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Zylitol wiped the sweat from her brow with the remains of her spacewalk liner as the sample analyzed. Synthetic fabric; didn’t absorb much moisture. Another complaint she’d lodge to the Corps, if she ever made it back to her ship. Three weeks in this alien jungle; she’d lost count of the number of complaints, but it helped keep her sanity to mark them.

She was never supposed to be planetside, anyway. Thank goodness she’d paid attention in the “emergency survival” portion of her mandatory courses. Her mother was always saying, “avoid the oh-shit moment”. Zylitol doubted her station-raised, orbit-bound mother had expected this advice to be applied to an unexpected crash landing on an alien planet, but Zylitol wasn’t one to turn away helpful advice. She needed all the help she could get.

The pocket analyzer beeped.

Water safe to drink.

She heaved a sigh of relief, hung it back around her neck, then stripped off the rest of her gear, readying to jump in the inviting pool of clear, deep blue water at her feet. The analyzer couldn’t tell her if there were large predators in the pool looking to eat her but, well, some risks just had to be accepted.

She took two steps back on the mossy rocks, then a running leap into the pool. The water welcomed her with a surge of bubbles, surprisingly warm. It must be heated by a volcanic vent. There had to be substantial volcanic activity on this planet, to sustain the dense and lush band of jungle that stretched across a vast portion of its surface.

Not to mention the variety of life. Zylitol watched as a colorful fishlike thing blobbed away from her slowly treading feet, doing her best to commit it to memory for a sketch later. She’d already almost filled up the pages of her paper notebook; an indulgence she was grateful to have spent her credits on, now, with her digital pad left behind on the ship.

It was visions like this, after all, that she’d imagined when she signed up for the two-year certificate that would qualify her to work maintenance on galactic longships. Travel to far-flung edges of the galaxy; exotic sights, sounds, and smells; life in all its myriad forms. She wasn’t dumb enough to sign up for ground duty; that was for arrogant knuckleheads with something to prove, and either a death wish or a God complex. Just working on a longship was adventure enough. So she’d thought.

Much good her prudence had done her. All the away team were snoozing safe and sound back on the ship, cruising along to the next potential discovery of intelligent life in the Galaxy, while Zylitol was stuck down here on this nowhere planet, with little chance of ever seeing another human again.

Not that it was all bad. She surfaced for air and floated on her back, paddling her feet lightly to propel herself across the pool. A cool thicket of tree-like things hovered invitingly on the other side, some kind of amalgam between cypress and palm, with large coconut-adjacent fruits she’d like to give a taste of to her analyzer.

It was really a shame that longships skipped over planets like this. DS7-3229 may harbor no signs of intelligent life on par with humans, but it still held plenty to be explored. So far, she’d catalogued more than twenty species of edible plants, and as many birds, lizards, and bird-lizard-squirrel hybrids to be worth studying for a lifetime.

At least her standard-issue pocket analyzer was solar-rechargeable, and waterproof. The bozos who designed gear at the Corps had gotten one thing right, there. Unlike the standard-issue suit liners that always either squeezed her ass or bunched up under her suit at the waist. Trust a bunch of incompetent men to design ‘unisex’ clothes that really just fit themselves.

One benefit of no humans on this planet was that Zylitol no longer had to concern herself with how she dressed. No more standard Corps dress code, no “gentle reminders” from her superiors that certain other members of the crew would certainly be distracted by a visual reminder that she wasn’t the same sex as them. Never mind that the crew weren’t even all the same species.

Now, her only responsibility was to protect her skin from the elements. She’d torn her liner to shreds on the third day, and fashioned a new form of dress that made her feel a bit like a warrior princess from the old audiovisuals she dug up out of the longship’s historical archive, on particularly boring stretches of mission.

She enjoyed the warm touch of the sun on exposed stretches of her skin as she floated, cool water lapping over her neck and between her thighs. For a brief moment, she contemplated touching herself while she drifted; the pool was so relaxing, and who was here to catch her? It would be a pretty nice stress relief, for this whole stranded-on-an-alien-planet debacle.

Something hard bumped into her shoulder. She shrieked and ducked into the pool, glancing around frantically for what it could be. The culprit soon became clear; one of the coconut-things, which had fallen from a tree and was floating on the surface of the pool, purple and scaled. She surfaced again with a gasp, laughter a little hysterical. Maybe not the best time to let her guard down.

The branch-fronds of the strange trees waved above her, casting dappled shade over this portion of the pool. She grabbed the scaly fruit as she clambered out onto the far bank, then dropped her butt on the soft moss at the edge of the water. She turned the fruit in her hands, committing the look of it to memory. The skin was quite hard; she’d have to find a rock to crack it open for a sample of the flesh inside, if there was any.

She turned to scramble up the bank into the thicket. The trees were low and thick, with broad fluffy fronds and many spindly trunks grouped together, so stepping through them was a puzzle, and she got turned around a few times, on her hunt for the perfect rock.

Eventually, she tumbled out into a small clearing, surrounded on all sides by the strange trees. More hard purple fruits were scattered around the perimeter, but still no rocks. The water had evaporated from her skin already, under the afternoon sun. She was surprised to find the clearing cooler than the surrounding jungle. Something about the shape of the trees must absorb some of the heat from the air.

The ground here was spongy and soft; more of that mossy stuff from by the edge of the pool. She settled down on it comfortably, splaying out her limbs and resting her head on a hummock, to stare up at the fluffy white clouds drifting overhead. Her longship had stopped at almost a dozen planets since she’d joined its mission. She wondered if all their skies looked like this, calm and blue.

Before she knew it, she’d drifted almost off to sleep, soothed by the gentle shushing of the breeze through green fronds. In her half-dreaming state, she imagined what this planet would look like, if it did harbor intelligent life. Would these trees be cut down for farmland? The pool, drained to make way for an underground city?

Would the clouds be stained and heavy with the smoke of industry, the mossy ground flattened with concrete? So it had been in all the pictures she’d been shown of inhabited planets across the Galaxy. Intelligence always came with a price.

A rustle woke her from her reverie. She shot up, staring around the edges of the thicket for any signs of animal life. Nothing moved, beyond the gentle waving of fronds in the breeze. Had she imagined it? She’d come across no large predators in her journeys so far, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any.

Still, the nature of this clearing, surrounded as it was by dense thicket, implied a measure of safety from any large, bulky creature looking to take a bite out of her. At least, it felt safer than anywhere else she’d made camp so far. Plus, the pool nearby meant access to fresh water. 

Mind made up, she tromped back through the thicket toward the pool, skirting it this time to head over to where she’d tucked her makeshift gear bag. She’d been packing up camp every day, then setting off on a winding path through the jungle, with no clear destination in mind. At first, she’d been aiming to find some high ground, where her distress beacon might put out a clearer signal. 

Now, three weeks in, she figured it was time to resign herself to her fate. Her own ship would be long gone
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