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      Tev woke up before the sun rose, as was his custom. But today was different. Today he was driven by a greater purpose. His eyes opened, and without making a move or sound, he studied his surroundings. The other hunters of his clan slept nearby, but he paid them no mind. The sounds of their sleep came to his ears, the regular breathing and soft snores of the exhausted, and he knew he was the only one awake. Without even a whisper, he extricated himself from his sleeping pad, rolled it up tightly and tied it together with leather straps. He kept every sense alert to ensure his actions didn't disturb the sleep of those nearby.  What he had to do, he had to do alone.

      Tev knew his actions would have repercussions.  Favored by the clan as he was, this decision might cost him a seat among the elders. There were reasons they always hunted together. The deep forests were dangerous, no matter how experienced one was. To wander alone in the woods was courting disaster. Some of their most respected hunters had tried what Tev was now doing, and they had never hunted again.

      He looked over at the sleeping figure of Shet, the elder leading this hunt.  He had more respect for the older man than he could say.  Shet was a veteran of not just countless hunts, but years and trials.  Despite his age, he still kept to the trail as though he were less than half as old, and his cunning made him a dangerous hunter.  If there was anyone who could dissuade Tev, it would be Shet.  But not today.  It might cost him the respect of the elder, but if it saved the lives of the clan, Tev didn’t see another way.

      In his heart, Tev didn’t think he was like the others.  Where others had gone missing, he would succeed.  He was a hunter, in the prime of his life, and the clan had never seen anyone with his skills.  He trained harder than anyone else, and if he couldn't put those skills to the test for the good of the clan, what was the point?

      Tev tested his gear to ensure it would remain silent as he moved.   He didn’t want to wake the other hunters, but more importantly, he didn’t want to wake up anything else in the forest.  They were not the top of the food chain here, and plenty of species nearby could stalk him by sound alone.  Silence was safety.

      Before he left, Tev looked to the sky, still dark before the dawn. She was still there, a good omen. He knelt to his knees and said a quick prayer to Lys, the goddess of the hunt. Skilled as he was, he would need her strength if he was going to succeed today.  She had always looked out for him before. He took one last glance at her figure painted by the stars in the heavens, then stood up and left the peaceful confines of the camp without a second thought. Once the decision was made, there was only action.

      Before he crested the ridge that would hide the camp from view, he glanced back at his fellow hunters. He hoped they would understand. Already the boar had taken two of them, and the clan was too small to sustain these losses.  The arguments circled in his head one last time, but he was convinced this was the way.  Far better to risk one hunter than several.  The danger was greater to him, but if he could do anything to keep the clan safe, he wouldn’t hesitate.

      Beyond the boundaries of the camp, all his senses came alive. He had his spear and his blade, but his greatest weapon was his awareness. Sight, sound, smell and even taste would give him the information he needed to keep himself alive.  A clear head and a calm mind.  The mantra had been driven into him by the elders. Those skills were far more valuable to him than mere weapons.

      He set out toward the rising sun.  Memories threatened to disturb his focus.  He was heading towards the area they had last seen the boar, the battleground where Tev had lost a friend. Tev hoped to pick up the trail from there. The boar was huge, one of the bigger ones he had ever seen. But far more intimidating than the beast’s size was its intelligence. It had been hunted before and knew what traps Tev and his fellow hunters would try to lay. The boar never allowed itself to be surrounded, and it did not hide when it knew hunters were near. It bolted before it could be surrounded.

      Peyt, Tev’s fellow hunter and friend, had thought he was quicker and smarter, but the boar had proven him wrong faster than anyone could react.  Peyt had tried to attack it from the side, an almost impossible spear throw from the distance attempted.  To Peyt’s credit, the spear had flown just centimeters above the boar’s back, but Peyt had left himself undefended as the boar turned and charged.  He had tried to defend himself with his knife, and the other hunters had converged to protect their brother, but everyone was too late.  The boar got one tusk into Peyt’s leg, and he wasn’t much longer for the world.  It was Tev who had led the ceremony of remembrance.  He had said the final words and guided his friend’s soul to Lys, who cared for all who died in the hunt.

