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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Around her, the normally so soothing hum of the engines had been replaced by crackles, hissing and spitting across the walls and ceiling, from the various electronics.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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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 among the other contorted debris around, it creaked but didn’t budge. Getting speared on that wouldn’t have been a very nice experience, Erina decided. 

‘Suppose it’s a good thing these held,’ she said and tugged at the harness. Not usually one to bother with strapping in, the dishwasher antics of the shuttle had made even her put safety first. 

Pulling the safety, the harness retracted, dropping her on to the floor. Well, a wall pretending to be a floor. It was the correct way a floor should be in her mind, below her.

It would have been nice if it had been smooth and flat to land on but no such luck. She jerked back when she stepped on something sticking out of the general debris. Scraping it off her boot, she flung it aside. Tiny as the piece of metal had been, it had hurt — a lot. 

‘Great. And here I thought my day couldn’t get any worse,’ Erina muttered darkly. 

Ignoring the scrambling noises from further down, Erina stretched. Nothing seemed to be broken. But she was going to be sore for days, she just knew it. Even her bruises had bruises.

‘Cognitor, praise the stars, thought you were a goner, for sure.’

Growling at this assault on her ears, Erina blinked away the last of her confusion. They’d crashed, hadn’t they? As the descent had steepened, all their instruments had stopped working one after one. 

So, exactly where were they? And why wasn’t there a rescue team here already? They should have picked up their distress signals already back at the asteroid. 

If Search & Rescue took their time to find them... Well, that was going to play merry hell with her schedule, that was for sure. 

‘I am NOT deaf,’ she grunted as, slowly, she found some safe footing amongst the debris. Since much of what had come loose had collected on the wall/floor, this was easier said than done and she picked her way with care. 

Everywhere ached. Places she didn’t even know she had, ached. Were kneecaps supposed to throb? 

‘Last thing I remember, this stupid bucket of bolts was trying a new career as a washing-machine,’ she complained to the world at large. ‘Guess that didn’t work out so well.’

‘’s’pp’se so,’ the other human replied.

Erina squinted hard. It was difficult to make out any distinguishing features below the yellow mop. 

Racking her brain desperately, rosters and orders drifted past her inner eye and, eventually, took a stab at a name to go along with the mop-bucket.

‘Josh, right?’

‘Yes m’m.’

‘You start calling me “m’m” and I’ll have your insides strewn out faster than you can say shish-kebab — which, incidentally, is about how I feel right now.’

‘Umm, right m’— Err ... Cognitor?’ Josh licked his lips nervously. He’d heard the stories. They all had. 

Usually the job attracted calm, analytical people who could talk their way out of anything. When Erina had taken up the position on the Random Star, it had soon become obvious that “usual” was not the best word to describe her approach.  

Climbing out of the wreckage, the suns shoved bright, glaring light into their eyes from a blue sky dotted with sheep. 

Where had the storm gone? The size of that thing, it couldn’t just have vanished? Now that she was thinking about it, the weather hadn’t been causing a ruckus since their first run-in with the mountain. A fell, a cone, of snow thousands upon thousands of feet high. Snowfell. But there should still be traces of it on the sky, shouldn’t there? 

‘Don’t suppose you happened to see what we landed in, did you?’ Erina asked. ‘Looks like some sort of grassland with trees to me.’

Shading her eyes and ignoring the immediate area, which was liberally strewn with parts of the shuttle that hadn’t, well, stayed attached to the actual ship, she could make out several vague outlines of mountains hidden behind a veil of sunmist. One particular one towered above the rest. 

‘That must be the one we almost hit,’ she observed. ‘Snowfell.’

‘Lucky us.’

‘That remains to be seen. Do you know where we are?’

‘No m’... Cognitor.’

‘Me neither. And, in my book, that’s usually not a good thing.’

Tall that they may be, the other mountains were some distance away and if you didn’t know they were there, they could have been mistaken for darker blobs of cloud. There seemed to be bits of forest closer by and, Erina squinted, they were leafy, airy even, out here on the edge. 

We must be quite far down from where we hit the first time, she thought. Those trees had, essentially, been one heavy mass off needles scraping up and against each other, like an angry, single organism. 

With some of the plants on this world, if you didn’t know what to look for, it was hard to tell them apart from those of old Earth. Not that she’d ever seen the originals, apart from as pictures on her diom, the handy, portable computer that it was. 

Even when the colonists had used seeds from old Earth, in the soil here some of them had taken on rather unexpected properties as they’d grown. 

Facing the other way, there was nothing. Just grass, growing from anything that wasn’t rock (and some things that were). She could make out some gentle hills in the distance and, at the very horizon, something jagged and pointy that could be another small mountain range.

What she could see was sky. Lots and lots of sky. 

‘I don’t know about you, Josh; Casticia might be a sparsely populated planet, but I’m sure I would have remembered if there was a bloody, hundreds of miles high, bit of it sticking half-way out of the ruddy atmosphere.’

A slight tick twitched for a moment near her left eye. Erina took a deep breath — the air here smelled good, almost a bit peachy — and beat down her annoyance with a metaphorical slap.

‘You sure we landed on the right planet, Cognitor?’

‘Positive. Same one as we took off from. Kind of hard to miss at that distance really.’

