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AUTHOR’S NOTE 

			Seeing so many readers from around the world embrace Alien People after I published it in September 2020 filled me with joy. I had so many more places to go and stories to tell with these characters. Now the door has flown open for me to take a deeper journey inside that universe. 

			Dark Metamorphosis chronicles another stop in the journey of Calandra and Xttra. This new chapter in their story places them in much a darker spot than ever before, challenging everything they embraced as truth. But what they experience also offers hope that dawn will soon arrive, and shadows will flee as light breaks forth to signal a new day. I felt extensive joy and had so much fun diving deeper into the universe I introduced in Under a Fallen Sun and expanded on in Alien People. I hope you all will enjoy the ride as well. 

			I am indebted, as always, to others who contributed to helping me to develop and polish the story you will soon read. Jeff Keyes, Joshua Coon, and Sandra Coon deserve special mention for offering valuable feedback on plot, characters, and setting while beta reading. I am also indebted to 100 Covers for creating an excellent eye-catching cover that fits thematically with my novel. And I appreciate Formatted Books for putting together a clean, appealing interior design for my latest novel. —JC

			



1 

			Nothing about this situation promised a path toward a happy resolution. 

			Xttra knew it once he laid eyes on the holoscreen. The unmarked vessel refused to respond to his repeated attempts to open a channel to communicate. Silence only confirmed what he suspected when the vessel first appeared on his scout ship’s sensors. 

			This was indeed the saboteur whom Xttra and his crew were supposed to intercept. 

			“Plasma cannons are at full capacity.” 

			Xttra snapped his head toward his weapons officer. Bo’un simultaneously glanced up from a holoscreen at his designated station on the bridge. Xttra answered him with a brisk nod. 

			“Good to hear.” The master pilot turned back and faced the holoscreen above the helm console again. “Let’s see if we can convince these people to stick around for a while longer.” 

			Xttra scrutinized the holoscreen data and pinched his lips together into a frown. Fengar loomed on the horizon beyond Lathos. Impact scars pock-marked the silver-gray moon and dulled the natural luster of its icy crust. Colonies dotting that scarred surface harbored enough ports where this vessel could make a safe landing. From there, the saboteur had a clear path to exit their spacecraft, blend in with dissidents living inside a protected colony, and disappear forever. 

			Xttra refused to let this scenario unfold without a fight. Letting this traitor escape his grasp would only add another major blemish to his Stellar Guard service record. After the debacle on Earth, Xttra did not think his master pilot rank would survive another failed mission.

			“We better head that vessel off before it lands on Fengar,” Xttra said, glancing over at the navigator station again. “Give me an intercept course.” 

			His navigator punched several buttons in a sequence. A moment later, a blue line charting a new flight path appeared on the helm holoscreen. 

			“Nice work, Talan,” Xttra said, while keeping his eyes glued on the holoscreen. “Let’s fly.” 

			Their new flight path took his scout ship over the far side of Fengar. An enormous perpetual shadow blanketed the surface. That same side of the diminutive moon appeared forever tidal locked away from their sun’s rays when Fengar journeyed across the Lathoan sky at night. Xttra guessed the unmarked vessel planned to use Fengar’s dark half as a natural cloak masking its approach from visual sensors. A desperate rookie mistake from a pilot without enough experience or common sense to know better. 

			On cue, the unmarked vessel appeared dead ahead cloaked in shadow. The vessel’s triangular nose pointed downward, and it rolled over on its left side as it approached the moon. This maneuver caused one rear triangular wing to protrude upward and the other to protrude downward.

			“Looks like a Cassian dart.” Bo’un echoed the perplexed feelings stirring inside Xttra. “How’s that possible? I thought the Confederation discontinued the whole series.” 

			Xttra shrugged. 

			“Still popular on the black market. Older models are harder to track on sensors, I suppose.” 

			A flashing light lit up on the navigation station, accompanied by a short series of beeps.

			“We’re approaching orbital range,” Talan said. He spun his chair around to face the helm. “What’s your plan? What’s hidden inside your armored sleeve?” 

			Xttra glanced over his shoulder and cracked a grin. 

			“I can’t spoil the surprise. Where would be the fun in doing that?” 

			Talan scrunched up his pointed nose and green eyes and shook his head at Xttra’s coy response. He turned his chair toward the medical officer’s station. 

			“Is he always like this?” 

			Sarianna brushed back a short black bang and answered the navigator with a bemused expression. 

			“This is quite typical. Unfortunately.” 

			Xttra laughed off her sarcastic remark. Sarianna knew what to expect. He always told new crew members this is what they signed up for when they joined his crew. Talan heard those same words on his first day. 

			As did Ohnro. 

			Xttra shot a quick glance at his new assistant pilot. Ohnro sat rigid in his seat, his eyes fixed in an unbroken stare on the other vessel looming in the distance. He let out a gruff sigh. 

			“Relax.” Xttra shook his head. He refocused his attention on the unmarked Cassian dart ahead. “I’ll let you know when it’s time to worry.” 

			Ohnro finally cocked his head toward the master pilot’s chair and narrowed his gray eyes. 

			“I wonder what your last assistant pilot has to say about your bravado.” 

			Bo’un and Sarianna both let out audible gasps. Xttra went from grin to hardened stare in a few seconds. He held up an index finger. 

			“You better shut your mouth before I shut it for you.” 

			An uncomfortable silence permeated the bridge. Ohnro’s remark reopened wounds Xttra spent the better part of a year trying to heal since he and Calandra returned from Earth. The sting of what they endured on that nightmarish expedition had not dulled with time. 

			Xttra still witnessed Lance making a grim death march to their aerorover if he allowed his mind to wander. A distinct image of the airborne vehicle exploding into a ball of flame, with his dying friend inside, haunted him with the tenacity of a vengeful spirit. Calandra also carried physical and emotional scars from their journey. Those scars weighed down her body and soul. No one—especially a novice assistant pilot—had a right to treat what they both endured with scorn. 

