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by Oksana Heleverya

B and Jennifer were approaching the blue planet—the third from the Sun. Jennifer was uneasy; she had once believed she would never return to Earth.

“I told you they’d change their minds,” B said with his usual optimism.

“I meant returning to live on Earth, not just being sent here on assignment.”

“But we’ll still be on Earth. You’ll be investigating again, just like before.”

“Not quite. The case will end, and then we’ll leave this planet.”

“Everything in life is temporary.”

“Just like life itself,” Jennifer whispered.

“Hold on—we’re hitting the denser layers of atmosphere.”

“Why don’t you ever want to talk about the case before we arrive?”

“I’m trying to take a break from work. It’s only in those rare pauses between assignments that I can actually relax.”

“Fine,” she sighed.

The ship began its descent. Below, mountains and lakes came into view—landscapes Jennifer had never witnessed before.

“Is that where we’re going?” she asked in amazement.

“Yes. Let me fill you in. This is a small, isolated community in a mountain village. Years ago, carefully selected people were settled here for... various reasons. Two of them have been killed. Official story—wild animal attack. The only local law enforcement is a sheriff and her deputy. They can’t make sense of what’s happening.”

A vehicle was waiting for them at the landing site.

“I’m Sheriff Jenkins,” said a woman in her fifties. Her green-tinted uniform matched the coppery shade of her cropped hair.

“I’m B, and this is Detective Jennifer Wade,” B introduced, noting the subdued green hue of the sheriff’s eyes.

“Pleasure to meet you,” Jennifer smiled faintly. She looked all around, breathing in the crisp mountain air. It stole her breath: to the west, mountains vanished into the clouds, their lower slopes dressed in forests, their peaks carved in patterns of beige stone.

They climbed into the car and headed west. Within five minutes they were in a tunnel; moments later, sunlight burst in as they rolled into a broad valley.

A swift mountain river rushed along the roadside, foaming noisily over rocks. Jennifer gazed out the window, struggling to hold back tears. She had never seen anything so alive—it made her past life feel dull, unimportant, and almost pointless.

“Beautiful, isn’t it?” the sheriff asked.

“How could anyone not love this?” Jennifer answered, almost indignantly.

“Nature can be cruel,” Jenkins replied. “Nights are freezing, winters come heavy with snow, predators stalk the forests.”

“Exactly why we’re here,” B blurted awkwardly.

“Our morgue has two bodies—what’s left of them. Not a pleasant sight.”

“What does your doctor say?” B inquired.

“She would have told you herself... but she’s one of the victims. Our forester claims he’s never seen claw and bite marks like these. People are already whispering about old legends—werewolves.”

“We’ll get to the bottom of this,” B answered calmly.

The sheriff brought them to a modest, single-story house.

“You’ll be staying here. Garage has a car and a motorcycle,” she said, handing them two small comm-devices and keys. “Your normal network communicators won’t work here—use these instead. Meet me at the station when you’re ready.”



The house was small but cozy—three bedrooms, a living room, a kitchen.

B opened the fridge with curiosity, pleasantly surprised to see local food stocked inside.

“Let’s eat something.”

“My stomach’s still queasy from the landing.”

“You need strength to work properly.”

Jennifer glanced out the little window. “The sun’s almost gone...” She lay down on the sofa. B was already chewing on something.

“Yes. Soon, we’ll go hunting.”

“We need to understand what we’re dealing with first.”

“Maybe we’ll get lucky. Maybe the creature will come find us.”

“And if there’s more than one? Can you fight them?”

“You’re right,” B admitted. “We should check the morgue, see the bodies ourselves. That’ll give us clues.”

He stood near the sofa; Jennifer realized he wanted to sit beside her. She drew up her legs, gave him room. He sat down.

“You could...” B began gently.

“I don’t know,” Jennifer cut him off, sitting upright.

“Why are you angry with me?”

“I’m not angry,” she said, avoiding his eyes. He caught her hand in his.

Suddenly, his comm-device beeped. B answered, breaking the silence.

“Yes. We’ll be there soon.” His face hardened.

He hung up and looked at Jennifer. “A person is missing. We have to go.”

They armed themselves with blasters, pulled on warm jackets, and stepped outside. The air was biting, the sky lit by a nearly full moon shining through fast-moving clouds. Jennifer’s eyes lingered on the Moon. A chill ran through her; it reminded her of her first interstellar journey.

Ten minutes of winding mountain roads brought them to the sheriff’s office parking lot. A young man stood waiting, wearing a green-collared coat with synthetic fur and a shiny badge.

“Welcome to Mountainville. Deputy Charles Walker. I suggest you take a look at the remains—it’ll help you understand what you’re facing,” he rattled off quickly.

They followed him into the morgue wing. The corridor was dimly lit. Walker swung open a door—the lights flared, gleaming off the metallic refrigerator doors. Pulling on gloves, he slid one open. A sharp stench filled the room. Jennifer grimaced.

B donned gloves and an apron, kneeling carefully beside the remains.

“Female. Short. Around forty,” he concluded after a few minutes.

“Bravo. I won’t even ask how you figured that out,” Walker muttered, clearly trying not to stare at the grotesque heap of flesh and bone.

Jennifer, covering her nose, snapped: “I’ll wait outside.” She turned quickly, nausea mounting. Almost blindly she stumbled out until the cold air hit her. Under the dim parking lot lamps, she made it to a patch of grass before vomiting.

