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PREFACE






The belief in some kind of a moral or ethical code is a time-honored tradition in human society. The ten commandments remains one of the foundational pillars in how most modern-day cultures operate.


There is an unspoken expectation that most of humankind will be civil and decent to one another, if given the chance.


However, there is still an existential question that persists regarding conventional wisdom on the subject.


Who among us gets to decide what is moral and/or ethical?


The conundrum with any mainstream ideology that deals with behavior is the origins in which the belief-system was born out of.


If we accept the premise that there are a significant amount of us who are inherently good, then that same premise must also deduce that the opposite end of the spectrum exists as well, even if in reduced numbers.


Good has never existed without evil, just like heroes cannot exist without villains. Which brings us back to the existential question:


Who among us gets to decide what is moral and/or ethical?


The fifth installment of the Red Rover seeks to answer that.
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CHAPTER ONE


IN SPITE


 


A malodorous substance flooded her nostrils as Delly found herself gasping for air. Her head slammed back against the table she was still bound to, while her nasal cavity fought to reject the foreign fluid invading her body. She redirected as much of the substance as humanly possible, through her mouth, by coughing and spitting.


Her head shook back and forth, wrenching her neck, which tightened in a spasm. Delly was doing her damnedest to get her bearings. She opened her eyes to discover Prukosa standing behind two Fonantian soldiers, who were each holding buckets below their waists. She and her purposeful interrogator locked eyes.


“Again.”


Prukosa remained emotionless as Delly noticed the soldier to her left step forward. The soldier reared back with his bucket. Her eyes widened—she was about to be doused again. The soldier tossed the fluid towards her as she shut her eyes, turning her face away from the incoming bath in an upward direction.


The liquid landed against her lower abdomen and below. Her undergear was now totally soaked. The dampness of her clothes were just making a shitty situation even shittier. She snorted thrice, trying to expel the lingering remnants of fluid that had refused to exit her nose. Prukosa stepped between the soldiers and snatched her face to a standstill.


The prickly Fonantian possessed a surprisingly strong grasp that Delly was unable to shake free from. Prukosa squeezed tight enough that her snappish fingertips were piercing Delly’s cheeks. Some of the toxic fluid seeped through the fresh lesion, giving her a burning sensation.


“Did we come at a bad time, vakata?” 


Delly’s heart was beating so fast her eyes nearly went cross. In that moment, she found herself no longer inside the prison cell, instead having been transported back to the Yellow Rover’s mission control, steadying the reins. The sky before her was pink. The ship’s front windshield had been shattered as it careened towards the surface.


The severity of the planet’s atmospheric pressure against her spacesuit caused everything around her to go dark. And just like that, Delly was back in the presence of Prukosa, who shook her face, while not loosening her firm grip even a tiny bit.


“Since prudence seems to be of insignificant interest to you, perhaps survival will prove to be more preferential to your desires.”


Prukosa relinquished her grasp, shoving Delly’s face to side as she stepped away. A second soldier stepped forward with another bucket full of the foreign substance. Delly took a couple of short breaths and turned her head away. She closed her eyes as she felt the bucket’s contents splash against her upper body and face.


Delly gasped, shaking her head back and forth. The liquid had been up her nose—and in her mouth—and in her ears. And the less said about her hair—the better. She was a mess, on top of being disgusted.


“You’re probably wondering what this is.” Prukosa said. “It’s called Aconitum. Which can only be found in the most cavernous lacunas of Kethyrie. Some of our finest Fonantian researchers have actually argued that it is the essence of our home world.”


Great, just what I always dreamed of. To spend my last days being drenched in nature’s cum.


Her Fonantian interrogator paced back and forth as Delly could feel the liquid coalescing around the bruises on her cheeks. She pushed her tongue against her inner cheek in several places, but it was all for naught.


“So aside from its life-affirming capabilities, Aconitum also possesses value as a method of torture—invented no less by the piteous Paprijians—if you could believe such a thing.”


Paprijians. That word immediately resonated with Delly as her ears perked up. She had heard it before. The first time was in Kabibi’s kitchen, when he had shown her the planet’s time capsule. The second she remembered—was when the Paprijians executed their kidnapping of him and his family. But there was something different about them.


