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			Sixty-six million years ago

			Long before humanity’s dawn, when dinosaurs ruled an unwelcoming Earth, our solar system not only looked different, it was already the theatre of two spacefaring civilizations.
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			The departure

			“Benny, Bennnny! Come here. Good boy. . . . Henry, hold him, would you? Poor Delvon, look at you—dog hair all over your brand-new suit. What were you thinking?”

			Fourteen-year-old Delvon Ingis forced a smile, masking the flush of embarrassment as his mother tried to brush the stubborn fur off his jacket. Around them, other teenagers watched intently. Benny, the family’s loyal dog, had been Delvon’s buddy for as long as he could remember. Teaching Benny tricks was a source of pride—a bond that defined much of his childhood.

			“Mommm! . . . People are watching,” Delvon muttered through clenched teeth, trying to look cool.

			“There, honey.” Ms. Ingis hugged her son tightly, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. “I will miss you so much, dear.” She had vowed not to cry, but how could a mother not . . . ?

			“I will miss you too, Mom,” he whispered, turning his gaze away, unwilling to meet her tear-filled eyes. “I promise I’ll be good.”

			“I know you will. Go on, make new friends. We are so proud of you.”

			“Goodbye, Dad. . . . Bye, Benny.”

			The couple stood side by side, heads leaning together, watching their son approach the waiting group of teenagers ready to embark on their journey. Benny sat by Henry’s feet, tilting his head and whimpering softly.

			The spaceport buzzed with the nervous energy of young teens about to take their first flight to space and parents grappling with the bittersweet reality of letting go. Near the boarding gate, the leader of Phaeton’s government—the then fifth planet from the sun—addressed the media.

			“We promised this initiative, and now proudly present it. Ten exceptional students, selected from thousands of applicants, will be trained on Mars alongside their peers from Jupiter’s moon, Europa.”

			A reporter pressed, “Sir, does this mean Mars will no longer be under Phaeton’s jurisdiction?”

			“No, of course not,” the president replied. “It is imperative that everyone, including our Natatory friends from Europa, remember that the people of Phaeton colonized Mars first. It is normal that we Nordics remain in control. That said, people of both sides honour and respect the Mars’ Treaty terms.”

			He moved to the main alley with the reporters in trail, sweeping his hand toward glass cases displaying holograms of war devastation. A war that had ended nearly fifteen years prior, a war between Phaeton and Europa, respectively Nordics and Natatory people, fighting for the control of Mars.

			The president paused by the display of the space station nicknamed JoPro—short for Joint Progress. Images of its seven occupants, including two infants, flickered holographically.

			“Dr. Nicholas Tova and his wife perished in the war, alongside their colleagues—scientists from Europa—onboard this station. Miraculously, their daughter, Kitina Tova, survived, rescued by the Natatory, which paved the way to peace. I am honoured to announce she will join the first cohort at the Mars Academy.

			Reporters erupted in questions.

			“Where is she?”

			“Can we get some comments?”

			“We need some pictures.”

			The president silenced them. “You all know the rules—photos are permitted, but no interviews with the children.”

			He made his way through the crowd of reporters, headed for one of the students.

			“I present to you Ms. Kitina Tova.”

			Camera flashes erupted, as Kitina grimaced, shielding her eyes from the bright lights.

			Online media titles immediately read, “A Child-of-Peace is headed for Mars.”

			“Now, please, our students for the new Mars Academy must prepare to embark on their journey. They will be joined there by Natatory teenagers from Europa,” the president continued, gesturing toward the spaceship taxiing at the gate.

			The sleek, dart-shaped spacecraft embodied collaboration—Nordics classic design, with Natatory-engineered propulsion that slashed the journey time from thirty days to four hours. The wings, providing lift in the atmosphere, folded back into delta wings at higher speed, and sealed closed under the spacecraft body for space transit. The thirty-metre cockpit and passenger cabin led into a slender fuselage, ending with four antimatter impulse engines powered by quartz crystals from Europa’s ocean floor.

			“Students . . . hum, students,” a warm voice called. “I am Ms. Twinkle, your astronomy professor on Mars, and I . . .”

			She paused as the laughter bubbled up, accustomed to the reaction her name and astronomy in the same sentence elicited for some. She pulled her reading glasses down her nose to better see the students and extended them an understanding smile, as if laughing at the situation herself.