What am I even doing here? She thought bitterly.  I track people, not animals.

Then—movement. A rustle among the pines at the edge of the light. In the shadows loomed a shaggy, broad-shouldered silhouette. Man? Or beast upright on hind legs?

Jennifer’s reflexes took over. She whipped out her blaster, flicked off the safety, aimed. Finger tense on the trigger.

“Sorry—I didn’t mean to frighten you.” The figure stepped forward. The light revealed a man with long dreadlocks and a heavy coat. “I’m Jack. The forester.” He held out his hand.

“Detective Jennifer Wade,” she replied cautiously, lowering her blaster and shaking his hand.

Inside, Jack offered tea and cookies to warm up.

“What kind of predators live in the forests here?” Jennifer asked, sipping from a dark blue glazed cup.

“Foxes, ferrets, hedgehogs,” Jack listed.

“What about wolves?” she asked, puzzled.

“The forests around settlements are ringed with sound barriers. Wolves and bears stay away.”

“And where were the victims found?”

“Closer in,” he admitted.

“Then it must be something from outside—something unaffected by the sound barriers...” She broke off as the door swung open.

“There you are! Where’s B?” Sheriff Jenkins’s clear voice rang out.

“He’s still in the morgue,” Jennifer replied, faint distaste in her tone.

Jack poured tea for the sheriff. Soon after, B and Deputy Walker returned.

“Earlier you said someone was missing?” B asked evenly.

“She turned up,” the sheriff smiled.

“Oh? Who, and where?”

“The mayor’s daughter. Nine years old. Restless little thing. She panicked over noises outside, hid in her parents’ closet, and fell asleep.”

“Please, tell me about the victims,” Jennifer inquired immediately.

“What difference does it make? They were torn apart by some wild animal,” the sheriff said flatly. She sat on a bench at the sidewall; the office’s common room held her desk, Walker’s, and the forester’s table.

Jennifer sat near Jack’s desk, her chair turned backward, irritation in her eyes as she glanced at B.

“We just want to reconstruct the events. It might help us track the animal,” B said calmly from the deputy’s desk.

The sheriff sighed. “Fine. One of the victims was Doctor Kara Clarke.”

“Did she live her whole life in Mountainville?” Detective Wade asked.

“Kara grew up here,” the sheriff replied. “Then she left for six years. When she returned, she worked as the town’s physician.”

“Did she have family?”

“Her husband lives here.”

“And her parents? You said she grew up in this town.”

“They left with her. But only she returned.”

“And the second victim?” Jennifer pressed.

“Unidentified.”

“So that means he—or she—wasn’t from here.”

“That’s how it looks.” The sheriff stood up without further explanation, crossing quietly into her office.

Awkward silence descended. Deputy Walker glanced at the forester.

“Well, good night everyone.” He rose, pulled on his jacket, and without waiting for a response made his way outside.

“Yes, it’s late,” Jack muttered.

Everyone but the sheriff left for the night.



Back at their lodgings, B launched an autonomous drone to see if it could pick up any trace of the beast—no results. They agreed to continue searching in the morning.

B lay awake in the warm bed. Jennifer was awake as well, lying with her face turned toward the small window. From there she watched the pines on the nearby slope, silvered by the full moon. Mist drifted in and out, sometimes veiling the view.

She could not close her eyes. Something inside told her she would never again see such beauty, and so she clung to it, refusing sleep.

The clouds thickened. Snow began to fall. Wind howled outside, the sound carrying like a chorus of wild animals. Then—a strange cry. Something in it was all too close to human.

B sprang from the bed, snatched his blaster, and bolted outside barefoot. Each step left sharp prints in the thin crust of snow. Jennifer dashed after him.

“Maybe we imagined it,” she said through clenched teeth, shivering as the snow thickened into a blizzard, swallowing what little was left of the grass.

“Imagined it—both of us? At the same moment?” B snapped, frustrated.

They hurried back in to dress properly and search again. But despite their efforts, the night passed without discovery.

Dawn washed the valley in gold. The snow melted quickly under the morning sun, running down slopes in shining rivulets. Jennifer stood at the kitchen window, warming her hands around a mug of coffee with milk, mesmerized by the view.

“You like it here,” B said, smiling.

“Yes. It’s so beautiful. Beautiful enough that someone might even kill just to live here.”

“Meaning you think there’s intent behind these ‘animal attacks’?”

“You examined the remains. What do you think? You haven’t said a word about it.”

“I didn’t want to spoil your mood. It was some kind of creature—maybe more than one. It simply tore the victims apart; some tissues and internal organs are missing.”

She set her mug down, rubbing her face in an effort to shake off the drowsy heaviness.

“So, everyone here is in danger. But what are we dealing with—beast, mutant, alien, bio-robot? They usually bring you in for things like that.”

“Yes. Most likely one of those. We need to track it down, neutralize it, make sure there aren’t more.”

“That’s not an investigation—it’s a cleanup.”

“Yes and no.”

“You’re hinting that people are involved, aren’t you?”

He gave a faint smile. “You’re the detective.”

“Then I want to speak to the victim’s husband. And her colleagues.”

“I’ll comb the forest, check the caves. Take the car—it’s warmer. I’ll manage with the motorcycle.”



Jennifer parked the gray SUV in front of the victim’s house. The house looked large
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