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Chapter I - Against All Odds
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Kumza was the first to awaken from his coma. His head lolled to one side, a fog clouding his thoughts. Slowly, painstakingly, he straightened up and blinked, taking in his surroundings. 

Daka Jar, Kumza’s commander, hung limp in his seat, the seatbelt keeping him in place. His chest rose and fell in a steady rhythm.  He was breathing and alive.

“Did we survive this?” Kumza thought. His mind was still sluggish. “Where in the universe are we? Is this... heaven?” His gaze drifted to the ship's monitors, which displayed a sprawling field of stars in an unfamiliar arrangement.

Then, a spark ignited a long-dormant memory. Recognition hit him—the Andromeda Galaxy. Kumza had been at the top of his high school class in Andromeda space galaxography.  The patterns of stars were seared into his mind from long hours of study.  They were near Borra, a planet he had only read about.

“How in the cosmos did we end up here?” Kumza muttered, shaking his head as he scanned the ship’s status. The defense shield was destroyed.  Of the four engines, only one remained barely operational. Functioning at a meager 23% capacity, it must have had enough to attempt a safe landing.

Kumza’s eyes fell on the commander. With deliberate movements, Kumza leaned over and shook Daka Jar by the shoulder, speaking in his signature wry tone. “Boss, we made it. Wake up. Customs might get suspicious if you're napping too hard.”

Daka Jar stirred, his head jerking upright as his eyes fluttered open. He blinked at Kumza, confusion painted across his face. In a raspy whisper, he asked, “Where the hell are we?”

“Andromeda, boss. We’re approaching Borra,” Kumza replied crisply, his professionalism tempered by a faint grin. “Engine two’s hanging in there. We’ll make it down in one piece.”

Daka’s eyes narrowed as he absorbed the information, his gaze shifting to the ship’s instruments. “Okay, Kumza. I’m taking command,” he said, his voice regaining its familiar authority.

“Go ahead, boss. It’s all yours,” Kumza said with a smirk. “Welcome back to this real world full of shitty situations.”

“Yeah,” Daka Jar growled, his fingers moving across the controls. “Looks like fate decided Andromeda still needs us.”

Vibrations started as the ship pierced the planet’s atmosphere.  A harsh, teeth-rattling shudder reverberated through every remaining bolt and panel. Without a protective shield, the descent was unforgiving. 

The trajectory was less than ideal, forcing Daka into action. His hands moved with practiced precision, coaxing the ship to respond with maneuvers that bordered on miraculous. With the only functional engine sputtering at a meager 19% capacity, Daka pushed the craft to its limits, as though sheer willpower alone could compensate for its deficiencies.

To his right, Kumza watched with a faint, knowing smile tugging at his lips. He wanted to break the silence and say, “Boss, you’re a hell of a pilot,” but he held his tongue. 

Daka was in his element, locked in a battle against the impossible. Kumza knew better than to interrupt when the commander was this focused.

With a sharp intake of breath, Daka did the unthinkable: he flipped the ship in mid-descent. It wasn't for show.  This move was critical, a desperate effort to curb travel speed with the ship's bulk and the faulty engine. 

The execution was flawless, a feat that would have left seasoned pilots like Mallu, Tatu, DuDu, Lukka, and Mikky awestruck. They had all mastered this maneuver with fully functional ships, but they had done it with four engines operating at full capacity. Daka was doing it with one barely limping along, now at 19%.

The ship screamed in protest, a cacophony of groaning metal and overworked systems, but Daka held steady, his focus razor-sharp. The dense green canopy of the jungle below loomed larger and larger as the ground rushed toward them. 

At the last moment, with a mixture of skill and sheer nerve, Daka angled the craft for an improvised landing. The jungle met them with an explosive crash. 

Their spaceship sliced through layers of thick vegetation. Vines, branches, and leaves snapped and tore as the undergrowth absorbed much of the impact, slowing their descent enough to avoid total catastrophe.

When they finally came to a halt, the ship was unrecognizable.  It was a battered, smoking ruin tangled in a web of broken trees and foliage. The cockpit was dark except for a few flickering lights on the dashboard. The air was heavy with the smell of burnt metal and charred circuits.

Kumza coughed, breaking the silence, and turned to Daka. The commander sat momentarily motionless.  Daka’s hands were still gripping the controls as though the ship might spring to life again. 

Slowly, Daka leaned back, exhaling a deep, shaky breath. The silence was deafening, broken only by the distant calls of alien creatures in the jungle beyond. 

Kumza’s grin widened. “Well, boss,” he said finally, his voice laced with admiration. “I’d say you nailed it. The ship’s toast, but we’re alive. That’s what counts.”

Daka glanced over at Kumza.  Daka’s expression was somewhere between exhaustion and grim satisfaction. “Yeah,” he said hoarsely, pulling himself free of the restraints. “Alive. Barely. Now let’s figure out where the hell we’ve landed.”  Daka Jar and Kumza stepped out of the wreckage into a wall of humid air and dense greenery. 
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Chapter II - The Beast
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The jungle greeted them with the din of life.  The shrill cries of unseen birds echoed through the trees, mingling with the guttural growls and distant roars of animals disturbed by the sudden alien intrusion. Tendrils of mist clung to the undergrowth, giving the forest an eerie, otherworldly glow.

Kumza’s gaze darted around the unfamiliar surroundings, his usual humor tinged with unease. Daka, however, stood firm, scanning the jungle as though assessing a battlefield.

“This planet has a governor,” Daka said, his voice steady and matter-of-fact. “That means there’s civilization somewhere nearby. We’ll find it and figure out how to return to base.” His tone left little room for doubt, as though it was a foregone conclusion that they would succeed.

“Yes, boss,” Kumza replied, his words clipped but laced with his signature dry wit. He gestured subtly to the right and added, “Except we might want to hurry. I don’t know if you noticed, but there’s a rather enthusiastic audience member over there. Big guy. Furry. Drooling. Looks like he’s sizing us up for dinner.”

Daka turned his head just enough to see the creature in question. It was massive, crouched low among the ferns and shadows, and its yellow eyes gleamed with predatory intent. ​

The beast’s jaw hung open, revealing rows of razor-sharp teeth. Thick strings of saliva dripped to the ground. The beast let out a low, rumbling growl, its muscles coiling in preparation to lunge.

Without so much as
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