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PREFACE 






Desmond Tutu, the renowned South African theologian, once stated that “hope is being able to see that there is light despite all of the darkness.”


A great metaphor for life, but an even better one for space.


Hope has often been considered a catalyst in achieving what many humans have deemed impossible. However, in the instances where it has been misapplied, it can also become a detriment—possibly leading to tunnel vision and failure.


The beauty of sentient life is that there is no roadmap. The end of one road, can be the beginning of another—and our paths are guided by the choices we make or don’t make.


The crew of the Red Rover have experienced incredible highs and distressing lows while traversing this grand universe in search of their lost loved ones. And it has been hope, even above survival, that has compelled them to keep going.


The darkness, that has surrounded them at every turn—has not affected their ability to continue seeking out the light. Not even a little bit.


In this particular situation, hope is getting the job done.
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PROLOGUE


A MOORING PHENOMENON


 


A robust waft blew through the subterranean passageway as the hairs tightened on the back of Altarhi’s exposed flocculent neck. The Fonantian researcher shivered—his uneasiness growing more noticeable as the breeze gained in its intensity. The twists, turns, ups and downs offered minimal resistance. In such a desiccated environment, breathing the frigid air was not advisable long-term without appropriate attire.


An indistinct whistle echoed inside his eardrums as his eyes widened. His head swung in the opposite direction in hopes of discovering the source of the echo’s foundation. The apparatus attached to his headring provided a much-needed luminosity that revealed nothing out of the ordinary.


Altarhi bit his lower lip, rubbing the furrowed gouges in his forehead. He rocked back and forth, wrestling with whether or not to disturb his superior. Having spent an inordinate stretch with Kabibi for his employment since his intellectual coming of age, Altarhi knew that their most important activity was always the one that they were working on in that very moment.


In many ways, that was Kabibi’s gift. But his attention did come with a considerable penalty to them both. They were regularly chided by the research directorate of Fonantis for not completing their assignments in a suitable fashion.


This particular situation was dissimilar, however, albeit no less worrisome for Altarhi. They were underground—in the spine-chilling batstu of Kethyrie—which was not a significant distance from the restricted Paprijian Territory. Any one of those conditions would have been considered perilous to the ordinary Fonantian citizen. The danger that existed for them was increased tenfold, bearing in mind their technical expertise and backgrounds.


Altarhi gently stomped his boot, kicking the loose sand beneath him. The time for them to make haste had come. He headed further into the passageway towards the waft that he had felt moments earlier.


The recurring sound of brass chipping against mineral could be heard as Altarhi came upon his Lilliputian mentor. Kabibi was crouched against the wall, catching fragments of the underworld’s body in his pouch. A mist of particles from his excavation had cloaked him in debris.


“At this rate, we’ll be archaic before we see the surface again.” Altarhi had seen enough.


“I thought I felt your accusatorial eyes, Altarhi. But you are in luck—for I have finished.”


Kabibi rose to his feet, still miniature in stature, most notably when standing beside Altarhi. Fonantians, by and large, were not regarded for their tallness and Kabibi was the model for that reality. His skin was just as hirsute as Altarhi’s and his complexion was greyish green. He also wore a headring which glowed as his dark round eyes met his protégé’s. Kabibi placed the pouch inside his haversack. He checked his set, making sure everything was secure before draping it over his shoulder.


“After you.” Kabibi said with a grin.


Altarhi gutturally sneered before turning back towards the direction they had initially departed from. He hadn’t walked ten paces before the sound of the indistinct whistle echoed ahead of them once more, forcing him to quicken his pace.


“Hurry Kabibi, time is of the essence.”


Altarhi was steadfast in keeping his head turned to its side. He could not afford to lose sight of his mentor, who was struggling to match his stride. For every step he took, Kabibi would need at least another.


“If my pace was bothering you this much, you could have offered to carry me on your back.”


Altarhi took a much lower glance backwards at him this time. Even in such a precarious location, Kabibi knew just the precise way to reduce his stress or even make him laugh.


“Your physicality notwithstanding, you’re not that primitive.”


“You’re just full of that Fonantian charm, I see.”


Altarhi smirked as they continued on until reaching a lacuna, which separated one passageway from the next. Altarhi stuck his head inside and smiled. Before him was a ladder that had been erected into the wall leading to the surface. He squinted— barely able to see the hatch above them. It was easy to forget the depth that they had traveled to get here.


“All this goading and now you’re suddenly squeamish?”


