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      Jungles are one of the most mysterious and dangerous places to find one’s self in. Jungles are crowded with various types of plant life; some being poisonous and deadly, to those that are beautifully elegant and full of healing properties. The lush forest feeds on whatever sunlight and rain it can manage, but it is a constant struggle for survival as it perpetuates the expanding growth of its dense canopy.

      It also has its share of predators, both animal and plant-based, hiding in the shadows, camouflaged, as if a thousand eyes are watching your every move. Yes, it can be scary. Visiting some remaining ones on Earth could be challenging, maybe even a bit of a daunting task. But, imagine discovering an entire planet comprising out of one. Dreganon V is one of those rare worlds. Nestled in the Parsi System, four jump points beyond Earth, and far from the usual space traffic routes, a habitable world was found with just such an environment. Who would ever have thought an overly vegetative planet like this could exist?

      I remember Doctor Lim Rojas, a former botany professor (from a course I had once taken), telling the class of a proverb he himself had once been told. It came from a village elder, in some remote area of Peru; one that was closest to the mouth of the Amazon Rainforest. He stated: “If you step into the jungle, showing little respect for it, there’s a good chance you won’t ever come back.”

      I never gave it much credence, figuring it was just a minor superstition, or some sort of slogan off of a t-shirt he was paraphrasing; But after my encounter on Dreganon V, I understood the meaning behind it, and conceded to such a warning. To be perfectly honest, I never really wanted to go there… not at first. But, the more I had heard about it, researching the survey data from the probes, the more I found myself determined to go see it with my own eyes.

      I’ve been a qualified interplanetary botanist for several years now. To point a fact, I’m the only woman graduate (off world) with dual PhDs in the fields of Botanical science and interplanetary micro-organism pathology; I had been working for AirSurge Incorporated at the time of my studies, and soon became their leading technical advisor in the Interplanetary bio-science division. Some would say that I’m their only qualified leading botanist, perhaps.

      AirSurge Incorporated was a dynamic company that located, harvested and processed oxygen for all Earth Core United governed worlds; from starships, to orbital stations, and other various stationed hospitals; They even serviced outer colony bases that required full planetary atmosphere bio-spheres. AirSurge was the leading (if not only) air processing conglomerate for all the human race.

      The company sends out vessels to scout for any opportunity where oxygen can be acquired and harvested; Planets, comets, nebula gases… wherever the elements can be used for their needs. That’s where Dreganon V (the jungle planet) comes into the picture. It has the highest continual supply of pure oxygen of any other world. The alien vegetation grows on average one point two million hectares per day, that’s twelve billion square miles across the planetary surface. The amount of O2 levels are so high, that an unprotected human would develop hyperoxia within a matter of minutes. Not a really pleasant way to die, choking and rupturing your lungs with too much oxygen. You’d think dying in space would be more unpleasant. No way, this is just as terrible, if not worse.

      And yet, even with that scary bit of information, I headed out to that lush garden world, anyway; Perhaps in the hopes I could study and catalogue it just out of sheer hubris. I wanted to be the one to find new species of plant life; to discover groundbreaking medicinal applications, and maybe—just, maybe mind you, to be recognized as the single foremost expert in interplanetary botany and bio-science. I’d be a pioneer in the field and immortalized for all time. Who wouldn’t jump at the chance of becoming that?

      Well, while I waited for that singular event to happen, I bided my time by joining the commissioned AirSurge harvesters; Contracted ship and crews that verify and process a clean supply of pure oxygen. Sure, it wasn’t exactly the groundbreaking job I was wishing for, especially for someone with my established credentials—but, it’s all about the money, right? And, oh my, did I ever make a good living working with this corporation. AirSurge is the only supplier of rich, uncontaminated oxygen that the human race so desperately needs to survive.

