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Burnt hair. The stink of it made Scott cough and sit up. Except he couldn’t. Something held him back. His head smacked against something not-quite-hard. Something that stopped him and let him know he wasn’t going that way but not hard enough to hurt.

“Wha—” he started to ask and then coughed again. Opening his mouth invited the smoke into his mouth. He tasted it then. Tasted the rancid flavors of man-made and natural chemicals that wafted through the air of his...

His bunk on the C.S. Lewis didn’t look like this. Sure, the bed he slept on was small but not this tight. He shouldn’t be sleeping with an old fashioned style of helmet on either. Or a... spacesuit? Why was he wearing an emergency spacesuit?

And why, if he had a spacesuit on, could he smell smoke?

Scott reached out with his hands and found the safety release for the harness that held him in place. He heard the belts retract into their housing. Now he could sit up, but gravity still pulled at him. He looked around the smoky interior and breathed in more of the fouled air. It was worse now that he’d oriented himself upright. 

Sweat ran down his face. Another anomaly if he had a suit on. Scott reached up and tapped the side of his helmet, trying to bring the suit online. Nothing happened. He frowned and brought his hand forward to tap the clear viewport on the helmet. 

“Fuck!” Scott yelped when his finger passed through where the glass should have been and bounced off the bridge of his nose. The gloves were stiff enough to survive zero-G environments. His nose was not.

Blinking tears out of his eyes and hoping his nose was running and not bleeding, Scott sniffed a few times and regretted it. The smoke invaded and clung to his sinuses and lungs, clawing away at them like a hungry parasite. He coughed a few times and then sneezed twice.

Eyes watering more than ever he looked around and realized he recognized his surroundings... barely. He was in an escape pod. A three man escape pod, which meant there were two other couches and, hopefully, two other people with him. He rolled himself to his right and dropped out of his couch. Instead of landing upright the pod had landed on its side, which put Scott highest and the other two survivors staring at—

“Oh no,” Scott wheezed. The side of the pod had crumpled in. There were two more people in it with him, but one of them was crushed by the wall and the other had died in a combination of a small fire and having his lower body pulped by the hull.

He stared at them a moment before the smoke triggered another wracking cough. He turned away and searched the hull of the cone shaped pod for the door. He found it but the round door didn’t quite sit in the round frame as well as it should. The impact had bent it. A twist of the locking mechanism and a push against it confirmed the door was jammed. He stared up at it from where he’d fallen to his knees.

“No fuckin’ way,” Scott mumbled. “You’ve been here before. You’re not going out like this!”

He lurched to his feet and fought down the nausea that made him want to puke up whatever was in his stomach. Was anything in his stomach? He wasn’t even sure the last time he’d eaten or what it was. Dinner on the Lewis? Breakfast? He seemed to remember some slop that was supposed to taste like eggs.

He shook his head and gagged on the smoke until he coughed some more. Blinking away the stinging tears in his eyes he brought up the independent power panel in the door and accessed the emergency command panel. A few taps later and he staggered back away from it and rolled over his couch. Using it as a shield he watched the countdown on the display from the default thirty seconds to zero.

Without any fanfare explosive charges in the door detonated. The door ripped free of the bent frame and went spinning away from the pod. A broken piece of metal pinged off of Scott’s couch and whizzed past him close enough that he heard the air whistle before it clanged against the hull behind him and ricocheted again. It hit the body below him with a wet thud.

Scott swallowed and then gagged and spat a few times to try and get the foul taste out of his mouth. When he realized it wasn’t helping and he might need water he fought past the sour twist of his lips and stared out the now open hatch.

Smoke was pouring through it, obscuring his view. He clenched his teeth and climbed across his couch and made his way to the hatch. He risked sucking in a breath and fought the burning in his lungs long enough to climb through the hatch. He caught glimpses of blackened ground beneath him through blurry vision. He rolled and dragged himself onto it and then rolled over onto his back.

Steep hills and sharp cliffs rose into the air around him. Above them, high above, stars shone down on him. Stars that reminded him of a time long ago, but for all his memories they weren’t the same. This wasn’t Arbados and he wasn’t a stupid kid desperate to do anything to survive. He was a grown man—a Petty Officer in the Continuum Marines. And it looked like he was alone, unless something had happened to his ship and there were other pods nearby.

The air still stunk from the smoke, but it wasn’t as bad. It was warm too, but fresher than it had been. There was a new smell to it too. A stink that seemed more earthy. Almost like a barracks after chili night. It was a better smell then the toxic fog in the escape pod, but he was starting to wonder if he’d crashed on the rim of a planet’s butthole.

