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Episode Five
The Phantom of the Jungle

“I hate the jungle. It's stinky, full of mud, has no bathrooms, and completely lacks chocolate ice cream. It's so hot and humid that I think I am going to die. Why did I even agree to go along on this mission? I should have stayed up in the Adventure with Sparky. At least there's ice cream up there.”

Galaxy turned over in her sleeping bag to glare at Space. “Because this is a dangerous mission and I need backup. You're pretty quick with a gun, so I thought you'd be useful to bring along.”

“But why didn't you bring Sparky instead?” said Space. “Sparky wouldn't mind any of this; after all, he's a robot.”

“True, but I don't trust your ability to fly the Adventure without crashing it into a cloud and stranding us here,” said Galaxy, shaking her head. “Now why don't you just shut up and go to sleep? We're getting up early tomorrow morning to explore those ruins the scanners found and I want to get a good night's sleep so I don't walk through a deadly alien jungle half-asleep.”

Grumbling, Space pulled his sleeping bag over his head and muttered, “At least we're in a climate-controlled tent. If we had to sleep in the open, on top of the mud and in the humidity ... ugh, I don't think I could make it.”

Galaxy just rolled to her other side. She reached out and set her com-watch to go off in another six hours and closed her eyes. Her mind didn't shut off, however. As usual when she had a moment to relax, she went over the events of the past day in her mind, mostly because she hadn't gotten the chance to during the day.

About a week ago, Galaxy, Space, and Sparky had arrived on this planet, called Niham, in order to refuel the ship and buy some more supplies at the capital city of Shizor, as they had started to run out and this was the closest world they could stop at where they could buy supplies. While there, Galaxy had learned of some ruins in the planet's southern jungle that supposedly held ancient artifacts of great significance. It was also supposedly 'cursed' and protected by some kind of mysterious shape-shifter, although at the time Galaxy had dismissed that as nothing more than superstitious nonsense, as the Nihamian who had told her the story had offered no proof of this shape-shifter.

Galaxy had, however, confirmed that the ruins existed by consulting the Adventure's computers, though the records on the ruins were scant due to very few archaeologists willing to brave the depths of the jungle, even with modern technology and robots to do it for them.

Seeing an opportunity to make some good money, Galaxy had flown the now-refueled Adventure south of Shizor until they came upon the great jungle where the ruins were supposed to be. The ship's radar had indeed spotted a ruined building inside the jungle, which Galaxy wanted to explore in order to find artifacts to sell to collectors and museums for a profit.

It had taken her a while to convince Space to come, however, as he had also heard the rumor of the shape-shifter and wanted nothing to do with it out of the same superstitious fear as the Nihamian from before. But when she described the jungle using poetic, romantic imagery, he immediately agreed to go. Perhaps that had been deceptive on her part, but as she thought that 'the towering giants which blocked out all sunlight' was a valid description of the huge trees that surrounded them on every side, she didn't feel too guilty about it.

Thus far, they had been in the jungle for about a day, sending reports up to Sparky every hour so he would know that they are still alive. They had only seen insects and plants, although more than once Galaxy thought she had seen a gigantic monster hiding in the shadows of the trees. Every time, however, that 'monster' turned out to be either nothing at all or just a strange shadow. Space seemed convinced that some kind of shape-shifting monster was stalking them, but as there was no empirical proof of the creature's existence, Galaxy saw no reason to worry.

Especially now, when I need to sleep, Galaxy thought, listening to the chirping of unknown insects just outside the tent. Time to get some rest. Think tomorrow is going to be a long day.

Galaxy closed her eyes. She soon drifted off to sleep ... or thought she did, because she now found herself standing in an empty, inky black darkness that felt like an oppressive force clamping down on her head. It was like she was suffocating, but she wasn't underwater or in the vacuum of space.

She struggled against the oppressive force, but it was overwhelming. Finally, she broke free and found herself flying through the sky before landing on a sandbar at a beach.

Shaking her head, Galaxy looked around and noticed that the sea was bubbling. Puzzled, she watched the ocean curiously until something began to break the surface. Yet it wasn't a thing, but a monster, a behemoth that dwarfed Galaxy. It looked like a snake, except for the moth-like wings and spikes running the length of its back, like a hedgehog.