      The journey to Dreganon V was far and long. We had to cryo-sleep along the way to conserve our supplies; Food, water, air… the usual basic needs for any deep space flight. Our Interplanetary Harvester ship, the Skyward Seven, was sent out first (five months ahead), then, an AirSurge Purification Cargo Cruiser would follow behind soon after. That ship was to authenticate our cargo, filter it yet again, and then head off back to Earth to deliver the goods. Seems like a lot of work just to get some breathable air, I know. But, viable oxygen supplies have become more precious than any rare metal or jewel in the entire cosmos, understandably.

      The corporation pays a lot for these types of jobs. The danger involved is certainly high risk (anything in space is), but, we all knew that when signing up. It’s the price you pay for such a bold adventure, I suppose. That being said, I kind of wished the adventure I was on hadn’t turned out so badly. So many things went wrong, so many needless deaths; If only we had known… perhaps our captain would have just outright refused the job. I could just see him proclaiming, “screw it!” while turning the ship about.

      Unfortunately, nothing like that happened, and we landed there just the same. If only I hadn’t been so damn curious, trying to get samples and exploring an alien planet. I should have realized my inexperience in exploring a wilderness such as this. If only we had just collected the air and left earlier. Would it have made a difference? God, it’s like a bad memory that I keep living over and over. The only thing echoing in my brain alongside that nightmare is the awful proverb from the professor who quoted it to me.

      “If you step into the jungle, showing little respect for it, there’s a good chance you won’t ever come back.”

      Well, if that’s true… why was I the only one that did?
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        Five months later…

      

      

      

      
        
        The Parsi System…

      

      

      Interplanetary Harvester Vessel, The Skyward Seven, cruised inward as it decelerated while entering the vicinity of the jungle planet’s location; The auto-pilot gracefully guided the ship to its target and immediately took orbit around the vibrantly rich green-looking world. The vessel was bulky, with no real aesthetic to give it a more streamlined appearance, a misshapen hodgepodge that was purposely built for endless missions; It sported four large engines that could pivot for entry and takeoff. It also had four extremely large cargo tank tubes surrounding the ship’s body. They skirted around it like wide oil drums with thick struts that fastened to the hull. The main drive section (nestled within) was the only part that looked out of place from the rest of the twisted grey-white conundrum. It was sleek and slightly more advanced than the rest of the vessel. The six drum-like containers imbedded in its design showed that more thought was put into its streamlined figure and weren’t as overly predominant as the rest of the bulky ship.

      Once Skyward Seven reached full orbit, it instantaneously sprung to life, as windows dotted along the sections switched on, while the outer hull halogens revealed more of its detailed structure. Noisy blips and bloops became abundant as each deck awoke with a surge of power. Oxygen hissed out of the ventilation. The vessel was being re-introduced to the life-sustaining gas the human crew needed to breathe. Stations within the bridge, engineering, and various other consoles, had monitors that flickered and scrolled while the programs rebooted.

      The interior sections were off-white, with brown stains decorating the sand coloured walls, and had some tarnished chrome accents where hands had worn down its lustre. This was a well-used vessel. Not only did it have all the items needed for everyday living, but it showed a level of comfort one needed to live onboard this Harvester. As the ship continued to spring alive, the crew were still sleeping in their allotted cryo-beds built into the side walls; slowly, each pod activated, the automated systems switched on and it gave each individual a rude awakening.

      Like children not wanting to wake up for the morning, the various members tried to ignore the bright lights switching on over their heads. They searched for warmth, grabbing the thin blankets barely covering over them, and refused to acknowledge the computer voice repeatedly instructing them to, ‘get up’. Quick bursts of cold air shot into their faces, causing them to flinch and open their eyes. This was a means of a deterrent by the computer, a way to continue the process of their awakening, and not give them time to fall back asleep.

      Their jobs demanded they be ready for the start of the shift, they were on company time, and this was (after all) a paid venture by them. Captain Dan Sebastian Fruger rose out of his pod first; the man licked his dry lips, flopped his feet to the cold floor, and stretched his weary body. The cracks and pops from his joints caused him to wince slightly. As a man well into his forties, he wondered if this type of job was wearing his body out a bit too thin these days.

