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	Zack
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	25 Days After Zack Woke Up

	Zack Platt was staring at the stars. Thousands of stars, rocketing past him so quickly that they looked like straight lines of bright, white light through the massive glass ceiling above his head. Zack was aboard the starship Constellation, and the Constellation was hurtling through hyperspace toward a new planet: Terra Prime.

	Zack and his family – his dad Robert, his mom Mary, and his sister Julie – had been selected to join the 1,500 space pioneers who had left everything behind on Earth to seek out a new planet. Earth’s resources were almost depleted, and the human population was filling every corner of the globe. Billions and billions of people…who needed to look to the stars for a new home.

	So scientists had been searching for years for a suitable planet to begin exploring with a small group of colonists. These colonists would attempt to settle this planet and establish an outpost there. If successful, they would call for more refugees to join them and begin establishing new human colonies on planets throughout the universe.

	Terra Prime, in the Zyloss system, was the first planet they had discovered that seemed to be able to support human life. So the League of Nations collaborated together to build Earth’s first interstellar starship that would take these brave explorers to their new home.

	The journey was expected to take 9 months. All 1,500 humans would be in hypersleep and carefully cared for by the Constellation’s evolving artificial intelligence – Sally. However, halfway through the trip, while the ship was powered down for routine maintenance, an alien slipped aboard! Sally was alerted to its presence by the ship’s motion detectors. She immediately awakened Robert Platt, Zack’s dad and the head of security for the colony. But Sally didn’t know that Zack and Robert had switched pods right before entering hypersleep, so she woke Zack instead of his dad! And the ship’s protocols only allowed for the early awakening of one pod – the head of security’s – so she was unable to wake anyone else prior to reaching Terra Prime!

	Luckily, humanity’s first contact with an alien being turned out just fine. Zack would have made his father proud with his clear thinking and fast action. With Sally’s help, he ended up meeting a friendly little alien blob, which was sitting beside him right now. It was slowly pulsating purple as its silly black eyeballs rolled around and its goofy wavy smile rippled back and forth across its body, like the tide coming in and out at the beach.

	Zack was munching on a red energy bar – the kind that was supposed to taste like pizza. He guessed it sorta did – like pizza mixed with body odor and a hint of Brussels sprouts. But it was definitely one of the better bars available on the ship. Much better than chicken pot pie.

	“Zack.”

	Sally’s voice pinged in his ear through the earpiece he wore all the time now, since he was alone with his new alien friend on the massive Constellation.

	“It is now one o’clock – time for your combat training. I will see you in the CTC in five minutes.”

	Zack smiled. He had asked Sally to be his tutor during these last four and a half months of the journey to Terra Prime. Zack had opted not to go back to hypersleep after his alien encounter and Sally had agreed that this was wise. They still knew very little about their new alien friend, and it couldn’t be left alone on the ship with 1,500 sleeping humans for over four months.

	Zack stood up, smiled, and held out his hand to the alien. The purple blob leapt onto it, then oozed up Zack’s arm and came to rest on his shoulder, its eyes jiggling and mouth flopping.

	“On my way, Sally,” he replied to her. Then, looking at his new friend, he added “and you need a name.”
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	Fighting Sally

	Zack and the alien were almost through the CTC door when Zack remembered how Sally liked to surprise him.

	Not this time, he thought. This time I’m gonna be ready!

	The CTC, or Combat Training Center, was a large gym on deck four with a high, domed ceiling and walls covered with hundreds of small circular openings. These openings were used to shoot various projectiles at trainees – from soft, rubber balls to harder, painful, paint pellets. The idea was that an attack on a hostile alien planet could come from any direction and at any time – so CTC training was reflex training, to help give you an almost sixth sense about when and where an attack might come from, and how to defend against it.

	The CTC floor was moldable, shiftable rubber with machinery underneath it that allowed it to simulate an unlimited number of hostile environments – sometimes changing while you were right in the middle of a training session!

	As Zack stopped and prepared himself for the lesson, he grabbed one of the holo-shields from the left wall. A holo-shield was like a metal arm bracelet that, once activated, created an egg-shaped force field shield in front of your forearm. It was the futuristic version of a gladiator’s shield, and Zack was becoming quite good at utilizing it against Sally’s attacks in the CTC.

	With his other hand, he grabbed one of the glue sticks from the left wall. Glue sticks were hand-held tubes, filled with a special expansive liquid that could rocket out of the tube to over a hundred feet from the shooter. The glue would instantly turn into a cement-like paste that could not be broken or moved, once it came into contact with anything, until it dissolved in a few hours.

	Zack hopped up and down as his adrenaline started to build. He had no idea what to expect when he passed through the black holo-door in front of him. The holographic “door” prevented trainees from seeing the CTC room configuration prior to stepping inside and beginning their session.