Kabibi nudged him as Altarhi sucked his teeth. Kabibi never missed a moment to throw a taunt his way, even if the situation didn’t call for one. One cycle, Altarhi would be the one having the superlative laugh. He climbed the ladder, slow at first, but much quicker once he felt Kabibi nipping at his soleplates.


The two Fonantians were almost halfway to the surface when an intense rumbling entered the lacuna, slamming them face first into the ladder. Altarhi clung for dear life, looking down at Kabibi to see that his grip was nowhere near as sturdy. He reached his left hand to Kabibi’s back, pulling him towards the ladder.


“Are we too late?” Altarhi asked.


“I’d rather not find out. Keep moving. And thanks.”


Altarhi resumed his climb, this time moving just fast enough to still feel Kabibi grazing against his soleplates. If either one of them had fallen from this height, they would have been severely battered or worse.


He reached the surface hatch. Using extreme caution, he began carefully turning his body to where his backside and soleplates were now propping him up. Kabibi gripped his left leg to help him remain balanced.


Altarhi pushed once, twice and a third time, pushing the hatch up for good. The darkness that had surrounded them save for their headrings was no longer. The natural light of the stars was nearing its completion as it would soon give way to the dawn of a new cycle on Kethyrie’s surface. He looked down at Kabibi.


“How do you like me now?”


“I have to admit, you always seem to pick the most inopportune moments to fish for compliments.”


“That’s because you rarely give them.”


“My point exactly.”


Altarhi took his time turning his body back around, climbing out of the lacuna with more confidence. Once on the surface, he wasted no time reaching back inside and plucked Kabibi out to join him.


Altarhi closed the hatch and looked around. They were surrounded on all sides by sand dunes, hills and mountains. These were the batstu of northern Kethyrie, their home world. The noise they had heard moments earlier had not dissipated and sounded like it was getting closer.  He noticed Kabibi looking skyward. The darkness was ubiquitous with tiny pockets of light finding their way through the scarce clouds above. Their cosmic system’s light source, Iscoa, was just beginning its ascent from the furthest visible point to the west.


“Looks like we made it.” Altarhi said.


“Don’t go kicking your soleplates just yet, my friend.”


Altarhi followed Kabibi as he approached their mobile research transport, the Nanjemoy, when a very large object screamed over their heads cloaking them in darkness as it passed by. The object’s momentum slammed Kabibi into the trunk of the Nanjemoy, while Altarhi landed beside it. That was almost too close for comfort. Altarhi rolled back to his feet and went to check on Kabibi.


“Are you all right?”


Kabibi nodded that he was, even though he did take a moment to compose himself by choosing to remain in the sand.


“What was that?” Altarhi wondered.


“I haven’t the faintest, but I sure felt every bit of it.”


They watched as the object descended at an increasing velocity to the surface. The object crashed as a huge sand plume was created, blasting out in every direction from the point of impact. They were fortunate the impact appeared to be a significant number of manomedes from their current location.


“Keep your head down!”


Kabibi leapt back to the sand, crawling underneath the Nanjemoy for protection. Altarhi took a second look to see that the plume was almost upon them, covering the batstu at an extraordinary velocity. He followed Kabibi’s lead by rolling under the Nanjemoy. He shrouded his head under his arms in a curled position, bringing his knees inward.


The plume engulfed them, whipping back and forth as the Nanjemoy rocked and almost tipped over from its momentum. As quickly as the plume had arrived, it was now gone as Altarhi found himself gasping for air, his full body covered in dust. A few short breaths would be necessary to bring him back to his normal condition.


“Altarhi, status.”


He opened his eyes. Checking that he was still intact.


“I’m still alive, if that’s what you’re asking.”


“Good. Then stop fooling around and get in.”


Altarhi unfurled himself, noticing Kabibi’s soleplates moving towards the operational side of the Nanjemoy. He could hear the sound of the door opening as he shook his head, more in astonishment than anything else. When it came to risking their lives, Kabibi had the shortest memory of any Fonantian he had ever known.


“Why does this all feel so ominous?”


Altarhi rolled out from under the transport, eager to return home.


<>


Kabibi climbed into the operational seat of the Nanjemoy and respired. That was a close one. While he had made it a point of emphasis to never let Altarhi see him at anything but his absolute stillest, he would have been insincere if he admitted that he wasn’t at least somewhat anxious by what had just transpired.