      Tev wasn't sure how he would outsmart the boar, but he knew he had to try. His clan needed food, and they couldn't risk anyone else.  A part of him knew his attitude bordered on conceit, but he didn’t view it that way.  He had a certainty he could do this.  He could kill the boar without putting his friends in danger.  All he had to do was figure out how.

      

      He found the place where they'd last seen the boar without difficulty.  He knew the land well, but this place in particular was seared in his memory.  A friend had fallen here.  Marks were everywhere. The ground was trampled, and shallow pools of dried blood marked the place where Peyt had died.  Tev’s instinct was to glance away, but he took a long breath and focused. In the first light of the dawn, Tev knelt down and examined the scene with fresh eyes. His footprints and the prints of the other hunters were as clear as day to him.  He could tell where each of his companions had been and how they had acted.  The prints told a story, and he let his mind go blank and make the connections as he observed them.

      Everywhere he looked he saw marks of the boar mixed in with the prints of his friends. Stepping with care, he circled the perimeter of the scene, looking for any sign as to where the boar had gone. He found one set of tracks, but they were leading to the battle, not away from it. Unperturbed, he continued his circuit, finally finding the tracks he was seeking.

      While hunting boar was a challenge, tracking one, especially one already wounded, was not. Once he located the tracks, they were easy to follow.  The boar had left a trail of blood and disturbed plants so obvious a child could follow it.  Tev wondered for a moment if the boar had died last night.  There was more blood on the trail than he had expected.  He was hopeful, but he proceeded as though the boar was still alive and well.

      Despite the obviousness of the trail, Tev moved with caution. There was no telling where the boar had stopped and he didn’t want to be taken by surprise. Once in a while he stopped and scanned the area around him, even though he knew he was on the right track. He sniffed the air and looked around for other signs he had missed.  Information was safety.  Awareness was his sharpest blade.

      The sun was a quarter of the way above the horizon when Tev found his quarry.  It wasn’t sight that gave the boar away, but smell, an unmistakable scent Tev associated with shit.  The odor was potent enough that the boar had to be within a dozen paces. Tev knelt down with perfect control, careful not to make a noise, and considered his options. He could attack the boar head-on, but it felt foolish.  Tev was confident, but even he didn’t want to risk his life in a one-on-one match with an intelligent beast.  If it was injured, it was even more unpredictable.

      In his silence, Tev could hear the labored breathing of his quarry.  The boar was injured.  It was time to end this hunt.  Killing the boar would honor Peyt’s memory.  He just had to find the way.

      Tev felt the wind change direction against his skin. It was a concerning development, but he didn't panic. Right now he was downwind of the boar, but if the wind shifted too far, the boar would pick up on Tev’s scent. It would put Tev in much more danger.  Tev kept his eyes moving, studying the environment, trying to gain an advantage on the boar.

      His gaze paused on the branches above both him and the boar.  An idea occurred to him.  It wasn’t traditional, or even the safest idea, but it might work.  He ran the plan over and over in his mind, trying to get a better sense of the boar’s location from its labored breathing.

      Then it was time for action.  Tev took two powerful and silent steps up to the tree, leaping off his left foot and planting his right foot high on the tree, above the level of his own waist. He pushed off his right foot and angled his momentum so he was flying straight up. He grabbed the lowest branch of the tree and hung there, studying the surrounding area. From this height, he could see the dark shape of the boar hidden in the undergrowth of the forest.  Lys was with him.  The boar was facing away from him and was about eight meters away.

      Tev hung from the branch for a moment, watching the boar with a steady gaze to see if it had heard or noticed him. When he was confident he hadn't alarmed the creature, he pulled himself smoothly up onto the branch, causing only the slightest rustling of the leaves.

      Perched on the branch, he paused one last time. He studied the branches between him and the boar, deciding how he would proceed. Once his mind was made up, there was no hesitation. He had to commit with all his heart.

      Tev ran along the branch he was standing on, leaping to a new branch to get closer to the boar. The leaves rustled, but there was no helping it.  He chose speed over stealth.

      As he had expected, the boar’s head immediately came up. It glanced from side to side, and Tev was counting on just a second or two of delay before the boar looked up. He was betting the boar had never been attacked from above, and his whole plan hung on just the slightest amount of confusion.

