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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      This story is set after the events of Judgement Dave (Starship Teapot #2); however, it’s designed to serve as an intro to the series. The only spoiler it contains is that – surprise – Lem and Spock don’t return to Earth after the events of The Left Hand of Dog. But you knew that already, right? Right? I mean, it’s a series. A space opera series.

      This short story is a spoof on – and an homage to – Arthur C Clarke’s ‘A Walk in the Dark’. The original was published in Thrilling Wonder Stories in 1950; you can listen to it here now.

      Anyways, this is just a little primer on the world – or rather the galaxy – Lem inhabits.
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      This work contains the following:

      
        	Characters lost in the dark

        	Harsh words spoken to a dog

      

      

      Also, please note that trans women are women. Trans men are men. Non-binary people are who they tell you they are. This book is not for TERFs.
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      I’d walked about two kilometres when my headlamp crapped out. ‘Well, of course that would happen.’ I hurled the useless gadget away. ‘Okay, yes, that was a stupid thing to do.’

      Spock, my German shepherd, was used to me talking to myself. She didn’t judge.

      The lamp clanged as it landed somewhere in the darkness, disturbing the silence of this little world.

      ‘This is just ducky. It’s the worst thing that could possibly happen.’ I scoffed at my miserable luck. Our portable communications booster broke down just as we tried to contact our friends BB and Aurora back in the city. Bexley, our mechanic, and Henry, our pilot and unfriendly local hacker, had scrambled around trying to repair it. In fact, they were probably still working. But Spock and I had set out in case they weren’t able to get the job done in time.

      We’d cut it close. I checked my watch. Still about four hours before the other ship launched. We had to make it. Otherwise, we’d all be stuck here for eleven days. Something about this planet’s radiation or ion field or whatever interfered with our comms. In order to communicate over distances of more than a couple of metres, you needed a booster. Which was fine – when the blasted thing worked.

      I sighed. If we didn’t get to our next job in three days, we’d lose out. But if we couldn’t get a message to the other crew, we’d be stuck here until the next supply ship came. An extra eleven days on this dusty, tedious planet…

      Hence, Spock and I were out here, in the dark, walking to the planet’s solitary city. ‘City – ha! I wouldn’t even call it a village. Just a collection of prefab huts and a little shop.’

      The road was made of loose gravel, a little lip at the edge the only thing keeping travellers from falling off into the planet’s endless caves and tunnels. Some of the tunnels connected. Most went a few metres or a few kilometres before turning into a dead end.

      I stopped walking to consider my alternatives. ‘Spock, come.’

      Immediately, she nudged my hand with her cold, wet nose. ‘Spock here.’ Holly, the AI device installed on my watch translated Spock’s language – such as it was – into words I could understand. And Spock had a similar device on her collar that helped her understand me.

      I fished in my backpack for her lead and clipped it to her harness. Ever since we’d had the translators it felt cruel to leash her. Still, on this dark, barely inhabited world, it seemed sensible to stick together.

      ‘We’re not in any danger, you know. Okay, so we might not get to the city in time. But we’re not in danger.’ I wished I could convince my body of that fact. Bile kept rising in my throat.

      ‘Lem safe.’ Spock nudged my hand again. ‘Spock protect.’

      I took a deep breath and nodded. Pivoting slowly, I surveyed my surroundings. Without my headlamp, I couldn’t see anything. I tried turning my watch-light on – but it barely illuminated my own arm, never mind anything as far away as, say, my feet. This stupid planet had no moons. And the thick cloud layer blotted out most of the stars. There wasn’t enough light to see anything.

      If I fell off the edge of the road, I was as good as dead. Was I being hyperbolic? Maybe. But how would anyone find me? ‘We’ll have to take it slow.’

      Thankfully, the road between our base and the city was fairly straight. Most of the way, at least. Narrow. But reasonably straight. Ish.

      ‘All right.’ I looked down at where I thought Spock was. ‘You ready, mate?’

      Spock didn’t reply, but I set out. ‘One foot ahead of the other.’ My hand gripped her lead.

      I tried feeling the road’s texture with my feet. ‘It’d be better if I had a stick or something so I could test the road. But we’ll have to do this by fee—’

      I wish I could say I didn’t – but I definitely squealed when Spock flung herself across my path. ‘Are you mad? I almost tripped over you! You could have killed us both.’ I slapped my chest and tried to catch my breath. ‘I’m sorry, mate. Just be careful, yeah?’