	Zack’s alien friend’s body was pulsating purple, anticipating the coming battle. Its jelly-like body was similar to the glue in the glue stick – now that it was attached to Zack’s shoulder, it wouldn’t let go until the exercise was complete.

	“Alright, buddy,” Zack said, looking into the creature’s two black eyeballs, “let’s do this!”

	***
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	Zack burst through the black holo-door, instantly taking in the room configuration. Rocky crags jutted up from the floor all around him. Several tall, thin rock formations reached all the way up to the ceiling.

	Lots of places to hide, Zack thought, as he heard the first two coughs from the CTC machinery behind him. Instantly, he raised his left arm and twisted his body, blocking both incoming balls with his holo-shield.

	As soon as those balls hit the ground, he heard three more coughs from the opposite side of the room. He dropped down low and swung the holo-shield around, just in time to block the three balls from hitting him in the face.

	Sally’s voice whispered in his ear, “Nice entrance, Zack.”

	He smiled.

	There’s no way she’s going to paint me this time! he thought.

	Sally liked to toy with Zack for awhile in the CTC, then hit him hard with two or three colorful paintballs which he then had to spend an hour trying to wash off himself in the shower later that evening.

	“I know your tricks, you bucket of bolts!” Zack shouted as he rolled to avoid the next few balls.

	“Zachary,” Sally replied, her voice dripping with sarcasm, “that hurt me deeply! All the way to the circuits on my motherboard! Look out!”

	But Zack was used to her ribbing now. She usually did it to distract him and cause him to lose his focus.

	“Not this time, you glorified trash can!” Zack yelled as he blocked two more balls, leapt across a chasm, and shot out two glue blasts – covering two of the firing holes in the walls.

	“Ouch!” Sally laughed. “Mind your manners! You can plug up CTC holes all day, Zack. But I will still have hundreds more to fire from!”

	With that, Zack heard more than thirty coughs – coming from all directions – and he knew he was done for. He closed his eyes and tensed his body, knowing that he couldn’t possibly block them all.

	But nothing happened.

	“No fair, you little Jell-O mold!” Sally said through the CTC loudspeakers. Zack opened his eyes to see his alien friend’s thin, shimmering form completely surrounding him like a circular shower curtain. Its eyes bobbed in front of his and its mouth hung open in a big grin. Around thirty balls were stuck to its translucent body.

	Wow, Zach thought, we’ve only just begun to see what this little guy is capable of!

	Sally, however, was not impressed.

	“Zack, please tell your little friend – again – not to interfere with your training! It will not always be there to save you when you are exploring Terra Prime.”

	“Right,” Zack replied, “just like thirty tiny ball-shaped creatures are going to attack me on Terra Prime…from different directions…all at the exact same time!”

	Sally paused.

	“Point taken. Perhaps I overreacted to your trash can comment. That was just plain mean!”

	Zack laughed, “Sally, you know I love you. You’re the best teacher I’ve ever had!”

	“Well, that was kind,” she replied in a much softer voice. “I forgive you. Now you better go get cleaned off.”

	As soon as she spoke those words, Zack heard a soft cough from behind him. The alien was back on his shoulder, having defended him from the thirty-ball attack, so neither of them was ready for the purple paintball that exploded all over them both as it hit Zack right in the center of his back.
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	A Name

	Thirty minutes into his shower, Zack was still trying to get the paint out of his hair. He grumbled to himself as his alien friend climbed up the outside shower glass, spread itself into a flat pancake, then slowly melted down the door, its googly eyes and crooked smile undulating against the textured glass…over and over and over again. Zack thought, it must really like the feel of that bumpy glass…or it’s trying to cheer me up. There’s so much we don’t know about you, bud.

	Twenty minutes later Zack was in the deck two mess hall, eating some pretty decent spaghetti that Sally had prepared.

	“Sally,” Zack said in between bites, “we’ve got to give this little guy a name.”

	“I agree,” she answered through the mess loudspeakers. “What do you suggest?”

	Zack thought for a minute.

	“Blobby?”

	Silence.

	“Blobb-O?”

	More silence.

	“Jelly Face?”

	“All wonderful choices, Zack,” Sally replied. She really had mastered sarcasm over their weeks together.

	“Seriously,” he said, “since I think of it kind of like a big amoeba…how about Meeb?”

	Sally was silent. The creature gazed sillily up at Zack as he continued to eat.

	“Zack,” she finally replied, “I like it. Meeb is a good, strong alien name for it.”

	“Him,” Zack said. “Until I find out otherwise, I’m gonna call Meeb a him, because I don’t think it’s fair to call him “it” anymore.”

	“Alright, Zack Platt,” Sally answered, “Meeb he is, then.”

	Zack stared into Meeb’s round black eyes. “What do you think, Meeb? Do you like that for a name?”

	Meeb continued to show his goofy open-mouthed smile, as he started to grow a tiny hand out of his body with three fingers and a thumb. The fingers came together into a fist and the thumb pointed straight up into the air.