			After twenty years teaching in colleges and universities, she had heard it all. Even her practical attire screamed of her experience: purple jacket, grey tee, beige pants, and short, curly hair.

			“We are ready to board,” she announced, as the giggles subdued. “Please, gather your belongings, and proceed in an orderly manner.” The last part, she knew, was more a wish than a directive.

			In the line of students, a small object fell behind Kitina. She stopped adjusting her rugged backpack and turned to look.

			“Hi, I’m Charlie,” another young lady said, holding up the object. “This fell off your bag. Are you bringing an egg?”

			“Thanks. It’s called a geode—a rock filled with crystals,” Kitina explained quietly. “It’s always been with me.”

			Charlie grinned, glanced around to ensure no one else was looking, and pulled a small bag halfway out her jacket’s right pocket. “This is Mr. Red.”

			“A goldfish? Didn’t the rules say no pets?”

			“Well, it’s so small,” Charlie replied. “And I couldn’t leave him home with my younger brother.”

			As if to reassure Kitina, Charlie tapped lightly on her left pocket. “Don’t worry, he won’t be alone. Ms. Red is here too.”

			Kitina looked down, scratching her head. For a rare occasion, she was speechless.

			Charlie’s curiosity finally spilled: “Why were the reporters all around you? Are you a star or something?”

			Kitina shook her head. “No . . . I’m just, well, call me Kitto. That was about something that happened long ago, when I was a baby.”

			They joined the group on their way down the short corridor leading to the spaceship’s entrance.

			“Ms. Twinkle,” an assistant of the president hailed. “We are still missing two stu—!”

			As if on cue, the sound of broken glass echoed, accompanied by a tumbling suitcase that broke open.

			“Sorry . . . sorry, we are late,” a teenaged male called, scrambling to gather scattered belongings. “I’m OK. Please wait!”

			His parents walked in, shaking their heads.

			“I am Marco,” he panted, cheeks flushed. “Sorry, Mom! . . . All thumbs again.”

			His father ruffled his blonde hair. “You will do just fine.”

			With luggage repacked, Marco dashed toward the boarding gate, nearly tripping on Benny. “Sorry, so sorry!”

			“Ms. Twinkle,” the president’s assistant said. “Our other missing student is already on the spacecraft. He boarded first class from the VIP terminal.”

			“Oh, I see . . . humm. . . . We are on our way then. . . . Thank you for your help,” she said, leading the group. Standing at the spaceship’s entrance, she waved farewell to the parents.

			With a resolute clunk, a flight crew sealed the heavy door behind her. The journey to Mars—and the future—had begun.
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			First flight to space

			The spaceship’s cabin adhered to a conventional aircraft layout: one aisle flanked by rows of two seats each. Yet these seats were anything but ordinary; each was a robust survival pod, capable of sustaining two occupants in the unforgiving void of space.

			“Could you hold Ms. Red for a moment, please?” Charlie whispered, discreetly handing the small plastic bag to Kitto, who sat next to her. Charlie carefully stowed Mr. Red in the pocket ahead. “I need to make sure they are comfortable for the flight. Thanks.”

			The spacecraft disengaged from the gate, guided by ground crew signals as it veered right toward the active runway. A light rain fell despite the bright sun, but this posed no threat; the intense aerodynamic heating at high velocity would swiftly evaporate any moisture before the craft reached orbit.

			Within the cabin, an attendant conducted a meticulous check, confirming every passenger was properly fastened with their five-point harnesses, essential restraints for weightlessness. Completing her round, she gave a thumbs up to Ms. Twinkle, who was seated by the door with Marco.

			A holographic attendant activated at the cabin’s front, delivering the safety briefing. After covering standard procedures (lavatories, seatbelts), it detailed the emergency pods embedded within the seats:

			“In case of evacuation post-takeoff, your seat converts into a self-contained pod, equipped with an automatic canopy that seals during depressurization, or manually via yellow handles beside your headrest. An independent air supply maintains pressurization and oxygen. Upon deployment, the pod autonomously charts a course to the nearest recovery point.”

			In the cockpit, pre-take-off checklists and briefings were completed. “Tower, Mars-One ready for departure.”

			“Mars-One, you are cleared for take-off, winds one-seven-zero degrees at five knots, contact Agartha Space Centre once airborne.”