      The other six members came out of their wall mounted-pods; all looked worst for wear as they gave a general displeased look. No one seemed willing to leave the comfort of their warm beds.

      “What-uh-what…” Engineer Allen Kim struggled to talk. “What did we do to deserve this life?”

      “You seriously need me to answer that for you?” Captain Dan replied, as he playfully smacked the man on the head. “You signed the contract while drunk, let that be a lesson to you.”

      “Oh…” He stated back, as the brain cogs turned in his head. “Yeah, I did forget that, shit…”

      “Come on, Allen…” Dan slapped his hands. “Wakey-wakey, Mr. Engineer!”

      Allen gave a loud yawn while arching his back, along with an equally loud fart. That’s what he greeted his captain with as he passed by. Dan gave a sour face to the stench, and Allen chuckled in delight as he headed to the lockers at the end of the room; He found his pants, boots and shirt waiting for him, all neatly stored inside the standing cabinet. He hesitated, putting them on for a second, groggily giving a slight sniff and a look of confusion. He wasn’t sure if he’d cleaned them before going into cryo-stasis, but he soon gave a dismissive shrug, figuring it was no big deal if they were.

      Air Collector Technicians Janice Mulahadi, Dillion Polanski and Deacon Bradley, joined the engineer and opened their respective lockers as well. The co-ed arrangement on this ship was nothing new to them. Undressing in front of each other was not uncommon on a ship of this size. There weren’t many places for them to dress, and by now, they’d become accustomed to each other’s nakedness. One requirement before joining this paid gig was to get a full background check (both psychological and criminal). AirSurge was very strict about that. They wanted nothing or anyone stirring up legalities, especially when it came to deep space assignments. Colleagues needed to respect each other; physically, mentally, and emotionally.

      The last to join the group was Katelan Driscoll, the only Interplanetary Astrobiologist/botanist on board. Much like the rest, she had no qualms about undressing in front of her crewmates. Everyone had pretty much got it out of their system over the years. All the whistles, innuendoes and sexist comments, that faded out fairly quickly. They were adults (well, some more than others, Katelan and Janice would muse), but Katelan was the noticeably leaner and healthier one of the bunch. Certainly she had better looking breasts than Janice, in her own opinion, anyway. Scanning the others, it was hard not to notice some poor eating habits that might have contributed to less than ideal stellar physique. That being said, they were still pretty much in a fairly good condition, nonetheless.

      “Anybody started the coffee yet?” Janice quipped while hiking up her tight black cotton underwear. “I could use several cups before we start.”

      “Amen to that,” Allen nodded. “I’ll see what kind we’ve got.”

      “Make sure it’s not that company crap again, I hate their cheap ass shit.” Dillon grumbled, fumbling to put his white socks on.

      “Don’t sweat it, Dill,” Allen rebutted, giving the man a light slap to the ass. “I made sure I brought my own good, expensive shit.” He grinned while buttoning up his grey shirt. “Nothing but the best, gold brand-fine grind Guatemalan coffee.”

      “Oh, my god… I love you, so very much.” Janice stated to him.

      “I know, baby, I know…” He winked.

      Laughter broke out after that remark. The crew were very good friends with one another; They shared jokes, talked about previous missions (both good and bad), and sarcastically mocked about what they were going to wear for the day. The standard issue white undershirt, black boots, and light brown overalls was the only form of uniform that they had. Nobody seemed to mind, though. Generally, they figured since it was such a dull colour anyway, the dirt and stains would just blend in. Plus, the fact that it made it easier having not to decide what to wear every time they woke up, was just as acceptable.

      “How far off are we Cap?” Deacon inquired, as he started combing his thick dark hair.

      “We’re coming up to stationary orbit,” Dan stated, while scratching at his unshaven face. “I just checked with the computer, we’ve got a few more hours and then we can start the prep for landing.”

      “Awesome-sauce boss…”

      “Where’s Katelan?”