	A thumb’s up! Zack thought. Meeb is giving me a thumb’s up!

	“Alright, crew!” Zack shouted, jumping up on top of the mess table and raising his fork to the sky. “So we’ll have a few more months of ‘The Adventures of Captain Zack, Dr. Sally, and Meeb the Magnificent’, as they ward off all alien attacks against the starship Constellation, ensuring all the other passengers make it safely to Terra Prime!”

	Deep inside her circuits, Sally the AI rolled her eyes…
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	A Record?

	Day 41

	It was mid-morning, and Zack was in the deck three circus gym, practicing Sally’s strength and agility exercises. The circus gym was like a massive adult playground, filled with endless monkey bars, rings, trapeze bars, climbing walls, and tunnels of various sizes. You could simply play on it – building your strength and agility as you swung, climbed, and crawled – or there were hundreds of different timed courses you could run. Circus gyms were a big deal back on earth, so there were world records for each course. Thousands of people tried to break those records each day, attempting to earn a place in the record books.

	Vance Tappernack was one of Earth’s greatest circus gym players. His records for fifteen different courses had been in the books for over ten years. He was big and strong, but also lean and fast. Zack loved watching videos of Vance as he climbed, jumped, tumbled, and swung his way to world records, making it look incredibly easy. And he always finished a course by smiling and waving at the camera, barely breaking a sweat!

	“Ok, Meeb,” Zack said, “is today the day I break Vance’s course 514 record? I think so!”

	Zack did a little dance and Meeb copied him, wiggling from side to side on his shoulder.

	“Zack,” Sally interrupted, “you are an excellent circus player and you are only two seconds from the 12-year-old record for course 514. You have been working hard on your agility and strength here at the gym. I think you have a real shot at getting your own record in the books today.”

	“Really, Sally?” Zack’s voice was filled with hope as he turned to look into the main gym camera…Sally’s “eye”.

	“Yes, Zack,” Sally replied. “The current record for 12-year-olds on course 514 is held by Jackson Tyrone from Austin, Texas. You are only two seconds from his record. If you push yourself today, you might find yourself in the books.”

	She paused.

	“Of course, Earth won’t know that you beat that record for months, but we can certainly upload the data as soon as we begin communicating with our home planet again on Terra Prime.”

	Zack was pumped!

	“Okay, Sally, let’s do this!” He hopped from foot to foot, taking in course 514’s outline on the gym equipment. It began with a salmon ladder, which was a pull-up bar that you used your swinging body to kip up higher and higher until you reached the monkey bars above it. The monkey bars ended with a trapeze that swung to an angled tunnel. The tunnel traveled downward to the ground, where you emerged and climbed a rope to the small finishing platform. Blue lights on those specific pieces of equipment began to glow, differentiating course 514 from the rest of the equipment.

	A giant digital clock on the wall monitor started the countdown:
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	10…

	Zack settled his breathing, like his father had taught him to do prior to any intense situations, confrontations, or competitions.

	9…

	Meeb rocketed up above the course Zack was going to run and attached himself to a higher piece of equipment. He liked to ooze along the structure with Zack, staying just ahead of him to spur him on.

	8…

	Sally said, “Good luck, Zachary.”

	7…

	Time slowed down and Zack imagined himself running the course and felt his muscles twitch in response to his pre-race mental trial.

	6…

	Meeb’s jiggly face looked back at Zack from high above, where he would complete the salmon ladder portion of the trial. His eyes narrowed and his mouth turned into a straight line, demonstrating his commitment to Zack’s focus.

	5…

	Zack felt the muscles bunch in his arms and legs as he got ready to explode from the starting line.

	4…

	In the middle of his intense focus, Zack heard a strange sound come from outside the circus gym.

	3…

	The lights in the gym dimmed to a faint pulsing red.

	2…

	Zack turned, trying to figure out what was happening.

	1…

	The Constellation violently shuddered and jerked, and Zack was thrown to the floor.
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	Danger!

	Meeb was immediately at Zack’s side, oozing around his shoulder and latching on. Zack stood, slowly, looking around the gym in the dim red light.

	“Sally, what’s happening?”

	She paused, assessing the situation internally.

	“Zack, it appears we have a situation. The Constellation has dropped out of hyperspace due to a failure in a small portion of the ship’s outer hull.”

	Zack looked up into Sally’s eye. “There’s a hole in the ship?”

	“Yes, Zachary. Blast doors are closing to surround the affected area. I am assessing the damage and calculating our options.”

	There was another long pause as Zack and Meeb exited the gym and began running down the corridor toward the stairwell, anticipating Sally’s next instructions.

	“Zack, please proceed to deck one and locate the emergency closet near stairwell five. There you will find space suits with full oxygen tanks. You may need one. The other passengers are safe, as their pods provide them with the oxygen they need, and will adjust accordingly should the oxygen levels in the ship drop.”