			“Cleared for take-off, will contact Agartha Centre airborne,” the pilot confirmed, lining up on the runway. He advanced the four digital throttles to the top of the engine monitor’s green range. The sleek craft surged forward.

			“All systems green,” the copilot reported. “V-one . . . rotate.” The “Dart” lifted gracefully. “V-two, gear up. . . . Autopilot engaged.”

			As the craft ascended on a thirty-degree climb, its wing tips swept rearward into a diminishing delta shape. “Mach twenty, wings closed, climb checks complete,” the copilot informed. It is with its wings closed that the spaceship most resembled a dart launched in the void; hence, its nickname.

			The azure sky yielded to the blackness of space, revealing a curtain of stars, and objects began floating freely within the cabin.

			“Hey, look at my hair!”

			“My book, someone catch it!”

			“That is soooo cool.” The comments were accompanied by laughter for most.

			Ms. Twinkle, though, tended to Marco, who was suffering from air-sickness induced by sudden weightlessness. Seated behind them, Delvon couldn’t believe his bad luck. He grimaced, wiping off the particles from his jacket.

			“This is disgusting!”

			“Sorry, so sorreeearrrrgh,” responded the muffled voice from a bag.

			In the cockpit, the flight computer expanded the green range to advance throttles. “Engaging antimatter impulse,” the pilot called.

			The Dart leaped forward, reaching 7 percent of light speed, and gravity was restored in the cabin. Phaeton, halfway between Jupiter and Mars, receded rapidly from view.

			The spacecraft adjusted its trajectory toward a rendezvous with the Natatory’s spaceship, which had launched four hours earlier from Europa, one of Jupiter’s icy moons.

			A moon with an ice crust several kilometres thick. A seemingly unlikely place for life.

			Europa’s thick ice crust, though, concealed a vast ocean, warmed by tidal flexing from Jupiter’s gravity, sustaining hydrothermal vents and underwater volcanoes. These forces maintained temperate waters and sculpted immense caverns—a dry world, underneath the ocean, going deep into the moon.

			Quartz crystals blanketed the caverns as well as the ocean floor, their unique properties neutralizing water pressure to create dome-like habitats where pressure mimicked surface conditions. Night never fell; the soft glow of the crystals keeping the ocean floor perpetually lit in shifting hues of yellow, blue, red, and green, which varied with the moon’s rotation. Polymetallic nodules from extensive mineral deposits supplied oxygen, sustaining a billion-year-old, rich ecosystem.

			“It’s hard to imagine the Natatory living underwater, like the fish,” Charlie said, checking on Mr. and Ms. Red. “I’m not sure I’d like that.”

			“They have cities, just like us,” Kitto replied. “I was told their technology surpasses ours, and that they can live outside water with special suits.”

			“Wouldn’t they suffocate or dry out?”

			Kitto shrugged. “They look like us, I think, but they can breathe underwater.”

			Charlie nodded, intrigued but skeptical. “How come you know so much about them?”

			“I’m a star, remember?” Kitto quipped with a playful smirk.

			The Natatory society on Europa remained largely unknown, inaccessible to the Nordics. Although the Natatory were an aquatic humanoid species, by tradition their government kept all public service buildings “dry,” or empty of water; this recognized their evolution from the dry underworld. They also built Dry City—a vast, water-excluded dome on the ocean floor that was a mandatory stop for Mars-bound settlers. The Europa government made no exception for the students.

			It was from Dry City that the journey of the nervous Natatory teenagers began. A corkscrew vessel took the group up through the thick ice crust to a surface spaceport, where the students, clad in their spacesuits, were greeted by the sight of their world—airless, bathed in Jupiter’s imposing presence.

			“It’s so bright!”

			“So colourful!”

			“So big!”

			“Wow, look at the stars!” breathed Bert, the astronomy club president, extending his hand as if to touch the Milky Way and the distant sun, the latter deceptively small among the stars.

			Their departure revealed Europa’s ice ridges towering over an endless desert of ice riddled with deep fissures. They set eyes on Europa, their home world, for the first time.

			The Natatory’s spacecraft’s interior mirrored the Nordics’s Dart layout, with one major difference: the spacecraft was filled with water, allowing the Natatory students to be in their natural environment.

			One of the female students lowered her suit collar, rubbing the gills on her neck. “It feels good to be back in water,” she said.

