Lost in Felarya

Chapter One: Destination


She ran.


She ran faster than she could ever remember running before. Her partly torn skirt caught on brambles, holding her back, and she lurched on desperately, legs and heart pumping in a blind rush. That which pursued her was the stuff of nightmares. She did not ordinarily have bad dreams, but this place was like a constant, horrible dream leaked into the waking world. And if she did not get away, she knew exactly what it would do to her.


She skidded, on ground damp and muddy with rain, her hand striking out to steady her against a tree. Gasping for breath, she pushed on, running as hard as she possibly could.


A feminine laugh rang out behind her, horribly close – not unkind, yet taunting her. Tears of despair rose to her eyes.


I don’t deserve this…


Or maybe she did.


No! This was no time for guilt, or doubt. The only thing that mattered was survival, here in this thick, moist, oppressive jungle where humans were nothing more than–


She screamed, as she was suddenly swept off her feet, a gigantic hand closing around her. She was lifted up, dizzyingly fast, and stared, horrified, into an equally gigantic, female face. Huge, greenish brown eyes observed her curiously for a moment, then the creature’s mouth opened wide, pink and glistening with saliva.


There was nothing in the world except that mouth.


It was the end of everything.

Several days earlier…


Gwynn Parry thumbed through the pages of her passport, idly. There was not much else to do while waiting in line for check-in. She glanced at the visa stamps she had seen dozens of times before. From the mundane to the exotic, she had set foot –sometimes briefly– on every continent on Earth, except Antarctica. The novelty of visiting distant lands, which had so excited her in her youth, had worn off many years ago. At the age of 47, she had come to view these travels as routine.


She flicked through the pages a moment longer, until her glance fell upon a stamp she had been trying to forget. The stamp of a country she was not likely ever to go back to. She frowned, and closed her burgundy passport with a flap. The words ‘European Union. United Kingdom of Great Britain and Northern Ireland’ stood out in gold letters on the dark red cover, familiar and reassuring. The queue moved forward a little, and she moved with it, adjusting the strap of her bag over her shoulder.


A patient voice over a loud speaker sent out a final boarding call for a flight to Nairobi. Gwynn barely heard it. Airport announcements were like background noise; her mind simply tuned them out. The line of people shuffled forward again, and again she moved with it. The man standing just in front of her somehow managed to trip over his own bag, dropping his passport and ticket in the process.


“Ah, mais c’est pas vrai!” He sounded tense, a little stressed. His voice bore a thick African accent. He was a tall man, dark-skinned, broad shouldered, perhaps very slightly overweight. Although Gwynn could not see his face, his surprisingly soft voice belied his heavy build. Looking down quickly at his brownish passport as he picked it up, she saw the words ‘République du Congo’.


The man retrieved his passport and ticket from the floor, shifted his feet, picked up his bag, then put it down again, as though not really knowing what to do with it. By then, the queue was on the move again, and, muttering to himself, he hurried to keep up. Gwynn followed at a more leisurely pace.


With little else of interest to catch her attention, she continued to watch the apparently flustered Congolese man for a while. He was travelling with a woman, who slipped her arm through him and half-turned to smile up at him, giving Gwynn a partial view of her face. She seemed to be in her mid-thirties, and was distinctly attractive, her thick, glossy, dark chestnut hair framing her pretty face and curling over her shoulders. Gwynn held back a sigh. Although she did not consider herself old, it had been a while since she had been in her thirties. And a while since she had smiled at a man like that.

After giving the Congolese man’s arm a squeeze, the chestnut-haired girl released his arm and began gesturing with her hands. Gwynn’s eyebrows rose in mild surprise. Sign language… The man watched, and nodded.

“Oui, je sais,” he replied. “Je suis juste… un peu… C’est pas grave.”

Gwynn lost interest. She had no idea what the mute woman was saying, and, in any case, it was none of her business. She did not enjoy strangers taking too close an interest in her affairs, so she would do them the courtesy of not focusing on theirs.

Again, the line moved forward at its slow pace, and she followed with a sigh.

* * *


With a shuddering sigh, Mohamed al Hafez sank into his seat, his tired legs grateful for the prospect of rest. The old man closed his wrinkled eyelids for a moment as he caught his breath. The 87 year-old’s weakened body was not the only cause for the shiver which passed through him, and he kept his eyes closed several seconds longer, feeling the reality of the airliner’s chair.