They were wearing identical uniforms as the Fonantian soldiers currently standing in front of her—which was exactly how she ended up in this predicament in the first place.


“They may have the collective intelligence of my right soleplate, but I must give credit where it is due.” Prukosa said.


The burning sensation caused by the alien toxin, along with Prukosa’s insufferable bloviating, had become almost too much to bear for her. The Fonantian crossed back towards the table where Delly’s prosthetic resided.


“Aconitum possesses a unique effect against organic material. A loosening to be more specific. Without it, curative amputations would be—rather distasteful.”


Prukosa held up the fist and turned to her.


“Was this Kabibi’s doing or did you come to our world already like this?”


She placed the prosthetic back on the table and stood directly in front of Delly. The two locked eyes. Delly silently seethed while her fluid-soaked chest heaved.


“Now—I’m only going to ask this one more time. Where have they taken Kabibi?”


Delly scoffed and shook her head.


“You tell me. They were wearing Fonantian uniforms.”


“Prevaricator!”


Prukosa unloaded a vicious backhand across her face as Delly could only chuckle in response. That had rung her bell pretty good. She turned back to her Fonantian interrogator. There was venom in her eyes and it was Delly’s blood she wanted.


“No Fonantian would dare to hurt one of their own, vakata.”


“I never said they were Fonantian. I only said they were wearing your uniforms.”


“You will tell me who.”


“I only saw one of them, but according to Kabibi, it was a Paprijian. It’s kind of hard for me to remember what they look like.”


Prukosa smirked at her, almost as if she was in disbelief. She walked back to the table and grabbed a tablet-like device. She was scrolling through it as Delly squinted, still trying to keep the fluid from seeping into her eyes. Prukosa brought the tablet directly in front of Delly’s face. The screen was so close, she could barely see anything.


“You mind backing it up a little? I’m not blind.”


Prukosa pulled it back less than an inch, if it had moved at all. Delly was playing with fire to be agitating her in this manner, but she was also running out of fucks to give. If they were going to kill her anyway, the last thing she was going to give them was satisfaction.


Delly opened her eyes wider. On the device was an image of a Paprijian, exactly like the one she had seen in Kabibi’s home. Their ears and noses were pointed like a dog or a fox even. But like Kabibi and the Fonantians, they also stood on two feet and spoke like humans.


“That’s the one I saw.”


Prukosa pulled the tablet away and exhaled. She turned back to the other Fonantian soldiers.


“Get word to Viyondr. Tell him I’m on my way and that I’m requesting an immediate audience.”


One of the soldiers nodded and exited the cell. Prukosa turned back to Delly.


“If you’re deceiving me vakata, the next time we see each other will be your last.”


“Then I guess it’s a good thing I’m telling the truth. Anyway, you wouldn’t happen to have a spare wash cloth or towel, would you? Cause I’d love to get this shit off my face.”


Prukosa glared at her for a moment before exiting the cell without saying another word. The second soldier was the last to exit, slamming the door behind him as the vibration caused Delly to shutter.


“I’ll take that as a no. Fuckin’ bitch.”


She closed her eyes and gently banged her head back against the table. Even though she had given the Fonantians precisely what they asked for, there was still no telling what they would do with her next. The waiting was just as bad as the torture itself.


“I guess it’s just you and me, Daddy’s girl.”


Her eyes opened instantly upon hearing the familiar voice of Tess Ono. She frantically looked around the room, but she was all alone. Her heart was racing again as her eyes filled with tears. She turned to her missing right hand and released an ear-piercing scream that bounced off the walls back to her.


The events leading up to the crash of the Yellow Rover were slowly coming back to her now.











CHAPTER TWO


SUBTERFUSION


 


The symbols above the access board altered as Prukosa rode the ascender to the directorate’s summit. The machinations inside her head were spinning from the second she had left the confinement cells. The vakata had implicated the Paprijians in Kabibi’s disappearance and she still couldn’t be sure whether the information provided could be trusted or not.