			He pressed his lips together for a moment and exhaled deeply. Xttra zigzagged the scout ship over Fengar’s northern pole, hoping to conceal his approach from the other vessel. 

			His ploy did not work. 

			The unmarked vessel pulled out from starting descent maneuvers and leveled out. It executed a sharp turn and pointed toward the scout ship. Xttra’s eyes widened, and he brushed a hand back through his light brown hair. 

			“The dart moved into an attack position.” A surprised tone gripped his words. “Has that pilot lost their mind?” 

			“Desperate people end up doing desperate things,” Bo’un replied. 

			Xttra nodded while continuing to stare straight ahead at the other vessel. 

			“I hope they’re ready to learn a lesson. My scout ship can make a meal out of Cassian darts.” 

			He pressed a small white button on the helm console. Two slots opened in the floor and cylindrical steering columns popped up through each opening. These stout metallic columns flanked each side of the pilot’s chair. Xttra placed his hands into molded grooves on spheres topping each column and angled both spheres downward. 

			With shadow-like precision, the scout ship executed the same motion as the spheres. Tracking sensors on the holoscreen marked the vessel’s position relative to Xttra’s ship. Once red lines lined up with the back end of the vessel, he snapped his head toward Ohnro. 

			“Disable their weapons and secondary thrusters. Don’t squeeze too much juice from our plasma cannons. We only want to cripple their vessel.” 

			Ohnro nodded. A stoic frown graced his lips. 

			“I’ll approach it like threading a needle.” 

			The assistant pilot narrowed his eyes and squeezed a trigger stick below his console. Plasma bolts discharged from a pair of cannons embedded in the belly of the ship. A sudden flash followed.

			Sparks burst forth from both secondary thrusters on the Cassian dart. Smoke mingled with flame billowed from brand new holes in each thruster. 

			Ohnro squeezed the trigger stick a second time. Two more plasma bolts slammed into the dart’s short-range blasters. Protruding barrels from both weapons exploded in another cloud of smoke and flames on the underside of the vessel. 

			A wave of silent satisfaction swept over Xttra while watching the entire scene unfold. 

			“Perfect. This traitor is right where we want them.” 

			Multiple rapid beeps greeted Xttra’s ears. He flashed a smug grin at Ohnro. 

			“They want to talk now. Open a channel.” 

			A hooded pilot materialized on the main holoscreen connected to an arca vox embedded within the helm console. They sat alone in the dart’s cockpit. Dim lighting chased shadows across the pilot’s face, obscuring their eyes and forehead from Xttra’s vision.

			Xttra leaned forward in his chair. His eyes locked into an unbroken hardened stare at the holoscreen.

			“The Stellar Guard does not take technological sabotage lightly. We have nothing to discuss except the terms of your surrender.” 

			The dart pilot visibly stiffened in their chair upon seeing Xttra and hearing his voice. 

			“Xttra?” 

			Silence permeated the bridge. Xttra’s throat tightened, and his eyes widened. The pilot’s voice sounded so familiar. Too familiar. He sensed all eyes on the bridge now focused on him and the main holoscreen. 

			“Whatever they told you, Xttra, is a lie.” The dart pilot pierced a tense silence gathering on the bridge. “You need to listen to me.” 

			“How does this person know you? Are you—” 

			Xttra turned, looked at Sarianna, and thrust a finger to his lips. The medical officer stopped mid-question. She tossed her hands up and sighed. Xttra refocused his attention on the hooded pilot and leaned forward again. 

			“Who are you? How do you know my name?” 

			At once, the dart pilot threw back their hood revealing their entire face to Xttra for the first time. His mouth fell open. Behind him, Bo’un gasped a second time. 

			“Kevin?” 

			A numbness gripped Xttra upon learning the pilot’s identity. What drove Kevin to betray his trust in this manner? How could he turn against Ra’ahm and isolate himself from the only friends he had on Lathos? 

			The Earthian popped up as Xttra’s first choice to replace Lance as his assistant pilot. Kevin sacrificed so much to help him and Calandra escape from the clutches of the Earth Defense Bureau and return home. Xttra should have known something was amiss when he turned down a chance to serve on his crew. A natural-born soldier like Kevin fit right at home in the Stellar Guard. 

			Xttra scolded himself internally for not seeing obvious warning signs. 

			“Who’s Kevin?” 

			Ohnro’s question drew an immediate sharp stare from Xttra. The assistant pilot frowned and answered with a defensive shrug. 

			“You’re putting me in a difficult spot here.” Xttra turned back and faced Kevin once again. “Give me one good reason I shouldn’t turn you over to face a Stellar Guard tribunal.”

			Kevin rolled his eyes. 

			“I’ll give you two reasons: I saved Calandra’s life and your life back on Earth. And I didn’t steal what old Delcor claims I stole.” 

			Talan gasped and shook his finger at him. 

			“You should not refer to our chief sovereign in such flippant terms.” 

			Kevin glared at the navigator. His image flickered on the holoscreen for a moment. 

			“Not my chief sovereign!” The Earthian’s voice descended to a near growl. His eyes shifted to Xttra again. “Who’s that jackass working for you?” 

			Xttra sighed. 

			“I disabled your secondary thrusters. You can’t outrun my scout ship. But I can still help you if you’ll let me.” 

			“Really? How? 

			“Turn over the Caeco shield emitter prototype and we’ll sort out the details. 

			Kevin let out a brief derisive laugh and shook his head. A slight tremor rippled through the holoscreen on his end while an alarm sounded behind him. He mashed down on a button near his steering controls. 

			The alarm ceased.

			“You don’t have a clue why they sent you after me. I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.” 

			“You stole top secret technology. Doesn’t require a genius to solve that equation.” 

			“No. I didn’t.” Kevin leaned forward as though preparing to whisper to Xttra in a crowded room. “I don’t have any sort of prototype on me. But I did uncover intelligence threatening old Delcor’s rule.” 

			Xttra cocked an eyebrow at him. 

			“What intelligence?” 

			“The prime oracle lives.” 