			For thousands of years, it had been the norm to wear a suit, resembling a tight one-piece cyclist suit, only with long pants and sleeves. More than proper etiquette: the Natatory’s suits, woven with crystals, neutralized water pressure, allowing movement as if the wearer was out of the water and included embedded short-range person-to-person communication capability.

			“Glad to leave Dry City,” a male student replied. His eyes widened at her shifting skin colour, a jade-green that now shimmered with new hues of blue-azure. “Magzi, since when can you change your colour?”

			“About a week,” Magzi said, smiling proudly.

			Born with a jade-green skin, most Natatory developed the ability to change the colour of their skin in their teens; some change to blue, others to brown or a mix of these two colours.

			Hours into flight, the Natatory teacher accompanying the students, Ms. Hawthorn, announced, “The Nordics’s spacecraft is visible on the port side.”

			Students scrambled to the windows, eyes wide.

			A similar announcement was made on the Nordics’s spacecraft. Soon, everyone was staring out its right-hand windows.

			“There!” a student announced.

			“Bah, so small . . . !” another one said.

			The Natatory’s vessel grew from a distant speck into a massive white manta ray shape, with ten pairs of eyes staring back and waving hands. The Nordics’s nimble Dart spaceship settled in position, off the Manta Ray’s left wing.

			“So cool!”

			“So big!”

			“We can see them!” the students murmured.

			Amid the excitement, Charlie pulled on the seat pocket and glanced at Mr. and Ms. Red in their plastic bags, frowning.

			“I don’t think the Natatory eat those,” Kitto chuckled.

			“I guess not,” Charlie replied, her cheeks flushed with embarrassment.
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			The Natatory’s arrival

			“In preparation for our approach to Mars, please return to your seats and fasten your seatbelts,” the captain’s voice resonated through the cabin. He distanced the sleek Dart spacecraft from the Manta Ray, initiating a calculated deceleration to maintain safe separation.

			Phobos, the rugged Martian moon, loomed ahead—a fifteen-kilometre-wide orbital hazard not to be underestimated.

			Ms. Twinkle’s eyes flicked anxiously to Marco, who gripped an air-sickness bag tightly, employing the calming breathing techniques advised by the flight attendant. Rising cautiously, Ms. Twinkle glanced over her seat at Delvon, who, alongside his companion, mimicked the emergency pod canopy closure drills.

			With the Dart now past Phobos’s orbit, the pilot powered down the antimatter engines. Weightlessness crept across the cabin, delighting many passengers as small items floated in gentle arcs. That bliss was short-lived, however, as the Dart’s deceleration intensified.

			“Oops, my glasses!” Ms. Twinkle exclaimed, snatching them from the air.

			“My book!”

			“My pen!”

			“Oh, no, my bag!”

			Delvon and his seatmate simultaneously offered air-sickness bags to a relieved Marco, who resumed his steady breathing.

			Ahead, the Dart’s pilot observed the Manta Ray’s atmospheric entry glow, its fiery trail marking the descent. The spacecraft shuddered as flames licked its hull, the void of space giving way to a vibrant cerulean sky dotted with puffy clouds far below.

			“Engage atmospheric engines,” ordered the pilot. Pulses of ion-driven plasma hissed from the Dart’s thrusters, modulating descent speed.

			“Wings to delta configuration,” the copilot informed. “Radar locked on the Manta Ray ship.”

			“Set a three-minute separation and prepare for pre-landing checks,” the pilot instructed. Below, the spaceport’s north-south runway emerged near School Bay, the academy’s home base. An augmented reality tunnel materialized on the pilots’ displays, guiding the Dart toward the runway—ten kilometres out, 1,000 metres above the ground, and a velocity of 350 kilometres per hour.

			The Manta Ray took a different path, heading straight toward the bay. It descended gracefully onto the bay’s water, its flexible wingtips twisting to bleed airspeed before settling on the surface. Then, in a demonstration of technology mastered only by the Natatory people, it submerged, gliding beneath the waves of the artificially crystal-strewn bay floor.

			The 200-metre behemoth dwarfed the bay, illuminated from below by the crystals casting an ethereal glow, replicating Europa’s ocean floor.

			Students had a first glimpse of their Martian home.

			“Look at that spiralling shell! It almost reaches the surface,” Magzi whispered.