A moment of silence and the mix of burnt metal and sweet grass mingled as they stood staring at the clouds above them. 

‘This is not how I imagined the sky would look from a mesa this high. And how can we be breathing? Where did all this,’ she waved her hand about agitatedly, ‘biology, come from?’

‘I don’t know, Cognitor.’

‘Me neither. Isn’t it going to be fun finding out?’ Erina snorted and waved away her new companion’s reply before he’d even had a chance to air it.

‘There should be some sign of civilization, surely? Satellites? Space stations? They should be hard to miss at this altitude. Heck, I’m surprised some of them haven’t crashed into the place already. Haven’t you spotted anything?’

‘No,’ Josh shook his head. ‘No visuals. No signals. Nothing.’

‘Where the rach are we?’ Erina kept querying the air as she strolled around the crash site, picking up pieces and throwing them away, seemingly at random. 

For a moment, Josh wondered what she was doing. It didn’t really serve a purpose. Then he kicked himself. He’d forgotten who he was dealing with. 

‘The moons are still there, Cognitor.’

‘All of them?’

‘Yes.’

‘So, we didn’t fall through a hole in space-time and end up somewhere else. That’s nice to know.’

‘Doesn’t look like, m’m.’

‘More importantly,’ Erina’s sharp voice drew him back to reality. ‘Where is everyone else?’

‘Dead, Cognitor.’

Erina digested this news with a shrug. ‘You live, and then you don’t,’ she mused philosophically. Personally, she much preferred the first. 

‘No sign of a rescue either, I presume?’

‘No signals, Cognitor, m’m. Can’t do a thing without signals.’

‘Don’t suppose they read smoke signals,’ Erina sighed. She glanced at the main wreckage. It looked like bits of it had burned quite extensively. It should have sent a plume high into the sky. So much for hoping they could leave quickly. 

‘How about you? All in one piece?’ Erina asked, as she took stock of the situation. ‘You’re not a dead man walking, are you?’ 

‘Yeah,’ Josh answered affirmatively. ‘No, I mean no ...’ Confusion reigned on his face, then he held up his hands, hopelessly. ‘Alive m’—Alive.’

‘Guess that’s something,’ Erina said. 

She stretched again, trying to get rid of some of the soreness in her muscles. Being stuck in that harness for goodness knew how long hadn’t done her any favours. What she could really do with right now was a nice, hot bath. Yeah, that wasn’t going to happen. This place didn’t look like prime hot-springs country. And the shuttlecraft didn’t have a shower even when it was in one piece.

She aimed a small kick at the shuttle’s main body. Another piece of plating dropped off it. 

‘Shuttle’s mostly wrecked. We’re mostly not. Now what do we do?’

‘Umm—’

‘Rhetorical!’ Erina sighed. ‘Suppose this mess isn’t going to sort itself out.  We might as well hop to it.’ And with that, she cracked her fingers and disappeared back into the wrecked craft. 
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IT WAS GOING TO TAKE more than just tenacity to get them through this, she thought as she pushed random bits of debris aside. Where did all this stuff come from? At this rate, they were going to have more random weird bits of metal and circuitry than they had ever had ship. Either way, the shuttle sure as heck wasn’t going to fly anywhere — except maybe in a hurricane. 

Poking at the various instruments, mostly to see if they turned on or not —half the stuff she had no idea what they did — the shuttlecraft having been retrofitted as a science-station. For a moment, it looked like they’d lucked out. The communications console seemed to have survived intact. 

The small noise of excitement drew in the only other human nearby. Sadly, no matter how or what they prodded it with, it refused to work. It might be in one piece, but it was just as dead as everything else around them. 

Erina and Josh looked at each other. 

‘Do you know how to fix this?’ they both asked in unison.

‘I can use it,’ Josh supplied, trying to be helpful.

‘Wonderful,’ Erina scoffed. ‘That makes two of us.’ 

Eventually, they managed to locate the emergency gear somewhere in the general mess. It contained, amongst other things, a handheld emergency communicator. 

Normally they’d just use their dioms, but those weren’t working either right now. 

Shaking it about, after first pushing every external button there was to push​[∗], Josh held it up to his ear.

‘Can’t ‘ear a thing,’ he said and handed it back to the Cognitor. 

Erina tossed it over her shoulder. ‘So much for the easy way out, eh? Let’s see what else is in here.’

The kit contained the standards you’d have expected. Shelter. Rations. Some medical supplies. Minor utensils. Ultra blankets and so forth. It was a means to keep going, for a while. 

They certainly wouldn’t starve for some time as no one had been nibbling at the rations in the kit when they’d felt peckish and had forgotten to replace them (unlike the painkillers, half of which were already gone). 

This said more about the taste of the food than anything else. You might not want to chew off your own foot before you ate some, but you might consider boiling your footwear. Especially if you had nice, rach-hide boots.

Erina’s hand unconsciously drifted down to hers. Even now they felt smooth against her calves. No, no way she was going to eat those. She chased away the thought. 

No, they wouldn’t starve and maybe they wouldn’t freeze either — who knew how low the temperature dropped here at night — as, amongst their prizes, there turned up a portable heater.

A few minutes later, it was pushed aside with a disgusted huff. 