			“Of course, he does. In the heart of Luma.” 

			Kevin shook his head. 

			“Not that one. The prime oracle named Valadius is alive and well.” 

			Xttra bolted upright in his chair. His body stiffened from head to toe. A shudder raced through his spine. 

			“You lie.” Bo’un’s voice quavered as he spat out his accusation. “How dare you spread such seditious rumors, Earthian!” 

			“I’ll never let you bring me back to the planet’s surface alive, Xttra,” Kevin replied, not even bothering to glance over at the weapons officer. “That tyrant Delcor wants me dead. You and Calandra are also stuck in his crosshairs. Soon, he’ll go after you as well.” 

			Xttra stared unblinking at the holoscreen. He could not find the right words to react to Kevin’s revelation. If Valadius were truly alive, that changed everything he thought he knew about Ra’ahm. And the nature of the Order of Ahm itself. 

			“What makes you think you can escape?” Ohnro said. His hand hovered over the trigger stick like an agitated russakin, waiting for an order to strike. 

			“I’m not worried.” 

			Kevin’s image vanished from the main holoscreen right after he said those words. Multiple beeps greeted Xttra’s ears. His eyes darted to a secondary holoscreen. Sensors tracked three new vessels. Each one was a Cassian dart. These vessels were closing in on the scout ship’s position above the far side of Fengar. 

			Xttra liked his odds going up against a single dart. Tangling with four darts simultaneously produced no similar feelings.

			“Hold your fire.” Xttra signaled for Ohnro to pull his hand away from the trigger stick. “We’re not on a suicide mission out here.” 

			Ohnro scrunched up his eyes and nose and flung his left hand toward the windshield. 

			“You can’t let him get away!” 

			“We don’t exactly have a choice.” An abrupt iciness tinged Xttra’s words. “We’re outnumbered here. Also, I have important questions that need answers.” 

			The other darts took up safe positions around Kevin’s vessel. All three ships bore no exterior markings like the first dart. Xttra could do nothing except watch as all four ships shot down toward a landing site inside a protected Fengar colony. 
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			A shudder raced through Calandra from head to toe. Few things in this world produced this sensation within her body. Now she faced one of those awful triggers. Every word falling from Xttra’s lips as he explained the entire situation only filled Calandra’s soul with dread. 

			“You must tell them no.” Desperation permeated her plea. “Please tell them no.” 

			Xttra smashed his lips together and lowered his head. The fresh pain attacking Calandra deep inside washed over his face at the same time. He brushed back tears with his left hand and focused his deep blue eyes on her piercing green ones. 

			“I have no other choice.” 

			Xttra clasped her left hand with a tenderness matching his voice. A scarlet silk glove, matching Calandra’s dress, adorned her hand and covered her forearm up to her elbow. 

			“Their words to me were quite clear,” he said. “Resume space missions full-time going forward or lose my rank.” 

			Calandra shifted in her chair with an awkward suddenness. This night was supposed to mark a special occasion. One year to the day since they returned home from Earth. Healing from memories of their time on such an awful planet was still a daily struggle. With what she experienced, and its aftermath, she feared panic and anxiety were now permanent companions. 

			Calandra was not ready to see Xttra depart from Lathos again. He alone supplied a safe place from her fear, the only person who understood her trauma. Imagining what dangers awaited him among the stars made her mind and heart race at an equal pace. Some way must exist for him to buy more time. There had to be a higher Stellar Guard official willing to consider an appeal and overturn the decision. 

			Losing the man whom she loved counted as a gnawing fear Calandra did not want to face. 

			“I’m not ready for this.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “How can they expect either of us to be ready for this?” 

			Calandra’s arms rested on the table before her. Xttra reached out and grasped her ungloved right hand with the same delicate touch he applied to the left one. He held both hands and gnawed on his bottom lip, visibly at a loss for words. She stared at Xttra and sniffed back her tears. 

			“You’re still going to do it, aren’t you?” 

			Her question sounded more confrontational than Calandra intended. It did not matter now. He must understand everything at stake here. A determined frown washing over his lips showed he did not get the message. 

			“What would you have me do? I put off the inevitable for as long as possible.” 

			Xttra cast a quick glance over his shoulder at an elevated square floor near their table. Two dancers entertained the crowd with a traditional dance from the Rim Islands. Watching their agile dips and bends, executed at a rapid pace in harmony with each other’s movements and background music, caused him to turn so he partially faced the dancers. Xttra slipped his right hand away from her left.

			Calandra refused to let Xttra’s rhetorical question go unanswered. 

			“Maybe now is the right time to consider leaving the Stellar Guard for good.” She gave his other hand a gentle squeeze and spoke in a softer tone this time. “I want us to chart a new course. One leading to a long and happy life together.” 

			Xttra turned and faced her again. His deep blue eyes matched his tightened lips, conveying his answer before he opened his mouth. She sensed a rift between them, and a tangible melancholy. 

			“You’re asking me to walk away from everything I worked for so many years to achieve. That’s a heavy sacrifice to demand from me.” 

			Calandra snapped her other hand away from his hand. She straightened up in her chair. Her green eyes hardened into a piercing glare.

			“Sacrifice? You want to discuss sacrifice?” 

			Her left arm lay motionless on the table. Calandra tugged at the glove on her hand, drawing the fabric on each finger forward. Xttra cast his eyes down at the table. Those eyes grew wider. 

			“What are you doing?” 

			Calandra ignored his question and continued pulling the fabric away from her hand. The silk sleeve slid down her forearm while the hand remained frozen to the table. At once, the fabric popped free. 

			Tears welled up in Calandra’s eyes anew as she stared down at the limb. Black metal occupied space once claimed by flesh and bone. Fashioned to resemble a wrist and a hand with built-in rubber padding covering the palm and fingertips. The prosthetic arm served as a poor imitation of what she once possessed. 

			A cruel reminder of the cost of her journey to Earth.

			Calandra gazed up at Xttra again. Tears glistened in his eyes, and he swallowed hard. She scowled and slapped the metal wrist.