“Is there anything we can do for you, sir?” The stewardess addressed him in Arabic. It was a language he was no longer used to hearing, after so many years. She had helped him onto the plane, guiding him kindly to his seat before everyone else came aboard. A seat with plenty of leg room, where he could settle in relative comfort. Her voice was pleasant, helpful – mildly concerned, perhaps. A touch of a distant land. Home. He blinked, his eyes stinging, and looked up at her with a ghost of a smile.


He was no longer used to smiling, either.


“Thank you,” he replied, in his native language. “I’m fine.”


The woman smiled at him again, and moved off. Mohamed watched her leave, then turned his attention to the small, oval viewport. There was not much to see outside. Only the solid concrete of airport land. It was raining, lightly. Mohamed imagined it would be warmer where he was going. Dryer, too. He tried to dredge up the memories of his youthful years. They were faded – faded like the rare photographs he still kept, frozen, black-and-white images of a sunny land.


At least, he imagined it was sunny. It had to be. He had dreamt it that way, yet again last night, lying fitfully in that old bed, for the last time. The sunlight, in his imagination, warming his skin. The caress of distant memories. Blotting out, perhaps, more recent memories best forgotten.


He was about to leave all that behind. Burying the ghosts of those who had died in the mud, all those years ago –or had it been indoors? A white, grimy wall… Those memories were faded, too. Perhaps they would fade complete. Perhaps he would be free now. Free from the weight of his own mind.


Returning to the sunlight.


It had been so long…


Tears welled up in the old man’s eyes. The plane around him was empty still, rows of empty seats about to be filled. For now, there was no-one there to see him, as he began to cry.

* * *


“Keep… keep… keep the change!”


Majed Tarab thrust two banknotes into the taxi driver’s hands, and barely listened to his thanks as he ran into the airport, almost colliding with the automatic glass doors when they were slow to open. An anxious, wild look in his dark brown eyes, the young man –the stubble on his unshaven face making him look older than his early thirties– looked round for the departures board, and searched for his flight. A sigh of relief escaped him. He was not late. He would have just enough time to check in–


A cheery tune rang out from his pocket, startling him. Hastily, he fumbled in his pocket and withdrew his mobile phone. Its ringing sounded impossibly loud, and he stared at it with obvious discomfort. He felt as though the entire crowd milling around the airport’s entrance hall were staring at it too. The name on the screen leapt up at him, confronting him. It was her, of course. Angrily, he switched it off, and gripped it tightly. No point in keeping it now… You could never know, after all… Much better to just– He walked over to the public toilets at a brisk pace, entered a cubicle, closed the latch behind him, and emptied his bladder nervously. Then, he dropped his mobile phone into the toilet, and smiled grimly as he flushed it away.


There. That was that done.


Exiting, he rinsed his hands, then made his way to the check-in desk. The queue was a short one. No doubt most passengers had already gone through. Majed adjusted his shirt, and ran his hand through his short, dark hair, acutely aware of his untidy appearance. He wondered whether they could prevent him from boarding if he did not look tidy enough. The thought made him even more tense as he approached the desk, smiled awkwardly at the check-in employee, and handed her his passport and ticket without a word.


“Bonjour, monsieur,” she said pleasantly, and proceeded through the formalities with brisk efficiency. ‘الجمهورية العربية السورية’, the cover of his black passport said.


“Is Damascus your final destination, sir?” the woman asked, in French, barely glancing up from her computer.


“Yes,” he said, croaking. He grimaced, and cleared his throat. “Yes,” he said again, more clearly.


“Any luggage, sir?”


“No.”


That made her look up. She did not attempt to conceal her surprise.


“No suitcase, no hand luggage, nothing?”


“No,” he said again, as politely as he could. The woman looked at him curiously for a second, then nodded. She placed his ticket back on the desk.


“You want to go to gate 17B, sir. It’s down that way. You need to go there immediately.” She smiled. “Have a pleasant flight.”


“Thank you.” The words came out automatically, and carried little warmth. He all but snatched the precious ticket and passport back and stuffed them in his coat pocket.


Almost there now.