The vakata was clearly trying to save its own hide, but the flippancy in which it behaved while its existence hung in the balance was mystifying. Lying in this situation would have only made its punishment more severe. Nevertheless, the Paprijians were still Paprijians. No culture was as close to Kethyrian sediment than they were.


Who among the ternion cultures would ever believe that such a feeble-minded citizenry like the Paprijians would have the ability to execute such a well-crafted scheme? In Prukosa’s eyes, the only differences between them and the ravenous salimites of the batstu, was that they were able to communicate, verbally.


One mooring below the directorate’s summit, opened the ascender doors. A regioner named Onicex, awaited her.


“He’s waiting for you.”


Prukosa nodded, following Onicex toward Viyondr’s presidium. She entered alone to find Viyondr seated opposite her brazen emulator, Saffore. Onicex closed the door behind her as Prukosa stepped forward.


“You have news?” Viyondr stated.


“I can wait until you’ve finished.”


“Then please begin.”


She pivoted slightly to see Saffore watching her with a guise of self-satisfaction. For some odd reason, Viyondr seemed to relish the adversarial energy that existed between them. For more cycles than she could remember, he had stated to Prukosa that she was the one being prepared to replace him as the standard bearer for their Fonantian military and enforcement activities.


However, this was not the first instance that Prukosa had requested a singular audience with him, only to be surprised by Saffore’s presence. This would not have rankled her so much if the reverse had ever occurred. As such, she would have to grit her teeth and accept it.


“The vakata has informed me that it is the Paprijians who are responsible for Kabibi’s disappearance.”


Viyondr’s expression became solemn. Prukosa followed his eyes as he looked towards Saffore. Her expression was exact. It was apparent now that she, not Saffore, was the one who had not been privy to all of the pertinent information.


“You don’t look surprised.”


He respired and shook his head. He gestured to Saffore as Prukosa pivoted to her.


“Our watchers have received intelligence that researchers from both Motiecura and Rookanga have deserted.” Saffore stated.


“Recently?”


“Depends on your definition of recent.”


“That’s not an answer.”


“Tell her, Saffore.”


Saffore rearranged her position so that she and Prukosa were looking directly at one another.


“As I’m sure you are aware of this, after the suppression, an infinitesimal percentage of Paprijians were provided with apprenticeships within Fonantis, Motiecura and Rookanga.”


“You’re right, I am aware. Not to mention, that those apprenticeships were also menial in nature.”


“Not all of them. Some—were in the applied sciences.”


“You mean armaments.”


Saffore shrugged. Her emulator was dancing around the truth which was only aggravating Prukosa even further. If only she could’ve swapped Saffore with the vakata, maybe then she would have received some forthright answers to her questions.


“The ternion cultures understood that there were certain Paprijians with the precise cognitive capabilities to thrive in this type of setting. We believed that all they would need to actualize those gifts—was to be separated from the greater citizenry of Paprijia.”


“And now we see that is not the case. Once a Paprijian, always a Paprijian.” Viyondr interjected.


I could have told you that.


Prukosa shook her head. She was starting to understand the gravity of their situation. The fact that the bulk of this information had been kept from her was infuriating.


“Which means that the vakata was more than likely telling the truth.” Prukosa turned back to him. “So where do we go from here? An assault on Paprijia? Because that would be the end of the abatement.”


“That it would. Unfortunately, without verification our options are limited. However, we can press upon those who still remain within our ranks.” He stated.


“And the vakata?”


“Leave it for now. I’m afraid, this matter will have to take precedence—for all of us.”


Prukosa and Saffore exchanged glances as her emulator rose to a standing position.


“Put a detachment together and start pressing.” Viyondr stated. “Discreetly.”


“Yes Viyondr.” They said simultaneously, which only led to another glare between them.


Prukosa headed back towards the door first. She opened it, only for Saffore to exit before her. She sneered, turning back to Viyondr, who was now preoccupied with something else. Working with Saffore was about to become an exercise in decorum.


For Iscoa’s sake.


<>


“Saffore.”