      “Right here,” She responded, while speaking from behind the locker and snapping the last button up on her overalls. “Give me a second…. Hey, grab me a coffee, will ya, Deac?”

      She tussled Deacon’s hair as she passed by, giving him a wry smirk as she joined the captain. Deacon immediately cursed at her and started his combing regiment again. Dan snickered at their actions, but got back to the matter of business as Katelan stood in front of him.

      “You ready to calibrate your equipment before breakfast? Or do you need a few sips of coffee first?”

      “Coffee always comes first.” She glared. “Why? What’s the rush?”

      “Not really a rush, per se, I just want to get that done before we set down. I don’t want a repeat of what happened last time.”

      “Hey, that was not my fault,” She quickly pointed at him. “If they hadn’t given me that uncalibrated equipment, I wouldn’t have had to spend all that time tinkering with the settings.”

      “Well, Katey, that’s why I want to make sure. Ya know?” He glanced at her. “I want this to go smoothly. I don’t want to spend too much time down there while you figure things out. Hanging around a nebula is one thing, but setting down on an alien world, a class four jungle one at that, there’s not much time for us to wait for the machines to start up.”

      “Fine, okay… I get it.” She exhaled.

      “Look the minute we land, the ship is going to be bombarded with spores, pollen and growing plant-life that will clog our collectors…”

      “I said I get it, okay?” She stressed to him. “I know what we’ll encounter. This maybe my first time being on this planet, but I probably know more about what we’ll be up against than you do.”

      “Jungle girl, yeah uh-huh… I know you’re the expert and all, but…” He said, with a slight sigh in mid-sentence. “Look, we’re all new to this world, we’ve been to others like it, but not really exactly like it… if you know what I mean.” She nodded in agreement. He scratched at his face again in thought, and then shrugged. “I’m just saying, we need to be prepared. That’s all, okay?”

      “Like I said before,” she glared back at him, “I get it. Now, let me have a sip of some damn coffee before I kill you all.”

      Captain Dan raised his brows and motioned comedically to her as if to respond, “well, shit… go!”

      She stormed away, looking annoyed to the point of being totally pissed off, and gave him the middle finger before stepping out of sight. Dan shook his head and gave a long sigh.

      “So much for getting back together, or even, us having sex again, I guess.”
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        * * *

      

      As the ship continued to power up and opened the other areas, the crew slowly made their way to those sections and started their routine inspections. They had to ensure there were no punctures or hull breaches of any kind while they were in cryo-sleep. Even though Skyward Seven was fitted with the latest space worthy metallic plating, able to absorb the impacts of dust, micro-meteorites (and other stellar debris), there was still a chance something could get through and pretty much compromise the skin of the ship.

      With tablets in hand, checking off each item mentioned, the crew made sure nothing too small or insignificant of a detail was overlooked. This, after all, was for their survival. There had been many accidents in the depths of space; either due to human error, a navigation malfunction, or even overlooking a small hole in the hull. One couldn’t take chances being so far out and well beyond help from Earth. So, making sure your vessel is at peak performance was of the highest priority for any person on board.

      Katelan took her checklist and continued towards the back. The section had just come to life as she stepped into the room and immediately inspected the computers hooked up to the large collector vats. The calibration was essential for their success. Having reminded her of the last mission, not being properly checked and failing to secure enough 02, Katelan checked and double checked all the sensors this time round.

      “The nerve of him,” She said to herself. “Telling me I’m not doing my job. Asshole… It wasn’t my fault, they should have been perfect the first time.”

      Allen heard her speak and joined her in the room.

      “Quit your bitchin’ lady…” He grinned at her. “Stop making it so personal. He’s just being a captain, ya know, company man and all.”

      “Fuck you, Al.” She said, giving him the finger. “He’s trying to make me the reason for that blunder last time.”

      “Well…” He hesitated in thought.

      “Well, what?”