It took well over twenty Fonantians to lift one Nanjemoy and yet, the plume of sand had almost swept it away in all of its fury, a moment ago. Kabibi activated the transport’s power supply as it sputtered for a moment. He turned it off and tried again. This time it activated with no delay. The far-side door opened as he watched Altarhi dust himself off before getting in.


“Oh, for Iscoa’s sake. Take your time why don’t you.” He facetiously stated.


“What do you expect? I’m covered in filth.”


Altarhi wasn’t wrong, but now his dawdling was costing them much needed darkness. Once the vivacity of Iscoa had covered the batstu’s surface, they would have to rethink their exit strategy. The calefaction it would generate alone was enough to cause genuine concern.


At last, Kabibi’s protégé entered as he activated the transport’s casement cleansers and removed the copious amounts of sediment that was obstructing their view.


“By my calculations, whatever that was—that crashed, I mean—landed, is about a dozen manomedes from our current position.” Kabibi said.


“Good to know.”


Altarhi was more preoccupied with securing his harness than anything Kabibi had to say. Kabibi took the Nanjemoy out of its stationary mode. It ascended, putting just enough space between the transport and the surface that they wouldn’t have to worry about the batstu’s hidden pitfalls. This was also one of the few times in his existence where Kabibi felt oversized. The Nanjemoy was now ready to disembark. He swung the steering device as the transport rotated, changing its trajectory.


“Where are you going? Fonantis is in the other direction.” Altarhi pleaded.


Kabibi turned to him with a coy expression.


“Where do you think? It doesn’t take a Paprijian, Altarhi.”


Altarhi sneered, waving his hand in antipathy. He had to know that the odds of Kabibi letting an opportunity like this one slip through his grasp without at least taking a perfunctory glimpse at the impact zone, were slim to none. In Kabibi’s world, danger always took a backseat to discovery. He was seconds away from switching the transport’s pace settings when Altarhi reached out and grabbed his arm with aggression.


“But Iscoa is rising. We’ll be exposed.”


Kabibi looked in his eyes. They revealed a genuine fear that this might be the moment where they tempted fate one too many times. Still, Kabibi’s whole existence was dedicated to pushing boundaries and doing what other Fonantian researchers were always too apprehensive to attempt. He shrugged off Altarhi’s grasp.


“I’m aware of this.”


He switched the Nanjemoy’s pace while continuing to yield against the brake.


“And you should really have a little more belief, Altarhi. Fear just makes your impression unpleasant.”


“Does it really? Because that’s why I said it.”


Kabibi shrugged. The more time these two spent together the more his protégé began sounding like him. He wasn’t sure how he should feel about that. One of him was a lot to handle. Two would have been excess.


He slammed his foot on the pedal as the Nanjemoy began building its velocity. The back of their heads slammed against the headrests from the momentum as the transport raced across the sands. Fonantian technology had seen impressive improvements since their sojourn to the north so many intervals ago. Traveling across these great distances in condensed volumes of time was of supreme importance to their finest echelons.


The batstu was a plateau for the most part, aside for the occasional mountain peak that obtruded from the sand. Kabibi steered the Nanjemoy near one of them as the top sand stirred revealing more of the peak’s foundation. It was a rare experience for them to see Iscoa’s energy as it landed against the batstu.


A cloud of smoke could be seen forming above the impact zone as the Nanjemoy continued its approach.


“There it is. Up ahead.” Altarhi pointed.


“I see it.”


Kabibi began the process of decelerating the Nanjemoy because if he hadn’t the transport would have traveled well-beyond the impact zone. He guided the Nanjemoy to a parallel spot, traveling along the left side of the fallen object. He pressed the brake to its maximum as the transport jerked them forward.


“Smooth.” Altarhi remarked.


“I stopped us, didn’t I? Come on.”


They both unfastened their security harnesses and reached under their seats to reveal concealable armaments that blended with their uniforms, making it difficult for non-Fonantians to see where their hands ended and their armaments began. They made eye contact for a moment before exiting the transport at the same time. Kabibi ran around the front of the Nanjemoy towards the object about as fast as he could. His excitement was off the charts. This discovery had the potential to be the most significant achievement in his researching career.


At this point, it was clear that the object residing before their eyes was some type of space vessel. It was long across its exterior with a blonde streak that ran from one end to the other. The impact with Kethyrie’s surface had damaged parts of the exterior, at least at first glance. It was a marvel that the vessel hadn’t disintegrated as its design must have consisted of durable elements. Altarhi stood slack-jawed, just looking at the vessel from end to end.


“Look at the dimensions. It’s massive.” He said.


“Indeed.”