‘What is it with these confounded contraptions?’ Erina snarled at the electronics, as the portable heater refused to fire.

‘Maybe something here eats power?’ Josh suggested. ‘Look, the indicator says it’s full. It’s just not working.’

‘Great. So now we’re trapped in the Valley of the Lost with something that eats pow? Oh yes, that sounds really likely. There must be tons of pow around here for them to survive on when they can’t munch on a crashed satellite or two,’ Erina rolled her eyes theatrically. ‘I don’t suppose you’re going to suggest we’ve crash landed into the middle of fairyland while you’re at it?’

‘You asked, Cognitor,’ Josh replied, a little hurt.

‘Right. So, basically, we’re down to “roughing it” then? Just what I always wanted,’ Erina snorted sarcastically, rolling her eyes again. 

‘But, you must have been to all the planets in the solar system? Even the frontier ones.’ 

‘And most of the moons. Doesn’t mean I like living under domes, below the ground or floating around in cities in a sky you can’t see a hundred feet in.’

Casting an evil glare at the nature surrounding them, Erina got back to helping Josh haul debris out of the way. The shuttle might never be able to fly again, and the airlock led only to a wall of compacted rock and dirt​[∗], but the bay doors at the stern worked — after a fashion — and she sure wasn’t going to sleep out here, in the open. 

Sure, they weren’t seeing anything that looked remotely dangerous (unless the numerous rabbits that had started appearing grew fangs after dark). But she’d rather have several inches of plastasteele between her and this unknown world until she was sure it wasn’t going to come after her. And even then— No, she’d bet this place wasn’t anywhere near as empty as it looked like at the moment. 

Having a huge fireball descend on you and explode sent most creatures running. Humans were the only ones she knew of that, right after, would begin rushing back to find out what had happened, in case it was dangerous, or, possibly, amusing. Oh, and dragons. Dragons did that too. Of course, they were well armoured to deal with things if anything large and tentacley began to emerge. 

Also, she didn’t want to get wet. This place, it was an overabundance of green — the colour — in a million shades she had no names for, practically assaulted your eyes from every direction but up, and even she knew that, to get that, you also had to have a fair bit of water. Since it didn’t look like there were any rivers nearby that moisture had to come from above. 

Working with the fervour of the royally pissed off, Erina pushed and pulled and hacked at any bit of debris that was foolish enough to put up a fight. She didn’t like having her life dictated to her by some uppity bit of nature and she certainly wasn’t going to take snark from some machine. 

If she wanted water to rain on her, she’d get in the shower — which had the added bonus of being hot. Too bad there wasn’t one of those around, she thought as another piece of metal clanged its way through the wide open doors to land in a nearby pile. 

The rest of the day was taken up by clearing out the insides of the shuttlecraft — ensuring them a safe place to sleep. 

Unfortunately, it wasn’t only broken bits of technology that needed attending to. Amongst the general rubble, there were bits and pieces of the other passengers.

‘Yuck,’ Erina scrunched up her face as something blue and gooey dropped on her head. The smell was pungent to say the least. It might make for good circuitry, but only when inside the tubes and packs that contained it. On contact with air it took on a distinct, stomach-turning, aroma. 

‘Biosealant. Gross.’ 

Scraping it off with a disgusted look, she turned to ask Josh to help her only to realize he was no longer there. He was outside, puking his guts out.

Not his literal guts, thankfully (that would have been really gross), even though it sure sounded like it. The noise turned her own stomach. She could feel the bile rising in her throat. 

Oh no you don’t, she snapped at her insides, careful to keep her mouth closed, in case opening it gave her twisting gut ideas. 

Thankfully, for both their sakes, apart from that one, the remaining passengers didn’t require a stomach of iron to remove, and, eventually, they managed to drag them all out onto the grass. 

The passengers, as well as the two other crew members from the Random Star, they buried nearby. After first stripping them of anything useful, that was. Something that earned Erina dark looks from Josh. 

‘What? They’re not going to need them!’ she snapped at him. ‘Who knows, we might be grateful for a change of clothes later.’

The junior crewman clearly wasn’t impressed, though he did, reluctantly, help her. Erina almost wished he hadn’t bothered, as he kept hesitating and it ended up taking twice as long as it should have.

‘Aren’t you gonna say a few words over them, Cognitor?’ Josh asked later as they patted down the last bits of dirt at the burial site.

‘Why? Think it’d help them?’ Erina enquired, raising an eyebrow over her shoulder. 

‘It’d help me,’ Josh mumbled under his breath as they treaded back towards the downed shuttle, taking care that his companion didn’t hear.

‘The Random Star’s gonna come looking for us,’ he insisted later, as, after a lot of lifting and cleaning, they prepared to dig into the evening’s meal of stale rations. ‘They’ll find us for sure. You could have just piled some rocks on them. That’s what you do, at times like this.’

‘Really?’

‘Mhm.’

‘Good luck finding that many stones hiding in the grass,’ Erina scoffed. ‘And if anyone was going to come rescue us quickly, they should have been here already.’

‘They’ll come,’ Josh insisted.

He always sounded terribly optimistic about that, Erina decided later. If the circumstances had been different, he might even have had a point. The Random Star, while not a large vessel, was much better equipped in terms of sensors than any shuttle. Even if the ship was out of range from their end, the opposite need not apply. 