      Spock still hadn’t budged. ‘Lem stay road.’

      ‘What?’ I twisted my wrist around to point at the ground and strained my eyes. Still couldn’t see a bloody thing. But I was facing dead ahead on the road – I was sure of it. I stretched my foot out and carefully tried to feel the road and—

      ‘Ow!’ I stubbed my toe on the kerb.

      Far from facing straight ahead, I was headed off the edge of the path towards certain death.

      ‘Lem stay road.’

      I put my hands on my hips. ‘You can see in the dark, can you?’

      ‘Not see,’ Spock replied cryptically. She turned and headed back out onto the road, staying close enough that I could touch her. ‘Lem follow.’

      With a shake of my head, I plodded after her. Always with the gnomic utterances. ‘Right. You can be my seeing-eye dog. Or smelling-nose dog. Or whatever it is you’re doing.’ I took a deep breath. ‘Thank you, Spock. I’m sorry I shouted at you. You were right and I was wrong.’

      ‘Spock good girl?’

      I smiled in the dark and reached a hand down to stroke her fur. ‘The bestest.’
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      Keeping my hand on her back allowed me to follow her lead more readily – even if it did mean I was walking slightly hunched over. We got into a bit of a routine and made good progress over the next half hour or so. But my throat felt tight as the darkness closed in around me.

      I shivered despite the warmth of the dusty air. ‘Holly, how far have we gone?’

      ‘How far have you gone since when?’ Useless, idiot AI.

      Keeping my hand on Spock’s back, I let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Since we left the camp, Holly. How far have we gone since we left the camp?’

      ‘You have walked 2.4 kilometres since leaving camp.’

      ‘Great, at this rate, we won’t get to the city in time.’

      ‘Your assumption is correct,’ replied Holly unhelpfully in that flat, impersonal voice it reserved for itself.

      ‘Brilliant.’ I shook my head. ‘Spock, do you think we can pick the pace up a bit? Safely, I mean?’ I felt Spock’s frame begin to move a bit quicker. ‘Thanks, mate.’

      As we fell into a new rhythm, my mind began to wander. ‘How is this my life? I’m just a perfectly ordinary person. A perfectly ordinary twenty-first-century human who was agnostic on the existence of extra-terrestrial life less than a year ago. Leighton Ellis McMaster. Child of Richard McMaster, deceased’ – I stopped talking while I counted on my fingers – ‘thirteen years ago.’

      Was I talking to myself to pass the time? Or to stave off my encroaching fear?

      I let go of Spock’s fur for a moment, so I could straighten out. My back was starting to hurt from staying bent over.

      It didn’t matter what I was saying – so I told the darkness about myself.

      ‘Born Queen Elizabeth Hospital, Woolwich, London. Mother terminated her parental rights by agreement shortly after my birth. Twenty-nine years old. Agender, thank you very much – not that the British government acknowledges any such thing. IT project manager by trade. Residence’ – I bent at the waist once again and placed my hand on Spock – ‘or rather former place of residence: Toronto, Canada. That’s pronounced Tchrawnna … not that anyone’s listening but it is.’

      Unable to stop myself, I looked around as we walked. I couldn’t see anything at all – not that it stopped me trying.

      ‘Yet now, here I am – gazillions of miles from home. The only human in the Galactic Union. Huh. At least, I assume I’m the only human. I ought to check, actually.’

      We trudged on for a few minutes. It was as silent as the grave. And as dark.

      ‘Is it my imagination or is it getting lighter?’ I paused and cast my eyes around fruitlessly. ‘Nope, definitely my imagination.’

      Beneath my fingers, Spock twisted slightly to the left. ‘Is that a curve? Have we reached the Whatchamacallit Pass?’ There wasn’t even an echo. The darkness swallowed every noise I made.

      I tried to remember the route from when we’d trekked out to the dig site, twelve hours earlier. Was there a curve before we got to the pass? Or only the pass itself? Then I realised I had to reverse the road in my head since before now would have been after then. You know, what with going the other direction and all.

      I gave up – there was no way the map in my head was accurate. But if this was the pass, then we were about half way to our destination.

      ‘What are we doing on this stupid, backwards planet anyway? What kind of planet doesn’t even have proper telecoms?’

      ‘Job,’ said Spock.