Whether his thoughts had offended the planet, or tipped him off to the truth, the ground rumbled under him. A loud crack drew his eyes to a cliff side not far from him. The stone looked battered several meters up. Had the pod hit the side of the cliff first and then crashed? If it had, how had he survived? The pods were armored and had some inertial damping in them, but it hadn't been enough to save all of them.

Rocks began to fall and tumble down the nearly vertical cliff face from higher up. Scott lurched as they crashed into the ground less than a dozen meters from him. He made to his feet and glanced up at the cliff and then looked at the pod. The smoke pouring out wasn’t as bad as it had been. He needed to raid the emergency stores in the pod but those wouldn’t do him any good if he got buried under a rockslide. Or avalanche. Or whatever they called rocks falling on top of him.

Scott swore as he hesitated longer and longer. He shook his head and sucked in a deep breath before throwing himself through the hatch again.

The smoke still inside clawed at his eyes and made it almost impossible to keep them open. He blinked furiously and fumbled from one locker to another pulling out the supplies inside. He tossed a few packs outside and then went back to try and access one of the compartments near the crushed section of the pod.

The ground rumbled under the pod again. He staggered and had to grab the couch next to one of the dead men to keep from falling. He caught a glimpse of the man’s half blackened face and melted hair. The damage was so bad he couldn’t recognize him... or her.

“Fuck this,” he said and climbed back up onto his couch. He reached above it for the control module and popped it free of its housing. With the pod’s flight log in his hand he booked it back through the hatch and scooped up the packs by their straps. He stumbled away from the pod and the wall behind it. Rocks crashed to the ground and a few thudded against the pods battered hull.

Scott glanced back and then felt another tremor rock the ground hard enough to drop him on his butt. He scrambled back to his feet amid the aftershocks and fumbled to pick up one of the packs he’d dropped. He slung them over his shoulder while he staggered further away from the pod and then over to a steep grade that led away from his landing site.

He lost sight of the pod but heard the dull clanging of more rocks striking the hull amidst a deafening roar. He raced as fast as he dared down the broken and slippery rocks. The pebbles and plates of broken rock slid under his frantic feet. The trembling caused by the falling rocks behind him added to the chaos. Scott fell but he did not stop.

His momentum was aided by the rocks sliding under and around him. He tumbled and skidded, flailing for control as he picked up speed. Rocks slammed into his suit and bounced him mercilessly down the mountainside. He tried to hold the straps of the packs one moment and then forgot about them as he struggled to keep from plunging over the edge of a cliff or slamming into a boulder.

The one thought that stuck in his head was how unfair the universe was. He’d survived crash landing on an unknown planet only to end up buried under a mountain slide.

When his breakneck tumble finally came to an end he realized it was raining. No, rain didn’t fall in dirty grey flakes, snow did. Or so he’d heard. He’d never seen snow. Rain he knew all too well from the last time he’d been stranded on a strange planet. This wasn’t rain though and it couldn’t be snow. It was too hot for snow.

Scott reached up and touched his sweaty face where a flake fell on his cheek. It was big and grey. He pulled his glove away. His fingertip was wet, but it was stained with dirt.

A louder rumble shook the ground and made some of the rocks around him shift. Scott dropped his hand and looked at his surroundings. He wasn’t buried or crushed, but he did have some smaller rocks resting on his legs and body. He pushed them off and sat up, wincing from the aches in his body. His suit was dinged up, scratched, and all sorts of dirty but it had protected him. Even if the viewport had broken at some point, it had kept him alive.

He pulled himself to his feet and adopted a wide stance as the angry growling beast buried under the mountains continued to growl. He looked up the hill that he’d been escorted down by a brigade of angry rocks. Above it towered the cliff face his pod had bounced off. Above that...

“Holy shit!” Scott breathed.

The stars weren’t as visible as they had been. The horizon was turning orange and yellow, but he had no idea which direction it was or how the planet he was on rotated. The rising sun muted the stars some, but above him they were blocked by a dark, black smoke that was boiling out of the mountain.

Scott checked around again. He’d slid down the slope a few hundred meters. How far that meant vertically he wasn’t sure. He was on a flatter area now though. A rocky shelf with some strange flows of rock that looked like giant conduits or tubes. He could see further thanks to the approaching dawn but he wasn’t sure what he was looking at. A descent down a grade that lead to a forest, maybe?

The smoke looked thicker when he turned back. The angry god in the planet chose that moment to belch even louder. A thicker cloud of roiling smoke floated up into the air, complete with some angry red and yellow flashes inside of it.

“What the—”

A boom erupted from the ground and knocked him back several steps before he crashed to the ground again. He started to pick himself up when the ground bucked again. Black smoke poured into the air and darkened the sky above him faster than the sun could lighten it.

