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For JL, my good friend and a real-life superhero.

	 


Planetfall:

	A landing or arrival on a planet 
after a journey through space.
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	Hustle & Bustle
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	“Sorry, Doc!” Robert Platt shouted over his shoulder as he raced down the hallway. “Sally needs us in the command center ASAP!”

	Dr. McLeod, having been brusquely bumped into the wall, raised his right hand in a wave and shouted back, in his thick Scottish accent, “That’s all right, Robert! I’ll take it out on you at your next check-up! I’m sure I can come up with a few more larger-than-normal shots to add to your pre-planetfall health screening, laddie!”

	Robert laughed as he continued sprinting towards the command center, which was located at the front of the mile-long starship Constellation on the ship’s middle level – deck three.

	The doors to the command center opened automatically as Robert burst into the room, seeing Admiral Starr, Sally in her ARS, and lead scientist Gabriel Deschamps already gathered around the projection table. Admiral Julius Starr was the head of the Terra Prime colonization mission. He was a decisive and capable leader who greatly valued any and all input from his team members. Sally was the mission’s artificial intelligence. She was housed in the Constellation’s computer mainframe, but she also had an autonomous robotic suit – or ARS – which she could “wear” when needed or desired. Dr. Deschamps was their lead scientist. He was a brilliant but quirky French astrophysicist who would make all of the final scientific decisions for the mission…the ones that the Admiral and other leaders couldn’t understand, that is.

	“Nice of you to join us, Robert,” Starr growled in his usual bear-like, Australian accent. “Do you need a minute to catch your breath?”

	“No thanks, Admiral,” Robert replied without a pause. “I just happened to run into Dr. McLeod on the way, so we stopped for a chat.”

	Sally cocked her head quizzically to one side.

	“No matter,” Starr replied. “Gabriel, will you repeat to Robert what you just told me?”

	Dr. Deschamps looked up at Robert from behind his very thick bifocals and cleared his throat.

	“Ahem…yes…of course…Robert…you see…we have…a situation…of sorts…”

	Star interrupted him. “Good heavens, man, spit it out!”

	“Of course…I will…I mean…I am…just gathering my thoughts, Admiral. Robert, as we are now in orbit above Terra Prime, we share that orbit with other objects like asteroids and debris, yes? Well, it seems that something quite unique has happened.”

	Dr. Deschamps paused and looked around nervously, licking his lips. Robert could tell that, whatever it was, it was truly frightening the man.

	“Go ahead, doctor,” Robert coaxed, meeting the doctor’s eyes with a mixture of compassion and strength.

	“Two small asteroids…I say small, but they are probably about half the size of this ship…these two petite astéroïdes seem to be magnetic in nature. They are traveling quite quickly, and they are très attracted…very attracted…to our large metal vessel. I believe they will impact us, probably destroying the Constellation…in less than one hour.”
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	Asteroids
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	Robert stared at the holoprojector, which was displaying a small, red, holographic Constellation getting slammed from behind by two large, lumpy rocks and exploding into thousands of pieces of holographic space debris.

	“Well, that’s encouraging,” Robert said flatly. “Sally, what are our options?”

	Sally turned to face Robert, her single, large eye glowing a deep shade of green.

	“Security Chief Platt,” she began, “All planning for this journey was for an uneventful voyage through hyperspace and an uneventful landing on Terra Prime. The two small fighter craft that are space worthy on this vessel are only partially assembled, since they were intended for use once we make planetfall.”

	Robert was watching the holographic space collision repeat itself over and over as he listened to Sally.

	“I see only one option. Since we are unable to spin up the thrusters and break orbit before the asteroids arrive…and since we may not even be able to avoid them then, as they are being attracted to our metal hull…I suggest using our twin blasters on the sides of the ship.”

	Sally raised her right arm and brought up a visual of the Constellation’s blasters on one of the large command center wall displays. The visual rotated and zoomed to show what she was explaining as she spoke.

	“They are powerful enough to target and destroy the asteroids, but they are manually powered. The blasters were added as a last consideration by the engineers – in what was viewed as an ‘unneeded safety precaution.’ They must be human-controlled and, searching my database, I see that your marksman, Felix Garcia, is probably our most capable first choice. My second choice, based on my time training him over the last four months, is your son, Zachary.”