      ‘Yes, I know we’re here for a job.’ I pressed the fingers of my free hand into my forehead. Spock was only trying to be supportive. As usual. She never judged and she always wanted to help. She was a better person than I’d ever been – that was certain. ‘Thank you, Spock. What would I do without you?’

      ‘Lem not alone. Spock here.’

      I didn’t deserve her.

      Judging by Spock’s movements the road ahead of us was straightening out again. I guess this wasn’t the pass after all. Which meant we weren’t yet halfway.

      I strained my eyes, peering into the distance. I thought I could just make out a horizon, where the texture of the obsidian world changed. It was strangely close.

      We must have had at least three kilometres still to go. What a trivial figure. Our ship, the Teapot, travelled at warp speed. Even our transporter pods could cover about a kilometre or two a minute. We’d brought a team of archaeologists here from Trantor, after giving evidence relating to what we’d witnessed on planet Dave. Yesterday, we’d walked our passengers to their camp, helping them haul gear. We’d made the six-kilometre journey in three hours. And to think I’d marvelled at how slow that was.

      For the past six months – ever since being kidnapped from Earth by space bunnies – I’d criss-crossed the galaxy. I tried to count the planets I’d visited. ‘Magrathea, Trantor, Q, Q-prime, that one whose name I could never remember even though I literally picked the name, Dave, that awful one where the gravity kept shifting, Clom. Oh, and Earth! I always forget Earth. Plus, this godforsaken hole. How many is that?’ I repeated the list, this time counting on the fingers of my free hand. ‘That’s ten – but I still feel like I’m missing a couple. Let’s say twelve just for the sake of argument.’

      So, I’d visited twelve planets, or thereabouts, in six months – not to mention countless space stations. I’d encountered several dozen alien species, some so unlike humans that I didn’t recognise them as life forms at first.

      And now, after all that, I was likely to die from a six-kilometre walk. ‘Six kilometres!’

      ‘Please restate the question,’ replied Holly.

      I shook my head angrily. ‘Never mind.’

      I tripped over a loose stone or an uneven bit of road – or possibly nothing at all – jolting myself back to reality. Spock and I would live or die by my skill in traversing an alien world in the dark. No tools or weapons. Nothing but my own willpower and intelligence. And Holly, my personal AI. And one smelling-nose dog.

      Eventually, the real cause of my unease dawned on me. ‘Dawn, ha – very punny, Lem.’ I shook my head. After dinner – a mere six hours ago – one of the people we were transporting told a story.

      River was one of the senior archaeologists on the team and had been to this world a few times. As we gathered around the campfire, she’d regaled us all with a spooky tale of the time she’d taken a night walk. Natives of this planet – officially extinct but River insisted her story was true – had stalked her through the very same pass Spock and I were approaching. The other archaeologists had laughed at her. If I understood their gestures, they seemed to imply that she had imbibed too much of … of … something.

      But what if there was a grain of truth to her story? ‘No, I will not dwell on a campfire tale. I refuse to let it rule my thoughts.’ I felt myself beginning to hyperventilate so I took a deep, slow breath and counted primes. But my mind drifted back to River’s story. To what she’d encountered in the dark.

      Taking yet another deep breath, I forced myself to focus on the texture of the road beneath my feet, on what little I could see of the strangely near horizon, on Spock’s movements. The only way to face fears is head-on; I was sure I’d read that somewhere.

      This world was barren – at least it was now. No one knew what had happened to the former residents. That’s what the archaeologists were doing here. There had been digs on this planet for several years and no one had ever encountered any surviving native life – or at least no one had ever documented any. No people. No animals. No plant-people. No rock people. And certainly no monsters in the dark.

      ‘What even is a monster, anyway?’ I muttered aloud.

      ‘Please restate the question,’ replied Holly.

      I was about to tell it to shut up when it occurred to me that it could actually help with this. Maybe. ‘Monsters,’ I repeated. ‘What differentiates a monster from a person? Or even an animal?’

      I should have known better than to ask an idiot AI to define a concept. ‘The OED gives four definitions for the word monster; however, I believe the one that best suits your question is the first. A monster is “a large, ugly, and frightening imaginary creature”.’

      Holly had a database of languages and other knowledge that it was perpetually updating but its knowledge of Earth came exclusively from my mind: from things I’d read and heard and seen. My mind gave it access to everything I’d ever read, even if I couldn’t consciously remember doing so.

