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This one’s for the Muse.


It’s a rascally thing that lives on tea and dreams,


and travels the worlds in the blink of an eye.


One day, I hope it invites me along …
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In the time-honoured method of emergency repairs everywhere, Erina hit the console in front of her with her fists.

‘Stop. Stop! STOP!’ she screamed at it. 

It didn’t help much, but at least it served as a release for her pent-up frustration. Plus, she’d already tried everything else.

The shuttlecraft didn’t take much notice. Shaking violently, it skirted the upper atmosphere of the planet like a pebble thrown across the water by a very poorly-sighted giant. They weren’t the type of pebble that would sink calmly to the bottom of the pond but were, judging by their luck so far, going to end up as a scattered and very hot debris field, somewhere. Not much of a comparison at all when you thought of it like that. 

Around her, the normally so soothing hum of the engines had been replaced by crackles, hissing and spitting across the walls and ceiling, from the various electronics.

In the passenger compartment behind her, everyone was getting strapped in. Nearly everyone. One was trying, desperately, to put out the flames leaping from one of the panels. The passenger struggled against the violent swinging motions of the shuttle, holding on to the extinguisher with one hand and the seatback with another. 

With everything rocking from side to side, the internal inertial dampeners were struggling to compensate for the wild descent. It was also possible that they’d actually stopped working and the only thing that kept them all from dropping, like a very nicely designed proverbial rock, were the wings. 

Maybe they hadn’t worked properly since they’d hit that asteroid. This would, actually, explain a lot.   

Risking a look out of the starboard viewport, Erina watched those bits of metal and plastasteele (or whatever it was that you built these things out of, goodness knew she wasn’t a mechanic) threatening to be pulled out of their sockets as the ship skimmed the upper atmosphere. 

The engines shorted out, dropping them into the churning storm below with all the grace of a lump of granite. 

They all screamed as their stomachs hit their gullets. Blood drained from their skulls in momentary terror. Then, with a nasal whine, the power returned. The engines kicked back in. A semblance of control was restored. 

It probably wouldn’t last long. Erina was almost glad she couldn’t see much but swirling damp greyness as the clouds buffered them this way, then that. Almost anything was better than seeing the ground rushing up to meet you, she thought. 

The yoke in her hands was trembling, fighting her as she tried to keep them steady. Normally, the computer interpreted your instructions, transmitting them to every part of the ship for easy navigation and a smooth journey. Normally, it took a delicate touch even if the controls of the shuttle weren’t as sensitive as those of the starfighters she was used to. Now she was wrestling it, forcing every twist and turn to be executed by sheer will. 

Mostly, it was all she could do to stop them spinning wildly out of control. 

Turned out that hitting that asteroid had been a very bad move. Hah. Who would have thought? That the autopilot probably “hadn’t meant too” didn’t make it any less of a nuisance. It was just one of those things that happened. She just wished it wasn’t happening to her. 

‘DO something!’ one of the passengers yelled at her from behind. 

‘Like what? Sprout wings?’ Erina shouted back.

The noise around them was deafening. Rolls of thunder boomed through the shuttle, making their ears ring and pop at the same time. Static electricity leapt over the control boards, stinging anything it touched. 

A frazzle erupted from the nearby coms unit. The tendrils of smoke it emitted tasted bitter, scratching at their throats even before they could see it.  

‘Great. Just frigging great,’ Erina snarled at the machine. She couldn’t take her hands off the yoke to deal with it. Her head was spinning. She’d bit her tongue earlier, the hot taste of iron now dripping down her chin. 

It wasn’t the first time she’d flown something that got into trouble. But, usually, the only one she had to worry about was herself. Now, she risked a glance behind her. Her passengers didn’t look any happier than she was. Several of them were clamping their eyes shut. All of them were holding on to their seats as if their life depended on it, fingers whitening. 

This wouldn’t have happened at all if she’d had a ship of her own, Erina was sure of that. That ship would have had all sorts of modifications. It certainly wouldn’t have had an autopilot stupid enough to set a course right through several hundred tons of ice and rock. 

‘Watch out!’ someone screamed.

The cry was enough that Erina’s attention snapped back to where they were going. 

Something swooshed past them. Gone too fast for her to make out, it thudded on the hull. Bouncing against it several times, it left behind ... was that feathers? Yes. There were feathers stuck on her windscreen.  

At this altitude? But that was impossible. Wasn’t it? 

‘What the rach was that?’ Josh called out. 

‘How should I know?’ Erina snapped back. 

Whatever the feathers had been attached to, it had moved out of the way on its own accord. The large, dark shadow looming where it had been, didn’t. It stood, steady as a rock. 

It should. It was a rock. In fact, it was the summit of a mountain. 

There should have been tens of thousands of feet between them and the flat mixture of sea and desert that made up the ground around here. 

Ok, so it was a very, very tall mountain.

That didn’t explain what it was doing here. And it still wasn’t moving. 

‘Oh, bugger!’ Erina exclaimed. 

Judging from the shouts coming from behind her, she wasn’t the only one caught off guard. ‘Pull up. PULL UP!’ they all screamed.

‘What the hell do you think I’m trying to do?’ 

Several billion tons of mountain was probably not up for a game of chicken, Erina thought, pulling at the yoke with all her strength. 

The shuttle banked with agonizing slowness, screaming in protest.

‘Was that a bloody mountain?’

‘Don’t be ridiculous. We’re way above the stratosphere. There’s no mountains up here.’

‘Then what the frak did we almost hit?’

‘SHUT UP back there!’ Erina barked at her passengers. The world was swimming before her eyes. She didn’t need them distracting her, too. 