			“This is sacrifice.” Her voice rose higher and grew sharper. “Do you see it? What I’m asking of you does not compare to what’s been required of me.”

			Xttra buried his face in his hands for a moment and then let them trail down his cheeks. Calandra sensed several pairs of eyes focusing on her as the room grew quieter. She snapped her head to the side and glanced over at an adjacent table. Another couple sitting at that table quickly averted their eyes and stared down at plates holding partially eaten food. Calandra turned away and refocused her attention on Xttra.

			He licked his lips as he met her gaze again. 

			“I know this ordeal has been rough for you. I’m so sorry. I wish I could snap my fingers and undo everything that happened to us on that awful planet.” 

			“Neither of us can undo what’s been done. This is real. And it’s painful. And scary.” 

			Xttra glanced down at Calandra’s artificial hand and then closed his eyes for a moment. 

			“We can’t afford to live in fear,” he said. “No matter how much it hurts, we can’t stop moving forward.” 

			Calandra’s frown deepened. 

			“That’s simplistic advice. You didn’t lose a hand.” 

			Xttra straightened up in his chair. He answered her with a quick nod. His eyes darted to another adjacent table as he grew aware of other guests inside the club turning their attention to their argument. 

			“We’ll get it working right soon. All we need is the right neural sensors in the hand and—” 

			“That’s what my clan doctor has been telling us forever now.” Calandra’s fingers stayed rigid as she raised her left arm off the table. “My artificial hand is still no closer to functioning the way it’s supposed to work.” 

			Xttra ran a hand through his light brown hair and extended the other across the table toward her. He tried to muster a smile, but it remained partially frozen at the corners of his mouth. 

			“Things will work out in the end.” Xttra worked to conjure up a reassuring tone. “Ahm will see to it. Hope isn’t lost.” 

			Calandra looked down at his extended hand and clasped it with her real hand. A lump formed in her throat. She wanted to believe what he told her. Countless setbacks painted a different picture. 

			“Hope never used to flee from me. Now it is sprinting to the horizon far from my grasp.” 

			He gave her hand a gentle squeeze and painted a slight smile on his lips.

			“I’ll be safe. I give you my word. I already went to Fengar once without incident.” 

			Calandra ripped her hand away from his hand again. Her heartbeat quickened at an increasing rate until it throbbed inside her chest. 

			“Why am I even bothering? My feelings mean nothing when it comes to getting your way.” 

			She rose from the table abruptly and pushed her chair back with her right hand. Numerous pairs of eyes followed Calandra as she weaved past other tables and marched toward the door. 

			“Wait! Calandra! Come back!” 

			Xttra’s voice bore a contrite tone. She did not care. Calandra did not bother to stop and turn or cast a brief glance over her shoulder. All her pain and fear should mean more than it obviously meant to him. She could not bear the thought of spending another moment inside this club. Dining and dancing. Pretending everything was normal. 

			Things were not normal. They never would be normal again. Not for her. 

			A steady drizzle from ashen clouds greeted Calandra as the main club door slid open. She stormed outside the building. Fresh puddles adorned minor dips on the stone walkway running along the front of the club. Water droplets trickled off a stone statue of a lupine mounted on a ledge above the door. They ran down the statue’s erect triangular ears, oval eyes, and long snout before striking Calandra’s forehead as she glanced upward. She brushed the raindrops away and started for their aerorover parked a few steps down the street. 

			A hand caught Calandra by her elbow as she turned to sprint down the walkway. Fingers gently wrapped around her arm. 

			“I don’t want to talk about it any longer.” Her voice grew soft enough that pelting raindrops threatened to drown it out. “Please take me home.” 

			“I’m sorry. The mission started on Lathos. I had no idea pursuing an escaping vessel would lead me out to Fengar.” 

			Calandra spun around to face Xttra again. A renewed fire surged through her eyes.

			“You had no idea pursuing another ship would take you into space? Do you think I’m that naïve?” 

			“Someone had to intercept that Cassian dart. My scout ship was the nearest one when the call went out. What was I supposed to do?” 

			Calandra looked at him stone-faced while blinking back raindrops trailing down to her chin. 

			“Do you always need to be the hero?” 

			“What do you think would have happened if I ignored the communicator?” Xttra snapped. “Or said no? Do you think my superior officer would have embraced my resistance?” 

			Calandra dropped her head and closed her eyes. She knew exactly where such a scenario led. He was right. Fresh tears rolled through the cracks between her eyelids and mingled with raindrops already forging a path down her cheeks. 

			“I don’t want you to die.” Calandra’s voice grew quieter as she contemplated the weight of her own statement. “I want us to grow old together. How can we do that if you continue to risk your life in space?” 

			Fingers brushed across her cheek. Calandra raised her head and gazed into Xttra’s deep blue eyes. She could not tell if tears also mingled with the raindrops running down his cheeks, but his trembling lips signaled she was finally getting through to him. 

			“I never contemplated this decision in those terms,” he said. “Losing you would destroy me. I can’t put you through a similar ordeal.” 

			“Does that mean what I hope it means?” 

			“It means I will do whatever it takes to guarantee a long, happy life together.” Xttra curled a finger through a lock of her auburn hair. “You’re my wife. I love you. If putting you first means keeping my feet on the ground, then that’s what I’m willing to do.” 

			He drew Calandra into his arms. Her eyes closed tight at the same moment their lips met. Calandra embraced him tighter as their lips pressed together. When she pulled back again, a smile appeared on his face. 

			A similar one now also adorned her own lips. 

			“I love you too.” 

			Xttra clasped her right hand and led her back into the club away from the rain. They stopped just inside the main door, and he turned to face Calandra again. His free hand trailed down her cheek a second time.

			“What do you plan to do?” she asked. 

			“I’ll meet with my superior officer first thing in the morning and request reassignment as an instructor at the academy. If I can’t lead missions myself, at least I’ll get to mold future pilots who do.” 