Of course, he had been focusing so much on getting aboard the plane that he had little idea what he would do after it actually touched down in Damascus.


One problem at a time, he told himself, and glanced down at the bruises on the knuckles of his right hand. He grimaced again. I deserve those… He hoped the swelling would not diminish too quickly. At that moment, he had a perverse need to remind himself what an absolute bastard he felt. Not that it would stop him from getting onto the plane.


He repressed the urge to run all the way to the boarding gate.

* * *


Felarya was not a safe place for someone extremely small, but Tina had lived here all her life. She had survived this long because she was smart, quick on her feet and in her mind. She also had rather powerful friends, but she did not stay with them at all times. Like most people, she needed her independence. She needed to know how to survive on her own.


Tina, a young tomthumb of the Alsumi tribe, squelched through the muddy ground amidst the jungle’s undergrowth, alert as to the world around her. She ran a hand through her short-cut blond hair, adjusting it as a warm breeze brushed over her face. Many Felaryans would have detected the scent of living beings on that breeze, but a tomthumb’s nose was not that well adjusted. She had to rely on her ears, and on her eyes. And on being very quiet.


She smiled slightly as she side-stepped a trail of transparent, sticky, glistening slime left by an unseen slug girl. No predator could catch her that easily. She walked on, until she reached a small clearing, and looked up at the person she had come to visit.


It was impossible not to notice her. The taller woman was about three hundred times bigger than her. And yet, of course, she had known Tina was coming.


It was impossible to approach a naga without being sensed.


“Hi there, Tina,” the giant naga greeted her, with a smile and friendly wave. The tomthumb walked up closer to her, and climbed up onto the root of a nearby tree.


“Hey, Jissy. Hi, Roshan!” she added as she noticed the male human sitting a short distance away, leaning casually against another tree. She returned the smile. “Watcha doing?”


“Making a shelter.” Jissy was tying the edge of a cut-out sheet of dark green, synthetic material to the branch of a tree. Tina cocked her head, curious.


“A shelter?” she echoed.


Roshan nodded. “With tents. Several tents, ripped up and tied together. Stretch’em out, and you can use them to keep the rain out.”


“It was his idea,” Jissy said, nodding at the human. She sounded rather proud of him. “I just… found the materials. I got them from campers who won’t be needing them any more.” She smiled.


Tina grinned. “I wouldn’t have thought of it. Although I suppose being rained on all the time gets annoying… I wouldn’t know; I live underground.”


“With the kinds of downpours we get around here, it’ll be nice to–” Roshan stopped as a bright, white light flashed across the sky. It was followed by a loud, booming sound, reverberating through the jungle. All three of them looked up.


“What is that?” Tina asked, startled.

* * *


Gwynn Parry stretched her cramped legs as best she could in the confined space of her economy-class seating. They had been flying for several hours now, and night had fallen, over the plane and the Meditterranean Sea far below. She adjusted the cushion behind her head, grimacing. At one time, she had found it easy to sleep while flying. But not any more.


Maybe I’m getting old… Her dark blond hair was still surprisingly free of grey, but she did not expect that to last.


She turned her head, the cushion slipping as she did so, and looked at the young man in the seat beside hers. He was young –in his early twenties, she guessed–, and not unattractive, with fairly pale skin, very dark hair, and reasonably handsome, clean-shaven features. He looked French, she thought. Of course, that might not mean anything… Unlike her, he had managed to sleep, although she was not certain it was doing him much good. He was sweating, despite the cold air in the plane; beads of sweat dampened his brow, trickling down his cheek. His eyelids were twitching, caught in a dream, and he whimpered a little. Dreams… It was a long time since she had had any of those, either. Or at least, any that she could remember. Maybe it was for the best.


She wondered whether the young man was having a nightmare, and whether she should wake him. Discreetly, of course; a nudge to the arm… Then again, he was a stranger. She knew nothing about him. Perhaps he would not appreciate spending the rest of the journey awake, bored out of his mind in the dark confines of the plane. His nightmares –if that was what they were– were his own business, not hers.


Before she could wonder about it any longer, however, the young man twitched, breathed in sharply, and opened his eyes. He found her looking at her, and held her gaze for a moment. Gwynn smiled, a little awkwardly.


“Are you ok?” she asked, for lack of anything better to say.