He scrambled, crawling on hands and knees and then managing to get his feet under him. A brilliant orange flare lit up the hillside ahead of him, causing him to glance back. A glowing orange and red ball sailed through the air, darkening as it flew. It wasn’t coming his way, but he ran harder all the same.

Scott stumbled more than a few times as he ran. The crashing of rocks and detonation of what sounded like military grade explosives behind him forced him back to his feet. He reached the edge of the alien jungle and followed the rippled tube of smooth black rock until it sank into the ground.

His progress slowed in the thick jungle growth. He had to backtrack around large bushy tangles and around rough trees covered in bark that reminded him of the broken rock he’d slid on. He struggled on and on, breathing hard and sweating harder. The air reeked of smoke and sulfur. His chest burned and his legs were numb as the morning turned to midday on the strange alien world.

Scott’s foot caught a root and he tripped forward into a tree and then bounced off into a bush. He rolled out of it and lay staring up at the forest canopy. Branches formed a chaotic net overhead and sharp narrow leaves filled the gaps to block out whatever light there was.

Every time he’d tripped and fallen he’d gotten up and struggled on. This time it wasn’t so bad. The foliage under him was soft. The air near the ground was cooler and it didn’t stink as bad. His lungs burned a little less with each breath. He still had some of the packs he’d taken from the pod too. One or two from the straps he could see the edges of, at least.

Maybe waiting and resting here wasn’t such a bad idea. For all the trees and vines and bushes, he hadn’t seen any animals. No birds, no insects, no critters. Just him crashing through the vegetation.

Scott forced his chest to stop heaving. He held in a breath for a count of three and then let it out. It hurt, but not as bad. He did it again, counting to five. Then a third time with a ten count. His heart was beating in his ears after that one. He smiled and went back to the five count. That was the magic number.

Scott smiled and focused on breathing even, slow, and regular. In time his eyes fluttered closed. His breathing stayed regular, but took on a different cadence as his mind gave in to exhaustion.
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Another explosion rocked Scott awake. He twitched on the ground and then heard a soft drumming background noise. He looked around, noting it had gotten a lot darker. Liquid splashed on his face. Not a lot, just a drop, but then a second and a third fell on him.

He tried— and failed— to sit up. He struggled to move his arms and had to wrench on them to loosen them. When he could finally see them he saw they were crisscrossed by small vines. The tendrils were less than a millimeter thick but they sprouted tiny leaves and soft spikes in other places. He worked his right arm free first and then his left before he started clearing them away from his chest and legs.

By the time Scott regained his feet water was falling all around him. It ran down the trunks of trees and fell in tiny streams in other places where it ran off leaves and branches overhead. A flash overhead did little more than brighten the jungle canopy. Scarcely a second later a rolling boom followed.

“It’s close,” Scott muttered. Rain was good though. Rain meant fresh water. The thought of water was all his body needed to remind him how hot it had been, how much he’d been sweating, and how very thirsty he was.

Every movement reminded him that he’d crashed into a planet and then ridden a rockslide down a hill earlier that same day. Or maybe it was yesterday... he wasn’t sure without his suit having any power. Regardless, he felt like he’d been run over by a starship, not jettisoned out of one. 

He pushed through the pain and found a steady drizzle of water that fell from the treetops above. He cupped his hands under it and washed as much dirt and green plant juice off of his gloves as he could. Finally he cupped them together, but the rigid material wouldn’t let him form a seal.

“Screw this,” Scott muttered. He began digging at the seal on the wrist of his seat and exposed the clamp. A twist later and he felt his glove loosen. He tugged it off and then tucked it into the webbing on the outside of his suit so he could work on the other one.

With both hands free he flexed his fingers and then put them under the rivulet of water. He rinsed them and scrubbed them against each other before cupping them and capturing the falling water in his palms. Satisfied with the meager bounty, he lifted it and had to lean forward to keep his helmet from getting in the way. He slurped at the water and then scowled and spit it out. It tasted like dirt. No, not dirt, ash.

“I crashed into a volcano,” he said and shook his head. “First volcano I’ve ever seen and I slammed into it. Just my fuckin luck!”

He lost a few minutes staring at the water running down a tree trunk. His throat was dry, his chest hurt, and his stomach rumbled. It brought back memories. Different world and different circumstances, but still wrecked on a planet,

He was hungry and thirsty, but he didn’t appear to be in immediate danger anymore. The planet wasn't actively trying to kill him at the moment. Those plants though...