      Tev leapt from the branch. He was still three meters away from the boar, but he knew he had the strength to make the jump, and if he waited any longer, he feared his element of surprise would disappear. He fell towards the boar, spear in hand.

      His plan worked. Surprised and confused, the boar didn’t break right away. Tev dropped towards it, leading the fall with his spear. His aim was true, stabbing the boar from above and piercing its vital organs. Tev didn't try to hold onto the spear. As soon as he thrust, he let go and focused on his own landing.

      He hit the ground with his feet, bending at his knees to absorb as much impact as he could. He was moving too fast and too far forward, and he leapt into a roll over his shoulder, coming back to his feet with his long knife in hand.

      It was good that he did. Boars were fierce fighters, warriors of the animal kingdom, and this one was no exception. The animal was dead, but it didn't know it yet.

      The boar turned and charged. Armed with nothing but his knife, there was little Tev could do to stop it. With another spear he might have stood his ground, but he dove out of the way at the last possible moment, using the same roll over his shoulder. His body fell into relaxed readiness, prepared to move in any direction.  At times like this, thought fell away, and Tev embraced his instincts.

      Evading the boar was his best strategy.  If he could gain even a few seconds, he could scamper up a tree and wait for the boar to die.  Trying anything more would be pressing his luck.

      The boar charged again, this time with less speed. Tev assumed it was due to injury. He leapt out of the way again, but this time the boar’s slower speed gave it time to adjust at the last moment, leaving a shallow gash along the outside edge of Tev’s thigh.

      The boar didn’t give him a chance to think. It turned around and charged again. Tev reacted, his body and training taking over from his mind.  His leg was weakened, and he didn’t dare put too much pressure on it.  As the boar got close, he threw his knife.

      The knife wasn’t balanced for throwing, and Tev counted himself lucky that it even caused a slight gash.  But it did cause the boar to lower its head.  Tev leapt, ignoring the pain that flared up in his injured leg.  The boar tried to stab at him as he passed above it, but missed.  Tev wrapped his hands around his spear, still jutting through the boar.  He put all his weight against it, pulling the boar off its feet.

      Both he and the boar landed hard on the ground, but the pain seemed to draw the last of the fight out of the boar.    It struggled, just for a moment, before resting its head on the ground.  Tev was ready for anything, but the light went out of the boar’s eyes, and Tev was successful.  He laid back and breathed a deep sigh of relief.
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      When Kindra woke up, she was in a new star system. No matter how often it happened, there was still something about it that bordered on the magical.  The scientist in her had a basic understanding of how space travel happened, but it was almost impossible to believe the light she had just left would take almost a hundred years to reach her now.

      Perhaps the feeling was a side effect of the sedative.  The first people to go through space jumps had succumbed to insanity, and to this day science couldn’t explain why.  Derreck, Kindra’s captain, had done a jump awake once, and he refused to speak of it.  Some of the less-controlled captains openly bragged about jumping without sedatives.  But Kindra had jumped a lot, and she knew what she wanted.  She strapped into her bunk and took her sedative.  Once the computer was certain everyone was under, it initiated the jump.

      The sedative was designed to last sixty minutes and disappear without a trace, leaving Kindra alert, but she didn’t move.  She had learned the hard way as a child during one of her first jumps.  She might be awake, but she took a few minutes to catch up. Although she didn't consider herself spiritual, the only language she could use to describe the sensation was that of leaving a piece of her soul behind.

      Kindra pressed her palms against her forehead and stretched out her eyes, forcing them to wakefulness. A soft groan escaped her lips as she undid the harness that kept her attached to the bunk during the jump.  She had jumped well over a hundred times, but each one awakened her inner philosopher.  Humanity had been debating whether they belonged in the stars ever since they had the ability to reach the moon.  Ultimately, it didn’t matter to her.  She belonged here.  It was why she took the risk of joining Fleet.

      A few thoughts pulled up an old-fashioned analog clock in her vision, appearing to float about a meter in front of her face. It had been exactly one hour since the sedative flooded her system, a perfect jump once again. Even though only an hour had passed, she couldn't help but feel she was much older than she had been when she fell asleep.  Just like every other time.