Altarhi’s hesitance aside, Kabibi raised his armament, moving towards the front of the vessel. He stopped, noticing that Altarhi still hadn’t moved a muscle.


“What are you waiting for? Let’s check it out.”


“I was afraid you’d say that.”


Altarhi approached him as the two hurried alongside it. Kabibi searched for any fissures that he could enter through, but this space vessel was a lot sturdier than he could have ever imagined.


“See a way inside?” Kabibi asked.


“Not from where I’m standing.”


“Then we go in through the front. I think I saw something above.”


Kabibi raced back to the Nanjemoy, leaving Altarhi at the vessel. He reached the back of the transport and opened its rear space. He placed his armament aside. The Nanjemoy was the best research transport made in Fonantis. It had more than enough room for both of them and their supplies. And if they ever discovered any interesting artifacts to transport or they needed a place to rest for a period, there was room for that as well.


Kabibi grabbed two splicers from their holdings. He closed the trunk, hurrying back to Altarhi, who still hadn’t moved—even he was becoming enraptured by the space vessel.


“Here take this.”


Kabibi tried handing him one of the splicers, but Altarhi was still distracted.


“Altarhi.”


“Kabibi, the light.”


He turned to see that Iscoa had risen steadily. It still hadn’t touched the surface around them yet, but the darkness was nearing diminishment. He turned back to Altarhi.


“We get in, we get out. You have my word.”


Altarhi stared at him for a brief moment, still reluctant it would seem to accept the splicer. He was not interested in investigating this vessel.


“Please.”


Altarhi respired, taking the splicer from him. Kabibi moved to the front center of the vessel while Altarhi shadowed him. They each secured one end of the splicer to their waistbands.


“Ready?”


Altarhi nodded.


“On my mark. One. Two. Go.”


They pushed buttons on their splicers, that released cables airborne over the proboscis of the space vessel. Kabibi was careful in tugging on his cable. He wouldn’t be comfortable until it was taut. He waited for Altarhi to do the same.


“Good?”


Altarhi nodded again. They hit their buttons a second time and were lifted from the surface over the proboscis. Kabibi released the splicer, but it didn’t matter considering he was still connected to it via his waistband. He slammed face first into the floor.


“Smooth.”


Kabibi rolled over, looking at Altarhi who stood above him with a look of self-satisfaction. His ability to land on his soleplates while Kabibi was not, was beyond irksome. Altarhi looked up from him.


“By Kethyrie herself, what anomaly is this?”


Kabibi unhooked himself, rising to his feet as he looked around. There was a muddle of discharge surrounding them on the floor, the forward-facing machines behind them and on one of the chairs. Kabibi followed the discharge trail to an unfamiliar being. It was lying on the floor near a quadrilateral post just beyond the center of the room.


“Look. A vakata.”


Kabibi pointed to the muddle, then followed it back to the vakata. The origins of the term dated back to ancient Paprijia. It was a descriptor used against the former southern cultures of Kethyrie. Its meaning had since evolved, having been co-opted by the ternion cultures to describe any non-indigenous life beyond their borders.


Kabibi bent down in attempt to roll the vakata, but there was a substantial size and weight difference that made it impossible for him to do it alone. He gestured to Altarhi.


“Help me.”


Altarhi moved to the other side of the vakata, gesturing for Kabibi to push it towards him—a wise decision considering he was the stronger of the two. Discharge began dripping from beneath the right glove of the vakata’s uniform.


Once turned over, the two Fonantians paused for a moment, taking in the sight of the vakata. They could see its face. It was wearing a helmet with a faceplate whose color matched the exterior of the vessel.


They lifted the upper portion of the vakata’s body and brought it backwards to keep it propped against the quadrilateral post. Kabibi took his time removing the helmet as the head of the vakata slumped forward.


“Have you ever seen such a being?”


“Never.”


Altarhi removed his glove. He was gentle while caressing the vakata’s face. He seemed to be marveling at the hairlessness of it. That alone was proof that this vakata was not indigenous to Kethyrie. Kabibi, on the other hand, was much more invested in the engineering that was used to design the vakata’s helmet.


He flipped it upside down, feeling around its outer ridges. This vakata had the ability to travel the stars wearing one that wasn’t much different than any designed in Fonantis. He smiled. They had been on board for only a few moments and his suspicions about the space vessel were being rewarded. He looked deeper into the helmet and noticed alphanumeric symbols that had been woven into the material. The five symbols in order spelled the word, M.O.O.R.E.