“I am ok,” he replied, with a heavy French accent. He looked away, towards the closed viewport.


Gwynn hesitated. “You’re sweating,” she said at last, without quite knowing why. “Vous suez,” she added, in awkward French. “Peut-être un verre d’eau…”


The young Frenchman turned to face her. He seemed irritated, but also… frightened? There was something aggressive in his expression, but in his eyes she sensed vulnerability. She was good at reading eyes.


It helped, when you were a journalist.


Much to her surprise, he asked, in an angry whisper haunted with pain: “Est-ce que vous avez déjà commis l’irréparable?”


Gwynn held his gaze again, then blinked. Some of his obvious discomfort seemed to shift over to her. She understood the question, but not why he was asking it, and, all of a sudden, she felt very ill-at-ease. This time, it was she who turned away.


“I’ll see if a flight attendant can bring you some water,” she said, in English.


The plane lurched, catching her by surprise. There was gasps. Then, the flight captain’s voice:


“Mesdames, messieurs, nous entrons dans une zone de turbulence. Veuillez–” A screech of strained metal drowned out the rest. The aircraft began to shake, violently. Close by, several people screamed. Beside Gwynn, the Frenchman lifted up the cover over the viewport, and a bright white light blinded her. Another lurch–


The plane dropped from the sky.


Her own scream echoed in her ears.

* * *


There were few places in Felarya more tranquil than the Fairy Pond. In appearance, at least, and appearances in this world were almost always deceptive. You would hear the waterfall from some distance away, its soothing sound whispering to you, inducing a state of peaceful relaxation. Then, its scent would reach you – the subtle, sweet smell of countless flowers, intoxicating in their perfection, drawing you closer. And then, you would see it. The bluiesh grasses, swaying gently in a warm, pleasant breeze, conveying a feeling of magic and beautiful serenity. The soft, bright pastel colours of the flowers. The water, crystal clear… By this point, you would also hear the soft, twinkling laughter of girlish voices.


And you would already be doomed.


Lucilya was laughing now, as she held out both hands together and connected them with the light, round ball which tumbled down through the air towards her, and which bounced merrily back towards the sky when she propelled it upwards. Playful, female giggles filled the warm air, alive with small fairies darting to and fro in the early evening light. The pond’s eponymous residents were having fun, playing childishly with a new toy they had acquired. A bouncing ball, whose previous owner, a human, was now travelling in liquified form through the intestine of a fairy named Senya.


Lucilya looked up, towards the sky, watching the sunlight reflect off the ball’s smooth, glossy surface. Her tiny, translucent wings, tinged with hints of sky blue, beat softly, keeping her hovering over the treetops. The breeze played gently with her shortish, place blue hair, and the sunlight reflected, shining, in her beautiful purple eyes. Up above, Senya flew a playful loop, then reached the ball, swinging her hands to pass it on to another fairy. More giggling. Everything was peaceful – perfect.


A deafening sound ripped through the air, accompanied by a blinding white light. Alarmed, Lucilya felt her wings flutter, as she clamped her hands over her ears and closed her eyes tight shut, shielding herself from the sensory onslaught.


When the brightness passed, she looked up, and saw a strange something in the sky. It was long, huge, white, with two rigid wings, horribly loud… and it was falling. Very close.


Panic erupted around the pond, fairies fluttering and darting around in confusion. Lucilya stayed where she was, tense and frightened, watching as the strange object fell closer and closer. It crashed, at last, somewhere in the jungle, with a screeching, booming sound echoing in her ears. She shivered, dazed. Senya flew up to her, shaken.


“What was that?” Senya’s light brown face, framed by her lovely, long violet hair, was pale.


“I don’t know.” Lucilya shook her head. “Shall we go and see?”


Senya stared at her.


“Are you serious?” she whispered.


Lucilya’s confidence was beginning to return, slowly.


“Do you know what it reminded me of?”


Her friend shook her head. Other fairies were gathering round now, their expressions troubled and uncertain.


“It reminded me of those hover-ships the humans use to travel around here,” Lucilya said. “But bigger. And different. With wings. Or whatever those wing-like things were.” She paused. “I think it must have been made by humans.”


Tifani, a dark-haired fairy with delicate bracelets round her wrists and ankles, looked thoughtful.