      She was supposed to be reporting for duty, but years of experience had taught her it was much better to take the first few minutes after a jump to herself. She rolled her head from side to side, rejoicing as her neck popped and cracked. For the next few moments she did a basic warm-up.  She stretched, rolled her limbs back and forth and did a few push-ups and squats, just enough to ensure everything was working the way it should.

      When she finished, she spoiled herself with a quick shower. It would probably be the best she would have for a few weeks. The hot water warmed her body and erased the last bits of tension in her muscles. She stepped out, dried quickly, and threw on Fleet’s latest attempt at a uniform.

      Another focused thought brought a wave of information to her vision. The captain was already on the bridge and the rest of the crew were on their way. Even if she left now, she was certain to be the last to arrive. She didn't mind. It wasn’t like the planet was going to disappear on them. She understood the importance of timetables, but some part of her, a childhood rebel that had never been tamed, enjoyed throwing off their schedules, even if it was just for a minute or two.

      She overlaid a path to the dropship.  This was the first time she’d been on this particular jumper, and it was clear the crew didn’t like having guests very much.  They were a long way from charted space, and the Destiny was one of Fleet’s long-range jumpers.  The crew were used to going months without regular human contact, and their social skills demonstrated that admirably.  Kindra had barely left her room except for mess.  One last glance ensured she hadn’t forgotten anything. She had packed her gear on the dropship days ago and had already been through this procedure multiple times. Satisfied that everything was in its place, she thought off the lights and left the room.

      

      As Kindra expected, she was the last to arrive. She paused after she passed the final bulkhead.  Every time Kindra saw her, she took Kindra’s breath away.  It was Kindra’s second home, the dropship Vigilant.

      The ships that traveled between the stars were far too large to ever drop into atmosphere.  Teams like Kindra’s relied on dropships to ferry them between the jumpers and the planets they explored.  Kindra had been crewed on the Vigilant for almost seven years now, but it still had the power to stop her in her tracks.  Jumpers, because they never approached atmosphere, tended to look as though a child had glued them together.  But the Vigilant was sleek, designed for atmospheric flight and exploration.  In the cavernous hangers of the jumper it seemed small, but it would be her home again for the next few weeks.

      Kindra could never place her finger on what it was about the dropship that stopped her.  It was a sleek design, a tapered nose expanding to the body and smooth wings of the ship.  One night, after a few too many drinks, she had tried to explain to a friend how she felt about the Vigilant.  It was beautiful, yes, but there was a hint of menace to it as well, the ship as dark as night.  It was well armed, but one would never guess just by looking at it.  It was an implied danger, like a gorgeous man with just a hint of aggression in his bearing.  Kindra had been embarrassed the next day, but it was still the best description she could muster.

      Kindra shook her head.  At the end of the day, it was just another dropship, no matter how she felt about it.  It was the newest Fleet design, but it was still ten years old, and Fleet had at least four others she knew of.

      The first person Kindra ran into was entirely unique within Fleet.  Kenan was a monster of a man, at least fifteen centimeters taller than Kindra.  Kindra had heard once that he had grown up in a low-gravity hab, but apart from his height you’d never guess it.  Everything about Kenan screamed raw power.  He joked that his muscles had muscles, and although Kindra’s scientific sensibilities bristled at the inaccuracy, she had to give him credit.  He was the strongest man she had ever met.  As she approached, he easily slung a container over his shoulder that probably weighed twice as much as she did.

      Unfortunately, his muscles weren’t paired with an equal intelligence.  He had once told Kindra he’d joined Fleet so he could shoot at things all over the galaxy.  Kindra had actually rolled her eyes, the first time she remembered doing so since she had been a girl.  His greeting this morning wasn’t any more enlightened.  “Hey, babe! Glad to see you could join us on this one.”

      Kindra didn't give Kenan the pleasure of her response. He thrived on any attention, negative or otherwise.  The two of them had never gotten along, and more than once Kindra had wondered what Derreck saw in him.  She knew the two of them had a deep history, but neither of them talked about it very often.  All she knew was that they had served together during the Rebellion conflicts.  Although she didn’t like Kenan, his respect for Derreck was obvious, and he would follow whatever order his captain gave.