Logic suggested that once the shuttle hadn’t checked in, the bigger ship would come looking for them. 

A wry smile tugged at a corner of her lips as she thought about that. Electricity didn’t seem to work here. Nothing that used electric currents worked here. Heck, the whole bloody place hadn’t shown up on any of their sensors. Why should it show up on anyone else’s? 

If it had, then how come no one had ever heard about it before? It wasn’t like it was the type of valley that was small and easy to disguise. So, if no one had ever known it was there, what in that suggested that any other signals, theirs included, would escape to be heard?

Casticia might be sparsely populated, as most newly settled planets were, but she doubted anyone would be able to hide a place like this in a normal manner.​[∗] 

No, they were going to be stuck here for some time. And if they wanted to leave, they were going to have to find the way themselves. The big question wasn’t who (that one was obvious) but how. 

She still hadn’t worked out that bit — yet. 

With those thoughts tumbling over and over, like rambunctious eels released into the wild, Erina drifted off into a restless sleep
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EAT ME
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What was that?’ Erina jerked back involuntarily.

She’d been peeking out of one of the two rear portholes, trying to see in the near pitch blackness beyond, when something had looked back. 

‘What was what?’ Josh asked, raising his eyes from the mechanical trinket in his lap. He’d been trying to put it back together for three nights. So far, Erina had no idea what it was supposed to do, if anything. 

‘I saw ... something. There, in the porthole,’ Erina pointed. ‘It was looking at us. At me.’

Josh examined the ink black glass from where he sat. ‘It’s not there now.’

It didn’t take much to come to that conclusion, Erina thought. The porthole, transparent that it might be on a normal day, was sitting there like a dollop of solidified darkness, flat and, she noticed, slightly damp. 

Had something been breathing on it? On the outside. 

‘Obviously it’s not there now,’ she intoned. ‘Or you’d see it.’

Aside from the slightly unnerving experience of suddenly being stared into, she had a feeling he didn’t believe her. When you gazed into the abyss, it might well gaze back — but it wasn’t supposed to do it with a big, ruddy eyeball. 

Josh, in turn, watched her cautiously as she placed a hand on the glass. Her nose scrunched up against the plate, Erina tried to pierce the darkness beyond. Again, there was nothing.

But the night was always unwilling to give up its secrets, she knew. It twisted your consciousness and turned your vision around again and again until you had no idea what you’d actually seen. A rose petal could turn into a monster, a nightmare into a wheel. Shadows always played tricks on you. 

But something had been there. And she knew an eye when she saw one. A big, red orb just hovering in ink, glowing like a Deadman’s Lantern. 

She mentally kicked herself. It wasn’t like her to jump at shadows ... or eyes. Her right hand clenched, as if grasping an imaginary weapon. It might calm her beating heart, but it wouldn’t do much good if whatever was out there came knocking. 

To make extra certain, in case it did, Erina double-checked the lock on the bay doors. Good, that was secure. 

Now, if only the viewscreen wasn’t clear and large enough to accommodate an entire creature; even a large one might fit, especially if they leapt in with their legs tucked close to their body. 

She shuddered. 

Stop being such an idiot, Erina scolded herself. Those windows can withstand the impact of a small asteroid. It’s not going to be shattered by a flesh-and-blood predator looking for an easy meal hiding in their burrow. 

Not that, that wasn’t what she felt like, cooped up in here. 

‘If that wasn’t an eye, then I’m a one-legged hopmonkey,’ she muttered under her breath as she, eventually, settled down for the night.  

In the other makeshift bunk on the floor, Josh was already snoring. It took several more hours until Erina herself finally fell asleep. 

––––––––
[image: ]


IT WAS THE MORNING light that proved her right. Though Josh was the first awake — as usual — his foray into the fresh air came to an abrupt stop; the bucket slipping from his hands, clanging against the side of the hull. 

Eyes wide, the young crewman retreated inside the shuttle at speed. Stumbling over a pile of carefully stacked thingies, he ended up tumbling into the wall. 

A small yelp escaped him as he nearly speared himself somewhere painfully. Jerking back, he knocked into some loose circuit boards, sending the whole set tumbling and clanging. 

‘What the blasters is all that noise?’ Erina yelled groggily. 

‘Oh, good! Cognitor. You’re awake!’ Josh’s audible sigh of relief was almost as loud as his earlier yelp had been. 

‘Like anyone could sleep with the racket you’re making,’ Erina muttered. She yawned wildly, drowsily scanning the immediate surroundings for any threat. ‘What’s going on? An alien invasion?’

‘I saw ‘em! Out there. I saw. Come. Come quick.’ Josh hopped from foot to foot. 

‘Saw what?’ Erina jolted awake as if slapped. She had no desire to get eaten in her sleep. ‘Is it still here? Where? What?’

‘No. No. Outside. Come. I’ll show yah!’

Realizing there wasn’t any immediate danger, Erina resisted the urge to roll over and go back to sleep. After another heavy yawn, she reluctantly forced herself up and into the light. 

The ground beneath where the porthole was, there the earth was all churned up — and not from the crash either. Even she could see that. It was fresh too — well, compared to their arrival. So something had been sneaking around in the dark.