	Admiral Starr spit out the coffee he was just starting to sip.

	“Whaaaaaaatttttt? Zack?”

	“Yes, Admiral,” Sally continued, “during these last four months, Zack has been training daily across multiple necessary subjects for this mission. He has set three world records in the circus gym, become quite proficient in the CTC, and has worked each day in the ‘unneeded’ blasters practicing target acquisition and control coordination.”

	The Admiral and Robert both blew out tense breaths from their pursed lips.

	“You’re sure about this, Sally?” Robert asked.

	“Yes, Robert. Zack’s combat instincts are excellent. He is a fine shot. And, unfortunately, aside from your sharpshooter, he is the only other person on this ship who has trained with this vessel’s manual gun system.”
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	Hide-and-Seek Tag

	Zack and Julie Platt were in the CTC, or Combat Training Center, playing hide-and-seek tag with Meeb. Meeb was the purple, pulsing, blob-like alien that Zack had befriended when he made first contact four months ago with Earth’s first alien life-form. Zack and Meeb became immediate friends, and their bond had only strengthened during their time alone together traveling to Terra Prime while the rest of the crew slept.

	Julie was creeping along behind some large, rocky crags that the CTC had created with its moldable, rubbery flooring, her glue stick at the ready. All she and Zack had to do was get one glue ball into Meeb to win. Normally, glue balls from the glue sticks splatted all over whatever they collided with and stuck like cement for hours before dissolving. But Meeb just ingested them into his jelly-like body and then spat them out in their original, hardened ball form.

	Julie was ten years old, two years younger than Zack. She had short, black hair and was wiry thin, like Zack.

	Zack whispered into his earpiece.

	“Do you have eyes on that purple jellyfish?”

	“No,” Julie replied, “but there aren’t many places left to hide.”

	Just then, Julie felt something warm and slightly wet attach itself to her back.

	“Uh-oh,” she spoke out loud. “The jellyfish got me. Repeat, the purple alien jellyfish got me.”

	That was Meeb’s objective in hide-and-seek tag: to attach himself to the backs of each of the children without them seeing him. He oozed up Julie’s back and perched on her right shoulder, kissing her on the cheek with his jelly-mouth, while his black eyeballs jiggled around inside his clear body.

	“Yeah, yeah,” Julie replied. “You win, Meeb. But you’ll never get Zack!”

	Meeb’s eyes narrowed as he looked into Julie’s, then stuck out a jelly tongue at her and rocketed off up the cliff to her left.
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	***

	Zack had seen Meeb take Julie out of the game from a cleft in a high rock some distance away from them. He had just settled into this hiding spot when he contacted Julie and saw the lightning speed with which Meeb had appeared from behind her and attached to her back. Now he was watching carefully as Meeb oozed up over the high rocks, searching for him.

	“Not this time, you puddle of goo!” Zack whispered as he aimed his glue stick at Meeb’s flowing body. Just as he was ready to fire, the CTC’s lights dimmed and then brightened as Sally’s voice came over the all-ship coms:

	“Zachary Platt, please report to the command center immediately. Zack Platt to the command center immediately.”

	Zack shouted, “Stay with Julie, Meeb!” as he raced out the door and down the hall.
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	Gunner’s Nests
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	Zack’s dad was giving his son some last-minute advice and a pep talk as Zack settled down into the tight blaster nest on the right side of the Constellation. Felix was already in the left blaster nest and was hooked up by comlink to Zack, Sally, Robert, and Admiral Starr.

	“Son, when your mother and I told you this trip was going to be dangerous, we were hoping that we would bear the brunt of most of that danger. But it seems like you’ve been right in the thick of things from the beginning…protecting us from harm even while we all slept! Sally told me how many times she apologized for putting you in harm’s way. Well, I’m not going to apologize, my boy. Be strong and courageous. Play the man. I trust you.”

	Zack’s heart swelled as his dad gripped him tightly on the shoulder. He loved his dad very much, but hearing those words directly from him almost made Zack cry. Almost. But he knew the weight of duty that was now upon his shoulders. He must protect the ship from these asteroids!

	As his dad moved away from the nest, Zack put on his targeting helmet and heard Felix’s voice in his earpiece.

	“Hey there, Zack, buddy! I didn’t realize you were on your dad’s security team.”

