last thing,” Zeke stated, drawing the commander’s attention back to him. He paused and stared Elida straight in his steely eyes before saying, “There will be deaths, sir. There is no way around it. Some of your crew members will probably not survive the first few weeks. Whoever you take with you needs to understand this. But more importantly, you need to be prepared to lose these men and carry on without them. Due to the sensitive nature of this mission, it makes sense to take the very best of our specialists, but if one of them were to… perish… we need to make sure we have other men able to pick up the jobs they leave behind. Redundancy, if you will.” 


Zeke was rambling now, sounding almost as nervous as the man who had excused himself earlier, but Elida cut him off. 


“You’re smart, Zeke, but I sure as hell don’t need you to tell me about the sacrifice I’m asking these men to make. How many times have you launched out of a craft and gone to war, eh?” Elida raised an eyebrow, tapping his finger on the table impatiently. 


“None, sir,” Zeke answered, before remembering his courage. “But that’s exactly what I’m trying to tell you. You will not be landing on this planet with a team of highly trained space marines. You will land with a few space marines and a bunch of engineers and horticulturists. You will have to work double-time to protect them from whatever’s waiting for you over there. Some of them will die.” 


Elida rolled his eyes and grumbled at the young advisor. “Point taken.” 


Zeke was sharp. In fact, if Elida had his way, Zeke would be onboard the ship with him when they took off for Nero 821. He just didn’t know it yet. 
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“ATTENTION, CREW. WE will land shortly on our destination planet. Please listen closely to the following orders from the Captain,” the words piped through the ship and echoed back through the metallic halls. They had been hurtling through space at break-neck speed for ninety-six days and nights by Earth calendar, relying on a few hops and skips among the solar system’s outer planets before using an enormous slingshot-like propulsion device to hurl themselves out toward the next star system at a rate faster than any engine could possibly take them. This last part of the journey was particularly harrying, and it wasn’t an exact science. Once they got close enough to their intended target, they would have to take back control of the ship and guide it to a smooth landing. Until then, there was little they could do to steer clear of obstacles, and more than one ship had been lost in this process. There was a good reason that Earth’s inhabitants had been slow to explore outlying star systems. 


Human beings had been a space-faring people for decades, but their innovation had some blind spots in Elida’s view. For instance, they had achieved this primitive means of reaching deep space, and instead of providing more funding to scientists to develop on the idea further, those wasteful leeches known as the Central Government had instead handed money over to defense contractors to build more weapons for space. As a military man, he appreciated the need for weapons, but he would have much preferred a comfy ride to his new home at this juncture in his career. Besides, as far as they knew, they were still the only beings in space, and the central government had more or less quashed any ideas of Earth-side warfare that would require heavy weaponry. The officials in the Central Government were corrupt to their core, along with the whole structure, but at least they had managed to stave off a nuclear holocaust. He had to give them credit for that. 


With less than eighteen hours left to their destination, Elida paced through the cargo hold once more, checking that his crates were secure, double-checking the inventory of rations left to them for their first days on land. His calm outward appearance masked a jittery, childlike glee that coursed through his veins at the chance to put his boots on foreign soil once more. When he became head of the Helechi tribe, he assumed that his adventuring days were behind him, but this would be one last romp through the wild before he settled in for good. 


“It does a soul good,” he mumbled to himself from among the stacks of supplies. 


“What’s that, sir?” Zeke called. 


“Nothing, Zeke. Carry on.”


It had taken some coaxing to get Zeke on the ship. To be fair, the kid was young. This wasn’t exactly the kind of job he had signed up for, either. He was more of a scientist type. He didn’t have any of the tough-guy bravado that Elida was used to seeing among new recruits, and it had taken a while for the two of them to find a middle ground where Elida could give commands and the scrawny twerp didn’t just piss his pants in fear. Alas, ninety-six days trapped in a metal tube sailing through space is as good a time as any to work on interpersonal communication skills, and that is exactly what they had done. The better they came to understand one another, the more they trusted that the other one would be there when things got rough, and that was what really mattered. Besides, Zeke’s expertise would be more valuable on their new home planet than an extra gun. Elida was confident in his choice. 







The ship rumbled and kicked up dust as the rockets fired. Everyone on the ship strapped into their seats and the air tingled with their collective anticipation as the crew nudged the craft back and forth to find a suitable landing spot. It didn’t matter how many times you had flown on a standard ship between the local planets, the first trip outside the system was always a mixed bag. Some people held it together, trusting to the crew to land them safely. Others jumped and quivered at every lurch and creak that the ship made on the approach. Elida watched his crew with some amusement, learning a little more about each of them as their expressions wavered. 


“This is it, boys and girls!” Elida roared as the ship shook violently and then crashed, throwing them hard against their restraints in a way that would surely leave bruises for the next few weeks. It wasn’t the smoothest landing, but it certainly wasn’t the worst he’d seen either. 


Everyone seemed to release the breath they had been holding all at once, and Elida jumped out of his seat and straight into action. 


“You guys know the drill! Security team, you’re on point. Hit the ground and stake out our first perimeter. Make sure we have enough room to drop these first few tents. Once that’s done, we’ll start working outward. Science team, you’re staying on board to survey and study samples that the other crews bring back. I don’t want any of you wandering off, now.” He gave them a scolding look, and they cowered. In his experience, it was always the scientists that made trouble. They were too eager to look about, and almost never took their own safety into consideration. He couldn’t risk it this time. 


With a hiss and a loud bang, a door swung open below. The security team already had their gear strapped on and they were lowering themselves down a ladder one by one and making their way out. Elida watched them fumbling through the small opening with irritation. What kind of idiot built a ship where your defense team had to climb blindly down a ladder to face whatever was outside the door? he thought. Then he remembered that this was not exactly a military ship, and it definitely was not fit for facing off with enemies. As expected, Elizabet had over-promised and under-delivered with the equipment she could provide the Helechi’s on their maiden voyage, but Elida would not quibble over the little details if it meant he might lose his chance. They took what they could get, and they made arrangements for whatever else they needed, but there was no turning back. Not now, not ever. 
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“SIR? YOU’RE GONNA want to see this,” the voice crackled through Elida’s headset. 


“You’re in charge, kiddo!” Elida announced, swatting Zeke on the back and making him stumble forward before jumping down the small ladder opening and dropping to the floor below like some exaggerated action hero. 


Elida bounded out onto the ramp and looked around in bewilderment. He had instructed the crew to look for water before landing. They hadn’t seen any water from up above, but they had spotted a green area where things appeared to be growing, and they had made a bet that there would be water nearby. Stepping out of the ship, the two suns burning high in the sky overhead stung his eyes, and his nose wrinkled at a smell that could not be described with mere words. It was a nauseating mixture of rotting corpses and burning fuel that made his stomach lurch. The sensation was made only worse by the fact that the wind blew steadily in a single direction, whipping the scent and tiny grains of sand across his face all at once. 


The wind. The intel had not mentioned the wind. No wonder they hadn’t agreed to turn this into some sort of resort for the wealthy, he thought grimly. Nobody would want to golf in a wind like this. Putting a hand up to block his face from the flurry of blinding sand, he marched further out to greet his men. They were trudging their way across the small open expanse toward the tree line, wrestling a small section of a fence along with them to begin their perimeter wall, but Elida already knew it wouldn’t do them any good. 


“Fall back, we will have to come up with another plan,” he said dejectedly, but before the men could get turned around with the fence, another gust of wind picked it up and sent it tumbling end over end across the open land. The sound of its frame making a dull thud every time it struck the ground and turned another flip. 


They all watched it go, feeling the first pangs of defeat deep in their hearts, but Elida marched back toward the ship, carried in little hops and skips by the wind lifting his feet and forcing him onward. He refused to show his disappointment now. The other men followed, using the railings to pull themselves back up into the relative safety of the ladder opening. Once they were inside, their ears continued to ring with the whistling of the wind, leaving them half-deaf. 


“All right,” Elida began, shaking sand and dirt out of his clothes. “Now we know what we’re up against. There’s no way we can drop these tents down there. They’ll blow away in seconds.” 


“They set us up, Captain,” one of the security men asserted angrily. 


“Of course they did, son. They’ve been setting us up ever since the first time they realized we could be useful to them. This isn’t any different, except this time, when we find a solution, it will be ours to keep. Keep your head up.” 


As they hauled themselves back up the ladder and into the common area, the rest of the crew watched them expectantly. There was a long silence before one of them spoke up. 


“Well?” 


Elida’s eyes snapped open, and he glared at the speaker. “Well, it’s going to be hard. But we already knew that. Now, let’s start solving problems instead of whining about them. The wind is harsh. Our supplies aren’t going to help us now. You engineers need to devise a way for us to have shelter, and quick. Go down there for yourselves so you can see what we’re up against and then report back.” 


Three engineers gave a sloppy salute before heading to the ladder. The security team hung their heads sullenly and sat on the floor to dump the sand out of their boots. The scientists hurried forward, scooping the sand up enthusiastically and observing it in their hands before scuttling away to their instruments to get a closer look. 


A few minutes later, one engineer popped his head back up through the porthole. “I think we have a plan, sir,” he offered confidently. 


Elida spun on his heel and looked down upon the man. “Ferik, right?” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“All right, Ferik, what do you propose?” 


“Heading for the trees, sir,” he stated, shrugging his shoulders as if this solved their problem. 


Elida growled in frustration, “That’s where we were headed! What kind of engineer are you?” 