She raised her head to see Prukosa standing just outside the main entrance to the Paprijian pocket-lodge. She was sitting on the operational support of her Koyokon transport. Saffore lifted off of the transport and took a glance around. The streets were still somewhat busy with citizens as the darkness still had not set in. They were fortunate that the pocket-lodge had been erected in a less-than-idyllic section of Fonantis, where most were too busy doing industrial work to be bothered with their Paprijian vicinals.


“They just cleared it. We can go in now.” Prukosa stated.


She approached the pocket-lodge entrance and followed Prukosa inside. About a half-dozen regioners, each with their armaments at their sides were waiting for them in the lobby. She followed Prukosa towards a lacuna that led to an upper mooring. They entered the hallway where more regioners awaited. The doors to every individual unit were already open. One of Saffore’s most-trusted operatives, Assael, approached them.


“What have you found?” Prukosa asked.


“Nothing.” Assael stated.


“I don’t understand.”


“We’ve gone through every unit. They’re impeccable. All of them.”


Prukosa turned to her. This was peculiar to say the least. Nothing within Saffore’s experience with the Paprijians had shown them to be so meticulous. To the contrary, in fact.


“Can we go in this one?”


Saffore pointed to the unit closest to them. Assael nodded and stepped aside. She entered the unit as she could feel Prukosa nipping at her soleplates. Assael was correct in his assessment. This unit was beyond spotless. She ran her fingers across the furnishings. There wasn’t a single spec of detritus. It was almost as if this unit hadn’t been lived in at all. She moved from the main room to one of the private rest areas and it was the same as before. The settee was decorative and neat with not a single crease in its layering. She peered inside an opened closet. It was empty.


Once the abatement was finalized between the enduring cultures of the Great Conflict, these pocket-lodges were erected to embrace the deserters from all non-Fonantian settlements—the majority of which came from the Paprijian Territory.


The finest echelons were understandably wary of the consequences should non-Fonantians be permitted to blend-in with the greater citizenry at-large. That unwritten law went doubly so for Paprijians. Every Paprijian that was gifted enough to live and work within Fonantis was categorized and monitored by the directorate. If any refused, they would not be granted admittance.


Most of the Paprijians had been given menial tasks, while a select few were given the opportunity to apprentice in more respected lines of work. Still, the effects caused by the Great Conflict lingered from the beginning of the abatement to the present and made upward mobility for them an impossibility. This was on top of a zero-tolerance decree that applied to any sort of delinquency. Whether they agreed with it or not, the Paprijians would forever be a permanent underclass within Fonantis.


“Prukosa?”


“You found something?”


Prukosa entered the room.


“I did not. And that’s what concerns me.”


“Explain.”


“We both know that Paprijian delinquency isn’t rare in the batstu. But it is rare—in Fonantis.”


“For Iscoa’s sake. What are you getting at, Saffore?”


“Somehow, every Paprijian that resides here is missing. Explain to me, how can that be possible considering the directorate’s objectives?”


“I don’t know. But it sounds to me like you believe the vakata was telling the truth?”


“Well, you spoke to it. You tell me.”


Prukosa stood for a moment in silence and respired.


“I believe we need to do an inventory of all transports, both aerial and ground, that have left Fonantis since Kabibi’s disappearance. And we also need a timeline of the last known whereabouts of every Paprijian that resided here or anywhere else for that matter in Fonantis.” Saffore continued to state.


“You do realize that these kinds of actions will raise alarm within the citizenry, do you not?”


Saffore rubbed her chin. Prukosa was accurate, however, something about this situation was tickling her senses. A mass exodus like this without anyone in the directorate being aware would be seen as a humiliation of the highest order, especially when it was combined with the disappearance of a significant Fonantian potentiary.


“Then that is the last thing we should be doing. Discretion is what we’ll need. In the meantime, I’ll download Viyondr, while you work on securing that information.”


“And what about this place?”


“Iscoa will be diminished soon. Once it is, we’ll have Assael and the others do one more press, before sealing it off. Discreetly.”


“Understood.”


Prukosa exited as Saffore took another look around the room and respired. There was no doubt that Viyondr would find this to be unacceptable. The Paprijians were gone now. However, they were nowhere close to being forgotten.