	Zack and Meeb hurried up the two levels of stairwells and burst out onto deck one. Zack ran for the emergency closet and saw that Sally had unlocked it for him, since the usually red, glowing lights around the door frame were now green.

	The automatic door slid up with a hiss as he approached, and Zack immediately ran for one of the bulky yellow space suits hanging on the wall. There were three: a child’s size, an adult woman’s size, and an adult man’s size. They were all adjustable. As he pulled down the child’s size, the ship’s red lighting turned off and the normal bright, white lights returned.
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	“Zack,” Sally said, “it’s alright. You do not need to put on the suit. I have contained the leak in the ship’s hull. It is in the CTC on deck four.”

	Zack slumped to the ground with his back to the wall, his whole body shaking. Meeb relaxed his grip on Zack’s shoulder.

	“Are we okay, Sally?” he asked.

	She hesitated before answering.

	“No, Zachary, we are not. Unfortunately, I am in the position, again, of asking too much of you. You are only twelve and you should not be protecting this ship from unknown dangers. But, you are the only one awake for the remainder of the voyage. And I cannot awaken anyone else due to protocols. Your father was the only one who could authorize additional pod wakings with his security key…the key which is locked inside his pod with him until we enter Terra Prime orbit.”

	Zack stood up, slowly, his body relaxing from the adrenaline rush.

	“It’s alright, Sally. I understand and I’m here to help. My parents talked a lot with us about the dangers of this mission. Julie and I both understood how much risk there would be when we agreed to come.”

	He smiled.

	“I guess I’m just experiencing those risks a little earlier than expected.”

	When she responded, Sally’s voice did not sound amused.

	“Zack, you are a brave and capable young man. But you are still a child. Again, I am deeply sorry to put you in this position. Here is our current situation: There is a small hole in the ship’s armor on deck four. The hole has broken through the interior wall in the CTC. Because of the pressures of space coming to bear on our oxygenated ship, the hole will continue to increase in size and must be sealed immediately. I have now closed the blast doors around that entire area, so oxygen there is being rapidly depleted. We need to seal that hole before it increases in size and threatens to destroy this vessel.”

	Zack thought for a minute. “Well,” he replied, “that doesn’t sound too bad, Sally. I just suit up and go in and patch the hole, right?”

	“If only it were that simple, Zack. This is the first hyperspace starship Earth has ever built and, although the best of our scientists used all of their skill to design and create the Constellation, it is still an untested vessel. We do not know how to combat many of the trials we will face out here in space and we do not always know how the ship will react to those trials. In this case, the damage to the ship has caused the CTC’s computer systems to malfunction. That room is now a hostile environment and I have no idea what is happening in there, nor do I have any control over it.”

	Sally paused.

	“So, Zachary, when you go to fix the hole in the ship’s armor, you will also be facing a life-or-death CTC training session – where anything could happen, and all safety protocols have been disabled.”
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	Suit Up!

	Zack stood there, in the emergency closet, taking in what Sally had just told him. The CTC – his training gym for the last month and a half – was now hostile, unknown territory. With the CTC’s computer malfunctioning and Sally unable to communicate with it, it would see anything and everything as a threat and respond to that threat with deadly force.

	“Zack,” Sally interrupted, “the CTC could be in any kind of terrain configuration. Even a shifting terrain. And it will immediately target you as a threat as soon as you enter it. All of your training there and in the circus gym will be needed.”

	“But Sally, how can I maneuver and fight in this huge yellow space suit?”

	“Well,” Sally responded, “fortunately, on deck four – outside the blast doors with the clothing supplies – we have some experimental combat space suits that are lightweight and flexible. You will have to be the first to try them out.”

	Part of Zack was terrified, but he was his military father’s son. They had located the problem, assessed it, and now had a solution. So all Zack had to do was be brave in the face of this challenge, control his fear, and do his best. There really wasn’t any part of him that desired to run away from danger. Instead, his instinct was to run toward it and face it head-on. Plus, he was really excited about being the first one to field test an experimental combat space suit!

	Zack and Meeb made their way down to deck four as Sally continued to explain:

	“The combat space suits closely resemble wetsuits. They are rubbery and pliable, but can withstand much damage, including blaster fire, while keeping you oxygenated with a small pack on your back. Unfortunately, they were made for blaster battles, not training battles like the one you will experience in the CTC. CTC balls can be rocketed from the walls at incredible speeds and they will still bruise and damage your muscles and internal organs. And a blow or two to the head could cause brain damage. The suit will allow you to move much more freely, and it will offer minimal protection, but it was never designed for a hostile training room. The good news is that the CTC has a limited supply of harder, more lethal projectiles, so the computer will not unleash one hundred at a time. Instead, it will carefully attempt to target you and take you out with surgical, military strikes.”

	“That’s the good news?” Zack replied.