“Just hear me out. The trees appear to be blocking much of the wind. The forest is dense. We don’t know what’s in there, but once you get in among the trees a few yards, things quiet down. We can set up a perimeter inside the tree line, using the larger trees and plants as anchor points, and lash our fences between them. Then we can clear a little space and put our tents down inside the line. The biggest problem is how to get our supplies over there. It’s going to be hard, and we will be moving away from our ship, which means we need to take as much as we can with us. We will have limited access to the ship after that.” 


“Are you proposing we ditch our ship out in the open and hope for the best?” Elida’s eyes widened in disbelief. 


“No, sir. I’m just saying, if we want a camp, we’re going to have to deal with a little inconvenience. Once we’re settled and everyone is safe, we can start working on a tunnel or something so we can get back here easily.” 


Elida wrung his hands together, twisting his knuckles against one another until they turned white. “Fine. Do what you have to do. The security team will carry the supplies for the perimeter once we have everything packed tightly, and you help them find a place that’s workable. The rest of us will follow with as much stuff as we can carry. We won’t have much time to get this done before it’s dark out. It’s all hands on deck.” 


The three engineers use a long safety cable to create a guide from the ship’s ramp to the nearest tree. They secured it tightly at both ends, and then helped their crew mates make their way along the line one arm length at a time. As long as they hung on, the wind didn’t give them too much trouble, but if one were to fall down, it would take serious work to get back on their feet and moving again. The whole process took several hours, and some of his crew members were forced to abandon equipment on the ship until they established a permanent camp, a concession that made them uneasy and infuriated at once. 
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THE FIRST STEPS into the greenery were overwhelming. After walking fifty yards through blinding sand, the affront of colors was hard for the mind to handle. Elida stared around at flowers bursting with every color. The stench hung heavy in the air here, but he had visited plenty of places where death and decay filled the air. He knew he would grow accustomed to the smell eventually, but he couldn’t resist the urge to cover his mouth and nose, and the others followed suit. 


His strongest men worked their way ahead, clearing trees and brush as best they could, running back every few yards to move the perimeter supplies forward on makeshift pallets. The rest of the crew followed closely behind, shaking their heads with disapproval at the careless destruction they were a part of, but gathering samples nevertheless. They pressed leaves of every shape and size between thin sheets of paper, and they uncorked small tubes to gather bits of soil and tiny grubs. There was very little talking going on, both because of the noise and because of the awe at discovering a new place, previously untouched. 


Up ahead, a scream from one of the security detail cut through their wonderment and made them all freeze. All but Elida. He rushed forward, pushing through the two soldiers in the front and skidding to a halt just before blundering into a trap. The screaming soldier slumped forward over what appeared to be a very unassuming orange flower of some sort. He was taking ragged breaths, and blood was seeping between his lips. To Elida’s horror, a series of beetle-like creatures emerged from the flower, heading straight for the red blood, and swarming up into the man’s sagging mouth. By this point, everyone had come forward to get a look at the commotion, and now some of the crew had turned away, vomiting into the underbrush unceremoniously. 


“How interesting,” Zeke admired breathlessly, taking another step forward to observe the insects at their work as they moved from the man’s mouth back inside the flower carrying little bits of flesh with them on each trip. 


“Stay back!” shouted one of the remaining soldiers. “That flower just killed him. Just like that.” 


Elida gave the man a doubtful look. “The flower killed him? How?” 


Zeke didn’t bother to take a step back. The relationship he was witnessing between the insects and the plants was far too curious to walk away from. He pulled out a notepad and started taking notes, furiously drawing sketches of the whole scene for future reference. His teammates took pictures. 


“It just... It just nabbed him when he walked too close. I’ll show you.” 


The soldier rummaged around for a little while and found a long stick, then he moved forward until he was close to another orange flower sprouting from the base of a nearby tree. With the tip of the stick, he prodded closer and closer to the plant, his hands and knees shaking with fear. The flower didn’t react. He nudged the plant aggressively with the tip of the stick one last time and then threw it down and turned back to Elida. 


“I swear, sir. Those plants are dangerous. Just don’t walk too close.” 


There was something odd about the bulbous orange forms, floating just above the ground on long, willowy stems. They were quite large compared to an Earth flower, and he swore it looked like it was breathing in and out, flexing like a muscle with each exhalation. As he watched, he realized that this was also the source of the horrid stench. The closer he got to the flowers, the more he could smell the decay. He turned back around to the soldier that had died, and to his astonishment, found that the insects had devoured most of his face already, or at least moved it inside their home. In all his years, he had never had to leave a soldier behind, but in this case, he was genuinely afraid of what might happen if he tried to move the body away from the harvesting creatures and their strange plant. 


“We have to keep moving.” 


Zeke begrudgingly rose from his spot kneeling on the soft dirt. Several of the crew members stopped to apologize to the man they were leaving behind, but they knew there was nothing to be done. After all, they still didn’t have even a preliminary perimeter, nor their tents set up. Carrying a rapidly decomposing body full of flesh-eating insects was hardly something they needed to add to their plate. 


Elida took the lead, scanning the forest ahead for more of the odd flowers and anything else that might be lurking. One thing was clear: those plants were carnivores, which meant there were other animals nearby. Animals that could be capable of anything. Picking up rocks from the ground, Elida threw them into the bushes ahead, hoping to scare off any predators. 


After throwing a rock into a dense patch of shrubbery, a lizard with a long tail scampered out of the way, hissing and spitting at him angrily. He watched as it ran past him, its tail dragging a line through the dirt. With all of his attention focused on the lizard’s tail, the sudden explosion of an orange flower made him jump backward. The lizard had gotten just a little too close to the plant, and it had blown up like a balloon, sending piercing needles out in every direction, which instantly speared the greenish-yellow animal. Then, just as quickly, the flower collapsed on itself, drawing the needle-like appendages back inside, and drawing the corpse with it. Now, the lizard, like the soldier, draped over the side of the flower and insects were emerging in rapid succession. 


“Did everybody see that?” Elida asked in awe. 


Most of the crew was shuffling about uncomfortably, glancing around for fear that one of these killer plants might be within reach of them. Unlike the soldier, it took only a few seconds for the entire lizard to vanish inside the flower’s opening, and moments later the flower exhaled yet another puff of noxious gas that made their eyes water. 


“Fascinating,” Zeke mused. “It appears that the insects and the plants are co-dependent. As if the insects carry the food inside and help the plant digest it, and the plant provides them some kind of protection and constant prey. I can’t be sure, but it looks like the plant and the insects together can initiate some kind of rapid composting process that breaks down their food.” 


“Well, all I know is I don’t want any part of that,” Elida responded. “From here on out, make sure we’re all watching out for those things. We’re out of the wind, more or less, so we should start looking for a place to camp.” 


He signaled to his soldiers, and they pushed forward, cutting a path through the wall of green. When they broke through, they let out a whoop of excitement and broke into a run. There, on the other side of the dense green wall, was a waterfall. It wasn’t large and spectacular, but it was enough to keep them alive. The water sparkled off the surface of jagged rocks as it trickled down to a shallow pond in front of them. 


“Wait! Let the smart ones test it first,” Elida instructed, pointing a finger at Zeke and the other two scientists. 


Dropping their sacks at the edge of the water, each of them took out a set of instruments and began testing the water’s composition. Zeke confirmed the pH level and then used a series of test strips to determine whether the water was reactive to other chemicals. One of his assistants jotted down numbers and other observations as they worked. 


“We will be here a while,” Zeke announced. Why don’t you guys go ahead and decide where you’re going to set up camp? Leave a radio and a gun with us and we’ll catch up.”


Without waiting for an answer, he turned back to his samples and continued working. The soldiers looked at their commander for a moment, unsure if he would want these men left alone in a place like this. They couldn’t take any chances here, and they’d already lost one more man than they could afford. 


“Ferik and Cort, decide on a camping spot. Leave the perimeter supplies here until you’ve identified a place. You’ll move faster that way. Try not to wander too far. The closer we are to water, the easier things will be from here on out.” 


Ferik and Cort dropped everything they were carrying except a gun and a knife each and headed back into the wilderness. 


“And watch out for the fucking flowers!” Elida called out as their footsteps crashed away. 


Looking around at the other crew members, he saw the exhaustion and fear on their faces. For a moment, he felt a tinge of regret at asking them to come along on this mission. He should have known better. He felt responsible for the soldier’s death and knew he would feel even worse if any more of his men fell victim to this planet. Wiping sweat from his brow, he cracked open a small canteen and took a sip of water. It tasted better than any water he’d ever had before. Something about being carried all the way from another star system added to the experience. He handed the canteen around and everyone took a small sip, resisting the urge to take long swigs or pour the cool liquid over their heads.


“Might as well take a rest while we can,” he commanded. “We’re going to need a few people to take the watch tonight, which means some of you should sleep now. Which of you is passable with a weapon?” A handful of crew members raised their hands, and he randomly selected three of them to serve as his patrol that evening. “You three, get some rest, and we’ll wake you when it’s time to move again.” 


They didn’t need any encouragement. The three of them dropped into the dirt and leaned back against the bulging supply packs. Their eyes were closed in seconds, and within minutes they had relaxed into an exhausted sleep. Everyone else wandered around, examining the flora and fauna, and chattering about the strange discoveries they’d already made. Some of the men sat down to rest, waiting anxiously for news from Ferik and Cort, and keeping their eyes on the trees. 
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A RUSTLING OF leaves and the cracking of branches brought Elida and his crew out of their relaxed state. Dropping his hand to his weapon, Elida rose and squared his shoulders, ready for whatever would come at him. He visibly relaxed when Ferik’s face appeared and the two men stumbled into the open. 


“Thank the gods, you came back,” Elida whispered. “Now tell me you have good news.” 