Wings trembling from the turbulence, the shuttle broke out of the cloudbank and screamed across mountainside’s thick with snow and stone. 

Two fins tore apart as they hit a snow bank, turning their world white. They burst through it, bounced into the air again as the engines fired one last time, and shot over a craggy ridge. 

A pointed carpet met them below. Forests. Giant conifers climbing the mountainside, reaching for the stars, frozen in ice. 

They dropped, again and again. Downwards, the shuttle headed. Ever downwards. It was shaking madly now. The air, usually so soft and pliable, had turned into the slap of a giant, knocking them this way, then that, as the pressure grew.

Wrestling back even a semblance of control felt almost impossible. They spun out, still screaming, as Erina managed to get the shuttle level enough just in time to avoid hitting another, lesser, peak. 

Losing altitude fast now, they shot over the soft greens of leafy forests, rolling hills and plains of emerald grass, where they sent herds of fine-limbed creatures scattering in all directions.

‘Almost down now,’ Erina breathed. ‘Almost. Just a little more.’ 

Then, as if rising out of the mist like a huge wave, came another line of trees. Another forest. 

‘Fire! Blast them!’ someone shouted through the din.

‘What d’you think this is? A starfighter? We don’t HAVE any weapons!’ Erina yelled, clenching her teeth. The pit in her stomach was tightening. She could practically taste the sweat in the air. The fear. 

They were too low. Crowns of leaf and bark scraped their belly. Banging against the hull, tree after tree tore their gnarly fingers into the shuttle. It was like being inside a tin can repeatedly struck by rocks. Or a listing freighter, slowly creaking as it fell over on its side and crushed everything beneath it with agonising metallic moans —  only sped up about a hundred times. 

Ten minutes ago they would have torn through it, leaving nothing standing but burning stumps. But their speed had slowed. Were they going too fast? Or too slow? What was the optimum speed at which to crash? Was there one? 

‘Everyone! HOLD ON!’ Erina shouted through the bedlam. 
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Down in the valley, some of the inhabitants briefly lifted their heads, moist eyes following the flaming balls of fire as more loose debris streaked into the shuttle’s wake.

Less than a couple of heartbeats later, the noise and burning smoke disappeared beyond the hills, setting some of them aflame as it passed. 

Alert ears flickered nervously. Then, when any immediate threat failed to emerge, their owners returned to grazing.

––––––––
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The shuttle slammed into the ground with the almighty noise of broken dreams. The earth was anything but soft and the shuttle scattered plating, stabilizers, and fuselage, as it ploughed through the soil. 

Huge clumps of mud and grass were torn up and tossed aside like paper in the wind. 

Slowing, almost as if against its will, the torn wreckage eventually came to a stop on the outskirts of an almost flat plain. Behind it, the trail of broken trees ended abruptly. 

Then, it just lay there. The hot metal of the hull pinged as it cooled. Smoke spiralled, almost lazily, into the pristine air. 

As if it had held its breath, around them, the sounds of the world returned. But, from the shuttle, there was silence. 
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CHAPTER TWO
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Chatter. Indistinct chatter. Murmurs from beyond a veil of nothingness. It wasn’t audible. Not really. She could feel the sounds rather than hear them. But somehow, they weren’t quite right. 

Something else drifted into her awareness from far away. From very, very far away. It pounded unmercifully on the door of her consciousness. Cookies. Cookies, it said. No. Wookies. Wakies? Wake. Wake up. That was it. It was telling her to, ‘Wake. Up!’

Go away. Erina’s unconscious mind shoved hard. We’re warm and snug and pleasantly curled up right where we are. We know all about that other place. It’s cold and dripping and full of people making all sorts of demands on time we can spend in better company — like our own — so thank you. But no thank you. Shoo. Shoo! 

Smacking her lips as she drifted from unconsciousness to sleep, Erina tried to shut out the increasingly nasal whine. She didn’t want to wake up. She was warm and snug. The ship could do without her for another snooze or two. It wasn’t going to fall apart just because she wasn’t there. It wasn’t as if she was the captain or anything. 

Just five more minutes, Erina dreamed hazily. 

‘Please wake up!’ the distant voice kept pleading. 

Getting louder and louder, it sounded familiar ... vaguely so. Why did it sound familiar? What was anyone doing in her quarters anyway? She had most certainly locked the door. She always did. So how had they gotten in?

Suddenly wide awake, Erina rolled over. Tried to roll over. She was jolted by a sharp pain in her side. Why couldn’t she move? Someone was going to pay dearly for this intrusion, she promised herself.

Wide awake but not quite aware of where she was, it took several moments for what had happened to begin drifting back. 

For starters, this wasn’t her quarters, Erina realized. So much for yawning and sleepily dragging herself to wash and dress. 

‘Well, isn’t this going to be the bad start to a day,’ she grumbled. 

Her legs were stinging. Something had clearly crawled into her mouth and died — three days ago, judging by the taste. 

Two amber eyes popped open. The world came flooding back to her. It wasn’t nearly as pleasant as the shuttlecraft had been before they’d crashed. For starters, it was murky. She tried blinking away the stinging sensation in her eyes. It didn’t help. 

The only light drifted in from far behind her — must be daylight she decided — and a single emergency glow stick. Still, it was better than total darkness. At least, this way she could see the four feet of twisted metal bulkhead that was looking very threatening — especially the broken ends — at her side. 

So, that was what she’d tried to roll on to. It was close enough to poke her, should she move too much. 

Wincing, she tried pushing it aside. Lodged
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