			The infrastructure replicated what would normally be found on Europa. It contained a dormitory, cafeteria, lounge, and leisure rooms—all, of course, filled with water.

			“Wow, we have a flower garden. . . . And a sports dome!”

			The Manta Ray approached the landing pad with caution, mindful not to create underwater disturbances that could easily wipe out the whole complex. Yet the ship’s immense mass rose a dense cloud of sediment, the pressure wave created shaking the nearby buildings and creating havoc in the gardens.

			The shockwave also rattled the academy’s shell-shaped home, its joints creaking but holding firm.

			The academy’s principal, Ms. Montgomery, exchanged a glance with Mr. Longview, the engineering teacher, whose reluctant smile spoke volumes. “Perhaps the landing pad needs relocating,” he admitted.

			Ms. Montgomery, a Nordics, wore a Natatory experimental aquatic suit woven with quartz crystals, maintaining body temperature and pressure while neutralizing water resistance—like the Natatory, she could walk underwater as if on land. A translucent jellyfish-like helmet allowed her to breathe and communicate effortlessly underwater.

			As visibility returned, the Manta Ray’s lower bow opened like a cavernous mouth. Ms. Hawthorn and the students disembarked, treading a stone path lined with battered sea flora toward the academy.

			“Welcome back, Ms. Hawthorn. Your arrival was quite . . . memorable,” Ms. Montgomery said, nodding toward a crack in the wall.

			The students gathered, buzzing with curiosity about the tall, pale principal.

			“Please, listen,” Ms. Hawthorn called. “Principal Montgomery has a few words.”

			“Thank you, Ms. Hawthorn,” the principal said, moving closer to the group. “Dear students, welcome to your home on Mars. I see that most of you have never met a Nordics before.” She paused to give them time to look at her. “Your experience here will include many firsts, and starting tomorrow, you will join your peers from Phaeton. I can assure you that most of them have never encountered a Natatory. There is much to learn. I look forward to seeing you all in the morning.

			A hand raised hesitantly.

			“You have a question, Miss . . . ?”

			“Magzi, Ms. Principal. Uhmm, well, actually, Maganie Zi is my name.”

			Ms. Montgomery smiled. She knew the name; most adults did. She was one of the two rescued infants from the JoPro. She looks like her mother, she thought. “And your question, Ms. Maganie Zi?”

			“Your hands . . . how do you sense with your hands?”

			Ms. Montgomery smiled. “We will explore that together, starting tomorrow.”

			She then exited through the half-submerged tunnel, removing her helmet midway and leaving it in a submerged container. Towelling off her short hair, she prepared in the locker room as the arrival of the Nordics students from Phaeton drew near, amused by her own pruney fingers.
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			The Nordics’s arrival

			Five kilometres west of the academy, the spaceport hummed quietly under the fading light. Students gathered in anticipation, awaiting the transport that would convey them to the school. Ms. Twinkle finally met her missing student, a teenager freshly roused from his first-class cryo-pod.

			“You must be Mr. Francis,” she said, stepping forward.

			“Yes, Ms. . . . ?

			“Twinkle. I am your astronomy professor.” She expected a reaction, but none came.

			“Ms. Twinkle, I am Francis Gallant.”

			“Very well, Mr. Gallant. Please, this way. Our transportation will be arriving shortly.”

			A flicker of hesitation crossed his features. “I’m sorry, Ms. Twinkle, but my father has arranged for me to meet the Mars governor this evening. I have my own transport waiting.”

			“Oh, well, emmm, I wasn’t aware . . .” she murmured.

			“Good evening, Ms. Twinkle.”

			With that, he strode past the gathering students toward a limousine parked discreetly in the far lane. The chauffeur opened the door, and Francis disappeared inside, the door clicking shut behind him.

			“Well, emm, everyone else, please, this way,” Ms. Twinkle said, masking her surprise as she led the students outside.

			A warm summer breeze greeted them, carrying the faint scent of distant forests. The sun dipped low on the horizon, cirrus clouds painted brilliant reds overhead. The spaceport was nearly deserted, save for a few scattered travellers and a solitary billboard that proclaimed: “Future Site of Portsmouth.”

			Soon, their transport rumbled into view.

			“A farm truck?”

			“Ah, c’mon, man.”

			“Is this for real?”