      Kindra walked past Kenan and almost ran into Eleta, who was hiding by the lift gate for the dropship.  Her head was buried in some panel Kindra never knew existed.  The two of them got along well, even though their minds worked in very different ways. Eleta was the engineer and mechanic on the ship, and was one of the most logical people Kindra had ever met. She was the type of person who believed everything had its place, and once it was there, you didn’t dare mess with it. Despite their very different personalities, they enjoyed each other’s company, and were united by a shared love of exploration.

      Once on board the dropship, she passed Alston, their geologist. Kindra said hello, but there was no response from him.  She suspected he had turned off all his inputs so he could focus on whatever task was at hand.  Alston was, like Kenan, unique.  He was driven by the pursuit of science, and couldn’t care much about anything else.  If they interacted more, she might not like him, but he was notoriously introverted. She figured the reason he was a geologist was because he understood rocks much better than he understood people.

      Kindra dropped her small bundle of goods on her bunk and decided to say hi to Derreck.  They’d be taking off soon, and although she was certain he knew she was aboard, she still wanted to check in.

      She found him right where she expected him to be, sitting in the captain's chair on the small bridge. Derreck was the reason she stayed in Fleet, years after her initial tour of duty was over. When she had joined, she had been certain she’d only do a single tour; but serving under Derreck had been one of the best experiences of her life. She wasn't convinced she would become a lifer yet, but she was continually surprised to find that she was willing to consider it.

      Derreck was one of the genuinely best men she had ever met. He was honest, hard-working, dedicated to his job, fun to be around, and attractive to boot. He was one of Fleet’s stars, although there were some rumors he had intentionally passed up a handful of promotions to keep his current rank of captain. Kindra had never found the courage to ask him about it, but she could understand. Derreck was quiet about his past, but there was one thing that was obvious to anyone who met him. This was a man who loved space. He loved leading expeditions, and Kindra had never met anyone better at it.  Sometimes, in her more cynical moments, she thought Derreck had the air of someone trying to escape something, but that was unfair to him.  She didn’t know what drove him, she just knew she would follow him anywhere in the galaxy.

      Kindra walked in and overheard the last snippets of conversation. “Yes, captain. All our crew are on board," Derreck glanced at Kindra as he spoke, giving her a short wink. “We’re just finishing getting our final supplies on board now. We should be off in about five minutes."

      There was a burst of chatter on the other end of the line that Kindra didn’t catch.  Derreck shut down the channel.  “They’re disorganized even by Fleet standards.”

      Derreck turned around and looked at her. He didn’t give her any snide remarks or demand to know where she'd been. Derreck knew each of his crew far better than they knew him, and there was no use hiding anything from him. It was another reason why Kindra admired his leadership. His look said it all, just as it always did. Derreck was generally a by-the-book sort of guy, and he didn't understand Kindra's little rebellions, but they had come to an unspoken agreement when he realized her small indiscretions were a reasonable price to pay for her expertise on missions. He may have disapproved, but he wouldn’t take any action.

      "Are you ready for this?”

      Kindra nodded.  Everyone knew there was something unusual about this mission, but only Kindra and Derreck had any real idea just how strange their mission would be.  She knew he wasn’t just asking a general question.  He was wondering if they were up to the task before them. Kindra smiled.  “We can do this.”

      Derreck returned the smile and leaned back in his captain’s chair.  “I certainly hope you’re right.”

      

      The briefing was held in the galley of the Vigilance. Although the dropship was fairly large, most of its spaces were reserved for scientific inquiry, leaving little room for the crew’s day-to-day activities. Like the galley, most spaces fulfilled more than one purpose.

      Derreck entered last, no doubt having waited to make sure everyone was there before he started the meeting. He dimmed the lights and pulled up a hologram for all of them to study. The image wasn't perfect, and if Kindra squinted, she could still see the pixelation of the hologram. Apparently they still hadn't received the most recent survey data.