      I sighed. ‘Yeah, I mean, I get that. But, well… Where does the divide sit between a person and a monster? If you think of the fairytale Beauty and the Beast, it’s the beast who’s actually the best person in the story. The humans are the monsters.’

      The darkness felt like it was taking on a personality all its own. An oppressive, manipulative bastard of a personality.

      What if there was still some life here? What if that life resented intruders? Maybe they just wanted to be left in peace – and, instead, we kept invading their territory, making studies of their sacred relics or whatever. What if… I shook my head.

      As we sat in the comfort of our little campsite, beverages in hand, it was easy to laugh River off. Out here in the darkness … not so much.

      No one else had believed her, though. It’s not like I’d laughed while everyone else had nodded sagely; we’d all chuckled. In fact, she had told it in the manner of a ghost story. It had the ring of something you tell for entertainment – not as a serious warning. And what had she even seen? A dim shape in the darkness, spied at the edge of her torch’s reach. ‘And there was a persistent clicking sound.’

      ‘Why didn’t it come any closer?’ I’d asked.

      ‘Afraid of my light, wasn’t she?’

      I sighed. This wasn’t helping. I should be thinking about … about … well, about anything other than the encroaching dark.

      ‘Why am I putting so much stock into a drunken campfire legend?’

      ‘The modern campfire story is believed to have arisen among soldiers or frontiersmen as a means to stay awake in the dark,’ said Holly. ‘They can provide an adrenaline—’

      ‘Yeah, all right. I wasn’t really looking for an answer.’ We carried on plodding forwards. I felt like the darkness was actually touching me.

      ‘No one believed that old archaeologist, though, did they?’

      ‘Please clarif—’

      I blew out a noisy breath. ‘Fine.’ Or did it only seem noisy because of the oppressive blackness? ‘Holly, do you think the others at the campfire believed what River said?’

      ‘River said seventeen different things while you were gathered—’

      I stood up straight. ‘Sorry, Spock, can we stop for a sec?’ Stretching my hands out behind me, I arched my back. ‘Yes, yes. Fine, Holly. I need to be more specific. Sorry. River told a ghost story. Do you think any of the others believed it?’

      ‘I’m not aware of any tales of undead spirits,’ said Holly.

      I shook my head. ‘Never mind.’ I kept putting one foot in front of the other, trusting Spock to not lead me astray.

      There couldn’t be life out there. Surely someone would have confirmed it by now. The archaeology team had been here, what was it, four years? I thought that was what they’d said. And I was pretty sure there had been intermittent expeditions before that. They’d know if there was life here. They would.

      ‘Right?’ My breath caught, making the word into several syllables.

      ‘Please restate the question,’ said Holly as ever and always. I ignored it.

      ‘It’s like there are two versions of me battling it out for control,’ I said, letting my voice trail off. One me just wanted to get to the other end of this road, to the city. The other was obsessing over the idea there was something – maybe even someone – out there in the dark. Someone I couldn’t see. But who could see me. Someone who didn’t like humans. Maybe didn’t want anyone being here, disturbing their peace. Or maybe just thought we looked tasty.

      With a sudden noisy gulping down of air, I bent over. Hacking and gacking, I braced myself against my knees as I struggled to refill my body with oxygen. Why was I holding my breath?

      ‘In the dark, no one can see you cry.’

      I felt Spock nosing my hands. ‘Lem okay?’

      I sat down on the cold, hard road and clutched her to me, struggling to find her face in the dark. ‘Yeah, mate. Sorry. Just got in my head a bit. I’m okay now, I think.’

      I felt her move back to her position as my guide. When I had hauled myself to my feet, I hunched over to put my hand on her fur once again. ‘Okay, let’s roll.’

      Spock began plodding forwards, me trailing along behind her.

      ‘Is it my imagination or is the road rising?’

      ‘It is not your imagination, Lem,’ said Holly. ‘Judging by your movements, I estimate the road has an angle of elevation of 4.2 per cent.’

      ‘Huh.’ Not long after that, the road began to twist – first left, then right. I felt, rather than saw, rock walls on my right. Pausing for a moment, I stretched a hand out. The tips of my fingers brushed solid stone. ‘That must mean we’re in Whatchamacallit Pass.’

      ‘That’s a logical conclusion,’ said Holly.