      “It kind of was your fault, in a way…”

      “Seriously?” She screamed at him. “I didn’t know that they didn’t calibrate those… those… fucking things until…”

      “Geez, calm down will ya.” Allen gestured cutting her off in mid-rant. He quickly handed her a coffee (as if expecting her need for it), and walked away with a wry smirk. “Man, I was just messing with you. Here… get some caffeine in ya, save us the moody moments, and get back to normal… for all our sakes.”

      She quickly snatched the coffee and took a sip of the brew. It changed her attitude as the flavour hit like a junkie getting an immediate fix. Now that she was in her ‘caffeine induced lucidity’, she gave him a quick, “thank you”.

      Allen gave her a middle finger salute as he exited the room. That caused her to giggle slightly; that ‘fuck you’ finger gesture was like the entire crew’s way of saying, ‘you’re welcome’ to one another.
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        * * *

      

      Captain Dan, having seated himself in the cockpit of the main drive, perused his data uplink manifest on a small handheld pad. The company had been in constant contact with the ship and feeding it endless information packets for the crew to catch up on when they woke up. Scrolling through those five months’ worth of text messages was almost like a chore for him. The bored expression while reading spoke volumes about his love for this tedious bureaucracy.

      He almost missed one important message during that quick flick and look. He tapped on the file to expand the attached video message, the minute it appeared the video instantly played. A black heavy set man, sporting the latest fashion of a grey business suit, sat at a desk with a beaming grin on his face.

      “Congratulations, Captain Dan, on you and your crew reaching the edge of the Parsi System. The ship notified us the moment you came into its Oort Cloud and gave us a status of when you’d be woken up for the job. I’m the new co-ordinator for all the interplanetary missions for this company; My name is Jacob Russell Dolby, I’m taking over for Mary Sharpton, who was your previous overseer for this specific task.” Taking a sip of water for a second, the man then popped up a holographic image that hovered over his desk. It was an image of the planet, Dreganon V, and it rotated slowly as Jacob continued. “She got promoted to co-chair nearly two months back, lots of changes going on here, you understand. Anyway, that being said, we’d just like to inform you that the processing ship is going to be slightly delayed. A malfunction in one container caused the ship to veer off course and had to make a stop at Triton space station for a patch job.”

      “Wow, that’s some delay,” Dan mused to himself. “That’s like, a whole two weeks from the regular route to reach that station. Must have been some malfunction.”

      “Baring any further complications, you can expect The Scallion-IPS 44 to arrive with you in three to four weeks after your five day collection cycle.”

      “Terrific…” Dan grumbled.

      “And there is, of course, one more thing to add.” Jacob said, as he leaned in closer to the camera. “We would like your bio-scientist, Katelan Driscoll, to collect a specimen of the plant-life for further analysis. Please inform her that the company needs a complete detailed bio-reading of it for our geneticists to look at back home.” He then relaxed back into his chair and grinned again. “That’s all for now, thank you so much and I look forward to meeting you in person someday, perhaps.”

      The transmission ended with Jacob nodding with a wink. Dan turned off the holo-imager and sat back in his chair in frustration. He wasn’t pleased with the delay, more so, he wasn’t pleased with the fact he’d have to tell Driscoll she’d have to collect a sample to bring back to their scientists back home. He knew she’d get paranoid or feel as if they were questioning her competency. She’d flipped out before when giving her findings to the company, only to have them go over it with a team of other bioscientists to confirm what she’d given.

      “Shit,” He cursed to himself. “This is just making my day better and better.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 2


          

          
            The Crew Of Skyward Seven

          

        

      

    

    
      Hours after combing through the sections and marking off their lists, the crew finally re-assembled in the cafeteria that was between ship operations and their lockers. The kitchenette was built into the wall on the side, it had everything needed to prepare a meal or get a quick fix for the day. That included a large coffee maker and tea dispenser. Katelan poured herself another cup of that special coffee of Allen’s and sat down with the rest.

      The captain tapped his tablet and flung the hologram image to the centre of the round table. It expanded to show the translucent vision of the planet, scrolling with data of weather patterns and a flashing red dot symbolizing their vessel in orbit of it.