“Are you saying there may be humans inside it?”


“I’m saying it’s worth going for a look.” Lucilya smiled. “After all… It’s almost dinner-time.”

* * *


Only the shouts of his fellow passengers told Majed he was still alive. He sat, petrified, his limbs aching with the strain of his own tension. The inside of the plane was still there, around him. When someone lifted the cover of a nearby viewport, he saw trees outside.


Flight attendants were moving down the aisles, delivering instructions quickly. He nodded when he was told to get up and move out. Almost mechanically, he unbuckled his seatbelt, and got to his feet on shaky legs.


“Can I… Can I help?” he asked, to no-one in particular. People were moving, shoving, and he moved with the flow. Attendants directed passengers towards the exits. He felt almost like a machine, barely thinking, as he stepped outside onto the exit slide, and found his balance on grassy ground down below.


He was in a jungle. The air was warm, moist, despite the onset of evening. The trees were tall, unrecognisable, towering up above. He stumbled over his own feet, staring at his surroundings.


“Keep moving, keep moving, clear the exits!” the plane crew were saying. “S’il vous plaît, écartez-vous, ne restez pas près des sorties. Merci ; allez, on s’écarte, s’il vous plaît.”


“This isn’t right…”


Majed knew enough English to understand the words spoken by the woman standing almost right beside him. He looked at her, tearing his gaze away from the foreign trees. She was of average size and build, in her mid-thirties perhaps, quite attractive, Oriental. Her voice, tinged with an Asian accent, was prim, educated. She wore a business suit, and had probably been in the front of the plane.


“What’s not right?” he asked, in English.


“This.” She made a very small, sweeping gesture with her hand. “The jungle. We were over the Meditterranean.”


“Oh.” He frowned, as that slowly sank in. “Oh, right…”


The woman wandered off before he could say anything else, and he looked round at the other survivors, still pouring out of the crashed plane. It did not appear too badly damaged, although he doubted it would be flying again any time soon. He spotted an elderly Arab man doddering out, with the help of a flight attendant. Majed hesitated, then hurried over.


“Laissez,” he told the woman. “Je m’occupe de lui.” With a nod and a faint, grateful smile, she relinquished the elderly passenger to his care, and returned inside, no doubt to help other survivors. Carefully, Majed guided the old man over to a fallen tree trunk, and helped him sit down. “Here,” he said in hesitant English, “you sit, ok?”


The man nodded, shaken, without a word. Majed turned his attention back to the crowd, dozens of people milling about, frightened and confused. An attractive young Arab woman, in her late teens or early twenties, was approaching him, uncertainly. She addressed him in Arabic.


“Syrian?”


He nodded. The girl gulped. She looked as though she came from a wealthy background. Neat make-up, a posh hairdo for her long, black, glossy hair, expensive clothes… There was blood on her forehead.


“Do you know where we are?” she asked, in a small voice.


Majed shook his head, looking around. “It must be an island in the Med…it…” He stopped, as he realised how absurd that sounded. “I have no idea.”


The girl nodded. “I’ve just tried to call home. There’s no signal here.”


Majed shook his head once more. He no longer had his own mobile phone, of course. “Don’t worry. We’re all right. Rescue will come… Planes are monitored on radar, you know. Everyone knows where we are. Rescue must be on its way already. In the meantime, let’s just… see if anyone needs our help, yes?” He gave her a look of encouragement. “What’s your name? I’m Majed.”


The girl managed a weak smile. “Laila. And thank you.”


“No problem. You’re not badly hurt; that’s the main thing. You’ll be fine. Does your head hurt at all?” He nodded at her forehead. “You’re bleeding.”


Reflexively, Laila lifted her hand to the injury. She seemed almost startled to feel a sticky wetness here.


“I’m–”


There was a commotion close by, interrupting them. Shouts, from amidst the crowd. A voice, yelling, in a language he did not understand. Other voices, yelling back. He exchanged a glance with Laila, motioned for her to stay where she was, with the old man, then ran towards the scene of the shouting. He pushed through the crowd. In its centre, a clearing had been formed, in which a wild-looking man was turning round and round, staring frantically at all the people around him. He was almost naked, save for a gourd-shaped object covering his genitals. His hair was long and unkempt, and he wore a thick black beard. About one metre seventy tall, he had very dark skin, and darting eyes filled with confusion. He was fairly young, perhaps in his late twenties. He was shouting, now and then, in a foreign language, arms gesturing wildly.