“Yes and no, sir. We don’t really know. There’s a clearing up ahead, not far from here. It will be easy to put our tents down and get a perimeter set up. But there’s a bit of a problem. Another ship crash-landed there some time ago. Whatever lives here did a pretty good job of picking over the corpses, but there are a few supplies we might be able to use.” 


“Everybody on your feet! Lead the way!” 


Zeke and his men kept their shoulders hunched over their work, excusing themselves from Elida’s orders. He tossed a radio down at their feet and gave Zeke a nod and a wink. 


Everybody else shouldered their bags and headed out, talking excitedly. The clearing was closer than they had expected, only a few hundred yards away from the waterfall, although it felt much further as they wrangled their supplies through the grabbing branches and intertwined vines. At last, they dropped their packs and ran around in circles, jumping and cheering at the first good news they’d had since they landed. If Zeke gave the go-ahead for drinking the water, they might be able to salvage the situation. 


“All right, let’s get these fences up and get them secured to trees. Anywhere that fences won’t work, we’ll use stakes or wire. Engineers, break everyone up into teams and get to work.” 


The engineers each stepped forward, building themselves a crew of five to six people before going in separate directions. They went just beyond the scarred land of the clearing and began setting up fences where the trees grew dense. Ropes and wires wove their way between tree trunks, holding the fences upright and creating a barrier that was semi-permeable to the odd gusts of wind that found their way to the forest floor. It wasn’t perfect and it definitely wouldn’t keep any of the small critters out of their camp, but it would be defensible for his team until they could do better, especially if they built a couple of tree stands. All they had to do was survive one night, and then they could get a fresh start tomorrow. 


While everyone else went to work on the perimeter and tents, Elida excused himself to go check out the crashed vehicle. As Ferik said, the remains of the pilots were almost non-existent. A healthy coating of slimy moss grew inside the cockpit, covering most of the control surfaces. He couldn’t see any identifying marks on the craft’s exterior either. 


Taking a deep breath, Elida crept closer so he could get a closer look. Dropping down inside the cabin, his boots squelched into the moss and he shuddered despite himself. Listening carefully for any movement deeper inside the craft, he poked his head through a door torn open by the crash. The same moss clung to small crates jostled into disarray by the impact. Somehow the craft had skidded to a halt after hitting the trees without catching fire. There was no way to tell whether the pilots had died on impact, or if something else had killed them first. 


With a knife, Elida prodded at the moss, watching as it dripped and re-congealed with every touch. He used his blade to carefully peel away a thick layer of the stuff so he could see what was underneath. Beneath the grotesque ooze was a faded red and orange sun symbol, stamped prominently on the crate. He could see the top of a letter P, or maybe a B, emblazoned in the center of the sun, but it held no meaning for him. Drawing his blade close to his eye, he examined the viscous goo closely, touching it lightly with one finger to see what would happen, and then rolling a bit between his fingers curiously. It didn’t bite, or come to life, or burn through his skin, which was a nice surprise.


He straightened up and headed back to the hole he had come in through. With the perimeter finished, he would bring a few guys back to help him open up these crates and see what was inside. Maybe they’d find something useful in there. 


As he trotted back to camp, he was happy to find that most of the area was contained by fences already, and there were only a few gaps in the perimeter left to fill. He noted that they were short on panels to put up, but Ferik had devised a system of interwoven cables and ropes worked around thick branches to build sturdy substitutes where they could. It would have to do. 


“Almost done over here, sir,” one of the men called to him. “Should we start on the tents?” 


“Just finish up with that section and see if the other teams need your help weaving some of those extra panels. Once everything is secure, we can all work on the tents.” 


The soldier hustled off to lend his assistance elsewhere, and Elida stood back to survey the area. With a knife in hand, he walked the perimeter slowly, marking trees that would serve as observation towers at four points. If they could build small platforms up in the trees, they’d be able to monitor things both inside and outside the fence. By the time he had worked his way around, the other two teams were building a makeshift doorway so they could enter and leave the camp when needed while keeping things secure. 


“Hey, Zeke, how’s the water situation looking?” Elida radioed. 


There were a few moments of silence before static cut through the air and he heard Zeke’s muffled voice. “It’s all good, sir. There will be some challenges, but we can make this work.” 


“Good to hear, Zeke. What’s your ETA?” 


“Packing up now, sir.” 


“All right. We are due East from your location, just past where the creek turns to the South. Watch out for anything hiding out there. One sun is setting, and I expect some wildlife around here to act up when that happens.” 


“With all due respect, we’re the scientists, sir.” 


Elida chuckled and dropped the radio back to his side. Maybe things would be okay, after all. When he turned back around, construction on the tents was well underway. They had laid two neat rows of six tents each out on the ground, and groups of men were moving from one set of tent poles to the next, raising and staking with smooth efficiency. Sweat poured from their foreheads and soaked through their shirts, but as always, his people carried on the way they knew best. 


“Clarke, Sinnett. I need you two with me. Grab a crowbar and a hammer. The rest of you finish up with the tents. We’re going on a treasure hunt.” 


Two of the crew members broke away from building tents, stopping to pick up tools, and followed Elida, wiping the sweat off their brows with the back of their hands. They reached the wrecked craft in a few short minutes, and Elida was the first to hop inside. Again, his boots sucked down into the strange mossy substance, but he hardly paid any attention. He slipped through the doorway and went straight to work scraping the moss away. He heard the sound of the other men slogging through the moss, followed by their disgusted groans as they reached him. 


“Don’t worry. I don’t think it’s toxic. I tested it earlier. Help me get these crates open so we can see what’s inside. Bonus points if you recognize the symbol on this one.” 


Elida pointed at the red and orange sun, shining a light on it to illuminate the details. 


“I’ve seen that before,” Sinnett announced. “I can’t say for sure, but I think it’s the symbol of an old earth company. They went out of business a few years ago, bankrupted. They were looking for new sources of raw material to harvest for some new drug of theirs. Obviously, Earth wasn’t big enough for them.” 


“Well, let’s get the lid off of this thing and see what’s inside.” 


Elida stood back with the light as Clarke and Sinnett stepped up with the crowbar and hammer. The top of the crate came apart when they applied pressure, eliminating the need for any heavy prying. As it did, a plume of dust billowed upward, filling the air with a yellow-gray tinge that lingered in the stuffy compartment. The three peered inside, covering their mouths to stop from choking on the dust. 


Inside the crate, there were boxes of what appeared to be dynamite and fuses. There was no telling how long it had been there. The boxes were soggy and decayed, crumbling under their touch as they tried to lift them out of the crate.


“That’s no good,” Elida decided. “Let’s try another one.” 


Slowly, they moved through the cramped space, opening and examining crates. Much of the gear inside was ruined or rusted, but they could pick up a few extra tools and supplies that might help their cause. 


As they headed back to the main camp, a thought occurred to Elida. 


“Hey, Sinnett, why do you think a drug company needed explosives?” 


“I don’t know, sir. I imagine they needed it to clear roads to wherever they were harvesting.” 


Elida gave this some thought and then nodded. It made sense, in a roundabout sort of way. He would definitely ask one of his historians more about it once things settled down. Until then, he needed to consult with Zeke to determine what the next steps were for water purification, and then they could all get some rest. Tomorrow would be a fresh day. The first real full day in their new home. 


He noted the second sun high in the sky, beaming down heat and light as if this were a planet of endless days. That would take some getting used to, but according to the intel, they would have a true night every twelve to fourteen Earth days. They just didn’t know where they were in that cycle yet. Judging by the fact that the first sun had set, he suspected that they had four or five Earth days to go before it got dark. There was also the matter of temperature. Who knew how cold it would get during that long night before the dual suns rose again. 


“Clarke, go round everybody up. Meet me in the center of the camp in five. Zeke should be back by now. Let’s debrief.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


Clarke bounded off ahead of Elida and Sinnett, jogging toward the first set of tents. Elida watched him go and smiled. It was good to be here. It was good to have these men by his side. In fact, despite their shortcomings as soldiers, the engineers and scientists had been pretty compliant overall. It made his job easy, and so far none of them had gone and done anything crazy. 


As the crew gathered around, Elida jumped up on one of their empty supply crates so they could see and hear him clearly. He surveyed the looks on their faces. They were dirty, sweaty, and tired, but they also looked triumphant. The look of men that had conquered something enormous glistened in their bright blue and gray eyes. They were hungry for more, ready to know what to do next so that soon they could have a home as they’d never had before. Elida gave them a broad smile and lifted his hands over his head, pumping his fist with enthusiasm. 


“We did it!” he began, and the crowd cheered and hooted. “Before we begin, let’s have a moment of silence for the one we lost. A fellow soldier and adventurer, who met his fate far too young.” 


Quiet fell and the sound of the wind beyond the trees whistled around them. Elida bowed his head and closed his eyes solemnly, counting to sixty as his people shuffled back and forth in front of him. 


“All right. That’s all we can do. We need to keep our minds focused on the future. Is the perimeter completed?” 


“Yes, sir,” they called back. 


“Is my first watch rested and prepared to take over security?” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“All tents are assembled? Food, weapons and other supplies are accounted for?” 


Elida carried on, ticking items off of his mental to-do list, while simultaneously reminding his team of everything they had accomplished in just one day. The weariness lifted from them, and it raised their morale. Finally, he ran down the plan for the next day, assigning people to the most important tasks. 


“Now, Zeke, tell us about the water.” 


Zeke shuffled forward, holding up a tube of liquid that he had brought from the waterfall. 