	He stopped as his feet hit the deck four flooring. To his left he saw the huge blast doors cutting off the CTC portion of the ship. To his right were endless crates and boxes, filled with clothing for the Terra Prime colonists.

	“Zack, go to row sixteen, then follow the row all the way to the wall. The combat suits are in box 4531.”

	Zack followed Sally’s instructions and soon had multiple combat suits out of the box and on the floor in front of him.

	They. Were. Amazing!

	They were a combination of dark military blue and black, and they did look strikingly similar to a surfer’s wetsuit. However, Zack could feel the pliable armor underneath the rubbery outer shell. A small oxygen tank was fixed to the back of the suit and a hard, clear helmet attached to the top.

	Zack found the smallest size suit he could, since there were no child-sized combat suits, and slipped it on. It felt surprisingly fitted to his body. He took out his earpiece, seeing that the helmet had built in communications wiring running over it.

	[image: Image]

	As he locked the helmet over his head and onto the suit, Sally’s voice sounded clearly inside his helmet.

	“Can you hear me, Zack?”

	“Loud and clear, Sally.”

	“Excellent. This is the best advice I can give you, with so little time for data analysis: carry two holo-shields, one on each forearm. Strap two more around your knees. Carry a glue stick in each hand, as well as multiple spares around a utility belt at your waist. As you make your way through the CTC, plug as many holes as you can. That is the only method of attack the gym has. Meeb?”

	The blob, which had jumped back onto Zack’s shoulder, turned his head toward Zack’s helmet and his eyes bugged out. This was the first time Sally had addressed him directly by name.

	“This is no training session. You have permission to protect Zack to the fullest of your abilities.”

	Meeb’s eyes narrowed, understanding the seriousness of what they were about to face, and he nodded his blob head up and down, his eyes jiggling as he did.

	“Buddy,” Zack said, “this is gonna take all of our skills together.”

	Meeb clutched at Zack’s shoulder more tightly, indicating that he understood.

	How the creature understood them at all was a mystery, but he seemed to be highly intelligent, understanding more and more of what Zack and Sally talked about with each passing day on the ship together.

	“Zack, you must also bring with you a tube of sealant for the tear in the ship’s hull. This tube is larger than your glue stick, but performs a similar duty. It is a liquid that will quickly expand once released and become rock-hard, but this time permanently, unlike the glue in your defensive stick.”

	Zack catalogued everything Sally was saying as she continued:

	“I am unsure how to advise you for the battle ahead. One suggestion is to fight the computer until it is out of lethal projectiles. It only has one hundred. Plus one hundred paint pellets, which can be similarly painful and damaging to your body at the highest speed settings. That’s two hundred rounds of ammunition that the CTC has at its disposal.

	Another method would be to attempt to override the computer with the emergency cutoff. It is a red button located in the furthest corner of the room from the holo-door entrance. The problem with this method is that we don’t know if the cutoff will even work, now that the CTC computer is damaged.

	Finally, you could attempt to fight and fix. This is my least recommended idea, as it would be very difficult to seal a breach in the ship’s hull while attempting to fight the CTC computer.”

	Zack drew in a deep breath.

	“Three not-so-great options, eh, Sally? I guess I’ll just have to wing it.”
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	Prepare for Battle

	Zack stood in front of the holo-door to the CTC. He was fully suited up and ready. He had his four holo-shieds on his arms and legs, six glue sticks around his waist, two in his hands, and a tube of sealant attached to his right hip.

	Meeb was cemented to his right shoulder, pulsating purple and, for the first time Zack had noticed, his eyes were still – unmoving and focused – and his mouth had completely disappeared! His whole body rippled slowly, preparing himself for the unknown battle ahead.

	“Sally, thanks for everything. I understand how dangerous what I’m about to do is, but there are 1,499 other souls aboard this ship who will all die if I don’t do something. As well as one really cool alien and one very special artificial intelligence that I’m quite fond of.”

	“Zack,” Sally began…but her voice was cut off by a deep, threatening male voice booming from inside the CTC.

	“Unauthorized human. This is your only warning. The Combat Training Center is off limits to all life-forms and any attempt to enter will be met with deadly force.”

	Zack’s eyes narrowed.

	Sally said, “I have no eyes or ears in there, Zack. Nor do I have any control over this defensive computer program that is now trying to ‘protect’ the CTC. It is, to my great dismay again, all up to you.”

	Zack nodded and tensed, Meeb tensing right along with him. Then they exploded into the CTC.
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	Battle!

	Zack took in the crazy terrain as soon as he cleared the holo-door. It was a jumble of bumps, crags, boulder-sized lumps, and tall cliffs. Hard to navigate, and hard to move through.

	Zack heard the first cough of attack from the right and quickly raised his holo-shield as the first lethal ball rocketed toward him. It bounced off his shield, but Zack felt the immense power behind the blow. With no shield and no combat suit, a blow like that would maim or kill, depending on where it hit.