“We don’t understand you.” An Arab man in his early forties, in uniform, was trying to calm him. He was probably the flight captain, Majed thought. “Calm down. Calm down. It’s all right.”


“He can’t have been on the plane,” a middle-aged, overweight white woman was saying. “They wouldn’t have let him aboard dressed like that.”


“Maybe he’s a native of this place,” someone else said.


“Could be,” the woman conceded.


“In the Mediterranean?” Majed countered, dubiously. “I don’t think so.”


The naked black man yelled something, gesticulating at them.


“Will you all be quiet, please?” the captain said, calmly. “Move back. Give him some space. Don’t frighten him. Does anyone understand what he’s saying?”


The crowd fell quiet. Clearly nobody understood the stranger’s language. Most of them took a few steps back, as the captain had instructed. No doubt they were relieved to have someone tell them what to do.


“Thank you,” the captain said, and turned to the stranger. “Now, can you tell me–”


The man bolted. Almost tripping over himself, he rushed for a gap in the crowd. Passengers hurried to move out of his way, some of them shouting in surprise. In his haste to get away, the man stumbled, collapsing in a sprawl. He did not immediately get up. Passengers moved away from him, murmuring. Only one, after a moment, stepped forward. A tall, dark-skinned, broad-shouldered man, he crouched down beside the fallen stranger.


“Eh,” he said, his voice surprisingly gentle. “Ca va?” He spoke French with a strong African accent.


The stranger pushed himself up, wary, and crouched, facing him. Majed stood close by, a little tense, as the two men observed each other.


“On vous veut pas de mal,” the passenger said, his tone soothing and gentle. “Vous êtes blessé, monsieur?”


The mysterious stranger was silent for a long while. Slowly, at last, he straightened up. The passenger stood with him.


“Je sais que vous me comprenez pas, mais mon nom, c’est Fabrice.” He placed his hand on his chest. “Fabrice,” he repeated. “Je m’appelle Fabrice. Et vous?”


The man moistened his lips, nervous, his eyes still darting quickly at his surroundings, seeking out threats. Finally, he inhaled, drew himself up proudly, and placed one hand, fingers spread, over his bare chest.


“Lohai,” he said, slowly and clearly.


Fabrice smiled.


“Lohai. Fabrice. Heureux de faire votre connaissance.”


The crowd seemed to hold its breath, as Lohai observed him a while longer. Finally, he seemed to relax a little, and returned the smile. He said something, calmly, in his own language. Several spectators exhaled a sigh of relief.


“OK,” the captain said, drawing their attention back to him. “Now, thank you all for staying calm.” He spoke English, a foreign language to him, slowly and carefully. “I have to say, we’re not sure yet where we are. There is a problem with the… Anyway, we need you all to stay here, close to the plane. Someone will have seen us fall off the radar, and will come for us. If you are hurt, come back inside; we have medical kits.”


“Is everyone all right?” the overweight woman asked. “That was some crash.”


The captain inhaled quickly, grimaced for a second, and shook his head. “Three people died. Others are injured. Mostly, you’re all right. There were 162 people aboard; 159 survivors after such a fall is…” He trailed off. “We’ll all be all right. I promise. Please, for now, just wait. If there is anything you need, a member of the crew will help.”


There were nods, a few murmurs.  The crowd began to disperse, as people moved away on their own or in small groups, with no particular aim in mind. Majed watched them, then glanced up at the sky. Only now was the reality of his situation sinking in.


He had crashed. He had no idea where he was.


But then, he had not been going anywhere in the first place. He had boarded that plane to get away from one place, rather than to reach another. He had been heading nowhere, and he had ended up, it seemed, nowhere. The irony of it was not lost on him.


Although, when rescue did come, he would probably end up in handcuffs, dragged off to a police cell.


He wondered whether, in the meantime, Sandra would think he was dead. They would probably tell her that he had been on the flight. How would she reacted? Would she be devastated? Or would she not care? It troubled him deeply that he simply did not know.


If his wife thought he was dead, would she cry, or would she smile?