			Calandra sensed a slight crack in his voice as he said those last words. Giving up a dream was not easy, but Xttra made a choice to do it for them. His unselfish act in that moment reinforced why she chose to marry him when they came back from Earth. No other man could ever unite with her as a soulmate as Xttra did. 

			She circled her real arm around his back and planted another kiss on his lips. 

			“Thank you,” she whispered. 

			Calandra slipped her right hand back into Xttra’s left hand. The couple went back inside the main ballroom where they dined and danced together until pale twilight transformed into shadowy night. 
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			Xttra drew in a deep breath and pressed his eyes shut. His heart thumped a few beats faster as he stood before the door to the simulation arena. Coming here already seemed like a futile gesture, but he had to do it anyway. 

			For Calandra’s sake.

			Xttra promised her he would appeal for reassignment to a different role within the Stellar Guard. One that kept him on Lathos. With her. 

			A horizontal beam of blue light fell on his face and crossed over his eyes. Once it passed his chin, a small sensor above the door emitted a pair of beeps. 

			“Welcome, Ttra Oogan.” 

			A half-frown sprang onto his lips as his eyelids popped open again. It made no difference how many times he heard the automated greeting, Xttra never grew accustomed to how the artificial voice mispronounced his name. The same thing happened at every Stellar Guard training facility. Always dropping the first letter on his first name without fail. 

			He plodded down a corridor toward an instructional chamber. Dull yellow light reflected off his skin from the low ceiling. It cast a grainy glow on the polished volcanic stone floor. Similar dark stones covered the walls and ceiling. The whole corridor reminded Xttra of a tunnel winding downward into a narrow mine. 

			He approached a second broader door at the end of the corridor. Another beam of blue light fell upon him, and the door parted. When Xttra stepped inside, a spray of sand smacked him in the jaw and mouth. He instinctively raised his arm to cover his eyes and spit out sand residue coating his teeth and tongue. 

			Two junior officers hunkered down behind a smoldering aerorover ahead. One drew an eliminator. She peppered blue laser bolts across the hull of another crashed vessel resembling a Confederation short-range fighter. The junior officer used a detached aerorover door as a makeshift body shield. The other officer crawled around the rear of the vehicle and raised an armored sleeve. He intended to fire razor discs once he obtained a clear shot at an unseen target concealed behind the wrecked enemy vessel. Stray bolts blasted sandy terrain around both vehicles, throwing up more plumes like the one that first greeted Xttra. 

			“Halt simulation! Cease fire!” 

			Both junior officers lowered their weapons and sprang to their feet. The detached aerorover door clattered to the ground. They snapped their heads toward the instructional chamber entry door and fixed their eyes on Xttra. He ignored both junior officers and gazed up at an observation room window overlooking the chamber. 

			“What warrants interrupting this training session, Master Pilot Oogan?” The same voice spoke again, sounding gruffer this time around. 

			“I must speak with Commander Mikkah. It’s urgent.” 

			“Commander Mikkah cannot be disturbed. I’ll tell him you stopped by, and he’ll get back to you once—” 

			“I’m not leaving,” Xttra said, cutting the voice off. “So, you’ll have to continue your training session around me.” 

			He folded his arms and raised his chin. His blue eyes hardened into a stony glare, never moving for a second from the window. Commander Mikkah never bothered to answer his arca vox all morning. Xttra refused to let an obstinate underling put him off now. 

			A heavy sigh and a muffled curse greeted his declaration. Another door, leading from the observation room down to the chamber, slid open a minute later. A bald man with broad shoulders stepped into the chamber and approached Xttra. His Stellar Guard uniform matched Xttra’s apart from displaying a commander’s insignia on front instead of a master pilot’s insignia. 

			Mikkah narrowed his eyes and scowled. 

			“This isn’t the best time, Xttra. Make it quick.” 

			“I’m here to request a reassignment.” 

			He raised an eyebrow and cast a skeptical glance at Xttra. Mikkah shook his head. 

			“We’ve already debated this more than once. Resuming space missions is mandatory.” 

			“I haven’t forgotten what you said.” 

			“Have you forgotten the consequences of turning down assigned missions? Are you determined to get stripped of your rank and scout ship?” 

			Xttra rolled his eyes and sighed. He kicked at a patch of sand near his feet. Mikkah spoke to him as though he were a child. He understood the sacrifice awaiting him by going down this path. The commander did not need to hammer it into his skull. 

			“I’m well aware of the path that lies before me.” His tone with Mikkah grew rougher. “Things change. I’m willing to step down as a master pilot.” 

			“You’re willing to throw away your career?” 

			Xttra cocked his head at Mikkah and scrunched his face. He harbored no intention of resigning from the Stellar Guard. Hearing the commander draw that exact conclusion without a second thought only stirred up annoyed feelings inside his mind. 

			“I want to shift gears and become an instructor at the academy. I’m certain you can find a spot for me there.” 

			“No.” 

			Mikkah turned away as though he intended to start walking back to the observation room. Xttra circled around him and cut off his path. He folded his arms a second time. 

			“What do you mean no?” 

			“I can’t toss aside one of the best master pilots in the entire fleet just because his wife got inside his head.” 

			Xttra felt heat rising under his collar. His muscles tensed and he grew as rigid as a statue. 

			“Do you understand what Calandra endured on Earth?” he snapped. “Do you understand what I endured? You haven’t walked the same path we walked. I pray to Ahm you never walk it.” 

			Mikkah’s frown deepened. He stared down both gawking junior officers standing near the smoldering aerorover. Each officer averted their eyes. The commander refocused his attention on Xttra and pointed at the observation room. 

			“Inside. Now.” 

			Xttra swallowed hard and followed Mikkah inside. The door sealed behind them with a whoosh. They stepped inside a glass elevator and Mikkah pressed a button for the top floor.

			When the elevator door closed again, a fire enveloped his deep brown eyes. 

			“Do you understand what I’ve done on your behalf?” he asked. “I put my career on the line to save yours after what happened on that alien planet.” 