CHAPTER THREE


HARNESSING RESTRAINT


 


“Full house.” Jovan remarked with a bit of a chuckle. “That makes three straight, if you’re still counting. I thought you told me you knew how to play poker?”


Jovan nonchalantly released his cards onto the pile that sat between him and June.


“I thought I did too. Seems like we both just learned something, huh?”


He scoffed—watching as she gathered the cards back into a single deck. The interior lights of the Red Rover’s cockpit had brightened as the darkness grew around the forcefield.


“You know growing up, whenever I felt frustration by anything, my dad would always go to the default. Son, a weakness is only a strength you haven’t developed yet. I guess that was his way of making sure that I’d never accept failure.”


“Seems like he gave you some good advice.”


“Considering I still remember it, you’re probably right.” He smirked. “That and if you were sorry, you wouldn’t have done it in the first place.”


“How does that one work exactly?”


“I don’t know. I think that was his way of getting me to think before I did something stupid.”


He gestured to his wheelchair bound body below.


“Clearly, he knew me a lot better than I gave him credit for.” He sighed. “We can play another game, if you want.”


“Eh—maybe we should give the cards a rest for a bit.”


June placed the cards back inside its case and closed it up. When they were a lot younger, she had a reputation for being somewhat of a sore loser, but they were so far removed from those days that it was bizarre to see her acting that way again. Old habits really did die hard.


“So, you wanna do something else?” He asked.


“Like what?”


“I don’t know. We could always go over to the Yellow Rover and check out the simulator. I mean, it’s been a hell of a long time since we’ve been in one.”


“You actually wanna use a simulator, again?”


“Sure, why not?” He shrugged. “I think it’d be cool to get away for a couple of minutes and actually walk under my own power, even if I know it’s not physically happening.”


“Clearly, you’ve forgotten how those simulators work. Without supervision, there’s a chance you could die while using it.”


He guffawed. She couldn’t have been more accurate. That was unquestionably something he had forgotten. When Orion drowned during one of their simulated missions, it was Marius who kept him from going into cardiac arrest. And to think that they were only pre-teens back then, yet were still allowed to use such dangerous technology. Year after year, Marius taught neophytes in that simulator and if any one of them would have died, that would have been the end of his teaching career, let alone what it would have done to his personal life. The only thing Jovan could conclude was that Marius truly had balls made out of titanium.


“There are a lot worse ways to go as you and I both know. Hell, just look at Ozone.”


“That’s not funny.” She said.


“It wasn’t meant to be taken as a joke. You know, I used to think about killing myself every day—once I realized the Rover Base was gone.”


“Gone?”


Her tone and demeanor changed, which he picked up on immediately. That was a mistake.


“You know what I mean. Like when we lost touch with them—because of what was happening on the planet.”


“When the rocks were falling?”


“Exactly.”


“We could have died right then and there. But we didn’t. Thanks to Marius, Dee-Dee and Ozone. And if it wasn’t for you, the Aphotritons probably would have been wiped off the map. And if it wasn’t for my injury, I probably wouldn’t know how to fly. Life’s funny that way.”


“Yeah—it really is.”


In a roundabout way, he was talking to himself just as much as he was talking to her. There was so much bloodshed and so many near misses. But if this was the way they were destined to go out, better to go in a blaze of glory, then slowly withering away into nothing.


He may not have remembered everything about Marius’ simulator, but Jovan never forgot how his brother, Kristian, acted once Orion’s sister broke up with him. It was like his will to live had been defeated. Jovan was always more disappointed for Kristian than disappointed with him. Too much of his happiness was tied to someone besides himself.


Even though they were bored stiff, sitting in the cockpit of this aging spaceship, there was never a doubt in his mind that they would be called into action once more. This was who they had become and it was too late for them to reverse, let alone stop it. Adventure was in their blood.


“Hey. What’s that?”


June pointed to the navigation station just behind him. He pivoted his wheelchair and saw the flashing beacon signal of a friendly. He moved closer to the display and noticed the signal approaching the Red Rover.


“According to this, a StarForger’s approaching us.”


“Does that mean they’re all on their way back?” June rose to her feet and moved behind him.