‘Those are tracks,’ she said. The moment the words escaped her lips, she wanted to knock herself over the head with a cast-iron pan. Thanks for pointing out the obvious, dumb brain. 

Snorting at her own morning idiocy, she turned her head this way, then that. Staring at the footprints didn’t bring as much insight as a growing sense of dread. 

‘Could be hooves,’ Josh suggested after staring at the tracks for a while. He kept glancing over his shoulder. ‘Do hooves have claws?’

Erina shrugged. ‘I’ll be darned if I know. It’s got four feet — I think — and it’s bigger than we are. Either that, or there were a whole bunch of them here last night. Look at how many imprints there are.’

She scanned their surroundings but the early morning haze made it difficult to make out anything specific. The distant treeline was a faint, fuzzy brown with a touch of greenish vagueness. If she hadn’t known there were trees there, she probably wouldn’t have guessed it. 

It would have lent a certain amount of serenity to the day, turning everything into soft pastels, if her mind hadn’t been preoccupied with what was staring up at them from the ground. 

Still, things could be worse...

‘At least it’s not eyeballs​[∗],’ Erina said. 

‘Hugh, what?’

‘Forget it. I don’t know about you, but I don’t think I care for sharing this place with whatever that is,’ Erina pointed to the ground. ‘Things with claws can be a bit picky about their neighbours.’

‘Are you sure those are claws?’

‘No. But they don’t look like ordinary hooves to me either. Do you want to find out for sure? You can stay outside tonight and ask it, why don’t you?’

Josh withdrew a bit. He was already having trouble telling plain orders from sheer sarcasm. He’d always wondered what it was like, working with the Cognitor. Ever since Erina had joined the crew it had turned from a non-job into something sounding glamorous, adventurous, and other things ending in -ous. Despite that, most people never volunteered for those missions. Now he was beginning to understand why. 

Odd, he thought. The Captain never had any trouble. Neither did the Medical Officer for some reason.  

‘Well, we’ll never get anything done standing around staring at this all day,’ Erina slapped her hands down. ‘I’m sick of being cooped up in that tiny space. Maybe it’s time we got a good look at this place. Let’s go exploring, shall we?’

She could have sworn Josh turned a shade paler at that, but he didn’t say anything. 

Everyone always told you that, if anything happened, you shouldn’t stray far from the crash site. That the first place anyone would come looking, would be said site. 

That’s certainly what the manual said too.

Ah, what did some pages on her diom know, Erina made a “pfft” noise. There wasn’t anything in the manual for being lost in a world with no name, no hope of rescue and, if they were really unlucky, no escape. 

‘But—’ Josh protested. 

‘Do you really want to eat nothing but nutrilicious bars for the rest of your days?’

‘NO!’

‘Didn’t think so,’ Erina made a half-amused sound. ‘There’s bound to be other things to eat around here. We’ve already seen rabbits. Now, let’s see if we can catch one.’

She began stuffing things into her makeshift satchel with a, ‘See, I told you all that extra material would come in handy.’ 

Josh raised an eyebrow at her as she, automatically, packed her blaster — despite the fact that it didn’t work.

Several hours later, Erina was grateful for her rach-hide boots. They were supple, fitting like a glove. Also, they didn’t chafe. No. She didn’t envy Josh who trudged across the plain in his space boots. They might be great for wandering around a nice, even-levelled spaceship and taking trips into the big, black, vacuum without having to change your footwear, but, for slightly muddy grasslands, not so much. 

‘There’s got to be more to this place than grass and rabbits,’ Erina complained, throwing herself on the ground with a grunt. ‘I swear we’ve walked for miles and that’s all we’ve seen.’

‘They do kind of go together. Grass and rabbits I mean. And they’re not exactly rabbits.’

‘Okay, they’re weird rabbits. Small. Furry. Runs when they see you. Dig,’ here she shook her foot. The one that had stepped into a burrow. It was still a bit sore. ‘The fact that they’re blue doesn’t stop them from being rabbits.’

‘Not all of them are.’

‘True. I’m surprised they’re here at all though. I mean, even a near-sighted eagle should have no trouble picking up on these guys. It’s not like they’re heavy on the camouflage.’

‘Maybe it’s something they eat?’ Josh suggested. 

‘Could be. A lot of poisonous things have been painted neon. So the rabbits are immune, but whatever eats rabbits isn’t, so it doesn’t. That makes sense.’

Erina took a long drink from the travelling flask and leaned back. Watching the sky, it had that summer blueness to it that you got up north — it even had the soft, cotton clouds — but, judging from the nature around them, it wasn’t summer. Spring was more likely. It even smelled like it. Slightly warm grass. Flowers just beginning to bud. A crispness to the air when you breathed. No, spring made sense. 

‘Imagine if we’d crashed here in the middle of winter?’

‘I don’t think I would have liked that,’ Josh shuddered. 

‘Me neither,’ Erina agreed. ‘Look at this place. Maybe we picked the wrong direction to walk in. You can still see the wreck, look.’ She pointed at a small speck in the distance. ‘We should have gone into the woods.’

‘The ground seems to go up a bit ahead,’ Josh said, squinting. ‘Maybe we could get a better view from there?’

‘What are we waiting for then? Old age? Let’s go.’
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CLIMBING ONTO THE OUTCROPPING Josh had spotted earlier proved easier said than done. 

