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PREFACE






Our grand universe has oft-been labelled using the following adjectives:


Infinite. Majestic. Intimidating. Perilous. Intriguing.


The aforementioned words could not be any more dissimilar and yet in the third part of the Red Rover peregrination, each of them is reinforced during the trials and tribulations that touch our audacious heroes.


As Martin Luther King Jr once opined:


“The ultimate measure of a man is not where he stands in moments of comfort and convenience, but where he stands at times of challenge and controversy.”


Dr. Donovan Marius has watched his seven students evolve from careless neophytes into poised cadets in what feels like both an eternity and a blink of an eye.


Their journey to this particular stage has been filled with highs and lows—the numbers on each side—too robust to count.


Yet through their struggles, the cadets have never lost sight of the bigger picture. The picture that Marius had visually painted for them on more than one occasion during their pre-adventures on the Rover Base.


Their ability to sustain themselves while on this odyssey is not predicated on any one member of the team. Theirs is a collective, understanding that their adaptability in the face of overwhelming odds—is why they not only live—but thrive.
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PROLOGUE


GOODBYES ARE WELCOMED


 


The neon lights glimmered beyond the radius that sat millions of manomedes above a Lodrican shoreline garrison. Sylvex unemotionally gazed upon them. His oversized steps rested halfway against the cavernous ocean’s surface. The freshness of daylight would uncover him and his tribe not before long.


A neoteric laceration ran visibly across his forehead—some of his yellowish-green plasma having solidified over it. Medical provisions were dwindling with each passing day, so gildings would only be provided in an emergency situation.


He inhaled and exhaled deeply, breathing through gills that ran vertically on both sides of his neck. Once again, he and his tribe were licking their wounds after a prolonged skirmish with adherents of the hated Xelexians.


Sehnack was becoming too diminutive in size for their respective civilizations and that didn’t even account for the Inkarotians—the largest and most sadistic of all the remaining tribes.


Sylvex pulled his steps back, wiping them dry against the ground below. The hardened clumps of earth fused against his skin. They soothed the callouses that formed from being on them—day in and day out. He crouched, cupping his hands in the water.


He splashed his face, clenching his teeth from the pain of the liquid maneuvering its way through his laceration. This was the only way he would be able to flush out the bacteria. He collected a fistful of dirt, gently dabbing it against his forehead. Being adaptable was of the utmost importance in his tribe. Instinct was always the way. Thinking too much would only get them killed.


He turned back to the garrison. Theirs was protected on three sides as they took advantage of the water’s protection to the east. Many of his tribesmen sat on stumps—each positioned towards the garrison’s outer perimeter—guarding their collapsible tents. Their circumstances demanded that they all be ready and able to move at a moment’s notice. They had taken heavy losses in recent times.


While the Lodricans could be considered a tight-knit group, protecting their loved ones was always their first priority. Sylvex was no different in that regard. He walked back to his tent, only to discover that Chezad, his younger brother, was nowhere to be found. His brother’s cutlass was also still here, having fallen partially hidden behind the stump. It was unlike him to leave the garrison unarmed.


“Now where did he hurry off to?”


Sylvex took a cursory glance around. Some of the other nearby stumps were also unguarded. He pulled back his tent curtain and entered—pausing instantly. The folding where his equal often slept was empty—save for her blanket. He touched it, it was still giving off warmth. His eyebrows furrowed as his breathing increased. He returned outside a moment later—frantically looking in every direction.


“Chezad. Moriyala!”


There was no response to his calls as Sylvex traversed the garrison. He was growing more confused and angry by the second. It appeared that they had departed without him. He quietly called out their names, preferring not to disturb the remaining of his tribe who were already asleep. He reached the southern edge of the garrison, noticing that practically all of the Lodrican tents in this area had been left unguarded.


“What in Sehnack’s name?”


Sylvex pulled back the curtain on a tent. It was empty. He did the same with the next three as well—all were empty and their cutlasses had also been left behind. What began as a fusion of frustration and anger for Sylvex was changing into full-blown distress.


“Batu! Batu! Batu!”


He grabbed one of the cutlasses closest to him and began shooting into the air. Several of his bronze-skinned brothers and sisters emerged from their tents, hurrying to his position—ready for battle if necessary. As more of his tribe descended upon him—confused looks adorned their faces. They saw that Sylvex was alone—with no enemy in sight.


“Sylvex, what is the meaning of this?” One of his elders said.


“Look around you.”