“We will use the falls as a source of water for our camp. However, it is not safe to consume in its current form. The easiest and quickest way to purify it will be to boil it and capture the steam, allowing it to re-condense and gather in a clean container. The impurities will stay behind in the boiling container and we can dump them. It’ll take a while to get this system running on a large enough scale to support all of us, so we will need to limit water rations for a while, but I think we can manage. There’s plenty of wood and other debris around here to use as fuel for a fire. That will be the easiest way to get things boiling. The bigger problem is that we don’t have any large barrels or cooking pots that can withstand the boiling. We may have to make something ourselves. The engineers can help.” 


“I’ll assign you someone to help with that,” Elida confirmed. 


As he finished speaking, a far off rumble carried through the air over the sound of the wind and the rustling trees. It grew louder and louder, and everyone froze, staring up at the sky, afraid of what might come next. As the sound wave passed over them, bending the tree branches and sending tiny dust devils swirling in every direction, many of the men dropped to their knees and covered their heads. When it passed, Elida glanced up just in time to see several ships flying past, winking in and out of the treetops. If he wasn’t mistaken, they were Earth ships, complete with the Central Government’s tail colors painted proudly on them. Probably just checking in on him. He wished someone had told him about the visit. 


“We’re all right. It was just our old friends making sure we landed okay. They were probably expecting to see our camp over by the ship, but we weren’t there. Maybe they’ll come back and land so we can show them around some time,” Elida chatted, hoping he was right. Either way, he needed his men to stay focused on the task ahead. “Let’s get to bed. First watch up. What did I tell you? I knew everything would work out! It’s good to be home.” 


With uncharacteristic pep in his step, Elida hopped down from the crate and headed for his own tent, ready to turn in for his first night in his new home. 
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 ELIDA DIDN’T SLEEP well during that first night on the planet. His mind insisted that there was more to do. He wanted to get up and walk the perimeter one more time for himself. He wanted to check on his security team and start unloading supplies, and all the other things that needed to get done around camp. It didn’t feel like the time to rest, yet, but he knew that if he didn’t rest, he would be no use to them as a leader either. Their first day had been hard, and they owed themselves a little downtime to recover before building a colony really got underway. 


Drowsing in and out of fitful sleep, every strange noise in the semi-darkness woke Elida. Every footstep outside his tent or whistle of a creature somewhere off in the distance grabbed his attention and called him out of his dreams. He chalked the footsteps up to his team getting up to use the latrine, and as for the other noises, he listened curiously and imagined what type of animals might produce such a sound. They filled his mind with Earthly birds and monkeys, but he knew better than to assume these animals would be anything like the ones he was used to. Even the lizard they had spotted earlier was something of an oddity with its whip-like tail. 


After trying a few more times to get some real sleep, Elida gave up. He rose, dusting himself off and slipping his boots on over his feet. He didn’t bother to tie them just yet. First, he wanted to peek outside and see who else was up at this hour, whatever hour it was. During the night, the watch was supposed to change so the first detail could get some rest. It relieved him to see that there were different soldiers marching along the perimeter now, so at least that had gone according to plan. 


Clarke was one of the guards pacing back and forth now. He monitored things, his hand resting easily on a holster at his side, and Elida watched him for a moment before shuffling out of his own tent and stretching his arms and back skyward with a big yawn.


“Where’s Sinnett? I thought he was supposed to be on patrol with you during second shift.” 


“Not sure, sir. He was with us a little while ago, and then he said he needed to go relieve himself. He should be back any second. Maybe he’s just shy,” Clarke winked at the commander with a smirk. 


Elida rolled his eyes and walked on, checking in with the other impromptu guards and seeing who else was awake. It was definitely still too early for the rest of the crew to be out of bed just yet, but he might as well get a head start on setting up a makeshift kitchen so they might have some breakfast before long. Call it a token of appreciation for his men. 


Ambling slowly, Elida inspected each of the supply crates lined up in the camp. The first order of business was finding the cooking supplies. Elizabet had promised them enough equipment to get the colony off the ground, but during his first inventory onboard he discovered that she only sent him with two measly cooking stoves to feed all fifty of his men. Apparently, Elizabet expected them to start the business of chopping down trees for firewood right away. Grumbling to himself, he hammered the end of his crowbar under the lid of a crate. The nails were stiff, and they made an awful squealing sound as they pulled loose from the crate’s frame. Elida barely had time to bemoan the noise before an explosion rumbled up from inside the dark container and threw him flat on his back. 


Seconds later, a series of other explosions followed, and through swollen, half-blinded eyes, Elida watched as the crates beside him also went up in flames. Wood splintered in every direction, throwing shrapnel into the sky and through the sides of their newly erected tents. Men came tumbling out into the sunshine in bewilderment, looking around wildly despite being half-dressed. 


Elida crawled away from the burning crate where he lay. His face was a bloody mess, and he knew his skin was bubbling up from the burn. He could feel it already. The explosion broke the hand that had been holding onto the crowbar. He couldn’t curl his fingers, and it sent a shooting pain up his entire arm whenever he lifted it to pull himself away. He was losing blood from dozens of tiny cuts where the shrapnel had struck him. Just before blacking out, Sinnett’s face appeared before him, and hauled him up and away, his legs dragging limply across the sand. 


“I’ve got you,” Sinnett reassured him. 


Elida nodded through the haze. Other men stepped up to help carry their Captain, and soon a makeshift gurney was set up so the medics and science team could get to work on him. Sinnett ran for Zeke, the de facto second in command, and brought him to Elida’s side. 


“What happened?” Zeke asked, his voice panic-stricken. 


Elida only managed a strangled groan, but could not speak. His face had gone from bad to worse in the few minutes it took to get him ready for medical treatment, and now his lips were blistered and swollen as well. The skin on his face and neck was discolored and his hair was singed. 


“Sinnett, you were on patrol. What happened?” Zeke whirled on the man who was first to the scene. 


“I- I don’t really know. I went to take a piss. I was coming back, and I heard an explosion, so I came running to see what it was. He was near the supply crates, everything was burning. I don’t know what happened before that. I don’t even know what was in the crates he had opened.” 


“Was anybody paying attention?” Zeke screamed, throwing his arms into the air. 


“I don’t think so, sir. Everybody else was asleep. Elida must have been getting an early start on us or something. He was alone.” 


Zeke heaved a slow breath through his nose and tried to calm his nerves before releasing the breath through his lips. He closed his eyes tightly and didn’t say a word as he clenched his fists over and over. When he extended his fingers for the fifth time, he took another long breath and looked down at Elida. 


“I’m going to find out what happened. You just hang in there, and I’ll be back. Sinnett, you’re with me. We’re going to investigate.” 


A moment later, the two of them marched out of the temporary medical tent and vanished. Elida grunted his approval but could do nothing more than twitch the fingers on his uninjured hand. His legs had mostly escaped the damaging blow, and the medics wrapped up the shrapnel cuts quickly. Then they turned their attention to his face. He didn’t even notice when they gave him a shot to stop the pain, and he was so focused on the wet rags they placed on his still burning skin that he didn’t realize one medic had lifted his broken hand and begun setting it with a splint. 


As the medical team buzzed around Elida’s face, he fell unconscious, partially because of the intense pain, and partially because of the medication making him drowsy. The next time he woke up, he could feel a thin film of gel that had been applied to his burns along with some stiff bandages. It was greasy and slimy at once, and it filled his nostrils with a harsh scent that made him want to gag. Inside his own head, he laughed at the thought that somehow this smell was more offensive to him than the smell of rotting flesh that had permeated every second of his life since they had landed here. Then he passed out again, oblivious to the passing of time and the safety of his fledgling colony. 
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WHEN ELIDA AWOKE many hours later, Zeke was sitting anxiously by his bedside. Elida’s eyes fluttered open, and he gazed up at the roof of the tent. He had very little memory of the last few days. The last thing he remembered was walking the perimeter right after he woke up. The explosion had erased everything after that. More than anything, he knew his face tingled and burned, and every bone in his body felt stiff. The medics immobilized his hand, and he couldn’t lift it far enough to see what kind of contraption was holding his fingers out straight. 


“Are you awake, sir?” 


Elida blinked twice, lacking any other means of communicating. 


“Good. I have some information for you. Just try to relax and listen. We found explosives inside the crates. Not all of them detonated. Enough to do damage, but not enough to kill you, luckily. Whoever planted them had big plans. Sinnett recognized them. He said the explosives came from that ship you guys explored yesterday. They had a symbol on them. He also said that’s why some of them didn’t go off. They were old and probably got wet at some point. They definitely didn’t come from Earth.” 


As Zeke spoke, Elida’s eyes widened in surprise. His mind raced. Only three people knew about those explosives. Himself, Sinnett, and Clarke. Where was Clarke now? The questions swarmed through his mind, and he forgot to listen to Zeke at all. 


“He’s in custody now,” Zeke finished, and then paused uncertainly, waiting to be dismissed before realizing that Elida was in no position to do so. 


Who was in custody? Clarke? Damn it, Elida thought. He should have been paying attention. And Zeke hadn’t given him an update on any of the other developments either. How was the camp coming along? Did they have enough supplies to survive? Why was nobody telling him anything? Hot tears of fury came to his eyes, but beneath the layers of soothing gel and bandages, they were trapped. 


Medics rushed into the tent and surrounded him with a flurry of activity. This was the most lucid he had been in two Earth days, and they had a whole battery of tests lined up for him. They began by changing his bandages, examining the skin underneath carefully, and prodding at him with a variety of instruments that looked vaguely dangerous as they approached his eyes. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw Sinnett enter the tent, watching the action over the shoulders of the medics. 


“Good afternoon, sir. I hope you’re feeling better today. Glad to see you awake,” the man rambled. 


Elida blinked his eyes slowly, trying to meet the man’s gaze. 