			Xttra pinched his lips together and scowled. He did not crave a reminder of those long hours he spent inside the tribunal chamber. Waves of frustration washed over him while judicial officers debated his fate. They dismissed Xttra’s account of attacks from hostile Earthians and Doni’s treachery. Rather than consider evidence he shared with an open mind, the judicial officers seemed eager to blame Xttra for everything that went wrong, impose a stern punishment, and never speak of the whole episode again. He could do nothing beyond watch helplessly. 

			To his credit, Mikkah intervened and vouched for Xttra’s record in the Stellar Guard and his character. He saved each survivor of the expedition to Earth from whatever dark fate brewed within the minds of the judicial officers. Now, it seemed as though Mikkah took personal offense at Xttra’s decision to change course. 

			“Look, I’m not trying to be confrontational about this.” Xttra’s tone softened a bit. “I’ve done some soul searching and decided I need to consider what’s best for me and Calandra together. This is the way forward.” 

			The elevator door opened. Both men stepped out. Mikkah stopped in his tracks, turned, and faced Xttra. His eyelids snapped shut and a curt nod followed. 

			“Instructor, huh?” His eyes popped open again. “I hate to lose you in the field. On the other hand, I can’t think of a master pilot more qualified to train other pilots. Your experience is invaluable.” 

			A relieved smile crept across Xttra’s lips. 

			“Calandra will be thrilled to hear this news.” 

			“We’ll make the switch right after you’ve completed your upcoming mission.” 

			His smile vanished as fast as it appeared. 

			“No. Wait a minute.” Xttra threw out his hands as he made his plea. “I want to make this change now. Today. Not after ‘one final mission.’” 

			Mikkah shook his head. 

			“It’s out of my hands. I’m sorry, Xttra. Your crew will meet with the Thetian delegation on Fengar as ordered.” 

			“What do you mean it’s out of your hands?” 

			Mikkah extracted a trique from his pocket. A small holoscreen popped up from the middle of the triangular gadget when he pressed a green-lit button to activate it. Lines of text appeared on the screen. Xttra recognized the Stellar Guard insignia at the top. The commander pulled up a report, but he had trouble deciphering all the words while only seeing the report from the backside. 

			“I have direct orders from the Minister of Space Exploration and Defense himself. The chief sovereign wants you specifically to take on this mission.” 

			Xttra knitted his brows together and drew in a sharp breath. This qualified as an unexpected revelation. An unwelcome one as well. 

			“Why me?” he asked, voicing the first question that popped into his mind.

			Mikkah shrugged. 

			“I just follow orders. I don’t analyze them.” 

			Xttra could not allow himself to embrace a similar attitude. Experience taught him to keep his eyes open when a situation seemed amiss. 

			This was one of those times. 

			 

			***

			 

			Bo’un crumpled his lips into a puzzled frown. His reaction only reinforced to Xttra that his own suspicions concerning what Mikkah said earlier were warranted. 

			“Do you suppose the Earthian is right? It feels like much more is at stake here than tracking down a stolen shield emitter.” 

			Xttra did not know what to think as he stared at a holoscreen tracking a life support system diagnostic. Nothing about this situation made sense in his mind. He could not imagine their chief sovereign insisting on him personally taking the lead on resolving a matter of such minor importance. 

			Xttra glanced over at his longtime weapons officer and simply shrugged. 

			“All I know, Bo’un, is Commander Mikkah ignored my request for reassignment until this mission is over.” 

			Bo’un’s eyes widened. His fingers traced over jagged scars covering the right side of his jaw and he brushed back his deep brown hair. 

			“Wait, what? You asked for reassignment?” 

			“I did.” Xttra refocused his attention on the holoscreen. “The Stellar Guard granted my request. This upcoming mission will be our last one together.” 

			A heavy silence permeated the scout ship’s bridge. Bo’un drew closer to the station where Xttra sat and knelt by his chair. He made no effort to hide a disappointed frown overtaking his face. Xttra gnawed on his lower lip while he searched for the right words to justify a decision that not only altered his life, but the lives of his crew. 

			“When did you plan on telling the rest of us?” the weapons officer finally asked. “How long have you been planning to do this?” 

			Xttra turned away from the holoscreen and faced Bo’un a second time. 

			“It’s a decision I’ve been agonizing over since we escaped from Earth,” he said. “Calandra is struggling to heal from the trauma she endured there. I need to be with her. Help her. I can’t do that if I’m always in space and she’s alone on Lathos.” 

			Bo’un nervously rubbed the same jagged scars again and his light gray eyes locked on a distant invisible point. If anyone understood Calandra’s pain, Xttra knew he did. Bo’un’s own survival bordered on being a miracle. No one aboard their scout ship genuinely believed he would ever come out of medical hibernation. A massive wild Earthian animal—which Kevin called a bear—inflicted so much critical damage while mauling him. 

			“That place changed all of us,” Bo’un said, his eyes settling back on Xttra. “And not for the better.” 

			Xttra answered him with an abrupt nod. He did not suffer any life-altering injuries like Calandra. Yet scars covered his mind and soul. Every moment from when their ship touched down amid the Earthian mountains until it blasted away from that wretched planet festered inside him like an open wound. Bleeding and oozing. Slowly infecting every part of him. 

			Two sequential beeps signaling the diagnostic’s completion interrupted Xttra’s thoughts. Life support systems still operated within acceptable functional parameters. Xttra hoped the diagnostic would uncover a hidden problem, giving him a credible excuse to delay the mission. He had checked every scout ship system now. 

			All functioned normally. 

			“Why us? Why are we the ones designated to pursue our Earthian ally at all costs?” 

			Xttra answered Bo’un with a blank stare. He had no clear answers. His official report did not include a mention of Kevin by name. Nor did he recount what Kevin told him concerning the former prime oracle. 

			None of it added up in his mind. 

			“We better dig a little deeper before we meet up with the Thetians,” Xttra finally said. “If there’s actual substance to Kevin’s claims, we need to know before we get ourselves mired in a dire situation.” 