His arms fanned out as they did what he requested. Their awareness of his concern was now evident. Their tight-knit faction had been reduced by a considerable amount. Sure, they had lost a handful of tribesmen and women during their violent skirmishes, but their decision to migrate away from regular combat into a defensive position—played a pivotal role in mitigating those losses. They were not winning the war, but they also weren’t losing it either.


There had been rumors of random disappearances, but Sylvex always assumed that many were defectors, who had become weary of the struggle. Those Lodricans still refused to believe that this was their new normal and that peace would never return to Sehnack. The rising tides and diminishing resources had made sure of that.


Nothing about losing the two closest to him felt random. He lowered his head in frustration. His focus narrowed on the dirt around him for the first time. Unusual step-prints—several in fact—were all around him—hidden from view by the darkness.


This mystery could never have been carried out by the Xelexians, they would have seen them coming a manomede away. This was the work of someone or something much more dangerous. Someone capable enough to come into their homes and steal their cherished ones right out from under their gills while disappearing into the radius.


<>


“Uh.”


Was the whisper accompanied by the elongated guttural groan from Chezad’s dry mouth. He gingerly touched his stomach as it ached. A rhythmic clanging could be heard methodically moving closer as he lay still on the floor of the frigid cooler alongside two of his Lodrican brethren. The more he moved, the hungrier he became.


His breathing was distorted. The gills on the left side of his neck had been visibly damaged, causing the functional ones on his right to perform twice as hard. His eyes opened and closed repeatedly—although due to the depth of his hunger and fatigue—resting was simply not an option.


He had long since lost track of the calendar since his abduction from Sehnack. His faceless captors had done an impeccable job of keeping them in the dark both literally and figuratively. What began as nearly twenty-five of them, had been whittled all the way down to three. If there were others still breathing in his tribe, he had no way of knowing.


No matter how much he desired to counterattack them, he and his kin were powerless. There could never be a greater shame for a Lodrican warrior than what they were currently enduring at the hands of the Draconoires. They had been outmaneuvered by these nebulous aliens at seemingly every turn.


The clanging resumed as Chezad’s eyes opened once more. A modicum of light had entered their penal home. He looked towards the cooler exit to see that the slit had been opened. His eyes blurred as he attempted to shield them.


“Wakey, wakey, sepulwan.” Said one of his Draconoire captors from behind the exit


It was impossible to tell what method of abuse would be inflicted upon them this time. The only thing Chezad could be sure of—was that the Draconoires would enjoy every single moment of it.


<>


Phagon banged his fist on the confinement cell entry—much harder than the first time. He looked through the slit to see that the Lodricans had barely moved. He turned back to his partner, Vinulax, who stood at arm’s length leaning against the wall of the corridor, wearing a black and gold helmet that matched his uniform.


“Hey. They’re not waking up.” Phagon said.


Vinulax shook his head. As methodical as he was, the only thing he seemed to despise more than being in a hurry, was indecision.


“Such inefficiency. Phagon, why don’t you just use the Felician technology—and save yourself the trouble?”


“Brilliant.”


Phagon pointed, removing the Fettacle control from his waist. This handheld device possessed a numbered slider that could be toggled vertically from zero to eight. This tool was an unexpected byproduct stemming from their business arrangement with the Felicians, but was an appreciated asset nonetheless. He turned his attention back to the confinement cell.


“All right. Enough cordiality. Distress is the only thing you sepulwan seem to respond to around here.”


He toggled the Fettacle slider from zero to five in an instant. He tilted his head closer to the entry as the agony emanating from the mouths of the Lodricans was music to his ears. He looked inside the cell once more to see their cuffed wrist bracelets shining effervescently. These beaded gold shackles might have looked modish to the untrained eye, but they were much more destructive than that.


They could send a debilitating pulse of energy from the wrists through the arms up to the brain. If left on for too long, it was possible that the pressure could cause an aneurysm. This technology was a welcomed improvement from the typical brutish ways of the Draconoires, which often times left them just as worse for wear as those they had engaged.


The Lodricans stood around six feet tall—and the males especially—were quite the physical specimens—considering they were also skilled warriors. It would have been foolish to engage them directly, thus the reason the Draconoires had initially hesitated to accept the mission. However, once they were supported by Felician technology, their decision making became much more pliant.


Phagon opened the confinement cell and entered. The shackles dimmed as he stood over the Lodrican captives.


“Glad to see that I finally have your attention.”