      Kindra’s mind wandered for a moment.  Fleet had sent a survey probe far ahead of them, but the probe had never sent back any data.  It was unusual, but Fleet wasn’t working with the newest equipment, and malfunctions happened.  They had sent a second probe once they’d jumped in-system, but from what Kindra could see, they hadn’t gotten much information from that probe back yet.  Even with all their technology, it took a long time to scan an entire planet.

      "Listen up, everyone," said Derreck. “I know y'all have had quite a few questions about this mission, and the answers haven’t been as forthcoming as you all would like.  I can certainly understand if you’re feeling a little bit left out of the loop, but this mission has a higher clearance level than our typical expeditions."

      Alston looked over at Kenan.  “Fleet has clearance levels now?”

      Kenan shrugged, unconcerned.

      Derreck looked over at Kindra. "Take it away."

      Kindra did. "In front of you is our destination, a planet with a Fleet designation I won't even bother trying to remember. As y'all know, we’re a long way from home.  There have been expeditions that have gone farther, but not many. On one hand, our mission here is the same as it usually is. We drop down to explore the planet, take samples, and report everything to Fleet."

      Kindra took a big breath before continuing.  “However, this planet is not typical.  First, you need to know that a strong electromagnetic signal was observed coming from this planet about nine months ago.  We detected it for about two months and then it disappeared.  We weren’t able to decipher anything useful about the signal, but it wasn’t natural.”

      “In addition, preliminary scans of the planet made at range indicate this planet has an atmosphere and environment suitable for carbon-based life. I don't know a lot more than you do right now, but I’m hoping the situation will change as soon as I get the most recent information from the survey probe. What I can tell you is that from our initial scan, it appears the planet has a diverse range of flora."

      Kindra let the information set in.  Besides Kenan, everyone in the briefing was smart enough to put the pieces together.  It was Alston who asked the question everyone was wondering.

      “Are there any indications of intelligent life?”

      Kindra shook her head. “That’s what we’re here to find out.  This planet has as good a chance of harboring intelligent life as we’ve ever seen.”

      She paused and took a breath.  “We’re dropping into the heart of a mystery.  Those signals would have originated almost a thousand years ago.  Who knows what’s happened since then?  We haven’t picked up anything, not even since we’ve been in-system.  But we have to know.”

      Derreck took control of the briefing. "So, now you understand all the secrecy. Our mission is the same, but the stakes are higher than we’ve ever had. We’re one of the best crews out here, which is why we drew this mission.  We’re burning hard for atmo and should make landfall in about twenty-eight hours.  Use that time to prepare.  I want everyone on top of their game.”

      Kenan spoke up. "So what happens if we make first contact?"

      Derreck shrugged. “Fleet says discretion is in our hands.  We don’t have any idea what we might encounter, but Admiral Marshall told me he trusted our judgment.  I’d prefer not to start an interstellar war, if we can avoid it.”  The smile on his face gave his joke away.

      Eleta spoke up next.  “Speaking of this mission, if what you’re saying is true, why did the Destiny jump out?  I was surprised to learn that.  We’re a long damn ways from charted space.  If we’re so far away and this planet is all that, why isn’t the jumper staying in-system?”

      Derreck appeared to debate with himself for a moment before he said, “This is supposed to be a secret, but you all deserve the truth.  I can’t give out many details, and frankly, I don’t know all that much more than you.  But there’s another planet nearby which also indicated signs of life.  It’s about a forty light year jump, and Fleet decided to check them both out at the same time.  Believe it or not, the other planet is even more likely to have intelligent life.  I don’t know what evidence Fleet is basing that decision on, but that’s what I’ve been told.  The Destiny will need to recharge before it can jump any further, so it will be at least three weeks before we can get any help from her.  She is scheduled to rendezvous with us again in four weeks.  But, we do have a jumping beacon if worse comes to worst.  In that case, rescue will be a lot longer than four weeks; but it will come, and the Vigilance is stocked for a long mission.”

      Everyone looked around.  A jumping beacon was a very expensive piece of equipment, and Fleet didn’t have too many of them.  Whatever happened to them, Fleet wanted to know about it.

      Derreck looked around the room for any more questions, but there were none. Kindra was surprised. But then she realized, it wasn’t that they didn’t have questions, it was that all the answers they sought were down on the planet below them.  A planet they would be on tomorrow.
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