			“At yaour service,” announced Mr. Applebaum, tipping his straw hat and giving a wink to Ms. Twinkle. “Yaour limao is braoken, yaou see . . . sao here I am.” Hat in hand, clad in a plaid shirt and suspenders, he looked and sounded the perfect caricature of a bygone rural era. The only thing missing was missing teeth.

			The “farm truck” would have looked imposing and cool in a monster truck show; the flat nose cabin sat atop two massive four-metre wheels. A fifteen-metre flatbed with side rails rested on six more gigantic wheels. Bold red letters that emblazoned its sides read: “Farm Seeder,” crowned with a stylised B. Oddly, the two central wheels on each side sported low-profile tires and spoked rims.

			“Racing wheels on a farm truck?” muttered Kitto to herself.

			Charlie overheard her comment. “You know about racing?” she asked.

			“My favourite video game,” Kitto replied. “Could never afford to see it live, though.”

			“Students, emm . . . all in the back, please,” Ms. Twinkle directed, lowering a five-metre metallic ladder. She handed a bag of earplugs to Marco. “You might need these.”

			He climbed up and threw his luggage in, wheezing. Trying to catch his breath, he helped the others aboard, one by one, with many expressing their displeasure of settling in the open-air cargo-bed of a farm-truck.

			“Ewh, what is this smell?”

			“My jacket, again . . . this isn’t even cleaned.”

			“Where do we sit?”

			Once everyone settled, Marco called out, “We’re ready, Ms. Twinkle.”

			“Yaou haold on tight naow.”

			But the vehicle remained still—no vibration, no movement.

			“Jaust a second, shee’s aold,” Mr. Applebaum muttered.

			Clunk. . . . Pssssshhhh.

			The truck shuddered as if suspended on gelatin, rising a few centimetres off the ground. The students dropped to their knees, gripping the side rails.

			Silence followed.

			A deep, resonant hum emerged from beneath the chassis, escalating into a high-pitched whine. Marco fumbled with the earplug bag, which burst open, scattering plugs across the floor.

			“Sorry! We’re going to need these,” he said as the others gathered the plugs and wiped them clean.

			The two middle wheels on each side rotated to a horizontal position and spun rapidly, kicking up dust and wind. A parking attendant burst from the terminal, holding his hat, waving frantically. “Stop. Stop!”

			Mr. Applebaum tipped his hat in salute as the farm truck lifted off the ground, gliding forward. The parking attendant turned away, shielding himself from the sand blasting. Nearby, a sign toppled; it read “No aerial vehicle in this lane.”

			“This is my aold aerial saeeder, ya.” Smiles filled the truck bed and the cabin.

			“Oh, look, that’s our spaceship over there!” They climbed eastward, over the treetops, hair flowing in the warm breeze while heading toward the academy. The sinking sun, casting long shadows behind them, still shone strong on the glowing red snow tops of the mountains to the north. Rolling hills with forests and farmed fields extended south, to the horizon. Ahead, the sprawling academy grounds emerged near the shimmering bay.

			“Look, horses!”

			“They have cows and sheep?”

			“Hey, there’s light in the bay ahead!”

			Their route took them over a three-storey square building marked with a large, stylized B on its roof, then over the bay itself. The ocean floor glowed beneath them, casting eerie shadows upward.

			“Is that a building in the water?”

			“Oh, my, is that their spaceship?

			“Did they sink in?”

			“Just haold on naow,” Mr. Applebaum cautioned.

			They descended over the south arch gate, where a security guard waved, and landed on the one-kilometre paved road leading to the academy’s south entrance. Lush grass fields flanked the road, giving way to tall, blooming trees. At the end, a wide roundabout circled a flower garden and lantern.

			With the centre four wheels returned to their vertical position, Mr. Applebaum rolled slowly toward the parking spot labelled “Principal” as Ms. Montgomery stood behind the sign.

			“Principal Maountgomery, yaour students are haere, and they smell s’wheat, as my wife would say.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Applebaum. Please extend my regards to your wife. Ms. Twinkle, welcome back.”

			“Principal, we . . . emm, I am sorry. We’re missing one student.”

			“Mr. Gallant, I presume?”

			Ms. Twinkle nodded.

			“No need to worry. I’ll speak with his parents.”