He watched as the captives slowly gathered themselves and rose to their feet. Vinulax stood just outside the entry with his weapon trained on them. They filed out of the cell one after another as Phagon exited last.


“Go on. That way.” Vinulax said.


He gestured to the Lodricans with his weapon as Phagon closed the cell. They followed their captives through the corridor. They had been starved since they were returned from Felicity. Their inability to perform the simple duties that were required of them had made them the responsibility of the Draconoires once more or to be put more succinctly—expendable.


Phagon held the fettacle control at his fingertips, playfully rolling it up and down, never moving above the number four or below the number one. The only thing these warriors seemed to understand was pain. So that’s what he gave them, every chance he got.


Phagon toggled the slider to its maximum limit. The Lodricans dropped instantly. Their screams were terrible to the ear, but Phagon could care less.


“Gimme that.”


Vinulax snatched the control from his hand, immediately toggling it back to zero.


“What? I was just having some fun.” Phagon said.


Vinulax exhaled through his helmet. From the sound he made, it was obvious that he was not pleased. He was usually wound up pretty tight, but it was possible that today had him feeling a bit more on edge. Sometimes it seemed like he was too wrapped up in being the perfect jackal. Vinulax pushed his weapon in Phagon’s chest and turned to their captives.


“Get up!” He shouted.


The Lodricans were slow to react to his command.


“You all should consider yourselves fortunate. He’s the pleasant one.” Phagon sarcastically remarked.


“Let’s go. Move it.” Vinulax raised his voice.


The Lodricans continued to dawdle which only seemed to enrage Vinulax even more. He pushed the slider upward as the captives slunk back to their knees. He kicked the captive closest to him in the back.


“See, I told you.” Phagon chuckled.


He nodded as Vinulax slightly turned to him. If only he hadn’t been wearing a helmet. Phagon was certain that the look on his face would be priceless.


<>


Brutugar’s wooly fingers gently tapped the glass leading to the Liberteer’s airlock. He stared at his reflection. He had aged considerably as his bluish-purple skin no longer possessed that warm, youthful glow. The vessel’s commander and first in line to the Draconoire rectorship, it had been ages since he was able to unwind.


He furrowed his snout, far too many in his stripe had become used to their transient cosmic existence. The only time in this current generation that they had experienced planetary activity was at the behest of the Felicians. As much as the Draconoires liked to believe that they were in control of their fate—the truth was—they were merely weapons for hire.


Make no mistake, the Felicians most certainly needed them, but the Draconoires also needed access to their home-world. Extended space travel was harsh enough—worsened unfortunately without a stable resource base to work from. The majority of their food, water, raw materials and technology came from their planetary partners. This was not a marriage of convenience, but one of survival.


The clean room entry slid open as Brutugar turned to it. The Lodrican captives entered with wide eyes followed by Vinulax and Phagon. This was more than likely the first time this group had ever seen one of the Draconoires facially. The Lodrican in the center swallowed as Brutugar noticed the gills on the left side of his neck. There was a fresh laceration that ran from one end to the other.


“Do I frighten you, Lodrican?” Brutugar asked.


“Please. You needn’t do this. Surely, there must be another way.”


Brutugar stepped forward. His eyes shifted upward as the Lodrican was sizable. He examined him, looking at his hands, which trembled. The fettacles had clearly done their job. Their will to fight back against them had been sapped.


“Unfortunately, there isn’t. Through no fault of your own, you’re incapable of being useful. The elements on Felicity simply will not allow it. And per our agreement with the Felicians—it is at our discretion—what we choose to do with you.”


Brutugar shrugged as he moved back towards the handle to the airlock chamber.


“So—that means we have to throw you sepulwan back in the sea.”


Brutugar turned the handle, opening the entry. Phagon pushed the center Lodrican first, followed by the others. Vinulax toggled the slider higher to keep them from fighting back. Once all of them were inside, Vinulax pushed the slider to its maximum level, dropping them to the floor. Brutugar closed the airlock entry, locking it. He looked through the window at the Lodricans.


“Enough.” He said.


Vinulax instantly lowered the fettacle slider as Brutugar turned his attention back to the window. He was soon joined by his two lessers. Moments like these were always thought-provoking. Yes, what they were doing to the Lodricans was cruel and gratuitous. And yet, the sensation this level of dominance provided him was intoxicating. They held the lives of another species in the palms of their hands and nothing could be done to stop them.


The center Lodrican sprang to his feet while the other two remained committed to their fate. His will to survive was admirable. His eyes found Brutugar’s.