Feeling very uncomfortable, he tried to brush that thought aside. With little else to do, he returned to Laila and to the old man. They were engaged in quiet conversation, sitting side by side on the tree trunk, but stopped and looked up as he approached.


“What was all the shouting about?” Laila asked, in Arabic. Even her accent made her sound rich. For a moment, he felt bitter, thinking of his own poverty, and where it had led him.


“Some naked guy who seems to have appeared out of nowhere.” Majed shrugged. “Are you two doing ok? Shall I see if I can get you some water? Oh, Laila, we need to clean the scrape on your forehead.”


The girl nodded, standing.


“Sir,” Majed went on, addressing the old man, “you’ll be more comfortable inside the plane.”


“Thank you. Yes, I think so.” They helped him up, together. “Thank you… The strength of youth. I had it once.” He smiled, before the expression on his wrinkled face turned serious once more. “Do you know why we crashed?”


“It’s all a big mystery still,” Majed told him apologetically. They helped him towards the plane. The doors were out of reach, connected to the ground by the exit slides, but someone inside had put out rope ladders. “Maybe a flight attendant can haul you up, if that’s ok?” he asked the old man. “Or I can go up and do it. It’s going to be evening soon, and you’d be better off sleeping in–”


A blur of motion, off between the trees, caught his eye, and he turned. For several long seconds, he had no idea what he was looking at. Only slowly did he realise that something was coming towards them. Flickers of light, flying and dancing in the air, swooping down on the groups of passengers outdoors. He frowned, puzzled.


And then the screaming started. Dazed, he stood frozen for a moment, not understanding. Laila tugged his arm.


“Come on!”


“What?” He blinked. Passengers were running towards him, towards the plane, away from whatever had just flown in among them. Aghast, he saw one of the running crash survivors shrink and… vanish. His eyes widened in disbelief. The warm air carried the sound of soft female laughter, utterly incongruous.


“Come on!” Laila said, urgently.


Still not understanding, Majed hurried with her and the old man up to the plane. Laila grabbed the rope ladder and began to climb, as quickly as she could. Once she was half-way up, Majed began to follow.


“We’ll haul you up!” he called down to the old man. More screams, thick with terror, sounded nearby. Something, something horrible, unseen, was attacking the passengers. Majed reached the top of the ladder, scrambling inside. “Grab hold!” he shouted at the old man. “Laila, help me pull him up! Don’t let go, either of you!”


Other passengers were climbing up to the other entrances, or struggling to scale the smooth exit slides. For whatever reason, panic had swept through them. Grunting, he pulled the elderly man up, grabbing his arms at the end to haul him inside. At the same moment, a brown-skinned man in his early thirties, with a colourful shirt and a thin beard, scrambled in up the slide, gasping.


“What is it, out there?” Majed asked him, quickly. The man gave him a wide-eyed look.


“Tiny things, fly- flying!” he gasped out. “Shrinking people!”


It was impossible, of course, and yet he had seen it himself.


“Will they come in here?” Laila asked, frightened.


“Probably,” the old man said. His eyes were grave, fearful. “We need to hide.”


“We’re inside a plane!” Laila snapped. “There’s nowhere–”


“The toilets,” Majed said, as the thought came to him.


“Right!” the man with the colourful shirt agreed breathlessly.


“Come on.” Majed waved them towards the small lavatories, running as he did so. “Come on, come on! Get in, as soon as you can!”


He reached the cubicles first, and opened one. As soon as Laila caught up with him, he pushed her inside, and closed the door. “Lock yourself in!” he told her. The man with the picturesque shirt nodded, as he took another, entering and closing the door behind him with a click.


“Come on, come on!” Majed urged the old man, who was doddering down the aisle as fast as he could. “Come on!”


The man glared at him, half-stumbling, but finally reached his position. At that instant, two of the strange flickers of light flew into the plane, and hovered for a moment. Majed did not wait to see what they were going to do. Grabbing the old man, he pushed him into a free toilet cubicle, joined him, and locked the door. The man sat down, panting for breath, while Majed leaned back against the door.


The old man closed his eyes for a moment, and mopped his brow.


“I never asked…” he said, looking up at Majed, worried, shivering and wheezing for breath. “Where exactly are we?”

[To be continued…]