“Not sure. I’m not seeing any of the individual telecommunicators here. Hold on.”


He began typing on the console and activated the ship’s telecommunicator.


“StarForger come in. This is the Red Rover. Can you hear us?”


He glanced over his shoulder at her before turning back.


“I repeat, StarForger come in. Dee-Dee, Callista, can you hear me? This is Jovan.”


“And June.”


“Something’s wrong. You got your weapon?”


“You know I do.”


She tapped her sidearm attached to her hip. Jovan sighed. He turned the wheelchair as June stepped back.


“You’re not gonna like this.”


“What?” She stood tall with her hands on her hips.


“I think you should suit up and be our eyes out there. I’d go with you, but I can only deactivate the forcefield from in here.”


She sucked her teeth while shaking her head. Her body language and response were pretty much what he expected.


“This is bullshit.”


“Well, if you have any other suggestions, I’m all ears. But that StarForger’s coming this way and they’re not answering us.”


“Fine. I’m going. But don’t open it up until I radio you.”


“You got it.”


June lingered for a moment as she looked towards the front of the ship. The sunlight was almost totally gone now. She exited the cockpit as he turned back to the navigation station. The StarForger was still on approach. He opened up a channel between them.


“StarForger come in. This is the Red Rover.”


There was nothing but silence on the other end.


“Answer me please.”


Jovan sighed as he closed the channel.


Shit.


<>


“Hey, the StarForger’s almost here. Where are you?”


Jovan’s voice echoed within June’s helmet as she neared the side airlock.


“June?”


She stopped in front of the control panel and tapped her wrist telecommunicator.


“Yeah, I hear you. I’m at the side airlock.”


“Great. I’ll open it for you.”


She removed her sidearm from her hip and held it up. The airlock opened as the ramp came down to the sand. Night was upon her once more. Even with the forcefield surrounding the basecamp, June still wasn’t feeling much protection. The spooky silence might have had something to do with it. She took a deep breath, activated her helmet flashlight and walked down the ramp.


Upon reaching the surface, she looked in both directions. She began walking towards the rear of the Yellow Rover when a loud clatter rumbled above her. She immediately looked skyward, but didn’t see anything beyond the forcefield. She tapped her telecommunicator.


“Jovan, did you hear that?”


“Yeah. Looks like it flew over us. Are you in position?”


“Going now. Give me thirty seconds.”


She raced around the Yellow Rover and entered the ship’s loading bay. She looked skyward a second time as the clatter was still above her, even closer than before. She tapped her telecommunicator.


“Okay, Jovan. I’m here. You can deactivate it.”


“Roger that.”


The forcefield diminished as she hugged the inner wall of the loading bay. The StarForger circled the basecamp twice before beginning a descent over the same area it had originally taken off from. It carefully touched down as June holstered her sidearm. She tapped her telecommunicator and headed for the StarForger.


“It’s back inside. You can turn the forcefield back on.”


“Roger that.”


The forcefield reactivated as the fighter’s canopy opened. Dee-Dee rose out of the pilot’s seat and turned back to help Callista or so it seemed. June got alongside the StarForger and noticed that Callista wasn’t moving at all.


“What happened to her?”


A lump was growing in the pit of her stomach. Dee-Dee unfastened Callista’s harness before pulling her limp body forward.


“We ran into some high pressure which made her lightheaded. I just need to make sure she didn’t suffer any brain injuries.”


“All that from flying?”


“No. We were attacked. The StarForger’s damaged as well. Prepare the infirmary.”


“The Yellow Rover has more supplies, so I’ll meet you there.”


June raced back to the Yellow Rover’s loading bay. She re-entered the ship and tapped her telecommunicator.


“Jovan. Callista’s hurt. I’m prepping the infirmary on the Yellow Rover.”


“I’m on my way.”


<>


June modified one of the three working medical beds into a horizontal position. The infirmary door slid open as Dee-Dee held Callista in both arms. She immediately thrust her hand forward.


“Be careful. There’s a hole in the floor.”


The android turned sideways to avoid banging Callista’s head against it. Once inside, Dee-Dee looked around.