“Will you not listen to reason, Draconoire? We have never been your enemy. There is nothing stopping you from letting us go. Letting us reunite with our most cherished.”


“This is just sad. For such a war-like sepulwan, the least they could do is show some dignity.”


Phagon shook his head in disappointment.


“What is your name, Lodrican?” Brutugar asked.


“Does it matter? It will not clear your conscience.”


“I merely wanted to do you the courtesy of addressing you by your designation. It is regrettable that you were unable to perish the same way as your brothers on Felicity or Sehnack—but you can take solace in the fact that you were made of a stronger constitution. Not that it will do you much good, I’m afraid.”


The Lodrican lowered his head. That was the moment where he should have made peace with his fate. He lifted his head to them, revealing a fire that burned deep in his eyes. He spat a colored phlegm onto the window.


“Well that’s not very polite.” Phagon said.


“No, it is not. Perhaps you and your sepulwan brothers will be able to find the friendly confines of space more hospitable to your needs.” Brutugar agreed.


He saluted the Lodricans before turning to the nearby control panel. A few moments later, the Liberteer’s warning siren sounded as the airlock began to open. It immediately created a vacuum as the air was siphoned out. With nothing to cling to, the Lodricans were summarily removed from the Liberteer as well.


They clutched their gills—but with no access to air and their location actively seeking to extract it from their bodies—they were all comatose within a matter of seconds.


The airlock closed leaving the now deceased Lodricans behind to wither away into freezing cosmic dust.


<>


A bright red light flashed every two seconds as Karvis, the Liberteer’s lesser-in-command, sharpened his glare. He leaned in between the vessel’s two pilots, Kothe and Quaye staring out at the floating object through the command center window.


“What is that?”


Karvis stood upright, that could only be one voice. He turned around to see Brutugar followed by Vinulax and Phagon as they entered the room.


“I don’t know sir. Would you like us to intercept?”


“I would.” Brutugar smiled.


“You heard the rector. Bring it in.”


Karvis turned to the navigation terminal nearby.


“Make sure we’re all clear Vasudevan.”


“Yes Karvis.”


The Liberteer approached the object, soaring over top of it. Once lined up with the vessel’s loading bay, the floor hatch opened as metallic tentacles extended from it, grabbing the object. The tentacles recoiled, bringing the object back into the vessel. Karvis turned to Brutugar.


“We have it sir.”


“Good. Now you can tell me what it is.”


The entry to the loading bay opened as Karvis entered followed by Brutugar, Vinulax and Phagon a moment later. They immediately shielded their eyes to protect themselves from the flashing lights of the object. Karvis reached out and touched it, withdrawing his hand instantly.


“You might want to wear a glove my friend. I’m sure it’s freezing.” Brutugar chuckled.


Karvis nodded. Oh, how right he was. He was fortunate he had only touched it momentarily. Any longer and his fingertips might have broken off from the frostbite. He slipped on a pair of gloves, allowing himself to actually touch the surface of the object. He crouched beside it, removing a panel. He clicked his left pectoral muscle, activating his suit torchlight. A closer inspection of the object, revealed just how intricate it was.


The exterior panels were a form of glass that looked like they absorbed light. Which made sense because how else would it be able to power the interior? The materials used on the object were also sturdy enough to withstand the frozen temperatures of space. Whoever designed this knew exactly what they were doing. He looked over top of the object. There was a design that ran parallel across it. Three solid black lines.


“What do you make of it, Karvis?”


“Well—at first glance, I’d say it’s a homing device.”


“From whom? Lodrican?”


Karvis rose to his feet, turning to Brutugar.


“I doubt our Lodrican friends have the technology nor the acumen to build such a device. And if it were Felician, I would have recognized it immediately.”


“So who’s it from?” Phagon asked.


“That I don’t know. Although, this is an interesting piece of technology.”


“Meaning what exactly?”


“Meaning—there’s a chance we could intercept the signal. By reprogramming it. Anything approaching it, would also be approaching us. We could offer them a jackal’s welcome.” Karvis smiled.


Brutugar smirked. That was about as close to laughter as they were ever going to get from him.


“Indeed. Do it.” He said.


“Yes sir.”


Karvis nodded as he watched them exit the room one at a time. He passed some of the vessel’s docked space fighters in search of his tools. He walked back to the machine and rubbed his head. There was a possibility that he had oversold his ability to reprogram the alien device. Not that he would ever dare to share that information with Brutugar.