“Terrible business with Clarke. I never would’ve suspected, sir. We have locked him down. Well, as best we can, anyway. I’m sure Zeke told you. He’s got the rest of us working hard, just like you would’ve. Everybody’s been on their best behavior. We don’t want you to worry while you’re down for the count, ya know? Just worry about getting better. We’ve got this all under control.” 


We? Elida wondered. Sinnett had not been one of the natural leaders in his crew until this point. He trusted Zeke to have things under control but Sinnett was little more than a grunt. Elida sincerely hoped that Zeke hadn’t left Sinnett in charge of anything important. Besides, he still wasn’t certain that Clarke was the one who planted those explosives. It really could have been anyone. As soon as he was feeling better, he would speak with the first security watch and find out who had been up and walking around. The longer it took to investigate, the less likely he would be to find the real culprit, he knew. 


Even if he found the person who planted the explosives, there were deeper questions to find answers to. Did they act alone? Was he the intended target, or were they only trying to sabotage the supplies? And why? Why, why, why? 


Elida’s eyes popped open suddenly, and bile rose in his throat as he thought back to his final conversation with Elizabet. How angry he had been. How he had accused her of shortchanging them on supplies and opportunity when she had done so much for them. He had been unkind, ungrateful. But could she have acted all the way from Earth to get payback? Were things that bad between them? 


Elida tried to hang onto consciousness long enough to follow all the questions to their logical answers, but his head was swimming and he felt weak. He needed food to restore his strength. They didn’t have much in the way of medical supplies here and feeding him through an IV was proving challenging. Instead, they had been trying to feed mashed potatoes between his blistered lips during his waking moments while he sputtered and spat and choked down what he could. They had no other choice, but the few calories he got weren’t doing him any favors. 


Eventually, the medics and Zeke shuffled out of the tent, leaving Elida and Sinnett in a strained silence. Sinnett pulled up a crate and sat down heavily. 


“You mind if I join you for a while?” 


Despite the pain, Elida tried opening and closing his jaws. He could feel the delicate parchment paper that was now his skin pulling taut as he did so. It was agonizing, sending him into a momentary dizzy spell. He clenched his teeth tightly together and waited for the pain to subside. Then he tried again, slower this time. Each time he moved, he opened his mouth a little wider. Sinnett took notice of the movements and came curiously to his side. 


“What is it, sir? Do you need more pain medication? Let me,” Sinnett patted Elida’s shoulder, and Elida winced. 


When Sinnett returned, he held a large syringe in his hand, but there was no medic in sight. Not only did Elida not want any more pain medication right at that moment, because it made his head fuzzy and his thinking slow down, but he was positive that Sinnett should not be the one to administer it in any case. Elida’s mind tried to tease out the meaning of this action, and he raised his uninjured hand weakly, swatting at Sinnett to get him to back off. A gurgling cry escaped from Elida’s throat and he stared into the man’s eyes with fear and terrible understanding. 


“Come now, sir. I’m just trying to help. I mixed up an extra-strong dose myself,” Sinnett said with an eerily charming smile, baring all his milky white teeth. 


“NO,” Elida screeched with as much volume as he could muster. The words scorched his throat and pain coursed through his body at having exerted himself so suddenly. He fell back onto the bed, his eyes rolling back into his head as he lost consciousness once more, Sinnett still poised over him with the gleaming needle just inches away. 
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THERE WAS A scream and Elida’s eyes snapped back open. He wasn’t sure how long he’d been out this time, but he could feel something heavy pressing down on his legs. Something smelled like piss. He groaned, thinking he might have pissed himself when he lashed out at Sinnett, but after a moment he realized it wasn’t him and he was relieved. At least this much dignity he had retained. 


Bright lights shined down on his face and temporarily blinded him. There were voices. He thought he could recognize Zeke and a few of the others talking in the room, but he couldn’t pick out words or make sense of them. 


Raising himself up on his one good elbow, he lifted his head a couple of inches. Across his legs was the form of a man, half-conscious. Several other men were detaining the man with cuffs, their knees and elbows pressing punishingly into his back, adding to the weight that Elida felt in his lower extremities. With the cuffs secured, the other men stepped back and hoisted the prisoner upright.


Elida’s mind clicked back into focus when he recognized Sinnett’s face. He hadn’t been out for long at all. Probably only a few seconds, given the look of things. But still, he was a bit confused by the blank spot in his memory.


As he watched, Sinnett seemed to regain control of his body, looking around furiously. Drool and spittle ran down his chin, and he fixed his face in a grimace like a mad dog. He growled but didn’t speak as the men hauled him out of the tent and away from Elida. 


“What just happened?” Elida whispered, his voice scratching out of his throat.


Zeke turned to face him and conducted a quick inventory of his commander’s state before relaxing.


“I’ll fill you in when you’re feeling better, but the short version is that Sinnett was responsible for the explosions, and just now he was trying to finish the job. Luckily, one of our guys figured it out and came rushing over here to see you, thanks to Clarke. He caught Sinnett in the act and tased him. The bastard fell forward like a sack of potatoes. Sorry about the err… mess. Didn’t mean for him to piss all over you when he got hit.”�


Elida raised his uninjured hand to wave off the apology, but he frowned at the stiffness in his muscles. As the tent quieted down, he closed his eyes again, running through all the questions that were closing in on him. It had confused him when he thought Clarke planted the explosives, but this new turn of events was even more confusing. And where was Clarke now? 


When Zeke turned to leave, Elida began retracing his conversations with the two recruits, looking for any clue that might tell him how he had ended up here. He recalled Sinnett’s recognition of the symbol on the crates. Somebody had told him what to look for. Sinnett was no history buff. They had trained him. 


There were no simple answers, but one thing was clear to Elida: he was definitely the intended target. If Sinnett was the one behind the explosion, someone had put him up to it. There’s no way the recruit could have planned this on his own. Somebody had instructed Sinnett to take out Elida at the first available opportunity and then coached him on where to find the resources to do so. And yet, he had never heard of any previous missions to this planet. The only people who would know such a thing were the same government officials who had sent him here with doctored intel in the first place. 


“As for me and my family… Elida made a deal with the devil.” Memories of the night he had accepted the land from Elizabet played through his mind. The dissenting voices of his own people back on earth echoed back to him, and he could almost see the self-righteous looks on their faces as they reminded one another that they had been opposed to this idea all along. 


And then there was the insidious fury he felt toward himself. Ever since they had landed, he had been on edge. He had been waiting for the enemy to breach their gates, whatever that enemy might be. He had made his men build fences and walk the perimeter and prepare to fight off mighty beasts, and yet, he had let his guard down with his own men. He knew better than that, and the failure stung, even if nobody would dare call him out on it. He glared at the ceiling of the tent, imagining what his old drill sergeants would say to him now, a twinge of regret forcing him to swallow hard. 







“Sir?” Zeke’s voice came from the tent’s opening, and Elida jumped in surprise, groaning at the pain. “Here, take this.” 


Zeke slowly poured a warm liquid into Elida’s mouth, making sure not to spill the soothing medicine by pouring too fast. When he finished, he sat down beside the Captain’s bed. 


“We’ve got Sinnett detained and we’ll keep a watch on him at all times. You don’t have to worry about him anymore, but I have other news. First, he destroyed most of our supplies in the explosion. I have a team sorting through the remains to see what we can salvage, but a lot of tools were damaged or destroyed completely, not to mention our food supplies. We will have to hunt for food soon, and we don’t even know what that looks like.” 


Elida could only nod his understanding and roll his eyes with frustration. Hunting for food would be a real problem, especially if they had not yet identified any animals that they could eat. How were they going to feed nearly fifty men now? 


“There’s one more thing,” Zeke interrupted Elida’s train of thought. “Several men have gone missing. We think they may have helped Sinnett, but we can’t be sure. It’s possible they defected on their own, although that seems unlikely. In any case, they seem to have made off with some supplies as well. I reached out to our friends back on earth to gather some information on the missing recruits. They’re looking for anything that ties them together, or that might explain why this happened. We will sort this out, one way or another.” 


Elida smiled at the tremble that snuck into Zeke’s words. Nobody was sure of that, least of all Zeke, but at least the kid was trying to keep it together. Elida was glad he had a good head on his shoulder’s and most of the exploratory team seemed to carry on with the things they knew needed to get done. 


This new layer of complexity was both good and bad. On the one hand, it meant there were a few fewer mouths to feed in the near term. Unfortunately, it also meant that there might actually be enemies at the gates again soon, and they would already know all the camp’s defenses, inside and out. That was a problem, but it wasn’t one he could solve. Zeke had to figure it out on his own this time. 


The pair of them sat in silence for an unusually long time, until someone called for Zeke and he stood to go. On his way out, he squeezed Elida’s hand softly, imparting some sense of courage before he went. 


“I’ll check back in later. Get some rest.” 
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WITH EACH PASSING day, the rawness in Elida’s throat subsided, and he could slowly speak more and more. Zeke kept him up to date on new developments, and he gave advice when asked, although Zeke made a point of letting him rest more often than not, insisting that he had it all under control. 


The medical team came and went in short flurries, interrupting his sleep and feeding him strange concoctions derived from local plants and animals. Nothing tasted quite right, but he wasn’t sure if it was because the food was bad or because the explosion had charred so much of his sense of taste. It was hard to say. 


While the security detail kept a trained eye on the fence line, the missing recruits did not turn up. After a while, everyone in the camp assumed that they had died out there in the wilderness from exposure or starvation. Zeke continued to dig for details, looking for a connection between them and Sinnett, but Sinnett insisted that he was acting alone. Elida assumed that was a lie. Whoever he was working for probably trained him to say that too. Whoever put him up to it must have had something good on him. 


