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Author’s Note

No other novel I ever write will match the joy I feel in bringing Alien People to life. This is a true culmination of a writing journey that started as a teenager – a journey that has shaped my adult life.

I wrote the original rough draft for Alien People over the summer before starting my freshman year at the University of Utah. I tried to get a summer job after graduating from high school, but I did not own a car at the time, so I had limited employment options. I decided to spend that summer writing a science fiction novel. I concocted a clever story idea and cranked out a 400-page story in only three months.

The early version of Alien People put the rough in rough draft, but it held storytelling promise. It also held a special place in my heart as my lone novel that my Mom read before her death. I tinkered with the story through the years and finally developed and refined it enough to send this novel out into the world in 2020. I love Calandra, Xttra, and the other wonderful characters who populate this fictional universe and hope you will feel the same way as you get to know each character.

I am indebted to Jefferson Keyes, Spencer Durrant, and Sandra Coon for valuable feedback that helped me refine this story and bring it to life. I’m also grateful to Micah Marquez and the design team at 100 Covers for the beautiful cover they created for this novel. And I’m thankful to Jason Anderson and Polgarus Studio for skillfully formatting the interior of the novel. – JC


 


For Mom, who encouraged me to reach for the stars and discover my own new worlds.




1

A broad smile burst across Calandra’s face as the ramifications of her discovery became clear in her mind. This was no ordinary probe.

The observatory telescope revealed a simple object no more remarkable than a random asteroid to untrained eyes. Her instincts led Calandra to a different conclusion as she studied the probe. Laying eyes on a holographic image of this satellite aroused excitement inside her. Peculiar details immediately surfaced in the probe’s design. It felt like someone ripped an object from the pages of a historical text and set it before Calandra.

A broad square sail boxed in a central silvery sphere on all sides. The flat sail divided into four triangular sections. Rods extended from each section boundary, forming a partial x shape, and fused into the central sphere. A clear material composed the sail and reflected the sphere’s coloring. It reminded Calandra of a gigantic mirror.

One thing seemed certain. This strange orb resembled nothing she had ever seen launched from Lathos. And this simple fact alone created a mystery that made Calandra’s heart skip a beat.

“You need to look at this.”

She tugged on the sleeve of a dark-haired man seated at an adjacent workstation and coaxed him toward the telescope. He squinted at the same three-dimensional image floating above a holocaster connected to the telescope and studied it. A perplexed expression soon washed over his face, mirroring Calandra’s internal reaction when she first noticed the small probe.

“This can’t be one of ours. The shape is all wrong.” Her colleague pressed down on a panel on a display screen in front of the telescope. “This probe doesn’t comply with our standards, Confederation standards, or any other standards I’m familiar with.”

“That’s what I thought too.”

“And the trajectory is much too distant and on an odd angle. I know of no authorized orbital paths so far away from our sun. Or any so elliptical.”

He cast his eyes at Calandra and ran his fingers through his curly blond hair.

“Who do you think launched this thing?”

The young astronomer answered with a shrug while pondering his question.

“No clue. I think we’ve got a mystery probe on our hands, Dal.”

Calandra cross-checked coordinates on the telescope — down to the minutes and seconds — a second time and a third time. Dal’s first observation proved correct. This probe showed many irregularities both in distance and orbital path. Enough were present to rule out a launch from the surface of Lathos. These irregularities signaled a point of origin entirely outside their system.

She pursed her lips and glanced back at Dal.

“If the probe didn’t come from Ra’ahm, or Confederation territory, then where did it launch? And who launched it?”

He did not answer Calandra. Dal studied the rotating image above the holocaster. Ports on each side of the square pad emitted lasers. These struck the pad simultaneously and formed a small light field to recreate a scaled-down image of the probe. It showed how the observatory telescope viewed the probe in real time. The holocaster light field cast an ethereal green glow across his face. His eyes settled into a half-squint as Dal traced the contours on a triangular section of the square sail.

“I’m guessing the probe operates on solar power,” he said. “The sail looks a bit primitive in construction, but each section appears to be designed to collect and store solar energy.”

“Maybe we should get the Stellar Guard to send someone up there and take a closer look.”

Calandra wanted to follow her suggestion with another that included her going on the spacecraft commissioned for this purpose. She realized before saying a word sharing such an ambition would lead nowhere. Stellar Guard officials would never sign off on bringing a civilian astronomer along for the ride.

Especially not one with her history.

Dal glanced up at her and shook his head. He slid back over to his workstation and leaned back in his chair. Calandra almost expected him to prop his feet up amid the gadgets cluttering the surface.