<>


Karvis re-entered the command center as Brutugar swiveled his chair around to face him. He looked less than pleased.


“Are you done? Cause we’ve been sitting here—waiting—just for you.”


“I am sir. Vasudevan.”


“On it.”


Brutugar swiveled his chair back around to check the monitor in front of him. He watched as the Liberteer’s cargo area floor hatch opened. The object was then lowered outside of the vessel. Karvis stood beside him to watch the vessel’s tentacles in action. It released the object into space before retracting back to the vessel.


“Where to now sir?” Vasudevan asked.


“Somewhere close—and private.” Brutugar answered.


The Liberteer flew away as the object continued to flash every few moments. Whoever eventually came upon it, would definitely be in for a jackal’s welcome.
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CHAPTER ONE


THE CONFIDENT CHOICE


 


Laughter could be heard originating from the commissary as Marius leaned against the wall of the Red Rover corridor. He gently knocked his head back against it. His cadets’ energy levels had risen nearly as high as their eponymous home away from home had since their victory over the Araneans.


While, technically, they were still teenagers, for all intents and purposes, Marius’ cadets had officially graduated to adult-hood. Their combat baptism was definitely a trial by fire, but most importantly, they proved that they were capable of anything they set their minds to.


Never in his wildest dreams could he have ever imagined the level of maturity they would exhibit, especially in such a tense situation. Sure, several years had passed, but the cadets had spent so much of their time cooped up on the Red Rover, that it was a miracle that none of their training atrophied.


Marius stood tall for a moment, collecting his thoughts. He calmly exhaled, opening his eyes. He was ready. He turned to the commissary door which slid open upon his presence. His seven cadets were playing cards again—a welcomed sight that was for sure. Their aggravated anti-authoritarian musings seemed to be a thing of the past. He just stood in front of the door for a moment, watching them in silence. Just seeing them happy made him happy.


“Is everything all right, sir?” Callista asked.


“Yes ma’am. Everything’s fine.”


“But—” Rio interjected.


Marius scoffed. There would be no wiggling his way out of this conversation. This group had become too perceptive for their own good.


“But—it’s time for me to come clean.”


The game stopped immediately as they all put their cards down, giving him their full attention. Marius exhaled. This was a discussion that needed to happen with the group, but that didn’t make having it any easier for him.


“Twenty-eight months.”


Looks of confusion adorned their faces as he watched them carefully processing his words. June buried her face in her hand as she shook her head.


“That’s the exact amount of time we were in space before landing on Araneus.” Marius went on.


“So how old are we now?”


“That’s a good question Gordie. And I wish I had an answer for you. The problem is—the Red Rover’s calendar was reset—during its dark period. I reckon, you all were roughly sixteen when we arrived on this planet, but we still don’t have any idea just how many hours are in a day here.”


“What about Dee-Dee and Ozone?” Orion asked.


“They’re clocks are intertwined with the ship. So—yeah.”


The frustration in their eyes couldn’t have been more evident if they tried.


“I mean, don’t get me wrong. We could all start counting the seconds on our fingers and toes to figure out how many hours were in a day, then begin working backwards to remember exactly how many days we’ve spent on this planet, but I figured you all might find that to be a little ridiculous.”


“So we could be eighteen for all you know?” Andrew said.


“It’s possible. But I’d like to think that we’re in the same ballpark here.”


Marius cleared his throat.


“Look, I can’t change the past, but I can look to the future. I’m here as we speak because the future I’m talking about is yours. You all need to decide what you think is best for us. Not me.”


The cadets began looking at one another. It was interesting that none seemed to have an immediate response for him. Marius always found it intriguing to observe his students when they were altogether. In the past, one of the neophytes would eventually emerge as the alpha of the bunch, whether it was during the simulation trials or when engaging in live-action training on Cnaeus.


However, this particular group had a predilection for blowing up existing trends. They were much more collective-oriented and focused than any group of students that had come before them. Knowing that actually made his decision to come to them in this capacity that much easier.


“Whatever decision you make collectively, I will respect. If that means making a home here on Araneus, then that’s what we will do. If you’d rather resume our cosmic search for the others, I’m fine with that as well. The choice is yours. If I owe you anything at all, I believe it’s this.”


Marius nodded. All eyes remained on him although no one spoke. He was doing exactly what they had told him they wanted. He was allowing them to command their destiny. He quietly turned around and exited to the corridor, leaving them to ruminate on his words.