      Still carefully facing the direction we’d been walking, I shuffled to my left, arm out to my side. After a few agonising moments, my fingers again came into contact with the rock face. I wouldn’t have thought it possible but the darkness felt even more intense than before. Still, though… With walls on either side of us, I knew no one – nothing – could get at us from those directions.

      Better still, I knew that our journey was more than halfway done. On our way to the camp, we’d passed through Whatchamacallit Pass shortly after we left the city.

      I breathed easier for a moment. But only for a moment – because then I remembered something. ‘Bollocks.’

      ‘Lem okay?’

      I tousled Spock’s fur in a reassuring gesture – in so far as I could while walking with one hand on her back. ‘Sorry. It’s okay. Never mind. I just remembered something.’

      I scrunched up my face. What I’d remembered was that River’s story about the monsters in the dark took place on the far side of the pass. The other side. That is, the side closer to the so-called city. The side we were approaching now.

      Bollocks.

      It couldn’t be much further until we reached the end of the pass – the end of the sheltering rock walls.

      I recalled the one piece of River’s story that had spooked me even as we sat in the safety of the campfire. The one thing she’d said that had made everyone stop – for just a moment – and consider her words. She’d been very insistent. ‘It was as if the monster could see perfectly in the darkness.’

      And then she added, ‘When it was close, I could hear a faint clicking sound.’ There was nothing, she maintained, that could have made such a noise. It wasn’t coming from anywhere on her and there was no active technology anywhere in the wilderness – just ancient remains.

      I’d laughed when she said it. But I wasn’t laughing now.

      She’d said the next day she and a couple of interns had driven back to the city, scouring the roadway for signs of what she’d witnessed. Of course, they found no trace.

      Well, no… That’s not quite true. They’d found one thing. A standing stone – one that had clearly been worked by hu— by people.

      ‘You’re archaeologists,’ Bexley had said. ‘Of course you found artefacts. That’s why you’re on this planet. It’s full of them.’

      River had taken a long drink before saying anything. ‘This planet has been abandoned for many millennia. Whoever worked that stone had done so within recent days.’

      I’d shrugged. ‘Must have been one of the crew.’

      But River was adamant. ‘Everyone denied it.’

      I felt a chill breeze on my arms, which could only mean one thing: we were leaving the pass.

      ‘Stop for a sec?’

      Spock stopped. I shuffled to the right, taking care not to fall off the edge of the road. Stretching my arm out and waving my hand in the air, I felt … nothing. No rock wall. I was through the pass. Exposed. Just a dork in the dark.

      I shivered.

      ‘Pull yourself together, Lem,’ I bellowed into the darkness. Putting a hand to my chest, I took several deep, cleansing breaths. There were no monsters out here. It was dark; so what? The natives had long ago died out or moved on. ‘This planet’s been abandoned since the Earth was still covered in dinosaurs. Maybe. Whatever. I don’t know.’

      Its only occupants now were the archaeologists and those – like us – who were here to do work for the archaeologists.
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      ‘The city can’t be much more than a kilometre now.’

      ‘Based on my estimates, the outer edge of the city is approximately 867 metres ahead of you,’ replied Holly’s flat, lifeless voice in my ear.

      I nodded. ‘Will we make it before the launch – do you think?’

      ‘If you maintain the pace you’ve kept over the past hour, you should arrive with sixteen minutes to spare.’

      Phew. That was cutting it close. But if I could get a message to the crew before they left, they could pass it along – and we could get off this world in a day or two.

      I didn’t think I could cope with another eleven days on this world. And that was assuming I didn’t fall off the edge of the road and get lost.

      The road was straight and level. My heart rate drifted back towards normal. How had I let myself get so freaked out by a stupid ghost story? I rolled my eyes at my gullibility.

      This world was a tiny fraction the size of Earth, so the horizon was strangely close. As a result, I was almost on top of the city before it – or indeed anything – came into view. I let out a long, slow sigh of relief. I’d worried for nothing.

      The city lights were too dim to achieve anything. I could see them – but not much else. Still, just a few more minutes and I’d be there. So it was a shock when, a few moments later, the lights flickered and disappeared from view. My heart climbed up into my throat.

      And then I remembered the little, low hill – more of a plateau, really – just outside the city. The road curved around it. It must have been that which blocked my view.