      “Okay, let’s talk about our landing everybody.” He said, using his right index finger to spin the image. “It’s on the far side on the upper left quadrant… here…” He tapped at it, causing a blue icon to appear. “There’s less foliage in this part, and it’s fairly close to a body of water. If—that is—indeed water.”

      “It’s not,” Katelan chimed in. “Don’t even think of using it as a water source. With this much vegetation and pollen, it’s more likely turned into a thick goop of sap. The rain pools and it becomes stagnant in the plant life, they just suck out what they need and deposit their…”

      “Shit?” Deacon finished for her.

      She gave him a disapproving glance. “I was going to say, excretions… but, whatever.”

      Janice snickered, “Got it, don’t drink the poopy water. Anything else we should know, boss?”

      The captain rubbed his scruffy face and leaned back in thought.

      “Well, we’re going to have to activate the landing cutters. We need to cut a path downward until the ship can safely land on… uh… whatever type of ground it has.”

      “There is no ground.” Katelan stressed to him. “The planet is completely made up of jungle. There’s no earth of any kind to set upon. Just compacted vegetation on the surface and to its core. If there’s even an actual core to be had.”

      “Right,” Dan exhaled. He hated her cutting in while he was talking. It was a nasty habit of hers. Still, he continued on as if it didn’t irritate him. “So, when we get to the surface, I want constant rotation teams for scrubbing the collector intakes and cutting the vines from the ship. Having seen the visuals from the probes that landed here years before, they got overwhelmed in a matter of minutes.”

      “It grows that fast?” Allen glared.

      “Yep,” Katelan nodded. “This isn’t like the jungles of the Amazon or the ones on Cassian Two, the vegetation here is in a constant state of flux. I’m rather keen on studying the development and the hyper re-productivity.”

      “I bet you are.” Janice rolled her eyes.

      Before Katelan could comment on that, Dan switched off the holo-image and stood up.

      “Okay, kids––let’s start the prep-work and get moving. The other ship will be here in a matter of weeks, and we need to make sure there’s enough air to process for them. So, let’s pitter-patter and get at her.”

      The crew nodded to his instructions and headed for their assigned tasks. Janice and Katelan shared one last disapproving stare at one another but soon let the matter drop as they too got into their work mode.
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        * * *

      

      Katelan and Dan found a quiet section of the ship where no one was around at the moment. He had asked her to join him for yet another quick ‘talk’ (of a sort). The second they were alone, Katelan grabbed hold of Dan and started kissing him. He reciprocated back and allowed the passion to grow more intense while caught in the embrace; but suddenly (and without warning to her), he stopped and eased her away.

      She looked surprised by that sudden action and glared at him.

      “What? You don’t want to do it?” She shrugged while pursing her lips. “Seems like we’ve got time…”

      “No-no, look, that’s not why I asked you here.”

      “Oh?” She arched a brow.

      “I mean, sure, I want to do this…” He gestured lightly at her. “But, not right now. The company left a message asking that you bring a sample back.”

      “Yeah, I know.” Katelan passively shrugged. “I always bring a sample back with me. I’ll give them a full report on the findings…”

      “They want to look at it themselves.” He quickly stated. His eyes fixed on hers and showed his pain in telling her the news. “They want their geneticists to do the full research on it, not you.”

      “What?” She glared at him. The disbelief in her face caused Dan to lower his gaze. “Are you fucking serious? Are you telling me they don’t trust my judgement? I’m the goddamn specialist in this field, Dan!”

      “I know, I know…” He passively acknowledged, holding out his hands to quell her anger. “Look, they didn’t exactly come out and say just that… but, I could tell that’s what they were stressing upon. Even with all those degrees you have… they still don’t trust an off-worlder like yourself.”