“Bring him to me,” Elida demanded one day, finally strong enough to sit up in his bed and face the man who had attempted to take his life. 


“Are you sure, sir?” Zeke asked, a look of concern furrowing his brows.


“I’m sure. The bastard needs to know he can’t take me out that easy. I want to see his face.” Elida set his face with a grimace and waited patiently as Zeke left the tent. 













When Sinnett stumbled through the tent flaps, he looked a mess. His hair stuck to his forehead, and his beard had grown out in patches. He had not been well-fed, but then again, none of them had. It was a bad place to be a prisoner, Elida supposed. When they were face to face, Elida stared hard into the man’s eyes, looking for some glimmer of the soul that hid behind them. He wanted to know what that soul contained. He received a face full of spittle as Sinnett spat at him and growled. 


Elida wiped the mess off of his face casually, and after a solemn pause, lashed out with his strong arm, the back of his hand slamming into the other man’s jaw. Sinnett dropped to the floor in shock. His nose bled onto the dirt, and the guards stood over him, ready to wrestle him back up, but Elida lifted a hand for them to step back. 


“I was trying to do the right thing, you know?” Elida began, looking down at the disheveled man with interest. “I was trying to do what was best for all of us. But you couldn’t let that happen, could you? You couldn’t let our people succeed. Why not?” 


Sinnett glared up at their leader from where he lay on the ground. “I have my reasons,” he said between clenched teeth.


Elida tilted his head to one side, raising a quizzical eyebrow at the man on the floor. A second later, he was sliding off the medical bed and placing his boot on the back of Sinnett’s neck. “And why exactly is that?” he asked. 


“Because you sold us out,” Sinnett croaked from under the boot. “You can kill me, but you won’t get rid of the opposition. There are too many of us. You don’t know who is on your side anymore. Even Zeke here. You don’t know what you’re up against. I’m just sorry I didn’t kill you the first time.” 


Elida stumbled backward to the bed, alarmed by the venom in Sinnett’s words. He looked at Zeke suspiciously, who raised his hands defensively, stammering that he had no idea what the prisoner was talking about. 


“Sold who out?” Elida asked the room, knowing the answer deep down in his heart. 


“Us. All of us. The people who elected you to lead and protect them. I voted for you way back when, but you made this deal with the Central Government behind closed doors, and then demanded that we put our lives on the line for a pipe dream. They offered you a taste of something good, and you fell right into their trap like a blind puppy. Tell me, did you feel powerful when you shared that stage with her? Did you feel legitimized? Let me tell you what the rest of us saw that you never did: they played you. They knew you would lead us on a wild goose chase for your own glory, storming foreign planets and giving up the few luxuries we had back home with stars in your eyes. Our people will suffer for years to come because of your misstep. None of us on this planet will make it back to our families, and none of them will ever make it up here. This was all a farce, and all I ever wanted was to get rid of you so nobody else would try to do something as foolish as building a colony here. The broken promises and the missing gear and the awful stinking wind that makes everything taste like rot. The Helechi people deserve to know the truth. You owe them that. So tell me, oh fearless leader, do you have what it takes to face them and tell them you failed? Go do it. Go back to the ship and send a transmission explaining how wrong you were.” 


Sinnett’s words cut off as one guard kicked him in the side. “You’re in no position to be making demands right now, prisoner.” 


Elida seethed, leaning against his bed and shaking weakly. Zeke stepped forward to help him up onto the meager padding, but Elida jumped back at his touch, suddenly distrustful of his second in command. 


“I’m telling you they will find out one way or the other. They sent those ships that fly over every few days to take pictures of your grand success. Elizabet had a whole big photo op planned out, but you failed. There is no camp to take pictures of, so she is already telling everyone that you weren’t quite the leader she expected you to be. Everyone back home thinks you’re dead. So either you need to go send a transmission to our people explaining that they took advantage of you, or you let them think whatever they’re told is the truth. That’s on you.” 


“Is Elizabet behind this or not, Sinnett?” 


“Does it matter? She knew enough to know that you weren’t meant to succeed. She may have been rooting for you, but her actions contributed to the mess you’re in now. At best, all she wanted was for you to get enough of a colony going to make it easier for her to sell the land to investors later on. The flyover pictures would have gone a long way toward building her PR campaign.” 


“That’s enough!” Zeke exclaimed. “He’s lying. Take him out of here.” 


The guards hefted Sinnett to his feet, and Zeke tensed, looking at the man’s face. Sinnett smirked back, looking over Zeke’s shoulder to give Elida a sly wink. Elida didn’t know what any of it meant now. All he knew was that the supplies were dwindling, and whether or not Elizabet was behind it, failure was imminent. He had to act now. 


If he pulled them out of this pit of despair, he would face Elizabet afterward and get some real answers out of her. Until then, his mind needed to focus on solving the problems immediately in front of him, and for that, he would have to make a few quick decisions. 


“Leave me alone, Zeke. I’ll call for you when I need you.” 


“Sir, I hope you know I would never do what Sinnett suggested. I couldn’t-” 


“That’s enough. I have some thinking to do. Go check up on your crews and make sure everything is going well.” 


Zeke received the command with a crestfallen look, but turned on his heel and exited the tent promptly. Sinnett had made enough problems by blowing up their supplies, but now he was sewing seeds of dissent and things were quickly spiraling out of control. If Elida didn’t get a handle on things quickly, the remaining crew members might abandon him altogether and follow Sinnett’s lead, and that would be even worse for their hopes of building a colony. 


As Elida lay on his bed, he closed his eyes and considered his options. They had him in a corner, and the only solution available to him was to change the entire game, turn the tables. But how? His mind raced back through the forest and to their ship, searching for another avenue to save the mission. There had to be a way. Then it came to him. 
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“FIND ZEKE, RIGHT away,” Elida shouted from the entryway of his tent. As he peered between the flaps, he took in the scene. Zeke had kept things moving along, more or less, but most of the camp was still in disarray. They hadn’t quite solved the problem of transporting water or locating food efficiently. They had repaired the tents damaged in the explosion with a mess of patches and makeshift panels. It wasn’t pretty. 


Zeke came jogging up and greeted Elida breathlessly. “Yes, sir?” he panted. 


“Come inside. We need to talk.” Elida held the flap open and waited patiently for Zeke to get out of his way. “Sit down.” 


No matter which way he looked at it, Elida knew this conversation would be a hard one. There was no simple way to do what had to be done next, but it was the only way he could free himself from the yoke of this failure and keep his dreams of a colony alive. 


“What are we going to do?” Zeke asked, bright-eyed and ready to follow his leader anywhere at all. 


“Burn it all down,” Elida answered frankly, searching Zeke’s face for a reaction. 


“B-burn it?” Zeke asked, unclear on whether this was a metaphorical or literal burning they were speaking of. 


“Listen to me, it’s the only way we can start over. We’ve only been here a few days. It’s not like we’ve built anything substantial here, anyway. We now know that they have eyes on us, and they’re waiting for signs from the insurgents that they can celebrate our failure. Let’s give them a sign. And while they’re busy watching the camp burn, we can go underground. You, me, and a handful of others I think we can trust. I will need your help to weed out the bad apples, but I think we can do this.” 


“But what then, sir? Where do we go?” 


“Think about it. That old drug company didn’t just send expensive equipment up here on a whim. All we have to do is find the whatever they were digging up when they went down and we can hide out there. According to our historians, they had some kind of transport tunnels underway, which will mostly protect us, and we can work out the rest from there. Either way, we can’t rely on Elizabet or the central government to send us any more supplies. Relying on them was a stupid move in the first place. Sinnett wasn’t wrong about that much. But that means we need to work with what this planet gives us. Besides, if we want to have a permanent colony here, we must do that before long. But with fewer of us to support, we can move faster. All I need from you right now is to pack up enough supplies for five of us to escape with. Make sure nobody sees you. And bring me those maps we had from our initial landing. They might be of use.”


“Sir, I don’t think you’re well enough to be tromping off through the forest right now. What about your health? And we know those maps aren’t accurate, remember?” 


“This is life or death, Zeke. For all of us. I will bring my most trusted medic to keep an eye on me. You just worry about supplies. As for the maps, they may have been doctored but they’re not completely false. There might be something useful there. When you leave, send Clarke in here.” 


“Yes, sir.” 


“And don’t get caught,” Elida hissed at Zeke as the young man turned to go. 


Zeke marched away, leaving Elida to his own devices. He had only a cursory idea of the land that lay beyond their perimeter, but it was a start. He could retrace his steps toward the old wreckage and extrapolate from there. The forest was large and dense, but that ship was headed somewhere. It was worth following their path to see what was out there.


Footsteps approaching his tent made him pause. He would come back to plotting their route as soon as Zeke brought him some maps. For now, he had another matter to attend to. 


“Come in,” he called, putting on his best commander impression. 


Clarke’s head pushed through the tent flaps and he stopped long enough to let his eyes adjust to the relative darkness. Life with two suns could do a number on the Helechi eye. Once he oriented himself, he pushed the rest of the way into the tight space and waited for Elida to address him again. 


“Zeke said you needed me, sir?” 


“Yes, I need you. Sit down.” 


Clarke looked around doubtfully before sitting down on the stack of crates. His body was stiff, and he looked like he hadn’t slept in a while. It had been a confusing few days for the man. But now, Elida needed him to make his plan work. 


“Well, obviously you know that we have traitors among us. People who wish for us to fail. The problem is, we don’t know how many or who they are, or even who they are working for. But the one thing I do believe is that you’re not one of them. The thing is, if we’re going to save this colony, we’re going to have to leave here. Immediately.”