Erina was willing to swear that the outcropping kept moving since, by the time they actually reached it, her throbbing thighs forced her to sit down in its shadow and rest. It also turned out to be a lot steeper than it had looked from a distance. Less craggy, more sheer. 

‘What d’you think you are? Bloody Cliffs of Doom or something?’ Erina snarled up at it. 

In her mind, rock should be solid and dependable. This stuff was as brittle as a skittle in a food processor. As such, it took a fair amount of not very ladylike language to finally propel her to the top. 

When she eventually threw the satchel over the summit and heaved herself after it, Josh was already there and had even brought out some of the sparse flimsies, the backsides of which they’d been using to make a map. 

He was holding it up against the suns, which had begun their descent, to check the directions. So much for getting here before noon, Erina sighed. She shaded her eyes. Most of the suns were barely visible and then only if you squinted really hard and knew they were there. Natural sunlight should have cooked the world to a charcoaled crisp. Instead it was bathed in a warm, pleasant, yellow.

‘Well, suppose if I needed confirmation there’s lots of trees here, I came to the right place.’ Erina muttered mutinously as she tried to catch her breath from the ascent. ‘We go up. Suns go down. Makes perfect sense. Not.’

‘We came from over there,’ Josh jabbed a finger in the air. 

Nodding, Erina couldn’t argue with that. ‘Doesn’t look that far, does it?’

‘No, it doesn’t. And that’s strange.’

‘Felt like it, though,’ Erina said. She rubbed at her arms. She wasn’t used to climbing rocks. Most of her work took her to more civilized parts. 

Also, when climbing buildings, bringing the right tools made the job a whole lot easier. So did making sure you could just walk through the main door with no one being the wiser. 

It turned out that they weren’t all that far from the crash site after all, so everything between the outcropping and the ship was mostly grassy plains with the occasional cluster of leafy, green trees swaying gently in the breeze.

Odd that they hadn’t passed any of those when walking here, she thought. Maybe they were growing in depressions or something. That’d explain not seeing them. She couldn’t think of anything else that would. It wasn’t like you just walked past a tree out in the middle of nothing and didn’t notice. 

As Josh said: odd.

Turning around, in the opposite direction, that seemingly endless grassland wasn’t endless at all. There was a touch of darkness to the blue at the horizon that suggested there might be more than another mountain range there. And before that, there was another colour. It was much, much closer. Even at this distance, there was a hint of green. Dark green. 

‘Great. More bloody trees.’

They were too far away to make out what sort, but, in the remaining two directions, what Erina kept thinking of as “normal” trees, were growing denser and denser and, from the look of things, climbing the foothills behind them. At those sides, the treeline wasn’t actually anywhere near as far from the crash site as she would have thought. 

The endless plains had become a wide stretch of hills and grass bordered by more vertically inclined neighbours. 

‘From below, all I could see was tree trunks. From up here, all I can see are tree crowns. Great improvement, eyes.’

There were slim ones. Thick ones. Brown, grey, black, even green ones (though Erina was willing to bet that was moss) clambering all over each other to steal sunlight from the trees next door.

‘Guess it was too much to ask for a radio mast or two,’ Erina sighed. It would have been nice if they hadn’t been the first ones shipwrecked here. 

‘Sign on, they said. See the stars, they said. Widen your horizons. Bah. ALL I’ve GOT now are horizons — wouldn’t hurt if they threw in a little civilization. You know, just to brighten things up?’

Josh was pointedly ignoring her mutterings. As long as it was the trees she was growling at and not him, he was happy. 

Erina kicked a bit of loose gravel and watched it bounce its way down the outcropping in increasingly numerous pieces before burying itself in one of the sparse tufts of grass that grew in the nooks and crannies. 

Turning her attention back to what she should be doing, Erina scanned the horizon for any useful clues to where they were. Josh, in the meantime, was busy mapping out distances. Since there were no survey maps of this strange place, any map at all was better than none, even if it was a bit hard to make out what he was drawing. 

‘Well, hello, hello, what do we have here?’

Erina perked up at the sight she’d just caught. It wasn’t exactly a spaceport, but amongst the hazy paleness there was a sparkle of blue. A twinkle of reflections in the sunlight.

It was barely visible, only a couple of snatches of imagery really. But, if they were closer, it was easy to imagine that it’d stretch out. A small lake then. Maybe even a river. 

‘Water,’ Erina said. ‘Some good news at last. ’course, we still need to actually find the blasted thing.’

First, they’d better return to the shuttle. Finding water was indeed great — more than great even. Their supply wasn’t exactly running low, but Erina figured that it was better to diversify their assets rather than wait for them to run out and then scramble around madly trying to replace them. But just finding it didn’t mean diddly squat if they couldn’t bring it back. 

‘Man might be able to live off dehydrated food cubes alone, but compressed hyperdrops sure do taste like yesterday’s old socks, before and after decompressing,’ Erina grimaced at the thought. 

Like so many others, she much preferred the second. It was hard convincing herself, and even more so, her stomach, that she had, in fact, had more than enough liquids just placing a drop or two on her tongue. 

‘Hmm, what?’ Josh looked up from what he was doing. 