“What does M.O.O.R.E. mean?”


He was careful as he set the helmet back down on the floor. He then put two fingers together before placing them underneath the vakata’s chin, checking for a pulse. He could feel one, although it was faint at best.


“Whoever this is, it’s still breathing.” Kabibi turned to him.


“Are we sure that’s a good thing?”


“Help me get it up.”


“What?”


“Well, we can’t just leave it.”


“And why can’t we?” Altarhi leaned backwards, pushing himself back to his feet.


“Because that’s not who we are.”


“Inane. Do you not understand? This is inane.” Altarhi respired. “We shouldn’t be here at all. Look at the light. We’re too late. Iscoa’s already here.”


The luminosity from Iscoa was now radiating through the crashed vessel’s shattered casement. Kabibi knew that what they were doing could cost them their lives, but something inside him would not allow him to leave the vakata behind, not without trying anyway.


“If you don’t want to help, fine. I’ll do it myself.”


He attempted to lift the unconscious vakata by himself, but its body along with the weight of its uniform, made it too heavy for him to do alone. Altarhi let out a profound respire and shook his head. A smile arose from Kabibi’s face. That familiar combination from his protégé was like harmony to him.


“What do you need me to do?” Altarhi asked.


“Take one side. I’ll take the other. Be careful of the head.”


The two Fonantians did a silent count of two before taking great care while moving the vakata back towards the way they entered. A vulgar incoherent howling was inserted within his ear canals as Altarhi froze. While the noise was faint at best, there was no doubt that the ravenous Salimites were the culprits. These predators ruled the batstu by light and disappeared by night. While they didn’t have firm data on the reasons, they assumed it was due to the drastic drop in thermal energy.


However, that sound could mean one of two things. Either the salimites were nearby and they were in imminent danger or the predators were awakening for the first time and their voices were echoing off the dunes, making them appear closer than they were.


“Oh, for Iscoa’s sake. Do you hear that? They’re waking up. We’ll never make it back in time.”


Altarhi’s eyes were bulging and his pace was becoming manic.


“Then we hunker down.”


“Hunker down? And what if this vakata wakes up? What then? For all we know, it could be even more vicious than the salimites.”


Kabibi looked at the vakata still in his arms. Altarhi was correct. They couldn’t risk staying here long term without a plan. If this vakata awoke with bad intentions, they might not be able to subdue it. And taking their chances with the salimites would never be a viable option.


“I’ll get a suppressant from the Nanjemoy. Just wait here.”


Kabibi released the vakata back into Altarhi’s arms. The weight was almost too much for him to prop up causing him to slide back down to the floor with it still in his arms.


“You got it?”


“Yes. Can you please hurry?”


Kabibi nodded. He hurried back to the front, re-attaching the splicer to his waistband. He stood on the edge of the vessel’s proboscis, shielding his eyes from the now blinding star in the sky. He clicked the button and leapt off. The cable extended as he descended all the way to the surface. He removed the link from his waistband and noticed that the surface was now sweltering. It made no difference that he was wearing his research waders and soleplates. He could feel every bit of the fluctuating environment.


He dashed to the rear of the Nanjemoy, hopping from one foot to the next, trying to avoid damaging his soleplates on the burning sands. He opened the rear, looking for a suppressant. The incoherent howling of the salimites was growing louder and closer as the sounds frightened him.


“Ah.”


He leapt inside the rear to hide, pulling it closed behind him, just in case the predators were lurking nearby. He respired. It was looking like his best maneuver would be to wait it out until nightfall.


“Terrific. Altarhi is going to be quite ornery when this is all over.”


<>


Altarhi continued holding the vakata in his arms as Kabibi instructed. He was somewhat concerned that if he moved it—then the vakata would awaken. If he had been more diligent in keeping track of their progress, they would have been on their way to Fonantis and he wouldn’t have been in this situation at all.


“You know when I signed up for this gig, I never intended to die doing it.”


He looked at the vakata. Kabibi was right about one thing, this was a fanciful discovery that none of the other Fonantian researchers would be able to equal. However, regardless of how curious Altarhi might have been about the vakata and its mysteries, his preference was always security over everything.


“The things we do to earn our place, huh?”


Altarhi shook his head. The vakata remained unconscious in his arms. The incoherent howling of the salimites resumed moments later. The predators of the batstu were much closer than before. He clenched the vakata’s uniform tighter and closed his eyes. Thinking pleasant thoughts would be the best option he had left between now and the upcoming darkness, which was a long way away. And that was factoring in the vakata remaining in its current state.