      ‘What did Devon teach you?’ I chastised myself. For a moment, I wondered what had ever become of my childhood best friend. I hoped she was okay – safe on Earth. I took a deep breath and practised her trick for coping with anxiety. ‘Two, three, five, seven, eleven, thirteen.’ I let my voice trail off and continued counting in my head. But the darkness still pressed in on me.

      I stopped walking. Spock drew to a halt as well. Holding my breath and willing my heart to be silent, I listened. Nothing. Not a peep. Not even this close to the little city – with its dozen or so residents.

      ‘Okay, sorry. Let’s go.’

      We set off once again. Within moments, we’d be safe. The thought of that clicking had been haunting me all night. We’d come round the bend any moment now and everything would be all right.

      And then, the clicking was real. There, in the darkness, just beyond the nameless city, came a clicking noise like River had warned. I may have screamed then. Just a bit. Okay, maybe a lot. Possibly I was ululating like a yodelling banshee.

      Click. Click, click.

      ‘Doctor friend,’ said Spock, wagging her tail in my face.

      And then there was light. Just a little light. Enough to make out BB’s silhouette in the darkness.

      She clicked her beak again. ‘Good heavens, Lem. What on Earth’s got into you?’

      I was hyperventilating but I tried desperately to slow my breathing. ‘Bollocking bastards, doc. You scared the piss out of me.’ I sucked in more air. ‘How’d you find us?’

      ‘Bexley called a couple of hours ago. She got the communicator working not long after you left. Come, let’s get you into town, shall we? You probably need to rest.’

      I clutched my chest and breathed out a nervous giggle. ‘Cheers, doc. That sounds good.’

      ‘I’ve already alerted the departing crew. We’ll get the parts we need in a day or two and be on our way. Once we finish that next job, we can finally make our way to see Bexley’s family.’

      Nodding, I thought about that. ‘We really need a break, don’t we?’
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        * * *

      

      Thank you for reading this little story. I hope you enjoyed it.

      Jurassic Dark is part of the Starship Teapot series. Join Lem and Spock in their adventures now. Books #1–3 are available in ebook or audiobook format now.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE END (FOR NOW)

          

        

      

    

    
      Thank you for reading Jurassic Dark. Turn the page for a sneak peek at the first novel in the series, The Left Hand of Dog.

      Sign up to my newsletter to get updates on what I’m working on, pet pics, book reviews, and free stories.

      PSST! WANT A FREE BOOK?
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        Click the image above to get Stardust Wake for free
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      ‘Geez, Spock, you want me to freeze to death?’ I tried to grab some of the duvet and … wondered why I couldn’t move. I opened my eyes, but it was too dark to see.

      ‘Hang on,’ I muttered. ‘You sleep at my feet. Why are you stealing my covers?’ Surely my eyes should have started adapting to the darkness by now. I tried to move my hand again. No joy on my right; it was pinned in place. My left arm was tangled around Spock, her fur thick between my fingers. I lifted my hand to my face and used my nose to tap my watch to activate the torch – and promptly began hyperventilating.

      This wasn’t my house. No, wait. I wasn’t at home. Spock and I had gone away somewhere. My mind felt like it was swimming through treacle – my reactions were sluggish and my head was foggy.

      And now we were spooned together in some sort of double-wide coffin. No room to move. I was curled up on my side with a squishy gel supporting me. It felt cool and slick, like it ought to be liquid, but acted more like memory foam.

      ‘I’m dreaming. I’m not trapped. It’s just a dream.’ Closing my eyes again, I took slow, deep breaths.

      Two, three, five. I struggled to remember what came after five. Seven, eleven, thirteen. Another deep breath.

      We’d left Toronto and gone… Where did we go?

      Some sort of back-to-nature break – that was it.

      Spock tried to roll over.

      We both panicked at the same time – her scrabbling desperately and me screaming. A light appeared beyond what turned out to be a clear roof above us. Although I couldn’t make out what was outside the confines of our little prison, I could at least see that there was an outside. That’s comforting, I suppose.

      ‘Algonquin Park! That’s where we were.’ We’d gone hiking and then we’d retired for the night in a little log cabin.

      I sat upright as the lid of the coffin lifted and slid aside with a soft kshhh. Wave after wave of nausea made me wish I hadn’t moved. Spock made that hur-hur-hur that was both a motion and a noise. I scrambled to one end of the coffin just as she threw her dinner up at the other end.