The door closed behind him. He doubled over and rested his hands against his knees. He took a deep breath before exhaling. For someone whose entire military existence had been about being in control—ceding it to his cadets was perhaps the second most difficult decision he had to make thus far.


<>


The seven cadets sat in abject silence for what seemed like a lifetime as June looked around the room to see which one of them would break the ice. To think they had all been waiting in excess of four—possibly five years—for Marius to relinquish his vice grip of dominion over them and yet no one had anything to say.


She would have to admit that this new development was somewhat surprising. After their victory over the Araneans, Marius definitely had them over a barrel. He could have easily gone back to his overbearing style of leadership, but instead he chose to leave it up to them. That said a lot about Marius’ character.


“I say we go.”


All eyes shifted to Gordie. Alas the silence had been broken, even if he couldn’t have been any vaguer.


“Could you be a little more specific Gordie?” Jovan asked.


“Yeah—I think—we should leave this planet—if it’s possible. No disrespect to the Aphotritons, but if our people are still out there, I wanna see them. Plus, we’ve already wasted nearly four years of our lives. Maybe more. We at least gotta try, don’t we?”


“I agree with Gordie. As beautiful as this world is, I’ll never consider it to be my home. Not while my family’s still out there.” Orion said.


June noticed Jovan biting his fingers as he kept his head low. His body language made it seem like he wanted to say something, but he remained quiet. Now that he was flying, he was slowly morphing back into the guy they all knew and loved. Sure, his cockiness pre-injury was probably gone for good, but every now and then it would reemerge. However, his understanding of his limitations had grown immensely. He never let his pride get in the way of asking for help.


“Are we even sure it’s possible to get off this planet?” Rio asked.


All eyes turned to Callista.


“What’s everyone looking at me for?”


“Well, isn’t this like your forte? Gordie asked.


“My forte? I don’t even know the context in which your using that word.”


“The science. Surely, you could think of something. Like how you got the Red Rover working again.”


“That wasn’t—”


Callista scoffed, biting her tongue. It was obvious that Gordie was probably underselling the amount of work that she had done in conjunction with Marius and the androids. Callista was always the first to tell them that this was a team effort. She really had no ego.


“Andrew, what do you think?” June asked.


He turned to her with an unamused expression. “I don’t know. Why?”


“Well—it seems to me you made a connection since we’ve been here, so maybe you could share with us what you think?”


“That’s easy. I wanna be with the team. Wherever you guys go, that’s where I’m going. It’s like Orion said. This isn’t my home. Even if there is someone I care about very much living on it.”


June nodded. If Andrew was willing to move on from Ammaik so easily, considering how smitten he was with her, then the rest of them really didn’t have much of a choice. She raised her right hand.


“All in favor of resuming our space adventures—and finding the Rover Base or the other Rovers. Raise your hand.” She said.


Andrew’s hand joined hers. Followed by Orion. And Rio. And Gordie. Callista sighed before raising her hand next. Jovan was the only one who hadn’t made a decision, instead rubbing his forehead.


“Jovan?” June asked.


He raised his eyes. He shrugged before giving a thumbs up.


“It’s unanimous.”


<>


Callista sat on the commode with her head down, breathing into her cupped hands. Tomorrow was going to be a life-changing day for them. They had informed Marius of their decision earlier in the evening.


Leaving Araneus was a lot more complicated than the others may have considered. The elements of the daylight haze made it virtually impossible for them to reach the planet’s exosphere. Their only hope—it seemed—would be during the twilight hours when the stars were visible.


The theory—echoed both by her and Marius—being that the haze was more than likely galvanized from the refracted sunlight entering the planet. The composition of this celestial body was a complete mystery to them and they didn’t possess the tools necessary to perform a thorough examination.


All they had to go on really was hope. Tomorrow night, Ozone was going to be their little guinea pig in this cosmic experiment. Either the android was going to breach the planet’s atmosphere or it was going to fail, condemning their existence to this world forever.


She removed her head from her hands, stroking her hair upwards to relax. This was precisely why she was so reluctant to vote in the first place. The others were so confident in her that they couldn’t allow themselves to believe that there was a chance this didn’t work. If Ozone failed and was lost in the process, this would be a huge setback for morale. Not to mention, losing one of the StarForgers. They were already down a HoverSol and the WaftMar.


That wasn’t to say that she was fine with the status quo on Araneus, it was just that she wished Marius had not put the responsibility on them without knowing the feasibility of leaving this planet first. Whether he knew it or not, he was setting them up to be disappointed—again.