“Would it not have made more sense to do this on the Red Rover?”


“I’m not gonna lie to you, Dee-Dee. I actually forgot there was a hole. But it’s safe over here.”


She stomped twice against the floor.


“See?”


Dee-Dee carried Callista to the medical bed and gently set her down. June carefully removed her helmet while Dee-Dee kept her body still. She gasped upon seeing Callista’s face. There was dried blood all around her nose and mouth.


“Calli. Calli, can you hear me?”


“Hold on June. We need to check her blood pressure first. And make sure she doesn’t have any swelling on the brain.”


June stepped aside, holding Callista’s helmet tightly. Dee-Dee walked to the cabinets and grabbed one of the ship’s medical devices. The android opened the device, revealing corded modules, that it then placed on both sides of Callista’s head.


“What’s that do?” June asked.


“It checks her brain activity. Yes, she’s still breathing, but I’d rather not administer a shot of adrenaline without seeing what we’re dealing with here first.”


“Makes sense.”


The device beeped in tune with the rhythm of a beating heart. Moments later, the infirmary door slid open again as Jovan had finally arrived. He entered and moved directly towards her.


“How is she? Holy shit, look at her face.”


“Dee-Dee’s checking now.”


Jovan rubbed his forehead. He was just as worried about Callista as she was. They waited patiently, while Dee-Dee probed their unconscious friend’s condition.


“Okay. There is some minor swelling around her frontal lobes, but according to the diagnostics, it does not appear to be life threatening.”


“And just how accurate is this machine?” Jovan asked.


“Nothing can be one hundred percent, unfortunately. But I have no reason to doubt what I am reading here.”


“Fair enough.” He sighed. “So what the fuck happened out there?”


“Jovan!”


June was shocked. Regardless of how frustrated or angry he must have been feeling over Callista’s condition, that still didn’t give him the right to treat Dee-Dee with anything other than respect.


“Sorry. I’m—I’m sorry. It’s just—not her, you know? Not her.”


“It is all right. I believe I understand.”


Dee-Dee set the brain monitor down on top of Callista’s spacesuit breastplate.


“So what happened, Dee-Dee?” June asked.


“Doctor Marius asked us to scout ahead, which we did. I do not recall exactly how many miles we were ahead, but we decided to turn around upon discovering a dense fog, that went from the surface up to the planet’s lower atmosphere.”


“A fog? Like just out of nowhere?” Jovan asked.


“Precisely. As we were maneuvering, the StarForger’s early warning defense system picked up incoming fire from three unidentified flying objects.”


June and Jovan glanced at one another. While this news was definitely not unexpected, this was just about the last thing either of them wanted to hear.


“I had never seen aircraft like those before. They moved with a greater velocity than the StarForger and we barely avoided being shot down several times. We were fortunate to escape.”


“Well, we have to warn Marius.” Jovan said.


“Agreed.” June remarked.


“We do. But the StarForger’s communication network was damaged during the battle. I need to repair it and check for any other damage.”


“Good. You do that.” June said, before turning to Jovan next. “You get back to the Red Rover and try to contact Marius. I’ll stay here with Callista until she wakes up.”


“What are you talking about?” We need to take the Red Rover now and go look for them.” Jovan responded.


“And leave the Yellow Rover behind? Not to mention, the second StarForger.”


“The Yellow Rover isn’t going anywhere and we can load the StarForgers.”


“Yes, we can, but think about it. Callista’s unconscious. No offense, but Dee-Dee’s a much better pilot than you and she nearly got shot down by whatever’s out there. If you’re gonna take the Red Rover anywhere, we’re gonna need all three of these ships to be working. Besides, I figured you of all people, would know not to count Marius out. That’s a hard man to kill.”


“You got that right.” Jovan let out a deep sigh. “Okay. You got a point. I’ll get on the radio and see if I can reach them. Dee-Dee, need you to start repairing that StarForger.”


“Affirmative.”


Dee-Dee headed for the exit.


“The storage room’s in the loading bay. Password’s greedy.” June said.


The android exited the infirmary as June looked at Jovan. There was still some hesitance in his eyes.