      A pink ball of fuzz in the corner of the coffin-box caught my eye. I reached out and picked it up. Spock’s brain. A handmade squeaky toy shaped like a human brain. I’d bought it for her a year earlier. She carried it with her everywhere. She must have been clutching it in her sleep when we … when … when whatever had happened. Spock snatched it out of my hands.

      I looked around the dim room. Maybe a workshop? No, too clean for that. A dentist’s office? Lots of shelves, cupboards, and bits of strange equipment.

      Spock sat back on her haunches and panted. I wrapped my arms around her. ‘We’ll be all right, mate. Just gotta figure it out.’

      A few months back, I’d packed up my dog and everything I owned. I’d moved us from England to Canada. It was all part of my grand plan to reinvent myself. Ergo the hiking: I was determined to become the kind of person who had adventures.

      Finding myself in an alien dentist’s office wasn’t really the sort of adventure I had in mind, though.

      Startled by the sound of movement behind me, I whirled around to face three … they had to be children in bunny costumes. ‘What?’ That’s what they had to be, right? I mean, they weren’t actually rabbits. Definitely not. For one thing, they stood upright. Real bunnies don’t normally do that, do they? For another, they were about the size of Spock.

      But the costumes looked real in that no skin showed through – not even on their faces – and I couldn’t see any zips. Also, I was pretty sure rabbits didn’t come in pastel rainbow colours. Actually, they reminded me of a toy I’d had as a child. Bunnyboo, I’d called it. Four-year-old me was terribly inventive.

      ‘Check out your floopy-floppy ears! How adorable are you?’ Nervous sarcasm still intact then.

      I was nauseated enough that shaking my head seemed like a bad idea. ‘It was beer I had last night, right? Not, like, psychedelic mushrooms? Maybe some natural tree spore that makes a person have trippy visions?’ No one answered me. Or even looked at me.

      Spock sat neatly and dropped her brain in my lap. She lifted a paw towards the nearest of the bunnyboos – for want of a better word. The creature’s mint green fur matched the emerald hue of its humongous Disney princess eyes. ‘Yip,’ said Spock in her smallest, most polite voice.

      This is not happening. I must be dreaming. Or hallucinating. Something.

      The creature pulled a device from a holster like a carpenter’s apron and pointed it at Spock. Or maybe it was merely reading what was on the screen – if it even had a screen. Who was I kidding? I had no idea what they were doing.

      Another, slightly taller bunnyboo – this one periwinkle blue with eyes like Wedgewood plates – stepped forwards and ‘spoke’ to Spock as well. That is, its mouth moved and Spock’s full attention was on it. But no sound emerged. Spock yipped again in response to whatever it was I couldn’t hear.

      Spock pointed at me with her long, sable nose then looked back at the bunnyboos and emitted a low noise, not quite a growl.

      ‘Would someone please tell me what the bollocking pufferfish is going on here?’ I demanded. Okay, not demanded. Requested. Well, pleaded. Whined, maybe. Whatever verb it was I verbed, no one paid me any heed.

      The bunnyboos of my strange hallucination were too deeply engrossed in their silent conversation with my very real dog to spare me any of their attention. It was like watching a TV on mute – except I could hear movements and breathing and the sound of my heart beating a drum on the inside of my chest.

      After a few further moments of this bizarre fever dream, Spock leapt down out of the coffin and turned to face me. She sat on her haunches and looked me in the eye. Then she lifted one paw at me in a clear imitation of the ‘stay’ command I used with her.

      A bunnyboo with heather purple fur lowered a rope lead over Spock’s head. Spock stood and followed them from the room.

      ‘Where are you taking my dog, you fluffy bastards?’ I clambered out of the coffin-bed and scrabbled after them as fast as my besocked feet would carry me. But the thick metal door slid shut seconds before I got to it.

      I pounded impotently on the door, screaming, ‘Spock! Come back. Don’t let those fuzzy arseholes hurt you.’ Unable to find a doorknob or control panel or anything, I leant against the wall next to the door and slid down until I landed on my arse. I shivered and hugged my knees to my chest.

      Why can’t I wake up? Letting my head fall forwards, I cried for a bit, whimpering Spock’s name periodically.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      After a while, I took a deep breath. And another. I counted primes up to thirty-one.

      ‘Time to snap out of it, Lem. Think, think, think. If this is a dream, you’ll wake up soon enough, have a nice shower, go for a hike, maybe later you’ll get some therapy – and everything will be fine. But if it’s not a dream, and you really have been kidnapped by small furry creatures, then you need your wits about you, right?’