Callista exited the stall. She walked to the nearby sink and turned on the faucet. She splashed her face before looking in the mirror. She was beginning to favor her mother facially in appearance, which made her smile.


For a brief moment, she could see her mother’s reflection in the mirror. If only she could have shared these experiences with her. She would have definitely been able to appreciate it. They could have also tapped some of that scientific acumen as well. She turned off the faucet, wringing out her hands. She headed for the exit.


“Night Callista.”


Callista stopped dead in her tracks, clutching her chest. She turned to see Gordie lying across a bench in front of his locker, staring up at the ceiling.


“Jesus, Gordie. You scared the crap out of me.”


Gordie sat up and smiled.


“Sorry about that.”


“What are you still doing up?”


“Couldn’t sleep. Same as you.”


“I was just using the bathroom.”


“Were you? Cause I didn’t hear the toilet flush.”


“Yeah—cause that’s not creepy at all.”


Gordie shrugged. He gestured for her to sit beside him. She glared at him for a moment. For as long as she had known Gordie, she probably could count the number of one-on-one conversations they’ve had on one hand. If tomorrow were just a normal day, there was a good possibility that she would have declined his offer. But tomorrow was anything but that. It was—everything. Their future depended on it.


They sat in awkward silence for a good fifteen seconds as Callista rocked back and forth. She could feel his eyes piercing her soul.


“Is there something you wanted to say, Gordie?”


“Not really. I just wanted to tell you that I think you’re very beautiful. And smart.”


She turned to him. He wasn’t joking this time.


“I admire you. And I know it’s weird coming from me because—I don’t usually say stuff like that. But I wanted you to know how I feel.”


“Oh Gordie.”


She reached out, putting her hand on his cheek. She gently rubbed it as he kissed her hand. He pulled her in tight to him.


“What are you doing?”


“What I should have done a long time ago.”


Gordie moved her face to his as he leaned closer, kissing her on the lips. She resisted at first, but eventually succumbed to his charms. She closed her eyes.


Her eyes opened a second later—startled—as she was now in her pod. A sigh of relief washed over her. Thankfully, it was only a dream.


“Oh my God.” She scoffed. “Gordie.”


A shiver went down her back. He was the last person she ever would have imagined dreaming about.


“We have got to meet some new people.”


<>


Marius grunted and groaned as he climbed the ladder leading to the escape hatch. He lifted himself onto the ship’s roof, dragging his legs out. He turned to see Dee-Dee waiting for him. Dee-Dee stared at him with an odd expression—one he had never seen from the android before.


“What?”


“I didn’t say anything, sir.”


“Yeah, but you look like there’s something on your mind, so spill it.”


Dee-Dee looked at him for a moment as he gestured for the android to get on with it.


“I suppose I was wondering why didn’t you simply watch from the ground if climbing the ladder makes you so tired?”


Marius scoffed as he affixed his headset from around his neck to over his ears. Nothing ever slipped past either of the androids. He could rest easy with the knowledge that if anything were to ever happen to him, the cadets would be in excellent care. They were way too good at their jobs. He rose to his feet, approaching Dee-Dee with a smile.


“I may be getting older, but that doesn’t make me old. Nothing wrong with a little sweat. Is Ozone ready?”


“When you say the word.”


Marius looked skyward. It was the same as it always was—ideal. No clouds. No random patterns. Just peaceful. That was probably what scared him the most. Since their journey had begun those many years ago, it seemed like things rarely went according to plan. Somewhere along the way, a snafu or the unexpected would occur.


He looked to the ground. Ozone was sitting in the pilot’s seat of a StarForger. The canopy was still open. The android was just waiting for his orders. If they were wrong, this would more than likely be the last time they would have Ozone operational. If only they still had their duplicate androids, they would have been able to program it to handle this task instead. A lump sat in his throat as he swallowed. He turned to Dee-Dee.


“Do it.”


“All right Ozone. We’re ready.”


“Affirmative.”


He watched as Ozone secured its harness. The canopy closed around the android. The StarForger powered on. Marius looked to the loading bay ramp to see that the seven cadets had gathered at the bottom of it. From the looks on their faces, they were just as nervous as he was. Callista was the only one of them wearing a headset.


“Whenever you’re ready Ozone.”


“Yes sir.”


The StarForger’s booster rockets activated as it carefully lifted off of the ground. It passed Marius and Dee-Dee next, remaining in a horizontal position while ascending vertically.


“I sure hope this works.” Orion said.