	Zack smiled. Felix had been under dad’s command when he was a military general. He was like Zack’s uncle. They’d spent many summer months hunting and target shooting together.

	“Hey there, Felix. Yeah, I guess my career was chosen for me while you all were napping these last nine months. I hope you can keep up!”

	Felix laughed.

	“Seriously, mi amigo, aim true and trust your instincts. You’re an excellent, natural shooter.”

	Zack nodded silently. He breathed in deeply and narrowed his focus to the controls in front of him. There were two joysticks, one for each hand. One rotated the blaster nest in all directions, while the other lined up the red targeting cross onto whatever you wanted to hit. Zack had become pretty familiar with these controls over the last four months.

	“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 next 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.”

	Nothing else needed to be said. One asteroid was on Zack’s side of the ship, and the other was on Felix’s. They would simply have to destroy them as quickly as possible.

	“Powering up,” Felix whispered through the coms.

	“Same,” Zack replied.

	Zack moved the joysticks slowly and carefully, getting a feel for moving the nest and also moving the red targeting X on his screen.

	“Do your duty, men,” Admiral Starr spoke, and Zack was proud to be treated like any other soldier under the Admiral’s command.

	“Mine is in range,” Felix said. “Zack, yours just moved out of my field of vision. Firing.”

	The whole ship shuddered as Felix released two large energy bursts from the cannons outside his nest. The bursts collided with the giant asteroid, vaporizing half of it instantly but sending the other half hurtling out of Felix’s sight and onto Zack’s side of the ship!


5

	Double Trouble!

	“Zack!” Felix shouted, in a moment of panic. “Half of my asteroid is now headed your way! Buckle up, amigo!”

	Zack was already targeting his asteroid when he heard Felix’s news. He eased his finger off the trigger button and recalculated his attack based on the new information.

	His asteroid now loomed large behind the ship and was gaining rapidly. Just then, he saw the other half-asteroid spin wildly into view, slightly behind his. Sally had been having him practice targeting and firing on multiple enemies during his nest time, so his mind was already calculating. If he did the same thing Felix had just done – vaporize only half of his asteroid – and if he could just get the other half to collide with Felix’s half – he might be able to stop them both with one well-placed shot.

	Zack took a slow, deep breath to steady his nerves. He aligned the nest with his asteroid and watched carefully as the two objects spun towards him. It’s just like a game of pool with Dad, he thought to himself. I have to calculate how to hit multiple balls with one single shot.

	His eyes narrowed, and he targeted the asteroid right where he believed his shot would blow part of the rock into the other approaching rock – slightly down and to the left of its center mass. He fired.

	***

	Julie was sprinting down one of the Constellation’s hallways with Meeb, trying to find Zack. She knew something was wrong when Sally had used the all-call on the ship’s coms to reach him. She had waited in the CTC with Meeb for around thirty minutes, knowing that’s what Zack had wanted her to do, but she had to find him. She had to know what was going on!

	As she hurtled down the hallway, trying to avoid walking passengers, she was suddenly thrown off her feet, along with everyone else on the deck, and slammed into the wall.
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	***

	The lights on the Constellation dimmed as Sally quickly assessed the ship’s damage as quickly as she could. Then they re-lit to full strength with no accompanying alarm.

	“Zack,” said Admiral Starr through his com. “You did it.”

	Zack immediately relaxed his tensed arms and shoulders, dropped his head, and blew out a long, slow breath to help release the adrenaline that was coursing through his body.

	Zack’s shot had vaporized the front of his asteroid and sent its second half spinning toward Felix’s. As they collided, they mostly blew apart into tiny pieces, but a solid chunk that was probably as big as one of their armored space fighters was too close and too fast to shoot again or to avoid.

	It collided with the ship, which caused most of the unsuspecting passengers to be knocked off their feet. No real harm was done…except that now they had a fighter-sized space rock magnetically clinging to their ship.

	“Nice shot, amigo,” he heard in his earpiece. “Luck and skill always go hand in hand…and you had just enough of both.”

	“Thanks, Felix,” Zack responded as Meeb oozed up his back and onto his shoulder, with a worried look in his black eyes.

	“Hey, buddy,” Zack said, smiling at his friend. “That was a close one.”