			Ms. Twinkle gathered the students on the grass by the alley leading to the entrance of the academy’s main building—a stark, utilitarian three-storey structure clad in metal with long, dark windows and automatic doors.

			“Students, may I have your attention, please? Our principal, Ms. Montgomery, will address you.”

			“Thank you, Ms. Twinkle. I simply want . . .”

			Clunk. . . . Pssssshhhh.

			“Saorry, Ms. Principal, ammm. . . . I guess I’ll just woait. . . . Ya, I’ll woait.”

			She nodded to Mr. Applebaum and resumed.

			“Now, where was I? Well, welcome to you all. You will find these rather austere facilities offer all you need while you are here. Ms. Twinkle will guide you to the main building behind you, and I shall see you in the auditorium tomorrow morning.”

			She was about to leave but a student raised her hand.

			“Yes, Miss . . . ?”

			“Kitto, Ms. Principal. . . . Umm, well, actually, Kitina Tova.”

			Ms. Montgomery smiled. Coincidence? she pondered. “Go on, Ms. Kitina Tova.”

			“This tunnel, does it lead underwater? I mean, to the Natatory students’ building?”

			“Very perceptive of you. Yes, it does.” As Kitto was staring at her wrinkled hands, Ms. Montgomery added, “I just came up through it, after meeting your Natatory peers.”

			“Humm. Students, all with me, please,” Ms. Twinkle said. “We will proceed to the third floor, so you can unpack in your rooms.”

			Clunk. . . . Pssssshhhh.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 5
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			First day

			The following morning, the convergence of two disparate worlds was imminent. Students from the aquatic domain of Jupiter’s moon Europa and the terrestrial areas of planet Phaeton were poised to cross paths for the very first time.

			“First day of school! Why do we have to go up there? Why don’t they come down here?” The Natatory students, reluctant, climbed the tunnel leading upward to the main school building.

			Joshua, an athletic student tense with anticipation, weaved past the slower walkers, urging, “C’mon, you guys. You all saw the curriculum.”

			“Yeah, yeaaahh,” came the responses.

			The night had dragged on, filled with discussions that stretched into the early hours, each debate an attempt to steady fraying nerves. The exhilaration of the previous day had worn off, leaving the group tired. Ms. Hawthorn stood by the tunnel’s exit, waiting for them to catch up.

			“Let me have a look at your suits before we proceed.” Each student wore a sleek, matte-black one-piece suit marked by slender lines of red, blue, green, and yellow tracing their sides.

			For the students, aside from their recent sojourn in Dry City the year before, this marked their inaugural experience of living outside of water—now observed by non-Natatory eyes. So, earlier last evening, they had unanimously agreed to drain all water from the spiralling shell; their home would be a dry environment to ease their transition at the academy.

			“You all look good, well done. Follow me, please. We don’t want to be late,” Ms. Hawthorn said briskly. “The auditorium is around the corner, over there.”

			The corridor walls bore alternating images of Phaeton and Europa, vivid murals depicting life from each world. Reaching the corner, halfway through the building, the group spotted the south entrance to their left and a check-in desk, where an attendant, engrossed in his reading, paid them no heed.

			Ms. Hawthorn quietly held open the auditorium door to their right. “They’re as nervous as you and me. Big smiles, please. Fill the seats from the front, on your right.”

			Nine pairs of eyes tracked their entry, whispers rippling through them.

			“Their skin is green?”

			“No, they’re blue, aren’t they?”

			“Do we have the same suits?”

			The Phaeton students also wore black one-piece suits, visually similar but lacking the technological enhancements of the Natatory gear.

			By the podium stood Ms. Montgomery, overseeing the baseball-field-shaped auditorium, waiting for the murmurs to subside. Even she felt a flutter of anticipation, unsure if it was excitement or anxiety. Nearby, Ms. Twinkle and Ms. Hawthorn joined another faculty member.

			As everyone settled, Ms. Montgomery had moved behind the podium when a sudden Squeeeeek. . . . Bam echoed in the room. Then Clop, clop, clop . . . clop . . . clop.

			Nineteen pairs of eyes now turned toward the entrance.

			“Mr. Francis Gallant, I presume?” Ms. Montgomery asked.

			“Yes, madam,” Francis replied, standing rigid, acutely aware of the scrutiny. He wore the beige shirt and blue pants from his flight.