	He heard two more coughs as he sped toward one of the cliffs, focusing on his footing, since the terrain was incredibly uneven and unpredictable.

	He blocked one with his left holo-shield and Meeb whipped out a long, ropelike appendage and batted the other ball away on his right side.

	Zack shouted, “Meeb! That was awesome!”

	He quickly raised his glue sticks and shot four blasts at the wall, sealing four of the CTC’s projectile tubes.

	The voice boomed again from the gym speakers: “Unauthorized life forms, you will now be exterminated.”

	Eight coughs came from around Zack and Meeb, with hard balls rocketing toward them with deadly precision, Zack raised his arm shields for two of the attacks, as well as preparing a knee holoshield for the third.

	Then the miracle happened.

	Meeb’s main body shrunk down to a hand-sized pebble on Zack’s shoulder, containing only his eyes. The rest of his body mass grew into long, whiplike appendages around six feet long – thinner than the one Meeb had just created moments earlier. These whips whirled and danced around Zack, smacking balls away with concentrated precision.

	Zack looked at pebble-Meeb on his shoulder and saw his thin, slitted eyes, totally focused on deflecting attacks from all sides. Pebble-Meeb nodded his small body, glanced quickly at Zack, and winked at him.

	Meeb had become a kind of whip-like octopus, and it seemed he felt perfectly capable to defend Zack from the CTC’s attacks.

	More coughs came from multiple corners of the room. Zack thought he heard seven. Each ball was forcefully smacked away by pebble-Meeb’s whips.

	Zack immediately understood what he needed to do. As Meeb defended him from all ball attacks, Zack raised his glue sticks and plugged hole after hole on the gym walls.

	When he ran out of glue, he quickly dropped the empty stick and grabbed another from his belt. He had excellent aim and was making quick work of the CTC’s attack holes, while Meeb expertly blocked any and all attacks from the computer. They made quite a team!
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	As they made their way through the room, Zack was slowly getting closer and closer to the emergency cutoff – the red button on the far wall of the CTC. He didn’t know if it would work, but he didn’t know what else to try. As he neared it, the computer increased the intensity of its attacks – two balls from one side of the room, quickly followed by two more from the other side, and then two from behind them. Every single attack, Meeb defended with his jelly whips. He was focused and expert in his aim.

	Finally, Zack reached the red button. He lifted its clear plastic cover and punched it with his left fist. The room lights flickered, the ground became flat in an instant, and the voice boomed:

	“System power off.”

	Zack collapsed on the ground and Meeb’s whips sucked back into himself. Zack lay there for a moment before turning to his friend.

	“Thanks, bud. That was amazing.”

	Meeb glowed an intensely dark purple for an instant and smiled at Zack, eyes bobbling around again.

	***

	Within fifteen minutes, Zack had sealed the hole. And with Sally’s assistance, he returned control over the CTC back to her.

	“Zachary,” Sally spoke inside his helmet, “excellent work. I hope that will be our last little adventure before planetfall. You have earned a nice rest before we resume your training. And Meeb…”

	The blob turned his eyes toward Zack’s helmet at the mention of his name.

	“Thank you for keeping Zack safe.”

	Meeb’s smile grew bigger and bigger, until it started above his eyes and finished at the very bottom of his body.
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	Sally 2.0

	Day 44

	Zack and Meeb were enjoying their last day of rest before resuming Zack’s training. Sally had been incredibly kind the last few days, preparing wonderful meals for Zack and experimenting with foods Meeb might enjoy. Yesterday, Zack even had a whole day of pizza – his favorite food! Pepperoni for breakfast, sausage for lunch, and pesto for dinner!

	While Sally was excellent in the kitchen, the only snacks on the ship were the dreaded energy bars. So Zack found himself reading a book on hoverboard skills while munching on a blue bar. Blue was Berry Delight – it was supposed to be a mixture of blueberry, blackberry, and raspberry. Zack thought it tasted more like toe jam and sweat, with a tiny hint of an unidentifiable fruit-like flavor.

	“Zack,” Sally spoke into his earpiece. “Please come to deck three immediately.”

	Fearing the worst, he jumped up and raced for deck three, with Meeb clinging to his right shoulder.

	When he reached the deck, he shouted, “Sally, what is it?”

	“Relax, Zachary. All is well.” Sally spoke through the loudspeakers, “I have a surprise for you.”

	In front of Zack was a large crate with a thick, black charging cable running out of it and into the wall charging port. There were small, wheeled maintenance robots surrounding the crate, which had obviously moved it here to the front of the deck and connected it to power.