“But we just got our tents fixed!” 


“Listen to me, Clarke. I’m not worried about tents. There are other inhabitants on this planet. I know there are. Or at least there were, at one point. Anyway, they built things. Mines, houses, tunnels. I don’t know where or when, but I plan on finding them. I can’t go alone, but I also can’t take a roving band of traitors with me either. So we will conduct a secret mission. There’ll just be a few of us, and I need you by my side. You can keep an eye out, provide us with some muscle, and whatever other knowledge you have stored in there. We are leaving tomorrow night. I need you to be ready. I will have supplies for the trip, so you don’t have to pack anything. Just bring yourself, your weapon, and your loyalty. Got it?” 


Clarke stared at the floor between his feet, stunned into silence by his leader’s words. He had come on this mission because he wanted to explore a new planet and be a part of the legacy of whatever colony they built, but things had taken a dangerous turn of late, and it was more than he had bargained for. He had known he would be faced with a slew of potentially deadly animals, plants and landscapes on this planet, but he had not realized that his own people might truly be the ones he needed to fear. 


“Clarke? Did you hear me?” Elida chided, impatient. 


“Yes, sir. I’m in, sir. Anything you say. I’m here for the whole ride.” 


“Good, now get back out there and make yourself look busy with camp work so nobody gets suspicious. We need another able-bodied man to join us before we go. Find someone you think you can trust and let me know before tomorrow morning. I haven’t been out there to observe the crew in days, so you will have to be my eyes on this one. I’ll have Zeke verify whoever you recommend.” 


“Will do.” 


Elida paced back and forth in the tent, uneasy and impatient. He had to trust in his companions to do their part, and there was no way he could go walking around the camp to check on them. He had to stay put and wait for his medical team to come in for another round of checkups so he could recruit one more person. Then he would rest and prepare for the next part of their venture. 


“Sir?” Clarke stopped at the tent door. 


“What?”


“What about the others? Are we just going to leave them with these murderous traitors while we run off?” Clarke’s voice cracked, and the man’s sincere emotions touched Elida, but he shook the feeling off. 


“We’ll come back for them as soon as we find what we’re looking for. I just can’t risk bringing the wrong person along when one wrong move could get us all killed.” 


Clarke nodded but didn’t seem convinced by Elida’s words. 
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IN THE SOFT light of the second sun, the five men moved away from their respective tents. Elida had ordered them to stagger their departures so they wouldn’t look suspicious. They drifted toward the fence line, a few minutes apart, and searched for the area between two trees where Zeke had already loosened some ropes that held the fence upright. Two guards marched along the perimeter lazily, strangely comfortable in the environment. In fact, Elida thought they were overconfident, and that had to mean they were playing for the other team. 


Elida had instructed Zeke and his medical officer, Wynn LaFaye, to get their supplies on the other side of the fence. Fortunately, nobody thought it was odd to see one of the medical team carrying large containers of what could be waste outside of the perimeter. They had packed their supplies accordingly, and LaFaye had smuggled them out, hiding them under a large tree whose roots had pulled up just enough to create a small cavity. 


As the team gathered around the appointed meeting place, LaFaye handed bags and pouches out for them to carry. Zeke was holding the maps under one arm, ready to pull them out for reference, and Clarke had his weapon drawn. He had also managed to steal an extra weapon from his tent mate before leaving camp. He wasn’t the only one who had nabbed some extras either. They had all gone by the food tent early in the day and stocked up on whatever would keep for the next few days. Their pockets bulged oddly with all the bundles of provisions. 


“Okay, let’s head toward the crash site, but we’re not going to aim exactly for it. We already know Sinnett has been making some extra trips out there, and we don’t know who else might be there. We’ll stay in the forest, just out of sight, and we’ll pass by there, continuing parallel to the path they were flying. I think that’s our best bet for finding whatever lies out there.” 


They nodded, looking nervously over their shoulders at the sound of every rustle and crack. Elida took the lead, pushing through the trees as best he could without making a ton of noise. Still, his boots crunched, and branches broke, and strange and wondrous animals took flight. 


Everyone followed him closely, mindful of their packs and any orange flowers poised to strike. As they got closer to the crash site, Elida slowed down once more. He peered through the foliage carefully, and everyone else was on high alert. Sounds up ahead confirmed their fears. Somebody was in the wreckage, and it probably wasn’t someone friendly. 


Clarke drew his weapon and aimed at the downed plane over a fallen branch. He held steady, waiting to see what would emerge from the vehicle, and Elida raised a pair of binoculars to his eyes to do the same. They all held their breath, listening to the distant murmur of the voices, but unable to distinguish anything recognizable. Finally, two heads emerged, bobbing out from between the torn edges of the sheet metal. Elida sucked in his breath as he recognized the two men. Ferik and Cort, the two men who had chosen their campsite on the first night. Elida wondered if they had known about the clearing in advance, or if they had stumbled upon it and understood its significance. 


Once the two men were out of the opening, somebody began handing them packages from inside the ship. These were not the packages that Elida and his team had seen on their initial reconnaissance trip. In fact, these packages looked almost new. Elida cocked his head to one side as he tried to puzzle out how they had gotten there. Either they had been concealed by the rotting mess that he had found, or someone had placed them there in the last few days, which meant that there were outside forces still at work here. 


“What is it?” Clarke whispered anxiously as he saw Elida’s expression change from one of determination to confusion to anger. 


“Change of plans. We need to stop these three before they get back to camp and kill somebody else. They don’t know we’re gone yet, and they’re preparing for something big. We need some way to detonate those explosives without them seeing us.” 


The men looked from one to the other, searching for confidence among their companions. Finally, Clarke stepped forward. 


“I have an idea, but I’m gonna need Zeke’s help. I read about how to do this once, so no promises, but it might be our only shot. Did we bring extra batteries?”


“I don’t have any spares. Too heavy. Besides, I thought the idea was to go dark. Didn’t think we’d need them,” Zeke offered, suddenly distraught at his own oversight. 


“Fine, then give me your watch.” 


“My watch? This is the only thing I brought with me from home. It was my great-grandfather’s. What are you going to do with it?” 


“Smash it and take the battery out,” Clarke stated coldly. 


“But-” 


“But nothing, Zeke. If we want to make it out of this alive, we need to stop those three from whatever they’re planning and we need to create a diversion so we can get farther away from camp. I need a battery. On the plus side, if it’s the story behind this watch you’re worried about, just think how much better it’ll be to show your grandkids the busted watch someday and tell them how you blew something up with it!” 


Clarke’s chipper attitude didn’t make Zeke feel any better, but he reluctantly loosened the watch band on his wrist. 


“While I’m getting this battery out, I need you to get the rest ready. LaFaye, did you bring medical gloves? Empty one of those canteens out into a glove and tie it closed. Then, add whatever chemicals we have on hand to the bottom of the canteen. Deodorant, bug spray, whatever you’ve got. Make sure there’s plenty in the bottom and seal it up. When we’re ready, I will drop the battery into the canteen with the chemicals and water bag. If all goes according to plan, the glove will break and release the water on impact, shorting the battery, and causing the chemicals to ignite. It’ll be a small explosion, but if we aim just right, it might work. At least, I read that it would be strong enough to knock a few people out.”


“And what if it doesn’t work?” Zeke asked. 


“If it doesn’t work, we must be prepared to shoot our way out of this,” Elida cut in. 


Everyone looked to Elida for guidance. This seemed like a long shot and a potentially dangerous waste of their limited resources. Elida mulled the plan over and checked his binoculars once more. The three men were still unloading boxes slowly from the wreckage, joking with one another and laughing openly as they worked. He received another shock when he realized that the third man was part of his second shift security detail. No wonder Sinnett got past him so easily. 


“They’re still working, but I don’t think we have much time. They have a ton of boxes out there now. Somebody had to bring those in for them. No way we missed that during our first inspection.” Elida mumbled to his team. “Get to work. We only have one shot at this.” 


Zeke hung his head in defeat. He paused for a moment to examine the watch’s face one last time, and kissed it lightly, begging forgiveness from his ancestors before handing it over. Clarke set the watch down on a stone and then placed his foot down on it until he heard a grinding crunch. When he moved his foot again, the crystal face had shattered into tiny slivers and the hands were hanging pathetically from the center stalk. 


Zeke dropped his pack to the ground and pulled out a small canteen. Between him and the LaFaye, they had enough random chemicals to mix into their makeshift bomb. They worked in silence, although the traitors seemed too preoccupied to take notice of any noise beyond their clearing. 


“Yes!” Clarke exclaimed in a whisper, breaking their focus. He held the watch battery up in his hand and examined it closely. It was smaller than he had anticipated. 


“You sure that’ll work?” Elida asked doubtfully. 


“Not at all, but we don’t have much to work with. A battery’s a battery, right? How’s the canteen coming along?” he asked. 


“Almost done here. But no, a battery is not just a battery,” Zeke corrected in exasperation, but Elida gave him a look and he stopped short of launching into an explanation.


LaFaye held up the canteen triumphantly. Carefully, she pressed the pouch into the mouth of the canteen, until it sat in the bottom with all the chemicals. Clarke dropped the battery inside and then added one more shot of chemicals on top of the mix before sealing the whole thing tightly. 


“Who here can throw this into the middle of all those boxes?” 


“I’ll do it.” Elida took the canteen gingerly and weighed it in the palm of his hand. This was the moment his men needed him most, and if he missed, it would be his own fault. “Three, two, one…” 


The canteen hurtled through the air, barely missing branches as it sailed into the clearing. It didn’t exactly fly straight and true, the water sloshing back and forth to throw it off balance, but it landed with a dull thud in the loamy soil among the boxes. The three men in the clearing looked at it curiously as it bounced once and then again. There was a pregnant silence as they waited for an explosion that never came.