	Julie was there, too, next to their father, rubbing her hip that she’d bruised against the wall and trying to regain her breath.

	Sally cut off Starr, Robert, and Felix’s coms and whispered into Zack’s ear. “You are proving yourself more capable with each trial we face, Little Platt. I am not apologizing this time. You are a capable member of the Constellation crew. Thank you for your service.”
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	Meeb

	“Fascinating!” Dr. Deschamps mumbled as he poked at Meeb with different scientific devices. “Meeb is just the kind of extraordinary alien creature I had hoped we would discover on the other side of the universe. He is totally gelatin-based. His whole body is a kind of flexible gelatin that is both very pliable and at the same time incredibly strong.”

	Meeb smiled up at the doctor while he performed his tests. Zack and Julie sat nearby, watching as their mother assisted Deschamps in examining Meeb.

	“May I try to take a small sample from your body, Meeb?” Dr. Deschamps asked, holding a scalpel in one hand.

	Meeb’s eyes grew huge, and his mouth opened up in pretend fear…only to dissolve a few seconds later into his big, goofy smile. He grew a small tentacle and extended it to Dr. Deschamps, formed a tiny ball at the end of the tentacle, and then squeezed the ball off of his body until it dropped into the doctor’s hand.

	“Merci…thank you,” Dr. Deschamps said, smiling back at Meeb. It was clear to see the joy that the doctor was experiencing, getting to scientifically examine his first alien life form.

	Mary spoke up. “The things Zack has told us are incredible: that he can stretch himself tissue paper thin and repel projectiles, as well as stretch out over long distances. Meeb, can you show us the ‘shower curtain’ you made around Zack in the CTC?”

	Meeb’s eyes narrowed and, in a flash, he had completely surrounded Zack in a dome-topped bubble, similar to how he had protected him during that CTC battle…the one that ended with both of them painted purple by Sally’s messy idea of a joke.

	Mary and Dr. Deschamps felt Meeb’s body, easily pushing it in and out, like pressing on a bouncy ball.

	“But Meeb,” Mary asked, “how were you able to stop all those balls with such a thin, pliable form?”

	Meeb smiled, and suddenly, the ‘curtain’ that Mary was touching became rock hard. Actually, it was more interstellar-starship-plexiglass hard! Her jaw dropped as she poked at his completely hardened form, now completely surrounding Zack.

	“That’s my Meeb,” Zack’s muffled voice said from inside. “The best protection – and pal – a guy could ask for!”
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	Zack raised his hand for a high five, and Meeb responded with five tiny hands which grew out of the shower curtain and slapped Zack’s hand, one after another, like wet noodles.

	“Ouch!” Zack grinned as he shook out his hand. “It’s one high five, buddy. Not as many as you can make!” Meeb snickered as he shrank back down to amoeba form on Zack’s shoulder.

	“Well, Meeb,” Mary said. “We certainly are thankful for how you helped Zack save the ship. And we’re really looking forward to having your help on Terra Prime, too.” She paused. “Do you have a family?”

	Meeb nodded his head once, and Mary thought she saw some sadness in his round, black eyes before they started wobbling again, along with his smile, almost immediately.

	Dr. Deschamps held up his tablet computer, showing a holoprojection of a planet on one side and space on the other.

	“Do you come from a planet, Meeb…or from space?”

	Meeb cocked his head to one side and grew two small tentacles so that he could point to both holograms.

	“Sally,” Dr. Deschamps called.

	“Yes, Doctor,” she replied through the ceiling speaker.

	“How did Meeb arrive on our ship?”

	There was soft whirring as Sally searched her databanks.

	“Doctor, it appears that Meeb was possibly on a small asteroid or piece of space debris and chose to extend himself to our ship and explore a new environment when we dropped out of hyperspace.”

	Meeb nodded enthusiastically.

	“Wonderful,” Dr. Deschamps muttered, mostly to himself. “Meeb, you are a most welcome addition to the exploratory crew of the Constellation. I look forward to learning more about you in the lab…and getting to know you, as well, my alien friend.”