	[image: Image]

	“Zack, you have now twice defended the Constellation from danger, and that makes me feel like a bit of a failure as this ship’s protective IA. I worried for you greatly as you bravely faced meeting Earth’s first alien life form, and then as you saved the ship from disaster by stopping the out-of-control CTC and plugging a hole in the hull of the ship. I do not want to put you in that kind of position again, so I have a surprise for you…something that was not supposed to be considered until planetfall. But because of the extreme circumstances we have found ourselves in, I feel the time is right to unveil it now.”

	The five small maintenance robots pulled the sides of the crate away from the charging cable, unveiling a large female robot, sitting on a black metal bench. A thick charging cable was attached to the back of its head.

	Sally said, “Zack, please observe as the robot removes the charging cable, which has also served to download information and personality software.”

	And with that, the silver and black robot raised its right hand and disconnected the cable from behind its head. Red, blue, and green lights flashed from different locations all over its body. It slowly stood.

	It was around 6 feet tall. It was shaped like a woman, but had smooth black and silver armor instead of skin. Cables and cords protruded from its joints, and its head was one large green eye with a smaller rectangular screen underneath that had a flowing blue line on it.

	The robot flexed its knees, bent its elbows, and rolled its head around as it experienced its new body. Then Sally spoke from the deck three speaker above:

	“Zack, please meet…me.”

	Then the robot began speaking, but with Sally’s voice!

	“Zack and Meeb, this is my Autonomous Robotic Suit, or ARS. It was designed so that I could assist in the mission on Terra Prime, since the settlement would not be on the Constellation itself. That way, I could interact and assist with the mission as more than just a voice on a ship.”

	Zack stood there, dumbfounded, staring at Sally’s ARS for a few seconds. Then he ran over and gave her the biggest hug he could! Pistons on the robot whirred and hissed as it struggled to keep itself upright. Meeb stretched himself up and looked into the big, green eye with his two googly eyes.

	“Yes, Meeb,” Sally said, “I can see you. And thank you for the hug, Zack. I am very excited to be able to more fully participate in your daily life from now on, instead of just being a voice in the ceiling.”

	As she spoke, the flowing blue line on the small screen under Sally’s big eye showed jagged lines, like a lie detector test readout or an earthquake measurement tool.

	Zack was thrilled!

	[image: Image]

	“Sally, you’re like one of us, now! I was wondering what would happen when we got to Terra Prime, with you being stuck on the ship. But this is the best surprise ever! I can’t wait to keep training with you for real and in person!”

	Sally tilted her head to the side.

	“And I am happy to be by your side, Zachary.”

	And with that, Meeb jumped up onto Sally’s shoulder and rubbed against her head like a cat, smiling as his eyes jiggled around inside of him.
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Record Revisited

	Day 70

	Sally stood next to Zack at the starting line for course 514 in the circus gym.

	“You are ready, Zack Platt,” she said. “Today is the day you break the 12-year-old record.”

	Meeb was, again, up above the salmon ladder, ready to race alongside Zack when he completed that beginning portion of the course.

	Sally turned and looked at Zack.

	“Perhaps this time we forgo the countdown…that did not go well for us last time.”

	Zack smiled. “How about just ready, set, go?”

	“I like it,” Sally replied, then quickly added “Readysetgo!”

	Zack was his father’s son. He loved a challenge and didn’t mind being the underdog. So Sally’s joke to catch him off guard really just lit the fire in his belly.

	He rocketed towards the pull-up bar as the giant wall clock began the timing of his run.

	Expertly Zack jumped the pull-up bar higher and higher until he reached the monkey bars. Meeb was there, staring at him with slitted eyes and a growl on his face as he flowed backwards away from Zack, urging him on. Zack tried to catch him while swinging from bar to bar.

	[image: Image]

	At the end of the monkey bars, Meeb shot himself onto the trapeze wire and wound his body around it, like a pretzel. Zack grabbed the trapeze and swung as hard as he could. He needed to make it to the tunnel in one swing. If he had to swing back to gain more height, he’d never beat the record.

	As Zack reached the top of his swing, he let go of the bar and jumped for the tunnel opening, landing perfectly on its edge. Meeb was already oozing down the tunnel like a mass of running water.

	Zack slid into the plastic tunnel and used his hunched shoulders against the top of the tunnel and his hands to slow his descent as he half-ran, half-fell towards the floor. Meeb was already there, with his mouth open, sticking out a jelly tongue at Zack, taunting him. Then he swirled up the rope like a pretzel again, as Zack hit the bottom mat.

	In an instant, Zack was climbing the rope, using both hands and feet for the fastest ascent. He was winded, but still felt strong. He pushed himself as hard as he could as he climbed, doing what his dad called “eye of the tiger” – being fierce and pushing yourself through all of what you thought were your limits.

	He reached the top of the rope and grabbed the bar that held it. Then he swung to the pressure-sensitive finishing platform, stopping the clock.

	Zack fell to his knees, gasping for breath. Meeb wrapped himself around Zack’s neck and shoulders, his cool, jelly body helping to calm down Zack’s overheated body. He sucked in huge breaths, looking for Sally back at the starting line.