‘Never mind. Guess I shouldn’t complain too much,’ Erina mumbled to herself as they started their way back. ‘They could have forgotten to store any emergency supplies on board.’

––––––––
[image: ]


MAYBE IT WAS THE EXTRA bounce in their step from having found (hopefully) one of the essentials of life, but the return journey was much quicker than expected. Maybe it was just that they were heading *home* — a place somewhere out of the wind and with drinks to warm them. 

There was, however, one slight detour. 

It was as they were walking past a clump of what looked like cherries in full bloom (though Josh insisted that they were some sort of crab-apple trees, all Erina saw was a grove full of pink) that her companion made an excited squeal and dove in under the branches. 

‘Look,’ he showed off his find, grinning. ‘Mushrooms!’

‘I can see that.’ 

Erina recoiled slightly as her companion enthusiastically picked several of those that grew on the largest trunk. 

‘Are you absolutely sure these are safe to eat?’ she asked as Josh set about preparing them later, prodding the offending bits of vegetation with a hesitant finger.

‘Yeah, I’m sure.’

‘It feels kinda spongy to the touch,’ she said, not looking convinced. ‘I mean, we need protein, but mushrooms?’

‘My ma used to cook these up a treat,’ Josh assured her. 

‘See, they even have little white spots.’

‘I’ll have them done in a jiffy. Don’t you worry, Cognitor.’
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THAT NIGHT, THE TWO castaways were left partially curled up. Occasionally there’d be a moan but even that took too much energy. They felt light and heavy at the same time. Their legs, when they moved at all, were sluggish, as were their arms. Most of the time they felt too weak to even lament their situation. Lobes swelled. Veins throbbed. And stomachs groaned and gurgled unhappily, turning their intestines into a route of pain. 

The profuse sweating broke around midnight. The shivers lasted all the way into the morning and beyond. So did the misty film that had descended over their irises, leaving them stumbling around, waving their hands about, long after being able to actually stand again. 
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NOTSWORD

[image: ]


A few days later and Erina welcomed the hike through the forest. It had taken longer than usual to get to the stream she’d found, but she put that down to still not feeling great. 

‘Next time I appoint someone to the protein acquisition committee, I’m damn well forbidding them to go near anything that looks even remotely like a mushroom,’ Erina grumbled. 

She swung the sharp blade they used when preparing food (and other things) with a vengeance, hacking the nutrilicious bar into tiny, tiny pieces, then tipped them into a metallic can and whisked them around. 

Taking a drought of the resulting drink, the *yuck* sensation started in her feet, working its way up, until it reached her hairline and she shuddered. 

‘Glah,’ she gagged. ‘Gross.’ 

Turned out nutrilicious bars didn’t taste at all better when dissolved.  

She forced down the last bits, then took another mouthful of clean water from the canteen to rinse the taste out. It made her teeth chatter. 

‘Well, I found the stream at least,’ Erina picked herself up and slung the second set of makeshift canteens over her shoulder with an, ‘oomph.’

‘Wish I’d known it was liquid ice before I stepped into it. Brrr. Must flow down from the mountains. Wouldn’t have thought that it’d stay cool for that long though.’

Having left Josh to tend to the camp, so far this whole exploration malarkey had been rather dull, Erina thought. The most exciting thing to have happened was her startling a tiny herd of horses that had come to the stream to drink. 

They must have thought she’d been something else, because they took flight the moment she stumbled through the rustling bushes. For a few milling moments, the air filled with neighs and whinnies and the clapping of hooves on the stony bank. Then they disappeared into the woods. 

It was a while after the dust settled that she’d made herself comfortable on a nice, sunny, boulder. Close by, the bubbling stream splashed merrily across the stony ground. It moved ever downwards, as if the whole stream was just one, gentle waterfall — albeit a very shallow one with plenty of round stones peeking over the clear surface. 

A little too wary to actually snooze out here, Erina nonetheless enjoyed letting some of the tension slip from her shoulders. The scent of fresh water, cool stones warming in the sun, and the brisk promise of summer arising from the leaves and bark in every breath was everything being cooped up in a spaceship wasn’t. For a while, it wasn’t interrupted by anything other than the chirping of birds and the calling of crickets. 

Quiet, hesitant hoofbeats clip-clopped closer and closer. Erina’s eyes — which had been enjoying the snooze — shot upwards at speed. Her ears tried to triangulate. A fist tightened around her heart. The blood to her fingers increased. Her right hand ever so slowly edged towards something sharp and pointy next to her. 

Gradually turning her head, hoping to catch a glimpse of whatever had arrived — preferably without it seeing her — she heard several snorts from down by the stream. 

They made her twitch but, on closer inspection, it was just one lone horse coming back to drink.

‘What in the world are you doing?’ Erina watched as the horse paced back and forth on the bank several times before entering the water. It looked like it really, really wanted a nice refreshing drink but was afraid the water was going to bite it. Once in, it kept shifting its legs fretfully — splashing water everywhere.

‘So, where’s the rest of you? Don’t you guys usually live in herds? For you are a horse, aren’t you? Even if you do look like an escapee from a harlequin convention.’

Rolling, slowly, over on her stomach, Erina was content for a time to just watch. She was still hidden, if getting somewhat cold, when the herd returned — apparently having decided that there wasn’t anything that was going to eat them here after all — and the strangely coloured horse was driven off with squeals and feints and kicks. 