“Don’t worry, I got this.”


He nodded and rolled out next, leaving June alone with Callista. She removed the brain monitor from her breastplate and set it just above her head. Perhaps, the beeping would eventually annoy her into waking up faster. She could only hope.


<>


Callista groaned as she crinkled her nose from the moisture that was filtering inside of it. She squinted her left eye open to see June standing over here, with a big smile.


“Bout time you woke up.”


“What happened?” She said while rubbing her nose to get the water out. She noticed June holding a bloody rag in her right hand.


“You passed out. Dee-Dee filled us in.”


“Dee-Dee?”


“She’s outside repairing the StarForger.”


Callista’s eyes grew larger.


“Shit. We gotta warn Marius.”


She attempted to sit up, but immediately fell backwards while gripping the back of her neck. Her cerebellum was throbbing as a migraine seemed to shift along with her body movements.


“Hey, hey, hey, hey. Take it easy. Jovan’s on it. You just focus on getting better. We still need you.”


June took her free hand and held it tightly. Callista looked in her direction. Her smile was reassuring. She let her head fall back against the table and exhaled. She really wasn’t cut out for wargames.


“By the way. I’ve been thinking.” June went on.


“About what?”


“About you teaching me what you know.”


Callista chuckled. June was really something else.


“What? I’m serious. Jovan found himself an apprentice in Gordie and I’m not a soldier, so—who better to learn from then you. You shouldn’t have to do all this tech stuff by yourself.”


“I agree.”


“You do?”


“Uh huh. It can be a bit much, not to mention lonely. So if you’re willing to learn, I’m willing to teach.”


“Awesome.” June smiled as she pumped Callista’s hand a couple of times. “This is gonna be so great.”


“I think so too. You mind if I just close my eyes for a minute or two.”


“Of course. I’ll let them know you’re okay.”


Callista nodded as June rested her hand at her side. She left the infirmary, leaving her to be alone with her thoughts. A half-smile soon developed on her face. For the first time in Callista’s life, someone actually wanted to be her apprentice. Not even a migraine could take away the absolute joy she was feeling at the moment.











CHAPTER FOUR


ON THE EDGE OF DARKNESS


 


The sun was descending for the day as Orion stood beside Rio holding hands. Marius and Witchy were a couple of feet ahead, while Andrew and Gordie were behind them. The group had just passed through a dense fog that dissipated as the darkness overtook the desert. They were now standing on a bluff that overlooked a marvelous sight.


Less than a mile away was a cavernous dome that stretched as far as he could see. Their location, along with the diminishing daylight, made it virtually impossible to tell just how much of the dome they weren’t seeing. Still, there was a large part of Orion that knew Witchy had led them exactly where they needed to be. If Delly was anywhere, it had to be this place. The only question now was—where?


“She’s here. I can feel it.”


Orion felt a gentle squeeze on his right hand. He glanced at Rio, who was smiling back at him. Her standing beside him, in this moment, meant the world to him. He just knew they were going to find his sister. And they were going to do it—together.


“All right, listen up.”


Marius turned back, approaching the four cadets. Witchy ran alongside him.


“I’m not gonna sugarcoat it. I don’t like this.” He pointed over his shoulder. “Not one bit. Neither Dee-Dee nor Callista are responding to my calls, which means we’ve got no air support.”


“I thought we already knew that, sir.” Andrew said.


“Look at the size of that place. Delly could be anywhere. We don’t have the manpower—to do anything really. The last thing I’ve ever wanted to do was send you all out here, just to get killed. I don’t know what I was thinking.”


Marius let out a deep sigh and dropped his head. Orion and the other three cadets looked at one another, although no one said a word. That was definitely not the pep talk they were expecting nor wanted to hear.


“Sir.”


Andrew took a step forward as everyone turned to him.


“May I speak?”


“Of course.”


“We’re all here not only because we love Orion and wanna help him, but because it’s the right thing to do. When we were trapped on Felicity, you didn’t leave us behind. You figured out a way. I believe we can figure out a way on this one, too.”


“Agreed.” Rio said.


Marius sighed again. He nodded his head several times.
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