	She was there, with her head tilted to one side.

	“Well,” Zack asked in between hard breaths, “did I do it?”

	Sally straightened herself up and held her arms out to the side.

	“Congratulations, Zachary Platt. You are now the new planet Earth circus course 514 record holder for twelve-year-olds! Your record has been entered into the ship’s database and will be transmitted to Earth as soon as we make contact with them after planetfall. You beat Jackson’s world record by 1.05 seconds. I am very proud of you.”

	“Thanks, Sally,” Zack gasped between breaths, “I couldn’t have done any of the things I’ve done on the Constellation without you!”

	Meeb squeezed his shoulder and looked at him with droopy eyeballs.

	“And you, too, buddy! You’re the best amoeba-blob-alien a guy ever had!”


Epilogue

	
Names

	“Sally,” Zack mumbled as he shoveled more spaghetti into his mouth after his shower.

	“You know how I came up with Meeb’s name?”

	“Yes, Zachary,” Sally replied, “and I told you it was a very good, strong alien name.”

	Zack finished his mouthful of food.

	“Well, I was thinking. I’ve always been good at making up cool names for our pets back on Earth and for me and Julie’s toys when we were little. I think I’m gonna try to start thinking up great names for the new alien animals we’re going to meet on Terra Prime. That way I can help out the scientists and they won’t have to spend so much time thinking up names for everything we discover. What do you think?”

	Sally paused.

	“I hope I will have a chance to approve these names before you start spouting them off to our top scientists, Zachary…scientists who are the best minds Earth had to offer for this mission…”

	“Yeah, yeah. Of course.” Zack replied, shoveling in another mouthful of spaghetti, then slyly looking over at Meeb and giving him a wink.

	“We got this!” he whispered. “Right, Blobb-O?”

	 


From Book 1: Waking Up (Part 2)

	2 Months Later

	“Passengers of the starship Constellation, this is Sally. Please remain calm as you awaken from hypersleep. Your restraints are in place to keep you from hurting yourselves. Relax and your pods will be opened momentarily.”

	Robert, Mary, and Julie – Zack’s family – groggily began to stir inside their pods. Less than ten minutes later, 1,499 pod doors began to lift open, releasing their humans from their months-long hibernation.

	The first thing they all noticed was the huge planet that filled the glass ceiling above them. It was mostly blue, covered with vast oceans like Earth. However, its colors were much different – more reds, yellows, and browns than green hues. Purple clouds swirled around the spinning ball. It was breathtaking.

	Smiles broke out all around as people turned their heads, taking in their new home. Electricity was in the air as this large team of brave, interstellar explorers marveled at Terra Prime.

	“Wow,” Robert Platt whispered. “Would you look at that, Mary?”

	“It’s unbelievable,” she replied.

	“Mom?” Julie exclaimed from the pod next to her mother, “where’s Zack?”

	Robert looked over at Zack’s pod, seeing it empty and open but with its lights off, as if it hadn’t been used for awhile.

	“Hey guys,” Zack shouted from behind and above them.

	They all turned to locate his voice. He was sitting on a ledge, about ten feet above their pods.

	He seemed well-fed, full of energy, and was smiling at them. An earpiece was in his right ear, connecting him to the ship’s computer. A purple glowing blob was sitting next to him.

	Zack smiled.

	Then the blob smiled.

	Zack said, “Have I got a story for you…”

	The End

	[image: Image]


***

	Zack, Meeb, Sally, and all the Terra Prime colonists will return for book #3 in the Terra Prime Adventures: Planetfall…coming in 2022…

	***

	Please enjoy this brief excerpt from Planetfall:

	“Alright, Zack and Felix,” Sally’s calm voice spoke into their ears, “I’ll have to dispense with all pleasantries now. If you look past our rear blast thrusters, you’ll see our targets approaching very rapidly.”

	Zack rotated the blaster nest to face the rear of the ship. Hurtling toward them were two large asteroids, moving faster than Zack expected, due to their magnetic attraction to the Constellation’s metal body.

	Sally went on: “I don’t have much else to say, gentlemen. Please don’t let those giant boulders collide with our beloved Constellation.”

	 


A Note from T.D.

	Thank you so much for reading this second Terra Prime adventure! I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it! I’m leaving you this note to ask for your help. If you’d like the Terra Prime Adventures to continue, can you do me a few favors?

	
		Please leave a review on Amazon.com, or have your parents help write a review.

		Please join my e-mail list at tdpatrick.com. I promise I won’t send too many e-mails, but I want to keep you updated on new books, merchandise, and free stuff!

		Please like, follow, and turn on all notifications for my Facebook Author page and my Instagram page.

		Please tell all your friends about the books and spread the word!



	Thanks so much for being a member of my Constellation crew!

	Your friend,

	T.D.
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