			“Principal, actually,” she corrected with a smile. “Right on time, Mr. Gallant. Please take your seat.”

			She paused as the Nordics shuffled aside, then resumed. “As you read last night, your curriculum will be rigorous, including land survival training in temperate conditions.”

			“Do not underestimate Mars. Despite our efforts to ensure your safety, many hazards await. Your training demands teamwork—joint efforts from Nordics and Natatory alike. Your success will depend on it.”

			Whispers swelled again.

			“How can we?”

			“We don’t know them!”

			“We’ll show them how!”

			She raised her hand for silence. “Mr. Bearhaw, present here, will instruct you in geology and survival. I suggest you listen carefully to what he will teach you.”

			Mr. Irwin Bearhaw, a seasoned rescue specialist with numerous missions across Phaeton and Mars, bore scars from a past accident where he suffered serious injuries to both legs, ending his field career and ushering him into teaching.

			“Thank you, Ms. Principal,” Mr. Bearhaw said, limping to the podium. His muscular frame belied his gait. Scanning the audience, he invited, “Please proceed to the second floor via the north staircase. Ms. Appelbaum will issue your equipment for upcoming lessons.”

			Laughter and banter erupted among the Nordics students.

			“Is she s’weat?”

			“Woait yaou aoll.”

			“I bet she wears a straw hat!”

			Mr. Bearhaw smiled at the students’ imitations, understanding. Behind him, Ms. Montgomery, Ms. Twinkle, and Ms. Hawthorn stifled their laughter.

			“I will meet you in the classroom, across from the supply room on the second floor,” Mr. Bearhaw said.

			Ms. Twinkle and Ms. Hawthorn signalled for their group to follow them.

			“Mr. Gallant, may I have a word?” Ms. Montgomery requested.

			Francis waited as the others passed, sweat beading his temples, betraying his bravado stiff demeanour.

			“I trust, Mr. Gallant, that you have no other extracurricular engagements?”

			“No, Ms. Principal. I met the governor at the request of my father.”

			“Very well, then. We shall forget this unfortunate delay. I have accepted your enrollment at your father’s behest, despite the security risks your position entails. No one here knows your situation. It would be wise to keep it that way.”

			With a knowing smile, she added, “You may join the others now. Your belongings and suitable clothing await on the third floor.”

			Relief flooded Francis as the tension drained from his body. For the first time since departing Phaeton, a genuine smile played across his lips.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER 6
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			Mixing the groups

			Students assembled outside of the classroom, each clutching a box of supplies. Ms. Hawthorn and Ms. Twinkle waited patiently by the door.

			“Can you imagine if Mr. and Ms. Applebaum have children,” Delvon teased.

			“Oh! C’mon, they’d be s’weat,” Kitto replied with a sly grin.

			“Students,” Ms. Twinkle called out. “Humm, it’s time to mix the groups.”

			The students were still segregating in Nordics and Natatory factions.

			“Remember,” Ms. Hawthorn added firmly, “the strength of this program depends on your ability to collaborate.”

			“Your seats have been assigned,” Ms. Twinkle announced, opening the classroom door. “You will find your name on one of the desks.”

			At the front, Mr. Bearhaw stood ready. “Boxes under your desk, please.”

			Students moved among the tables, searching for their assigned spots.

			“Hi, looks like we’re sharing this table. I’m Magzi.”

			“Hi, I’m Kitto,” came the reply, as she raised her head from beneath the table where she pushed her supply box. Tentatively, they extended hands and laughed as they shook.

			“You are wearing gloves!” Kitto remarked.

			Magzi nodded, removing the glove from her right hand. “I find it’s better when I’m out of water for a long time.”

			Kitto’s eyes widened. “Oh, wow!” she said.

			Magzi’s fingers were enlarged near the tips, the palm and fingers covered with hundreds of tiny sucker cups. She slowly clasped Kitto’s hand.

			“That feels weird,” Kitto said. “But good. I mean it

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	OEBPS/image/1.jpg
MAGZI

AND THE MARS
ACADEMY

JOEL ROY





OEBPS/image/cover.jpg
A DIFFERENT WORLD. A DANGEROUS EDUCATION.

MAGZI

AND THE \!

MARS
/ACADEMY

JOEL ROY





OEBPS/image/Tellwell_Black.jpg
teII_we_II%





OEBPS/image/2.jpg