	Meeb whipped out a super long, thin tongue…like a frog’s…and slapped it onto Dr. Deschamp’s right cheek, giving him a big lick while grinning widely at him open-mouthed.
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	A Friend

	It was five days to planetfall, and Zack and Meeb were walking into the circus gym to train. When the doors opened before them, they saw that someone was already training on one of Zack’s world record courses. According to the clock on the wall, he was moving fast, and he was hot on the heels of Zack’s record.

	Zack tensed, and Meeb’s eyes narrowed as the boy shimmied up the rope with practiced ease and swung to the finishing platform. The clock stopped one second past Zack’s new record.

	The boy slammed his fist against the wall and shouted. “No! I was so close!”

	“You were so close,” Zack echoed from the floor below. The boy spun around, and his eyes widened as he saw Zack and Meeb standing there.

	“Zack Platt?” he said. “Wait right there!”

	And with that, he was leaping, climbing, and swinging across the equipment, landing in a crouch like a cat in front of Zack and Meeb.
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	The boy stood. He was about the same age as Zack and about an inch taller. He had dark skin, tight, curly hair, and long, lean muscles. He tilted his head to one side.

	I’ve been waiting to meet you, Zack Platt. Ever since your adventures on the ship started making their way around with the kids. I’m not sure what is true and what is an exaggeration.”

	Zack shrugged. “It’s probably a lot of exaggeration.”

	The boy smiled and stuck out his hand. “I’m Alfonso Mutuku. I’m from Kenya. My dad is one of the chefs for the mission.”

	Zack smiled and took Alfonso’s hand, feeling the strength in his grip as they shook.

	“It’s nice to meet you, Alfonso.”

	The boy released his grip and reached his hand up towards Meeb.

	“And you must be Meeb. I have also heard so much about you, little friend.”

	Meeb shifted toward Alfonso’s hand and rubbed against it like a cat, his body rippling like he was purring.

	Zack’s eyes narrowed. “Dude, you almost broke my world record! And I just set it a couple of months ago!”

	Alfonso laughed.

	“Zack, you must be a good player to break so many records over your time awake on the ship. Circus was my life in Kenya. My dad built me my own training course in our backyard. I love the circus arts. I hold two records myself. Maybe we can train together and start breaking some new records together?”

	Zack smiled. “I’d like that, Alfonso.”

	Alfonso grinned mischievously. “Want to do a parallel course now? Or are you…chicken?”

	Parallel courses were two of the exact same courses on different parts of the gym equipment. There were at least two or three of them on even the smallest circus gyms, so that players could race each other at the same time.

	Zack smiled, and he narrowed his eyes again. “How about the loser has to eat two chicken pot pie bars for dinner tonight?”

	Alfonso’s eyes widened. “My dog won’t even eat those! You’re on!”

	And with that, the boys ran to opposite sides of the gym, Meeb rocketed to the top of the course, and their first of many friendly circus battles began.
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	Preparations

	The Constellation was all hustle and bustle after Zack met Alfonso. There were so many preparations to be made to get ready for planetfall.

	Now that all 1,500 crew members were awake, daily clothing changes and showers were happening, with nightly clothes washings needed, as well as cafeteria rotations for three daily meals. And that was just the day-to-day routine.

	Each member of the ship also had to attend to their duties. Every person had been given specific tasks to prepare the ship for landing on Terra Prime.

	Zack and Julie’s job was to help their mother with the plants and specimens in the greenhouse. The greenhouse on the ship had been growing, collecting, and storing fruits and vegetables the whole nine months the crew had been asleep – with the help of a small, dedicated staff of service bots. Service bots were small, wheeled droids with two to four “arms” which ended in various clippers, choppers, and articulated grabbers to go about their daily greenhouse work.

	Mary was checking all the numbers for the nine-month journey, and the children were assisting her by inspecting the produce, cataloging it, and ensuring it was all placed in the correct, marked storage units for preservation.

	Zack and Julie were currently inspecting a box of cucumbers – hundreds of them – for signs of spoilage.

	“Alfonso, huh?” Julie asked.

	“Yeah, he’s really cool,” Zack replied.

	“Well…I haven’t met anybody cool yet,” Julie sulked.

	Meeb started to shake on Zack’s shoulder, and pretend jelly tears rolled out of his eyes and down his body, only to be reabsorbed as they reached the end of him.

	Julie smiled. “I mean, except for the sweetest, bestest, most loveablest jelly blob in the whole galaxy!”