Galaxy's heart almost stopped at the sight of the monster. She wondered what it was going to do to her when it disappeared, replaced by a small, turtle-like being who fell to the sand before her. It looked up at her with sad eyes and said, somehow speaking perfect English, “Run.”

As soon as the word left its mouth, a tentacle burst out from the trees and wrapped itself around Galaxy's body. Horrified, Galaxy cried out as she was dragged through the sand, pleading with the turtle being to help her. But all it did was watch her sadly as she was drawn into the oppressive darkness of the forest. She looked over her shoulder as she was dragged into the trees and saw what had grabbed her despite the shadows.

And when she saw what had grabbed her, she screamed.

“Galaxy!”

Galaxy's eyes flew open and, without thinking, she lashed out with a punch. Her fist connected with something soft and she heard someone curse in pain quite creatively.

“Ow! What the hell was that for?” said the voice, annoyed. “My breath doesn't smell that bad, does it?”

Galaxy shook her head. She blinked several times and, her body shaking, looked up at Space, who held his hands over his nose. “Space? What happened to your nose?”

“You punched it,” said Space, in a voice somewhere between a whimper and a growl (though closer to a whimper). “It's not broken, but it hurts a lot. You know, I always considered the phrase 'You punch like a girl' to be an insult, but in your case, it's quite the compliment.”

Angrily, Galaxy raised her fist, but she caught herself. Punching Space again wouldn't help, even if it would make her feel better. She had to calm down.

So, taking deep breaths, Galaxy lay back down in her sleeping bag. She realized that she was incredibly sweaty. So was her sleeping bag, which was damp with sweat. That didn't make any sense, as their climate-controlled tent had been put on a moderate temperature to avoid this sort of thing.

“Sorry,” Galaxy muttered. “I ... I had a nightmare.”

“What kind of nightmare?” said Space. “You wanna—”

Galaxy glared at him, causing Space to hold up one hand defensively, saying, “Okay, okay, I get it. You don't want to talk about it. Fine. Sorry for being a concerned friend.”

“Why did you wake me up, anyway?” said Galaxy, wiping the sweat off her forehead. “I didn't ask you to.”

“You were screaming and thrashing about,” said Space as he dug through his backpack. “I was worried, so I wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I'm fine,” said Galaxy. “I'm not a child. It's just a bad dream. It's not going to hurt me.”

“That's what Uncle Owen always said,” said Space as he pulled out some bandages from his pack. “Then it turned out that he had a disease that replayed his worst dreams over and over again until he lost his sanity. Are you sure you don't have Kana's disease?”

“I'm sure I don't,” said Galaxy. “Besides, Kana's disease is hereditary and my family has no history of the disease. I'd be more concerned about yourself.”

“Nah, I'm fine,” said Space as he started bandaging his nose. “Had a doctor check. He told me I probably won't get it.”

“Probably?”

“Probably is good enough for me,” said Space as he finished bandaging his nose. “Anyway, gotta go back to sleep. We've got a big day ahead of ourselves tomorrow.”

“Glad to see you're starting to look forward to it,” said Galaxy as Space crawled back in his sleeping bag.

“Look forward to it? Don't be silly,” said Space as he snuggled up in his bag. “I just know that the sooner we get going, the soon we can get back to the Adventure, which means the sooner we can return to civilization and ice cream.”

Galaxy sighed. “Well, good night again, anyway. Sleep well.”

“Good night,” said Space.

A few minutes later, Galaxy heard Space snoring loudly, as he usually did when sleeping. She closed her eyes and tried to sleep as well as him, but every time she heard the snap of a twig or the rustling of the tree branches outside, her eyes would snap open and remain that way for several minutes, despite her best efforts to close them.

It didn't seem like she was going to get any sleep tonight.

-

“Oh, life is so much better after a good night's sleep,” said Space as he practically skipped through the jungle, Galaxy following at a more sluggish pace. “Even this icky jungle doesn't seem quite so bad anymore. Why, look at that beautiful butterfly. You know, jungles are really fascinating places when they aren't dark and scary.”

Galaxy put one hand on her head and muttered, “Could you stop being so cheerful? It's getting on my nerves.”

Space stopped skipping and looked at Galaxy. “You've got bags under your eyes. Did you get any sleep last night?”

Irritated, Galaxy stomped passed Space, saying, “No, and it's because of your incessant snoring. Maybe I should have brought along Sparky instead
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