‘Not part of the team, eh? Well, I can relate to that.’ 

Erina quietly slipped off the rock, out of sight of the herd. She didn’t want to scare them off twice in a row. Gathering up her gear, she began making her way back to camp.
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SEVERAL HOURS LATER, the cognitor beat a heavy branch out of her way. Much of the undergrowth was full of shrubs that clung to your legs if you tried to walk through them, so Erina tried to stick to where the moss carpeted the ground.

While the ground was uneven, it was quite light and airy here, so there wasn’t much moss. Instead, she had to push aside ferns or just force the shrubs into submission. 

‘I don’t remember all this stuff from walking out here,’ Erina muttered darkly. One of the beaten branches smacked her right back. ‘Ouch! Ruddy tree.’

Erina slapped the offending trunk hard. While gnarly, the bark bore no trace of being other than natural. She shook her head. 

‘I left markers, I’m sure of it. Or I’d never find my way back.’

Turned out that even with the markers she’d gotten a bit turned around. While she was heading in the right direction, her current path was at a lower level than the one that originally brought her to the stream. This one was taking her through a shallow depression in the forest. 

Almost impossible to spot from above, down here, the two paths might be in the same forest, leafy brothers even; but they were similar, not the same. The murky smell was damper. Stuffier. More oppressing. 

With all the trees in the way, she hadn’t realized she was going the wrong way ... until now. 

‘Wait. What was that?’ Erina stomped her feet on the green sponge — eh, no, moss — that had invaded what served as ground around here. 

‘That’s odd,’ she muttered. ‘Could have sworn something echoed just now. Wonderful, now I’m hearing things too. My life really is complete.’

A few steps later, and the sound rang out again. Only, it wasn’t exactly ringing. 

It seemed to be coming up through her boots. She paused experimentally, in case it was caused by her own movements. No. There it was again. Closer this time. 

Kneeling down, she patted the velvet carpet. ‘Nope, that’s moss alright. So...’ Glancing around, the ground was clearly elevated and uneven, with sharp angular shapes. Shrugging, she knelt down and started pulling at it.

‘I’m not losing out to some stupid plant,’ Erina snarled five minutes later after she’d pulled out her knife. Scraping away the living cover, the blade suddenly rang out against stone. 

‘Well, that’s one less mystery then. Just normal bedrock. Thought it might have been building blocks or something. Wonder if it’s stone all the way down?’ She put her ear to the ground. ‘Nope, still hear it. Just fainter now. Stones don’t speak, do they? It’d explain a lot, if they did. No?’ 

The carpet was silent on the matter, though somewhere she could hear the chirping of insects.

‘Wonder if this thing’s hollow?’ Erina stamped her heel down hard a couple of times. It sounded pretty solid to her. That didn’t stop the reverberant vibrations from echoing forth from below. For several minutes, they grew steadily, then, as mysteriously as they had appeared, they faded away.

‘If I didn’t know better, I’d swear something just passed straight underneath me. No?’ Erina shook her head. ‘That’s crazy. The ground’s not hollow. No one’s built a freight tunnel here ... have they?’

Brushing the dirt off her hands, she replaced the knife in its sheath and, giving the whole thing a few more kicks for good measure, headed back towards where she should have been going in the first place.

Growing tired and annoyed​[∗], Erina stomped through the forest sending squirrels dashing away on leafy branches and things scurrying into their hidey-holes. Not that she noticed. In fact, it took a while before she realized that the woods around her were going quiet she was so busy thinking about other things. 

Now, Erina threw an eye over her shoulder. ‘Come out, come out, wherever you are,’ the trees seemed to rustle. 

The woods were sparse here, barely more than collections of young stems and a bit of bracken. You could even see the plains beyond now — if you looked really carefully. The suns were still high in the sky, scattering light through the myriad of branches over her head. It should have been just another peaceful stroll. 

But something had changed. The forest felt a lot darker. Shadows seemed to come alive. Were they closing in on her? The downy hair on her arms rose. Whether it was from electricity in the air or worry was hard to say. 

‘Don’t be silly,’ Erina scolded herself. But she did so in hushed tones. ‘Trees don’t speak. You’re not going to go crazy on top of everything else, d’you hear? But there’s something there, I’m sure of it.’

Speaking barely above a whisper, her eyes narrowed. She sniffed several times. There didn’t seem to be any strange scents, just the normal, musty woodland smells. 

Despite the lack of a threat appearing, Erina wished she had a stout oak staff — even a bent and gnarly one would do — or, better yet, something with a serious edge to it. Something a whole lot bigger than the knife quietly pulled from its sheath. Something that would have felt comforting as she gripped its hilt. 

‘Blast that blaster,’ Erina growled. Despite trying to conserve the charge it had run out ridiculously soon after the crash. Straight away even. 

It wasn’t going to help now. The best she could hope for was to knock someone over the head with it — and she hadn’t brought it today to begin with. 

Eyes swivelled, trying to see everything around her, above and below. Wait. Was that a shadow?

All at once, her body tensed.

There was movement. Someone, or something, drifted in and out of view. Always silently. Always just beyond where she could see clearly
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