Scott looked down and saw the ends of a few shoots of vegetation had made their way on top of the edges of his boots. He scowled and kicked his feet, trying to destroy the aggressive vegetation. Once he’d stomped it into the mud he tugged one of the salvaged emergency packs off his body and opened it. The packaging was ripped and battered, but it contained several vacuum sealed ration packs and four half liter refillable water pods. Scott drained two of them before he found the water sanitation tablets.

The second pack contained equipment. A small pulsed laser pistol configured to use standard issue Continuum power cells, a small solar charging station, a small multi-purpose bowl, an electric lighter, a large knife, a multi-tool, and a Scout Utility Tool. The SUT worked as a scanning unit, communications device, and a portable guide.

The third pack contained more food and water. 

“Well, some clothes would have been nice,” Scott muttered as he looked at his haul. “I’ll take it though. More than I had last time.”

Scott repackaged everything in the satchels. Or everything he could fit in them. It was impossible to pack them as well as the machines on the assembly line had done. The pistol he tucked into the webbing so it was easier to reach.

“Okay, where am I?” Scott asked the tool as he brought up the built in guide. He raised it and turned slowly as though that would make a difference in reception for whatever it needed to detect.

The SUT identified the cardinal direction based on the planets magnetosphere. The air was breathable although the tool warned of it being near the upper range of safe oxygen levels. The air was also loaded full of inorganic particles, prompting another warning he had to acknowledge that told him he should have a respirator or find a cleaner area. It also confirmed his feeling that gravity was a little stronger than usual here. Five percent stronger, in fact. Nothing compared to the twenty percent he’d spent eight years surviving on with little more than animal skins and only his younger sister for company.

Scott pushed thoughts of Emily away and focused on the SUT. What it couldn’t tell him was where he was or if there were any cities nearby. The communicator wouldn’t pick up any signals at all, either terrestrial or from space. He thought it might be broken until a helpful question mark on the tool expanded into a display offering suggestions such as interference or low signal strength. Maybe the stuff in the air was interfering?

He grunted. Everything was telling him to get away from the volcano. Or further away, since he’d run the hell away from it. He spun around looking for where he’d come from to orient himself. Even with the light built into the SUT all signs of his passage were gone. The jungle had reclaimed the swathe he’d carved with his exhausted fumbling. He couldn’t even find the root he remembered tripping over.

He picked a direction and started walking. His muscles and joints warmed up as he struggled through the underbrush. The light from his SUT helped him find his way forward, but it didn’t take more than fifteen minutes before he ran into a thicket that he couldn’t push through or easily get around. He put his gloves back on and then retrieved the utility knife. Armed like a proper savage, he sawed through the thicket and kept going.

According to Galactic Standard Time it was 09:17. The planet didn’t give a shit about what time the Continuum considered it to be, it was still dark. Water still fell and ran down trees around him. Thunder crashed above him, sometimes close and sometimes in the distance.

Scott blinked water out of his eyes and shook his head. He scowled and looked up. Were the trees getting shorter or thinning out? Was the sky getting a little lighter?

He pushed forward, surging a little with hope of a change of scenery. He stumbled and caught himself, then looked down and saw a rock. A black rock. He moved ahead and found more smooth rocks riding out of the jungle floor. The underbrush thinned and the trees a few paces later. Scott stared at the side of a black cliff that angled away from him to his left. To the right he could make out an incline through the gloom when lightning flashed.

“Fuck!”

He spun around and swayed on his feet. He’d walked in a circle. A day wasted wandering, lost, through a giant fucking jungle only to come back to the same damn place he’d crashed on the stupid fucking planet in the first place!

It wasn’t the first time. He’d done this last time too. Except that time Emily had been there. She’d recognized what they were doing and figured it out. She was always smarter than he was. Smart enough to save them from getting lost or from doing stupid things. Smart enough to save their lives probably more times than he could count, let alone admit.

He sighed and bent forward to keep the rain from hitting him in the face. He didn’t have his sister this time, he just had himself. He’d already proven he was too dumb for this sort of thing. He could start a fire and make a shelter. He could hunt and fish and fight. Using his hands he was good with. Being strong. Being tough. Being... being a protector.

He didn’t have anyone to protect this time. Just himself. It didn’t matter if he lived or died if there was no one depending on him. Sure, Emily was still alive, but she wasn’t here. She wasn’t... well, she didn’t even want anything to do with him after what happened. She’d stopped talking to him a couple years ago.

He blew out his breath and straightened. He didn’t know what to do, but he knew who did. Sure, maybe he couldn’t talk to her—and maybe she wouldn’t respond to him if he could—but all he had to ask himself was, “What would Emily do?”