      “Fucking Earthers!” She screamed, slamming her fist to the door frame beside them. “I can’t believe this is happening to me again. Assholes… Fucking assholes the lot of them…”

      Dan brought her in for a hug and allayed her anger as she began to tear up. Once again, because she wasn’t a proper citizen of Earth, even after she was awarded the highest achievements in her field, the strict peers from the, ‘Earth Club Only’ science division, continually blocked her from getting any further recognition. The jealousy among that group was unprecedented. It practically borderline on them being racist, a growing sentiment that seemed to get stronger in the scientific community. Though she couldn’t fathom why that was.

      “Hey,” Dan said, cradling her face. “Don’t let them get to you. Want to stick it to them? Huh? Then do the research yourself. Show those bastards what you can do. Let them do their research, present the results, and then you come in with yours right after.” He kissed her lightly and wiped a tear from her cheek. “You science the fuck out of it and ram it up their asses.”

      That comment caused her to laugh. She calmed down instantly and finished wiping her tears.

      “Science the fuck out of it…” She snickered, while repeating his comical statement. “God, you’re such an idiot.”

      “Yep,” He nodded. “But, would you want me any other way?”

      They shared another laugh then hugged one another. Dan wasn’t just the best lover she’d ever had, but he was a friend she could rely on to give her the honest truth. Their love/hate relationship was an odd one, for sure, but she wouldn’t trust any other man like she did with him. Dan was her rock, an argumentative pain in the ass rock, but the only one she could count on.

      “Come on, let’s get going, save the sex for later.” Dan winked.

      “You had your chance,” She snickered with a final kiss to his lips. “Too bad you missed it.”

      She walked away with a large grin on her face. Dan stood there with his arms raised up in disbelief.

      “Why is it always hot and cold with you?”

      “You love it, come on…” She winked to him over her shoulder. “Now stop bitching and get back to being a captain, captain.”

      Dan shook his head and exhaled. “Way to go, Dan. Way to go.”
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        * * *

      

      In the lower engineering section, Dillion was chatting it up with Allen (keeping the conversation as light as possible) as they proceeded with a final inspection. The two were busy shouting out favourite movie titles, with women that had hot roles in them, occasionally interjecting random insults about their choice. For them, this was normal fun. They had a good friendship that went beyond their working lives. They’d always call each other about a new book they read, a sporting event they wanted to attend, and even go on double dates with women they managed to hook up with.

      Janice would always refer to the two as “The Space Bros”; an inseparable and insufferable duo that would always laugh at in-jokes only they found amusing. Even though she wasn’t in the room with them, she could still hear their voices carrying through the bulkheads of the ship. It made her instantly tap on to the internal ship speaker and voice an opinion of her own.

      “Will you two idiots shut the hell up! Christ’s sake, I can hear you giggling ninnies all the way up here in the fucking cockpit.”

      “Janice!” Allen gleefully responded, as he reached over to the wall communicator nearby. “Don’t be jealous, babe. We’re just having a bit of fun.”

      “Jesus Janice, stop being such a killjoy.” Dillion said to her. “We’re just keeping it light, okay? Geez, what’s up your sour skirt?”

      “You are––ya dumb twat,” She argued back sharply. “You’re annoying the crap out of me up here. It’s impossible to think with you two shouting out your stupid movie quotes and sexist shit.”

      Dillion ridiculed her answer and made a face. Allen shrugged at his reaction and tapped on the ship’s comm again to answer her.

      “Do you need another cup of my awesome java, babe? Or maybe… something else to ease that tension away from your…”

      “Don’t even finish that sentence, Al.” She quickly stated. “I’ll write you up so fast on charges, you’ll be singing that tune from your cell on the prison world of Tersa Minor, giving your new boyfriend a taste of that sweet virgin ass.”

      Dillion exploded with laughter and pointed at Allen. “Oh, shit dude! She pegged your ass on that one, oh my gosh!”

      The engineer was smirking at her answer, “Aw, Janice, babe… you broke my heart.”

      “If only you were as good as your coffee, sadly, I think I prefer to plant my lips on that, rather than you.”

      “Oooh! Dang!” Dillion howled again.

      Allen found the comeback slightly amusing, but then motioned at Dillion to shut the hell up. Clearly, she wasn’t in the mood for his antics. Allen cleared his throat and rephrased his answer in a more pleasant manner.