If there’s any fairness to be had on Kethyrie, those vile monstrosities will devour Kabibi first. It would serve him right.
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CHAPTER ONE


AGONY LINGERS


 


Marius sat staring at the wall closest to his chamber’s entrance. Not only was his vision blurry, but he was seeing double. He rubbed his eyelids to the point where they were red and sore.


His journal was on the floor, upside down. Since their wild escape from the Nemosolas, he had made several attempts to add a new entry, but for some reason he was unable to follow through. He was experiencing an extreme case of brain fog that was becoming worse, not better with time and rest.


It was also becoming more difficult for him to remember his life before the Red Rover. Sometimes, he would look at the photos of his former neophytes and it would upset him. Even though he recognized their adolescent faces, he was unable to place many of their names.


A gurgle pressed against the back of his throat. He kept his mouth closed, trying to suppress it, but a second gurgle soon followed. He sprang to his feet, rushing to his adjoining bathroom.


Marius flipped the toilet seat up as a third gurgle ruptured inside his throat. He did not hold back this time as it spewed out into the bowl below him.


“Huuuu—”


Bodily fluids combined with chunks of his most recent meal regurgitated from his abdomen, landing in the toilet. He sat on his knees, keeping his head over the bowl. This was another part of his new daily routine. Keeping his food digested was now an adventure.


Marius puked a second time. Then a third. More and more fluid landing inside the bowl. This continued until he had emptied out his belly. With no more food or fluid to release, his stomach pained from the remaining air being sucked out instead.


He reared back, falling on his backside. He wiped the excess secretions from his mouth, inhaling and exhaling until his chest hurt, before peering back inside the bowl. A vile mix of red and green was changing the color of the bowl’s water. While he couldn’t be sure what the green was, the same couldn’t be said for the red.


“Ah shit. That can’t be good.”


He sat back, no longer interested in the toilet’s contents.


“Damn.”


He looked skyward and shook his head.


“I’m beginning to think you’re on borrowed time doctor. Only a matter of when.”


He reached above his head and flushed the toilet before using the bowl as leverage to get back to his feet. He stood in front of the sink in his uniform. He unzipped it down to his waist. While his wound from being shot by the Draconoires had healed, his skin was undergoing discoloration all across his chest and abdomen. The green stuff he saw in the toilet was undergoing a gradual manifestation all along the surface of his body.


“Christ, I’m gonna need some more antibiotics.”


He stood over the sink for half-a-minute, just collecting his thoughts. He was becoming lightheaded. Which was another in the growing list of ailments that were now reoccurring in his daily life. He leaned back against the bathroom entrance frame, stabilizing his trembling legs.


This sure would be a hell of a lot easier if I could just get some damn sleep.


He turned to his chamber’s entrance once again. The Red Rover carried a finite amount of medical supplies for the seven cadets and him, but enough was enough. Marius was getting desperate. He needed something to dull his pain receptors.


He zipped his uniform back up and opened his chamber door. He staggered out, hugging the wall closest to him. He stopped cold upon seeing Callista sitting on the floor, not more than a foot or two from where Dee-Dee’s headless torso resided. Her head was still while she didn’t appear to be blinking. Almost like she was in a trance.


“Callista?”


“Yeah.”


She continued staring straight ahead, not paying him any mind whatsoever. Marius repositioned his body, making sure she wouldn’t be able to see that anything was wrong with him.


“What are you doing?”


“I don’t know. Couldn’t sleep.” She said.


“That seems to be going around a lot, lately.”


Marius sighed. He approached her, taking one slow and solid step at a time. He was still feeling lightheaded from his regurgitation a few moments earlier. The last thing he could afford to do was fall on his face. He was certain his ego would never be able to accept that.


He moved beside her, sliding down the wall as his gaze fell upon Dee-Dee’s body once more. He had never seen it from this angle before. His eyes welled with water as a wave of emotion washed over him. Now, he was no longer lightheaded. He was equal parts devastated and enraged.


While he and his cadets had given the Draconoires the comeuppance they deserved and more, seeing this was a humbling daily reminder of the evil that had been inflicted upon them for no reason. Several times a day, his cadets would pass the headless android bodies of Dee-Dee and Ozone, while doing the utmost to pretend like they didn’t see them at all.


Marius knew they were doing that because he was doing the very same. But now, sitting beside Callista in this specific moment, the pain he felt was torturous. His heart ached for her—for all of them.
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