	Meeb grinned his very biggest grin, and his oval eyes started doing circles inside of him as he lept onto Julie’s shoulder and nuzzled against her.

	“Julie,” Zack said, flipping a cucumber into the air and placing it back in its spot. “School will start for us almost immediately when we set up our basecamp, so I wouldn’t worry about meeting people. We’ll see all the kids in the colony soon enough.”

	“Yeah, I guess,” she sighed. “But can I meet Alfonso, Zack? Did he really almost beat you on a circus course?”

	Zack laughed. “Yeah, he’s pretty great at circus. And yes – I’ll introduce you when I see him again.”

	“Yipee!” shouted Julie. “Can I hang out with you guys?” She froze. “No…can I train with you? Will Alfonso train me?”

	Zack rolled his eyes.

	“Julie, just check your cucumbers. We’ll see if we have any time for circus training during these planetfall preparations. We’ll probably just be poking at fruits and vegetables all day long until the doors open…”

	“Hey!” shouted Mary from the other side of the greenhouse. “I heard that! You’ll catalog those veggies, Platt children, and you’ll like it! And if I hear any more complaining…how’d you like asparagus pie for dinner tonight, eh? Don’t make me call Sally…”

	There was a ding in the ceiling speaker.

	“Yes, Dr. Platt?” Sally cooed.

	“Nevermind, Sally. It’s cool, mom!” Zack shouted back. “We’re having so much fun that we might skip our bedtime tonight to get started on the beets!”

	Just then, a tomato splatted Zack in the back as his mom ducked quickly around the corner and disappeared. From the depths of the greenhouse, the children heard:

	“I’d get back to work if I were you, Platt kiddos! I’m a fruit ninja…you never know when and where I’ll strike next! Mwah-hah-hah-hah!”

	So they did.
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	Landing
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	Zack, Julie, and Alfonso were strapped into fold-out metal jump chairs against the wall in the command center. Admiral Starr had agreed to allow them to observe the Constellation’s landing procedures. The rest of the colonists were also strapped into jump chairs all around the walls of the entire ship. The jump chairs had chest and lap harnesses made out of strong nylon webbing for the bumpy journey through the atmosphere.

	“Are we ready, Sally?” Admiral Starr growled.

	“Yes, Admiral,” Sally replied through the room speakers. “The Constellation is fully prepared for planetfall.”

	Starr pressed the all coms button on the wall, and a loud bell sounded around the entire ship.

	“Terra Prime colonists: this is it. Nine months of ripping through the galaxy, and we’re finally here. Let’s go see our new home. Make sure you’re buckled up. Planetfall commences in t-minus one minute.”

	There were no complex calculations to be made by crewmembers to navigate the massive Constellation through the atmosphere. That was Sally’s job. She was born in the Constellation, and she was the best, most capable one on the ship to pilot said Constellation. However, two pilot/navigators were on standby in the command center, should she malfunction.

	“Planetfall commencing in thirty seconds,” Sally spoke over the coms. “All colonists, please relax and enjoy the bumpy ride. I have everything under control.”

	They were in orbit around Terra Prime, so they could clearly see the swirling purple clouds surrounding the red, yellow, and brown landmasses below them. The giant starship shuddered as Sally slowly turned the front of the craft to face the planet. Sitting in the command center, Zack, Julie, and Alfonso were in the front of the craft, so they could see the large island – similar in size to Australia – they’d chosen as their landing point. It was mostly red, with touches of yellow and a large brown section off to one side.

	A desert? Zack wondered.

	“This is so cool!” Alfonso whispered.

	Then the ship began to move forward. Slowly at first, but then shuddering more as the thrusters picked up speed to break their orbit and pass into the atmosphere.

	Pink clouds whipped past them as they hurtled, faster and faster, toward the surface. Sparks flew over the front of the Constellation as the whole front of the ship turned orange and red from the heat buildup. The landmass was getting closer and closer, filling the full panoramic view from the command center.

	Then Sally was slowing the ship as the terrain below them began to come into sharper focus: mountains, bodies of water, forests – all strangely colored and alien.

	The whole ship shuddered as Sally leveled it off. Then great thumps and grinding sounds came from all over as the massive sets of landing gears were deployed all along the length of the Constellation.