			He rose to his feet and walked over to the main helm console. Xttra snatched up his trique lying loosely atop the console. He pressed a button lit with blue light in a bottom corner on the triangular device. The trique holoscreen showed a detailed Stellar Guard report on the shield emitter prototype. Xttra pressed the blue button again to scroll past the report. A new holoscreen replaced the earlier one. This screen showed blank space apart from a long, empty horizontal box.

			Xttra pressed down on a second blue-lit trique button in the opposite corner. 

			“Search for ‘Prime Oracle Valadius accident.’” 

			A beep followed. Two words popped up on the holoscreen a few seconds later. 

			Restricted access. 

			Xttra scrunched up his face and shot a questioning look at Bo’un. Why would information related to a former prime oracle’s demise aboard a spaceship merit restricted access? If Kevin’s earlier revelation was indeed rooted in facts, such a turn of events only troubled him. 

			Xttra was not alone in feeling that way. A stoic frown now graced Bo’un’s lips. 

			“Is this some sort of trap?” he said. “Something about all of this isn’t connecting together for me.” 

			Xttra nodded while continuing to stare at the holoscreen. He licked his lips and his heart raced faster. Bo’un’s suspicions made sense. A nagging feeling washed over him. Someone intended to set a trap for the surviving members of the expedition to Earth. 

			Who was their next target? 

			



4 

			Both eyes popped open unbidden. Calandra blinked a few times and sighed. Darkness shrouded her bedroom, broken in random places by faint moonlight peeking from behind borders of the bedroom window shade. She felt a sharp tug on the blankets. Xttra tossed and turned, eyes still closed. Calandra gazed upon him for a moment, wondering if she should rouse him from his slumber. She decided against it and sat up. 

			Calandra quietly swung both legs over the side of the bed and rose to her feet. She snatched up a robe from a nearby chair and wrapped it around her sleep clothes. Calandra peeked back at Xttra upon reaching the bedroom door. He now lay still, only partially covered by their Sapinoa hair blankets. 

			Her destination was their kitchen. Calandra opened a transparent door to their chiller. A blast of frigid air from inside the narrow vertical chamber brushed across both cheeks. Troubled thoughts bombarded her mind as she retrieved a stout bottle filled with glacier water from an upper shelf. Xttra shared unwelcome news after returning home the previous evening. His efforts to get reassigned from his upcoming mission failed. Calandra did not conceal her disappointment when he recounted his conversation with Commander Mikkah. Still, she did not blame Xttra for how things unfolded. Her husband showed his willingness to sacrifice for her and for them as a couple. That meant so much to Calandra.

			A different nagging feeling kept her awake now. Why did the Stellar Guard push so hard for him to fulfill this specific mission? It made no sense to her. What was so important that they refused to consider sending any other master pilot out to the Fengar colonies? 

			Calandra set the glass bottle down on the kitchen table and retrieved a small chalice from a nearby cabinet. She glanced down at her left arm. The artificial fingers remained rigid and lifeless. Calandra longed to pick up more than one thing at a time again. One simple activity, among many, she took for granted when she had two working arms. She sat at the table and poured water into her chalice. Calandra sipped from the chalice. Her eyes drifted over to her arm a second time. 

			Those stiff unmoving fingers mocked her. Each one serving as a cold reminder of everything she lost.

			Her arm. Her innocence. Her former life. 

			The Earthians bore sole blame for events leading her to this point. An Earthian doctor inserted pieces of metal in her arm, which Kevin called screws, to hold her broken bones in place. Those screws were supposed to stabilize her forearm while each bone mended. Instead, the tiny metal pieces caused a bone infection while she lay in hibernation during the return voyage to Lathos. The infection brought on a worsening fever soon after they landed in Luma. 

			An image clawed into her mind. That single image hardened and sharpened as it ripped open old scars into fresh wounds. 

			A bandaged stump. 

			Calandra sank down against her pillow in her hospital bed when she first noticed the altered limb resting there by her side. She shook with sobs. Her clan doctor warned her they could do nothing to save the arm. If they did not amputate the infected part of the limb, she would die. Nothing he told her did enough to prepare Calandra to cope with a sudden loss of her arm. 

			“I’m so sorry, sweetheart. I’m so sorry.” 

			She gazed up through tear-filled eyes. Tears also rolled down Xttra’s cheeks. Calandra’s lips trembled, and she extended her unaffected arm toward him. 

			“Why would Ahm let this happen to me?” Her words grew choked with sobs. “With everything I’ve been through and with all I’ve endured. Why this? Why now?”

			She did not want to confront a hard truth. She hesitated to admit part of the blame rested with her. Calandra ignored her brittle bones in her zeal to go to Earth and it cost her. 

			Xttra said nothing. He simply crouched down by her bedside and embraced Calandra. Her remaining arm circled his back, and she clung to him while they both shed more tears together. 

			“Can’t sleep either?” 

			Xttra’s question jerked Calandra out of her thoughts. She snapped her head toward him. His slight brown curls were a bit disheveled from laying on a pillow for so long. A small smile adorning his lips morphed into a concerned frown when he laid eyes on her face. 

			“What’s wrong?” 

			Calandra set down the chalice and brushed her fingers across her cheek. Tears greeted her fingertips. She quickly brushed them aside.

			“I’m okay. Well … as okay as I can be, I guess.” 

			Xttra straightened out his sleeveless sleep shirt and pulled up a chair next to her. 

			“What’s on your mind? You can tell me.” 

			She gazed into his deep blue eyes and then let her eyes trail downward. His eyes drifted to the same spot, and then he quickly glanced upward again. Calandra did not need to say a word. Her husband discerned those same unwanted thoughts overtaking her mind. 

			“We’ll find a way to get this new limb working like your old arm. I give you my word.” 

			An annoyed feeling crept out from shadows lingering inside her. Calandra heard the same vow before. Making promises over a situation beyond his control did not soothe her feelings. Still, when Xttra grasped her right arm and caressed her forearm with his fingers, she understood he meant well. He only wanted to comfort her troubled soul. Calandra allowed a faint smile to appear at last. She nestled her head against his shoulder. 