His eyes narrowed, both from memories and to protect them from the rain. She’d figured out they needed to pick landmarks and go to them to keep from getting lost. The thing was, it was too dark. They’d used stars at night, but the sky was covered in clouds. That and he didn’t know the stars here yet. On Arbados they’d studied the stars night after night and picked out names for them.

He shook the water off his face. She’d have focused on what they had, which wasn’t much. Well, he had more now than the two had when the colony ship they had been on had been overtaken by slavers and his parents jammed them into an escape pod and jettisoned them. Now he had a knife, a gun, some tools, and—

Scott looked at the Scout Utility Tool. He fumbled through the options in the guide and brought up the mapping application. It had already tracked the movement’s he’d made since he turned it on. Scott laughed as he saw the jagged curve he’d made through the jungle to end up where he was now. This could keep him going straight when he didn’t have landmarks.

It didn’t have a map built into it already, but it did have passive scans of the area he passed through. Lots of jungle and now some mountains. He chuckled and did his best to survey his surroundings. Each lightning flash lit up the surroundings for a split second. His best bet was back into the jungle. Back the way he’d come. A straighter line this time though. 

“Thanks, Sis,” Scott said before he started back into the jungle.
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She hated when he called her Kid. Sis was fine, but reminding her that she was younger than him had really set her off. Especially since she liked to point out how much smarter she was than him. Fortunately, she wasn’t here now. It was just him. So she couldn’t get pissed off and stop talking to him for days until he apologized when he said, “Okay, Kid, I think I’m figuring this shit out.”

Scott stood on the bank of a stream. The water was muddy and flowing fast, but it was only about two meters across. He knew he could cross it but he was more interested in drinking it. Except for the color.

Streams meant more than just drinking though. Or maybe it was because they offered water to drink they meant something. Whatever, having fresh water handy would be great. He had a couple hundred purification tablets and he knew how to boil the water if he ran out. Boiling wouldn’t help with the mud, but he could try to strain most of that out somehow. Emmy had rigged up some strainers or sieves or whatever she’d called them out of leaves and bark and grass. He could figure it out too, if he had to.

Streams usually meant people too. Probably not close to the volcano, but his SUT showed that he was nearly six kilometers away from it now. It only took him another five hours. The ground hadn’t grumbled since he woke up either, so he figured he was safe. The air was cleaner too. The rain might have had something to do with that, but he wasn’t sure.

All he had to do was follow the flow of the water. It would take him downhill and, hopefully, to someplace with other people. That or at least an animal he could shoot and cook. He was only one ration pack in so far and he hoped to save the rest for true emergencies.

Scott knelt down and rinsed his bowl out in the muddy stream. He pulled it out, dumped the water and looked inside. It looked clean, even as fresh rain fell inside of it. “Good enough for who it’s for,” he said and tucked it back into his webbing so he could keep moving.

Scott checked his SUT one more time before setting out. His body felt like it was 14:00 but by the light grey fog above the stream he figured it was only mid-morning local time. He tucked the SUT away, glad he wouldn’t need to consult it constantly now that he had the stream to guide him.

“Just like the good old days, hey Sis?” Scott asked his absent sister. “I gotta tell you, I don’t miss you second guessing every decision I make. You were way too bossy for younger sister.”

The only answer was the steady patter of rain striking leaves and water. Even the lightning had passed over an hour ago. Scott plodded along the bank of the stream, alternating his attention from his footing to the jungle around him. It made sense the more space he put between himself and the volcano the greater the chances he’d run into something or someone. He checked his pistol a few times and left his knife sheathed and tucked in his webbing now that moving was easier.

He stopped and stared at a low spot in the stream’s bank. “I’m an idiot,” he whispered. He winced, half expecting the memory of Emily to agree with him. He was staring at a muddy footprint. He hadn’t even thought of tracks before!

Scott moved closer and knelt down to examine it and other depressions in the mud. Different sizes and types, but all of them were clearly animals. Well, animals and a couple of weird depressions that looked like they might have been drag marks. He had to dig deep as he studied them to try and guess if any were fresh. The rain had softened the edges and formed tiny puddles in the depressions.

“Well, what’s important is that there are critters here,” Scott said and climbed to his feet. “Sooner or later, I’ll get us—me—some fresh meat.”

Scott smirked at his mistake and shook his head. He wasn’t crazy... not yet, anyhow. The situation just reminded him of her. Then again, he had to go out of his way to find reasons not to think about Emily. She wanted nothing to do with him and, considering all that happened, he couldn’t blame her. That didn’t make it any easier on him. He was supposed to protect her. That’s what his parents had told him. Their last words, in fact. Protecting her was what had kept him sane and made him who he was today.
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