“Shit,” Elida and Clarke said together. 


Cort stepped forward and toed the canteen, rolling it from side to side with his foot. Then he raised his eyes to the forest and scanned for the source of the strange delivery. 


“Who’s there?” he called, drawing his weapon. 


Moments later, Clarke’s weapon discharged, striking the canteen and causing it to explode in a flash. The man screamed, but the report of several other explosions interrupted him before he could call for help. It hadn’t been a flawless execution, but now that a few of the boxes had gone off, it had created a chain reaction, and one after another the explosions rocked the ground and sent bits of dirt and tree bark skyward. There was so much debris in the air, nobody could see what became of the men who had been in the clearing only a few moments before. 


“Run!” Elida called to his team, grabbing at their clothes and turning them away from the spectacle. 


Zeke scooped his pack up off the ground and looked wildly around for the remains of the watch. Clarke and the others were already darting through the trees ahead of him. With relief, he found the watchband laying on the ground and stuffed it into his pocket hurriedly before following suit. At least he had that much to hang onto. 


As the sound of explosions died out behind them, a new sound filled the air. There was yelling carried through the air over the crashing sounds of branches breaking and feet stomping as they ran for their lives into the wilderness, dodging deadly orange flowers and ducking under low hanging limbs. The further they ran from the explosions, the more the sounds of their own ragged breathing replaced the shouts.


They slowed to a walk and continued on, Elida in the lead, and Zeke bringing up the tail. The land looked different here. The trees were still large and lush, and the air still reeked of the hideous flowers, but they were on a hill and the ground was growing rockier with every step. 
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AT THE TOP of the hill, the five men stopped to eat and catch their breath. The hike had been arduous, especially after the race to get away from the explosives and the wreckage. They sat in a small clearing where the sun shone down on them from a low angle, nearly completing its own descent toward the horizon. Elida estimated that they only had one or two days left before they were in full dark unless the other sun came up before then. They had to find shelter before that happened. The wind had picked up once again when they climbed above the tree line. It was cooler up here, but still it made things difficult. 


From his perch on a rocky outcropping, he looked out over the treetops beneath him. A glint of sunlight caught his eye, and he reached for his binoculars. As they came into focus, he let out a groan. 


“What is it?” Clarke asked between a mouthful of dry bread. 


“We’re being watched. Or we were.” 


“We already knew that. Isn’t that why we staged this whole escape and blew up our own men in that clearing?” 


“No, there’s more. Look.” 


Clarke clambered up onto the rock beside Elida and took the binoculars for himself. Elida turned him in the right direction and waited. 


“What do you see?” 


“I see trees.” There was a long pause before Clarke continued. “And a radio tower, and what appears to be the men missing from camp a few days ago. And some sort of power station. What are they doing?” 


“They’re reporting our movements. They must have been watching us for the last week. But who are they reporting back to?” 


“Maybe that’s why all those recon ships keep flying past. We thought they were trying to get pictures of our camp, but maybe they were dropping supplies and gathering intel from our enemies. I still don’t understand why though.” 


“Because they wanted this to look like an accidental failure. And they wanted the colony that survives to be subservient to them on Earth so they could use it for their own purposes later on. This was never about righting wrongs. This was about sacrificing the strongest of the Helechi people to take hold of a planet that they could mine for resources.” 


“Slavery. They wanted to ship us to this planet and then enslave us. Where nobody could see,” Clarke whispered as the reality of the situation dawned on him. 


“I’m sure they made lots of promises to these guys. Probably offered them government positions and a handsome paycheck to sell us out. You’d be amazed how easy it is to get people to turn against their own interests by making them believe they can skip ahead in life and escape the very same cruelties that they’ve endured their entire lives. I’m disappointed but I can’t say I’m surprised.”


“So what do we do about it?” 


“We put an end to it. Pack up our bags, and head straight for their camp. There’s no way they could have expected that little trick we pulled earlier, so now is the best time to pay them a surprise visit. They probably think the explosions were an accident brought on by their own carelessness.” 


“What will we do when we get there?” 


“We’ll bring them back into the fold, that’s all. We need to remind them whose side they’re on. I’ll handle that. I need you to make sure their radios are off so they can’t send any messages for a while.” 


After a bit of grumbling from the other men, they were all packed up and on the move once more, this time headed down into a valley and straight into enemy territory. Their eyes flashed with fury, and they moved with steady strides until Elida held up a hand to indicate a stopping point. They spread out among the trees, surrounding the small camp and waiting for his signal. 


Zeke and LaFaye hung back as the other three men stormed the encampment. Clarke swept the radios off of their tables and smashed them on the ground. Elida, Clarke, and a soldier named Mira launched themselves at the three traitors, using the element of surprise to close the gap between them. At least they were evenly matched after Clarke had recommended Mira as the fifth member of their escape squad. Clarke wrestled one man to the ground, pressing his knee into the man’s back until he squirmed and begged for mercy. Only after he stopped fighting did LaFaye run forward and bind the man’s hands with medical tape. It was an imperfect solution, but it would keep him busy for a little while. 


With one of the men out of the way, they turned their focus to the other two. The larger oof the two was growling and spitting names at Elida, insisting that Elida was the real traitor. He circled, bobbed and weaved, pacing back and forth like an animal trapped by a pack of hunting wolves, always keeping his distance. But in one fatal moment, he circled around so that his back was to Zeke’s hiding place among the leaves, and a second later, Zeke took him down with one solid swing of a tree branch, striking his head so he fell sideways, mid-step. As soon as the apparent leader fell, the third man darted toward the trees, but Mira tripped him up and dragged him back. 


The fight was over quickly, and they placed all three of the men together on the ground to answer for their crimes as they regained consciousness.


“What do you think we should do with them, sir?” Clarke strode menacingly in front of the men, his fingers tapping suggestively against the weapon at his hip. 


“At first, I thought that might be the right thing to do, but now I’m having second thoughts,” Elida mused. “We could use a few strong men like these fellows to help us out, and it’s obvious that they have the lay of the land. Is that not so, gentleman?”


Elida whirled on the three captives and glowered in their direction. Their leader remained defiant, but the other two seemed more open to negotiating. 


“We were just trying to do what was best for our families,” one of them stammered. 


“Shut up. That’s what we were all trying to do before you idiots sabotaged us. Now, tell me who you’re reporting to and what you know about the establishments on this planet.” 


“Don’t tell them anything,” snarled the ringleader recklessly, wrenching his arms against his restraints. 


Clarke stomped forward and pushed the man onto his back, planting his boot on the side of the man’s face. The other two exchanged a panicky glance, before dropping their heads and waiting for it to all be over. 


“You can tell us, or I can squeeze it out of you, but either way, this is better than you deserve.” 


“That’ll do.” Elida cut in. 


“There’s a camp. It’s a few miles from here. It was an industrial site for processing and storing herbs harvested here. Elizabet Buckley and her brother, Jessup, are on the board. They needed more hands to help process and pack the raw materials. They knew the Helechi people weren’t interested in job opportunities, so they arranged for this instead.” The man spoke slowly, and whenever he paused, his companion nodded to him encouragingly. 


“I thought that company went out of business?” 


“Well, sort of. It was on the verge of bankruptcy until it was bought up by a few members of the Central Government and their friends.” 


“Why’d you go along with it?”


“After we left Earth, they kidnapped our families. They’re holding them hostage, and they promised to hurt them if we didn’t help. We were notified via messengers while we were stopping to refuel along the way. At each stop, the messengers brought letters and equipment for us. Once we reported back about our camp, they started delivering more supplies for us. The idea was to get you out of the way so we could stage an election for a new leader. Naturally, we would rig the results so one of us could take over and seal the deal. I’m sorry…” 


“Sorry doesn’t cut it,” Elida fumed. “But you’re working for me now, got it? And trust me, at the first sign that you’re trying to betray me again, I will not hesitate to shoot you. So if you really want to save your family, you’re going to help us find this facility, and we are going to work together to save our people. Is that clear?” 


The two men nodded, and the third groaned from his position on the ground as Clarke’s boot was lifted from his ruddy cheek. He tried to wipe the dirt off on his shoulder, but couldn’t quite reach, so he looked like a small child who had snuck into a cookie jar, crumbs of evidence stuck all over him. 


“Consider this justice. You will work hard for me, and you will do whatever I tell you, but as long as you are loyal, no harm shall come to you or your family. I guarantee it. When we are all safe and we have the means to retrieve our ship, we will get your family back. In the meantime, carry those radios with us, because we’ll need them if you want to keep up the ruse with Elizabet and her lot. You will make your regular reports to her, but I will be feeding you lines. Just remember, Elizabet will kill you if she finds out you failed, so don’t try running. She doesn’t care one iota about you or your family. Clarke, also, does not care one iota about whether you live or die, so you better act right or I might not be able to stop him from shooting you. Isn’t that right, Clarke?”


“Precisely,” Clarke grumbled. 


Clarke lifted the men to their feet and cut the bindings that held their hands. They stretched their arms and fingers, glad to be relieved of the tension. Then they went to work, breaking down their camp and salvaging what they could of their radio equipment. 


When all was packed and ready to go, Elida looked to the three and pointed to the leader.


“Benji, right?”


The mutinous leader rolled his eyes but nodded his confirmation. 


“You know the way. Lead on.” 


There was a sullen nod from Benji, but he didn’t resist. Clarke kept his weapon aimed straight ahead, waiting for any of the three to make a run for it. All eight of them headed deeper into the forest, searching for their common enemy. 

To Be Continued… 
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