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From out of nowhere, through the late morning haze, a long silvery object fell from the sky and streaked across a vast expanse of low grassy dunes and smooth gray boulders. It crashed in a great plume of fire, smoke, and debris, skipping over the undulating land several times before skidding to a stop in a fresh, deep trench. The belly of the mangled spaceship was split wide open.

On a nearby pile of upturned soil, three figures lay motionless where they had been thrown violently from the wreckage. They were all clad in the same sleek flight suits and helmets, but two of them were badly charred and leaking blood. Their visors were cracked like egg shells.

An ear-piercing alarm suddenly sounded from within the burning ship as gases hissed out of the engine pod. The third crew member, whose suit appeared only slightly singed, stirred at the noise. Ensign Kel Stellix struggled to her knees and awkwardly reached for her helmet to lift its outer glare shield. She blinked hard to make sense of the blur before her.

“Captain? Harlie?”

The air-tight helmet muffled the sound of her voice. The radio set she wore was pure static.

Too woozy to stand, Kel managed to crawl her way over the torn-up ground until she found the body of Captain Narum sprawled out in an unnatural pose. She knelt at his side and pressed her gloved hand to his chest. “Captain... it’s Stellix, sir. Can you hear me? Please sir...” She tried to lift his head. “Please wake up.” But she could tell that he was completely broken.

The ship emitted a loud, low rumble that shook the whole area like a tremor.

Just then Kel saw something move out of the corner of her eye and turned to see the navigator, Tash Harloc, curled up and twitching a few feet away. Kel stood up as best she could. “Harlie, are you mobile?” she shouted. “We’ve got to move out of here. Pronto. The pressure in the pod is...”

Whoosh.

A blast of hot wind blew Kel off her feet, way back to the edge of the dune they had crashed on. She tumbled over the side and slid down a long sandy slope for what seemed like forever. She hit the bottom with a thud. “Unh.” Her helmet, which was dislodged during the fall, landed a few seconds later.

Kel held her breath and scrambled to snap it back on. But the sand had jammed the seal. Knowing that her respiration pack wouldn’t function without it, she threw the busted helmet down and squinted her dry, green eyes. “Here goes nothing,” she thought to herself. Then she took a big gulp of the alien air.

Kel coughed hard and reflexively clutched at her throat, but the feeling quickly passed. The atmosphere was breathable though thinner than she was used to. At least it wasn’t going to kill her — not immediately anyway.

Now the young ensign wasted no time climbing back up the dune to where her crewmates were. But just before she reached the top, a massive explosion sent a shower of molten metal down around her. She ducked as a huge shard flew over her head and smaller chunks peppered the landscape with fire.

“My god,” she shuddered. “No no no...” Kel clambered over the crest of the dune and stared transfixed at what she saw. There was no hint of the ship, Captain Narum, or Harlie — only a deep, dark crater and a cloud of black smoke rising into the orange sky. The acrid smell made her sick but Kel fought through it. Ashes stung her eyes. She scanned the horizon in every direction desperate to find any sign of hope.

“Mister Harloc!” she called out, “Mister Harloc... Harlie... can you hear me?” Kel kept it up until her voice was hoarse, but only the wind seemed to answer her. It gently rustled the tall red grass.

Nearly exhausted, Kel searched the blast zone again for what seemed like the hundredth time. But now she collected an armful of stones and set them down in two small piles. Moving deliberately, she knelt in front of the mounds, bowed her head, and quietly whispered a makeshift prayer. Tears welled up briefly in her eyes. “It was my honor,” she said out loud.

But with that she quickly got to her feet and, wiping her face dry, turned away from the cairns and the crater. Kel knew the time for all that was over if she planned on surviving this place herself, wherever she was, and finding a way of getting rescued. Raising a glove to shade her eyes, she studied the planet’s sun above her. “Looks like it’s headed toward that ridge,” she muttered. Then she shook the sand from her long red hair, tied it back out of the way, and started walking.
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Just as Kel disappeared from view, a round gray stone about the size of a small melon tumbled off one of the piles she had made. It came to rest in the sand by one of her boot prints, then it rolled after her.
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With the day’s heat rising by the hour, Kel crossed a succession of scrubby hills and sand drifts that seemed to never end. The flight suit she wore was supposed to keep her cool, but without the helmet that she had abandoned, it didn’t help much after a while. She licked her parched lips over and over.

In time she came to a long, steep ridge that rose up in front of her like a wall. Unsure that she’d be able to scale it, Kel took a parallel route until she finally found a gap low enough to pass and climbed through to the other side. There was a shift in the terrain. The grassy dunes had given way to a denser landscape of short trees, bushes, and thorns in between countless ravines. Kel’s eyes widened as she thought out loud, “There’s got to be water around here somewhere.” She quickly descended from the ridge and made for a winding gorge ahead.

Nearing the bottom, she saw what looked like a wide dirt road that ran into the distance all along the valley floor. Kel’s imagination raced with thoughts of who built it, how far away they might be, and if she could get them to help her. But as she got closer, it seemed to be natural — likely a dried-up riverbed. Kel stepped out to the middle and dug at the pale, cracked mud with the heel of her boot. “Damn.” For a moment her shoulders slumped as a dust cloud drifted up around her knees. Then she caught herself. “But if I find where this goes...” she figured, and set out walking with purpose down the empty riverway.

Kel didn’t get very far before she thought she heard a noise behind her. She wheeled around, automatically reaching for the laser pistol on her hip — and then remembered she didn’t have it. A chill went through her until she saw nothing there. Kel exhaled. “False alarm.”

She continued on, but now looked back over her shoulder a little more frequently. The riverbed started a big bend here and entered a breathtaking part of the gorge where cliff walls the color of gold glittered in the sunlight, like some fairytale. Kel had never seen such a place. She found herself gazing around in awe when something hit the back of her boot.

“What the...” She looked down and saw a big, round stone right behind her in the silt. “Where did that come from?” she wondered under her breath. She bent to rub her ankle and thought, “I better watch where I’m going.”

Convinced there was nothing broken, Kel straightened up, flexed her leg, and turned to go. But before she could take a couple of steps, she felt a tap on her other foot. Somehow, it was the same gray stone, almost as if it were following her. Kel frowned and lifted her boot to kick it away, but then watched it roll out of reach.

She thought that she was seeing things. “That’s not how rocks work where I’m from,” she mumbled. Kel squatted down by the stone and pulled off her gloves, tucking them into a pocket. Then she slowly extended a hand and brushed her fingers over its smooth, gray surface. It felt cool like any stone, and yet... there was something strange about it.

“It’s not like you’re alive,” Kel wondered out loud. “Are you?”

It nuzzled her hand.

Kel gasped and yanked back her arm in surprise, but quickly realized she was okay. The thing apparently meant no harm. Reaching back down, she patted it several times and almost thought it purred.

“I don’t know what you are, little guy,” she smiled. “It’s just nice to find a friend here.” Using both hands, Kel picked up the stone and studied it. “If only you could talk. I need all the help I can get.”

The stone was silent but rocked gently back and forth in the well of her outstretched palms. There was a pattern to how it moved. Kel was amazed at how complex it seemed. “Is that your language,” she asked, “the way you communicate?” The stone spun like a top.

“I’ll take that as a yes,” Kel laughed.

But laughing made her cough from how thirsty she was. She knew that she had to get going. Kel carefully placed the stone on the ground and
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