	They felt the pressure of the ship slowing, pushing them down hard into their seats. And then there was a rather large jostling of the entire vessel as each of the landing gear feet came into contact with the surface of the planet.

	Admiral Starr unstrapped from his seat, grabbed the com, and shouted, “Terra Prime colonists: we have made planetfall! Repeat, we have made planetfall. Welcome to your new home.”

	Shouts of joy and excitement thundered throughout the ship.
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	Terra Prime

	Zack and the other colonists stared intently at the giant screen above them on deck one. On the monitor, a video drone was following a small white dove that Mary Platt had released from the ship’s airlock thirty minutes ago.

	He leaned over to whisper in Julie’s ear. “Why are we doing this again?”

	Zack’s mother started speaking from the podium in front of the colonists, almost as if she had heard him.

	“Just like in the story of Noah and the ark where, after months of storms which flooded the entire Earth, Noah sends out a bird to discover if there’s any dry land…we’re sending out our bird to see if the atmosphere is breathable for humans. All of our readings from Earth told us that it was, but we definitely want to take precautions before we open the doors for us colonists.”

	She paused, and everyone watched the bird as it flitted from tree to tree. It seemed to be fine.

	Mary continued, “Our drone will follow the bird for twenty-four hours. Then, if it’s still thriving, we’ll send a dog tomorrow. If the dog survives twenty-four hours, we’ll open the doors and begin our colonization.”

	Electricity was in the air as the 1,500 colonists watched the bird navigate its new home…their new home.

	“Isn’t it beautiful?” an older woman next to Zack whispered.

	“Yes, it is,” he replied, taking in the otherworldly beauty of their strange new home.

	***

	Three days later, the colonists assembled around the massive loading dock door. The bird was still alive and well, and the dog had just been sulking around the ship, whining to be let back in.

	Admiral Starr stood in front of the doors, facing the colonists. “Explorers! Colonists! Adventurers! I give you…Terra Prime!”

	And with that, Sally activated the hydraulics system that unsealed the cargo door from the ship. The same door that had kept the Constellation tightly sealed for nine months and which had gotten them safely and soundly to Terra Prime.

	Clouds of gas shot out from all of the pistons as the giant door – over a hundred feet tall – began to descend towards the ground to become their walkway to the planet’s surface.

	Zack glanced over at the old man next to him – he seemed to remember him being from South America. Tears were running down his cheeks and into his curly, white beard.

	This truly was a historic moment for Earth and for everyone chosen to represent the planet on this mission. Zack’s heart was racing as more and more of their new home came into view as the door descended.

	They saw red, spongy ground with all kinds of multicolored trees and bushes, which had mostly yellow leaves. The landing area Sally had chosen was very flat, with red and brown mountains rising up in the distance. Off to the right was a large body of water, which was blue but also covered with many strange, large, plant-like lily pads that were purplish in color. They heard the sounds of animal life in the distance – strange and hauntingly beautiful sounds. But the Constellation had just made such a tremendous racket in opening its massive cargo door that nothing was in sight as they surveyed the land in front of them.

	All the colonists breathed in the fresh air, which seemed remarkably like Earth air, aside from the slightly tangy smell from the surrounding foliage.

	Zack glanced at Julie next to him. She smiled. They held hands and made their way down the ramp with the rest of the colonists. Right before the edge of the ramp, they paused. They turned to face each other, nodded, and then jumped together into the air and landed on the spongy red soil of their new home. They both looked at each other again with huge grins on their faces and shouted:

	“Planetfall!”

	[image: Image]

	The End

	 


***

	Zack and his father will return for book #4 in the Terra Prime Adventures: The Caves of Plydor…coming mid-2022…

	***

	Please enjoy this brief excerpt from The Caves of Plydor:

	The blade was about three feet long, with a wicked curve toward its end. It was pure energy, and it crackled, popped, and let off small showers of lightning as Robert held it.

	“Whoa,” Zack whispered. “What is that?”

	Robert turned the blade in a slow figure-eight pattern as it continued to crackle and shed small sparks everywhere, like a cascading waterfall.

	“This is an energy sword, son,” Robert replied as he heard the grunts, snorts, and growls coming closer down the cave tunnel. “And I think we’re going to need it.”


A Note from T.D.

	Thank you so much for reading this third 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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