			“Sometimes I wonder if we’ll ever be allowed to gain lasting happiness. It seems as elusive as a shadow, forever out of reach.” 

			Xttra circled his other hand around her shoulder.

			“We are masters of our own fate. No force on this planet or in the whole galaxy can take that away from us.” 

			“I want you to be right. I want to feel something else again besides sadness and anger. I don’t want to worry about you not returning home.” 

			Calandra closed her eyes tight as he wound his fingers through a lock of auburn hair that fell against her cheek. Being nestled in his arms felt so good. She did not want the feeling to end. 

			“I want you to stay so much.” Her voice dropped to a near-whisper. “Thinking about you going to Fengar never filled me with dread in the past. Now I can’t break free from this awful sensation.” 

			“I’m worried too. Something about this mission doesn’t add up.” 

			Xttra’s tone perfectly matched the concern embedded in his words. Calandra popped open her eyes again, leaned forward, and turned to face him. 

			“What doesn’t add up?”

			Xttra gnawed on his lip and cast his eyes at swinging lights hanging above their heads. Each fixture formed a teardrop shape and connected to a single black rod suspended from the ceiling. He stared at the lights for a moment before finally shaking his head. 

			“I don’t know if I should share this. It’s technically restricted information. I never included it on my official mission report.” 

			Calandra narrowed her eyes and tilted her head. Those cryptic words aroused instant curiosity.

			“What is it? You know you can always trust me. I won’t tell anyone else.” 

			Xttra lowered his head and locked eyes with her a second time. Fear radiated from each one. 

			“I chased an old model Cassian dart to Fengar on my most recent mission. My orders were simple. Intercept an unidentified saboteur fleeing with stolen technology. Then I disabled the dart’s secondary thrusters and spoke with the pilot. Everything I thought I knew about my mission turned out to be wrong.” 

			“What do you mean?”

			“Kevin was the pilot.” 

			Calandra’s eyes widened and her mouth dropped open. Her heart began racing until it shook her entire chest. There had to be another explanation. Kevin Riley was no saboteur. He saved her life on Earth. He sacrificed everything to help them escape. 

			“Kevin is no traitor,” Calandra insisted. “Nor a thief. He would never risk his freedom over some gadget.” 

			Xttra answered her with a slow nod. 

			“That’s just it. I’m convinced someone wanted me to believe we were chasing a common thief at all costs.” 

			“Why? What do they have to gain?” 

			“Kevin claims he found evidence that Valadius lives.” 

			Calandra pressed her lips into a slight frown and shook her head. His claim was a mistaken one. What Kevin said could not be possible. 

			“Our chief sovereign reported that he died,” she said. “A scout ship recovered the prime oracle’s transport, adrift along with his body. His burial rites were broadcast to every man, woman, and child in Ra’ahm.” 

			“I know.” Xttra’s gaze shifted to a copy of the Book of Ahm in the adjacent room. It lay on a small table flanking a couch. “We both witnessed the same rites. We both heard the same tragic news about the flare.” 

			Calandra was still a child when tragedy befell Valadius. Her family mourning his sudden death formed one of her earliest memories. A solar flare sent out a radiation burst that bombarded his transport’s hull. At the time, the prime oracle had set out on a quick journey to the Fengar colonies. He intended to minister to colonists belonging to the Order of Ahm. 

			It shook citizens of Ra’ahm to the core when their spiritual leader died so tragically. Delcor urged the rest of the Council of Oracles to waste no time and ordain a new prime oracle. The successor to Valadius was a fervent ally of Delcor and his clan during the Separatist War. 

			Calandra recalled how her grandfather, Janthore, stepped down as first minister only a year after the prime oracle perished. He never gave a reason for why he resigned from his high office. She suspected her grandfather could not cope with the tragic death of a prime oracle of Ahm he knew personally. 

			“It must be a mistake.” Calandra said. “If he didn’t perish, an oracle taking his place would have been unlawfully chosen.” 

			Xttra rose from his chair. He walked over to twin glass doors leading to a small balcony and gazed out across Luma’s skyline. A smattering of lights enveloped the old city, chasing away night-time shadows. Calandra scrambled off her chair and joined him at the balcony door. His eyes remained fixed on those same city lights as she slipped her right hand into his left hand. 

			“If Kevin is right, and our former prime oracle lives, you know what this means.” 

			Calandra closed her eyes and nodded. She completed in her mind those words Xttra left unspoken. 

			If true, this revelation would mean their chief sovereign lied to every man, woman, and child in Ra’ahm. It also would mean a usurper now led the Order of Ahm. If their chief sovereign deceived an entire nation on this matter, what other secrets would he keep hidden? Why did her grandfather resign from his service? 

			“They gave me a choice Calandra.” Xttra turned and gazed into her eyes again. “Accept this mission and track down Kevin on Fengar. Or resign from the Stellar Guard.” 

			A crease formed in her brow as Calandra’s eyes now drifted over to the Luma skyline. Xttra could not do what they asked of him. Learning the Stellar Guard demanded he track Kevin down and bring him back as a prisoner sickened her. Unlike his fellow Earthians, Kevin had honor. Turning their backs on a friend in his hour of need was not an option.

			“You can’t do it,” she whispered. Calandra lowered her head and cast a pleading glance at Xttra. “I owe my life to him. You have to save Kevin.” 

			“I will not harm him. You have my word.” 

			Xttra drew her into an embrace and planted a tender kiss on her lips. Calandra soaked in his kiss and tightened her embrace of him. Their lips lingered for a moment until she opened her eyes again and drew back a step.

			“Pray for me,” he said. “Pray this mission does not send us down a path neither of us wants to travel.”

			Fear squeezed Calandra like an invisible hand. Sleep would now elude her until Xttra returned home from Fengar and told her what he found. 

			Then, at last, he could stay. 
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