      “As you wish, my sweetest darling angel. I shall, as ever, defer to your infinite guiding wisdom.”

      There was silence over the comm channel, as Allen wondered if she was still thinking of writing him up on those charges she threatened him with. Finally, the silence broke as she gave her answer.

      “Ugh, unbelievable… You’re such a dummy. But, I guess… for now, I still love you. Now, cut the nonsense and let’s get on this thing.”

      “That’s what she said.” Dillion snickered.

      “Yeah, I did say that, moron! Duh!”

      The comm instantly switched off and the two men were left giggling about the whole conversation. Dillion so loved annoying her. So did Allen, to a point. He at least could get on her good side and smooth things over. But Dillion was the thorn in her side, always.

      “Is she ever going to break up with that other boyfriend back on Earth?” He asked Allen.

      He gave a slight sigh and rubbed his face in frustration at that question.

      “Fuck if I know, man. Something tells me this might end the minute we get back.”

      “Yeah,” Dillion nodded. “I think that’s her plan all along.”

      “You think I’m an idiot for hooking up with her?”

      “Nah,” He said with a smirk. “It’s your life. Who am I to question such things.”

      “True dat… Heh! Thanks, Dill…”

      They clasped each other’s hand in a unique bond of friendship. The typical signal that seemed to suggest, I got you, bro. Dillion finished the gesture with slap to his right shoulder and pointed back to the engines.

      “Let’s get this done, before your lady starts screaming at us again.”

      “I hear that…”

      The two men chortled while completing their final check.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      For such a small crew on a ship like this, the relationships were getting complicated and full of emotional baggage. Dillion (and perhaps a few others on board, like Allen) understood that things tended to get a bit weird on long missions like this. People are human after all, sexual tension always seems to lead to affairs in one form or another. At least Dillion wasn’t part of this twisted sexual romp, possibly Deacon as well, though, he wasn’t really sure where Deac’s preference tended to go.

      Dillion had thrown a random question at him once, specifically about what kind of ‘experimenting’ he did during his teenage years; The response he got was a wry stare and a tightly lipped “screw you” for his troubles. Deacon acted more like a devoted celibate priest on these jobs, rarely did he ever talk about sex or the possibility of any relationship with anyone on board. Maybe that was a better way to be on these types of long missions. Reserve all that energy for that special someone back home and keep all that trouble out of your life.

      “Everything is a go down here.” Dillion radioed to the cockpit. “Heading up to my station now.”

      “Rodger that, Dill,” Captain Dan responded. “Try not to get lost on the way.”

      Dill snorted at his comment. “Yeah-yeah… that was a long time ago, okay? I was still a toddler then. Let it go already.”

      “Ya still are one now…”

      “Har-dee-har-har…” Dill mocked. “By the way, Are we there yet?”

      “Just yanking on your diapers, sonny. Get to your station and buckle up. Maybe we’ll stop for ice cream later.”

      “Ugh, grown ups.” Dill groaned as he signed off.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            
Chapter 3


          

          
            Satellite Analysis

          

        

      

    

    
      The AirSurge Advanced Satellite Surveillance Drone (AASSD-0453) that was sent three years ahead of them, took passive scans of the planet prior to Skyward Seven’s arrival in the system. Katelan’s small black data pad uploaded all the information being sent from it, and scrolled through the various reports the drone had acquired. According to them, Dreganon V was not the typical jungle world many scientists had speculated it to be. There were many theories and possibilities about its environment, to be sure, but not like what she was reading about now.

      Katelan had previously researched AirSurge’s limited scientific observations about this planet, there was nothing too specific about the general ecology, or any detailed facts about the world itself. The only thing she did know was that it was overly abundant of plant-life, that the world was nothing but jungle forest surrounding its globe. From that, she could give a basic breakdown of what to expect to the crew, as she did at the meeting earlier. However, there were things she wasn’t expecting to find out based on this satellite’s find.
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