      I’d read somewhere that talking to yourself didn’t mean you were crazy – it was only crazy if you answered yourself.

      ‘Right,’ I replied. ‘Okay, first things first.’ I checked my smartwatch. Where the date and time normally were, there was just a single word: ERROR.

      Hmm, that’s weird. I checked the relevant settings. Offline. I suppose that was to be expected.

      Deep breath. ‘Right, let’s check this place out.’ I hauled myself to my feet and looked around, stopping to grab Spock’s brain toy. I clutched it to myself as I explored the perfectly ordinary room. The walls were a brilliant, glossy white and the shiny, clean floor was pale grey.

      The ceiling was more than two metres high, but the door Spock and the bunnyboos had walked through had a clearance of well under two metres – I’d have to duck to walk through it.

      The tops of the bunnyboos’ ears barely reached my shoulders, so that fit. The edges of the space were lined with cupboards and worktops – all sized for beings much shorter than me.

      There was something that looked like a sink. Smacking my lips, I wondered how long it had been since I’d had anything to drink or eat. How long had I been unconscious?

      A series of coffins on plinths stood in the middle of the room – not just the one Spock and I had climbed out of. Four of them. They looked a bit like commercial fridges lying on their backs. I approached the nearest one and peered in. The top was frosted over. I touched it to see if it was cold – but then the room was like a giant refrigerator. Everything felt cold.

      I focused on looking through the window rather than just at it. There was something in there. Another person, maybe? It dawned on me to use my watch’s torch again, so I switched it on and aimed my wrist at the window. I gazed into the abyss and … a large yellow bird stared back at me.

      It opened its beak and screamed. Well, I thought it screamed – much like when the bunnyboos spoke, I couldn’t hear anything. I could definitely hear myself howling, so I knew my ears worked.

      The door to the room whooshed open with considerably more urgency than it had whooshed shut with. The three bunnyboos and Spock ran back in.

      Oh, thank God!

      The purple one still held Spock’s lead. Thankfully, she didn’t look any the worse for whatever they’d done. I ran to her. Dropping to my knees, I wrapped my arms around her neck and buried my hands in her thick fur. ‘My baby. Are you okay?’ She sat on the floor and leant her head into my chest.

      The lid of the coffin-fridge I’d disturbed slid open and the bunnyboos gathered around it. They had their backs to us. This was my chance. I lifted the end of the lead up over Spock’s head, then beckoned her to follow me as I ran for the door.

      As before, it slid shut before I got to it. I skidded to a halt in my sock-feet and slammed into the closed door. You know that definition of stupidity that involves repeating the same actions and expecting a different outcome? Yeah, well, I may or may not have searched for a doorknob in the same spots I’d already examined. But what else was I supposed to do?

      Hearing footsteps behind me, I turned to find the blue one was pointing a device at me. Weapon? Communicator? Weather-sensor? Coaster? How the hell was I supposed to know?

      Blue looked at me. Green raised her arms. Wait, his arms? Their arms? I shook my head. Not the time to wonder about alien pronouns. I decided to stick with she until someone told me otherwise.

      Blue’s lips moved rapidly. But with no noise. The bird-creature stood up in its coffin and squawked. Frantically.

      Spock leapt in front of me. Alsatian genes told her to protect me. In stressful situations, they tended to override any good sense in her tiny dog brain.

      The bunnyboos had a silent conversation. Looked heated, though.

      ‘Wrooh.’ Spock made a plaintive bark.

      Didn’t work. Blue moved towards me. The Killer Rabbit of Caerbannog raced through my mind. But a dog-shaped shield flew through the air and chomped down on her child-sized leg. She pulled the bunnyboo away. Then, it was all a blur. Fur flew in every direction. Green. Blue. Purple. Spock’s sable. Limbs and bodies tumbled and rolled. Spock snarled and snapped her teeth.

      Green pointed her device at my dog. Spock crumpled like an empty bag. My vision glowed red. Not literally, of course. Figuratively. Still…

      ‘You killed my best friend, you fuzzy little bastard. I’ll kill you all, you monsters.’ I launched myself at the nearest bunnyboo, whichever arsehole it was. The last thing I saw was the same weapon being pointed at me. Then something hit me and I died.
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