Marius could hear him through his headset.


“It’ll work.” Callista responded.


Marius’ eyes followed the trajectory of the StarForger. The jet was approaching the altitude of the haze.


“Less than two thousand feet sir.” Ozone said.


He let out a deep sigh. The StarForger’s ascent continued without interruption. The jet stopped, hovering in a static position.


“Ozone has reached the threshold sir. He’s awaiting orders.” Dee-Dee said.


Marius bit his lip and exhaled through his nostrils. This was their moment of truth. He could feel Dee-Dee watching him.


“Sir?”


“Do it.”


“Okay Ozone. You have a green light.”


“Affirmative.”


The StarForger began to edge its nose upward, eventually settling on a forty-five-degree angle. A moment later, its primary booster rockets activated as the StarForger shot forward, blasting toward Araneus’ uppermost atmosphere with minimal resistance.


“Doct—Mari”


“We’re here Ozone.”


Marius held the headsets tight around his ears listening as best he could.


“I—breach—thresh—now—proaching—space—rked. Just—ike—lista—would.”


Marius turned to Dee-Dee.


“Did you get any of that?”


“It worked sir.”


He breathed a sigh of relief. He was temporarily overcome with joy as he wiped a tear away. A smile emerged from his lips.


“Copy that.”


<>


“Haha!”


The seven cadets looked skyward to see Marius pumping his fists in exuberance on the roof of the Red Rover. He looked down upon them a moment later.


“He’s through! Ozone made it.”


Callista exhaled as her head tilted backwards. The weight that rested upon her shoulders was becoming almost too burdensome to bear. She had done her best not to let the others see just how much this operation was affecting her.


She wasn’t sure if her friends knew that this was their only practical idea for escaping Araneus. And she was happy to keep it that way, because now they were ready to put this world where it belonged—in their rear view.


Well—everyone except for Andrew maybe. Remarkably, he had found a girlfriend. Sure—Ammaik had four eyes and wings—but she also saved his life and made it possible for Callista, Jovan, Marius and the androids to rescue the others—along with her entire civilization.


Ammaik had certainly earned Callista’s respect and apology for misjudging her. While Andrew had told them otherwise in the commissary, if he really did want to remain here with her and the Aphotritons, who could really blame him?


“Way to go Callista.”


She snapped out of her daze to see Rio staring at her with a big smile. She had her hand raised, indicating she wanted a high-five. Callista smirked as the two cadets clapped hands. The others gathered around her, jumping up and down in celebration. They were back in business.











CHAPTER TWO


A WARM DEPARTURE


 


Scaffolding was erected all along the Aphotriton kingdom inner walls as the citizens tirelessly worked to rebuild what the Araneans had tried so desperately to destroy, not long ago.


The two StarForgers hovered above as Marius stood on the Spire balcony that was once lorded over by the deceased Aphotriton king, Severus. Salm had temporarily taken the mantle as leader during their recovery. Marius held a chalice filled with a tart, yet refreshing elixir. He savored the taste, knowing full well that this would be one of the final times he would have it. Unless the Aphotritons were nice enough to provide him with some for the road, of course.


While the Araneans had been driven back to the caves from whence they came, the Aphotriton people were in no condition to engage them in another prolonged conflict. They were still in a fragile state and needed a leader who commanded kingdom wide respect to keep things in order.


Sturdy vines dangled from the undercarriage of the StarForgers holding stone building material. They had been airlifted to the scaffolding’s highest levels to help with the reconstruction process. Marius could always count on Dee-Dee and Ozone to do their part as each android manned a cockpit.


It wouldn’t be long now before he and his seven cadets were onto their next adventure, taking them God only knew where. The fear of their future’s uncertainty was slowly being replaced with hope and excitement. Marius believed that it was important for them to enjoy these last days here on Araneus, primarily because this was the first time in ages that they could actually relax and be in the moment.


It wouldn’t have surprised him in the least if this was a novel experience for them. It certainly was one for him. They had saved this kingdom. A kingdom they never would have knew existed had they not been so low on vital resources.


Marius took a sip from the chalice. Their entire ordeal was miraculous in a myriad of ways. He beamed. It was hard not to feel like the best was yet to come for them.


“Mind if I join you?”


Marius’ back stiffened. He turned around to see a healing Salm standing in the mangled archway. His left arm stabilized by a wooden tourniquet and a vine sling. The Araneans had done a real number on him. And yet, even after enduring that, he held his head high with an appreciative look in his eyes.
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