“That won’t happen.” Dal barely restrained a laugh as he pinched his eyelids shut. “Our beloved Delcor only cares about space missions when he thinks Ra’ahm will gain a political or economic advantage over the Confederation. Investigating a simple probe doesn’t rank high on his agenda.”

Calandra gasped. Her green eyes darted around the room to see if anyone else heard what he said.

“You shouldn’t speak so carelessly about our chief sovereign. He does so much for our nation.”

Dal’s eyes popped open again and his hand abruptly sprang up.

“Of course. Of course. What I mean is he won’t be persuaded to commit resources to investigate a random probe unless he sees a useful strategic purpose behind it.”

Calandra flashed a confident smile.

“I have ways of persuading him.”

“Really? How?”

“You’ll see soon enough. When I lay out my case to our chief sovereign, he will beg me to take a scout ship up there myself.”

Dal shook his head a second time and fiddled with a fist-sized relay beacon monitor bolted to the edge of his workstation. More than a hint of a smirk crept over his lips this time.

“My odds of taming a feral russakin are better.”

“You’re talking to the granddaughter of a first minister here.” Calandra stood a little taller and raised her chin while sharing that fact. “I guarantee I can obtain an audience with our chief sovereign at his palace.”

Dal rolled his eyes and allowed a snippet of a laugh to finally escape his lips. He scooted his chair over to the opposite end of his workstation and began pretending to enter data into a small terminal.

“A former first minister,” he said, correcting her. “I’ll believe it when I see it.”

Dal turned away to conceal a full-fledged smug grin now pushing against the corners of his lips. He failed. Calandra wanted to mop that grin right off his face. Still, he raised a valid point, and she could not deny his point. Their chief sovereign did not concern himself with satisfying a lone astronomer’s curiosity.

It fell on her shoulders to discover a valid reason for him to care.

Calandra planted herself in front of the telescope again and studied the probe in greater detail. Her eyes traced it end to end while the probe’s image floated above the holocaster. This object owned an uncomplicated design so distinct and unique from a Confederation or Ra’ahm probe. At first glance, it struck her as being modeled upon an ancient blueprint. Calandra ruled out that possibility right away. No probes launched by the once-mighty Wekonn Empire still circled above their planet. The last ones fell back to Lathos and burned up in their atmosphere more than a hundred generations before her time.

“Tell me who sent you here.”

Calandra mumbled that order at the probe as though she expected it to speak and answer her. She sighed and buried her chin inside her hand.

“Where do you come from?”

The probe’s image flickered. It stood as a virtual statue atop the holocaster, staring ahead and matching the silence Calandra imagined enveloped the probe while it journeyed through space.

Silence.

This random thought struck her mind with the force of a clap of thunder. Of course. It made sense.

Calandra sprang to her feet. A jubilant smile reemerged on her face. Why did she not think to check the relay beacons earlier? Those beacons kept detailed data on all activity at the edges of their planetary system. Perhaps at least one beacon out there gathered specific data that held the key to shining a light on this mysterious probe.

She pressed a panel on the nearest relay beacon monitor. A holoscreen filled with rows of data and graphs appeared before her. If she wanted her questions answered sooner than later, this was the right place to uncover those answers. The holoscreen laid out every single thing those relay beacons charted while watching their solar system. Each beacon covered vast ground.

A series of beacons occupied orbital paths exactly one-hundredth of a parsec apart from one another, starting from the innermost planets and extending out to the boundaries of deep space. These beacons acted as early warning systems for comets, asteroids, and other objects posing a potential threat to Lathos or the planet’s twin moons. Calandra originally suspected a relay beacon would not differentiate between a probe and other natural space bodies. Now a different thought sprang into her mind.

If the probe passed near a beacon, chances were strong that the beacon’s sensors culled electronic data from the object. Sifting through a massive volume of beacon data presented a daunting task, but Calandra embraced the challenge. If her theory proved correct, the data would show definitive proof this probe came from a point far beyond Lathos.

Calandra slid her hand into a small black scrolling glove. Glowing circular spots, equal in size to a standard Ra’ahm coin, adorned each fingertip. She scrolled through rows of recent data on the holoscreen with her index finger. Her eyes narrowed and her lips mouthed names and numbers as she puzzled over information from the relay beacon.

Binary numbers started showing up after she sifted through data for a while. These numbers stood out from what she expected to find in a typical report on a passing comet or asteroid. Binary numbers functioned as a type of universal language. A perfect vehicle for sending a message out into deep space.

Each binary number set formed a distinct pattern. Calandra saw those patterns unfold in her mind’s eye. The first set counted basic numbers, going from one to 10. A new set appeared behind it and revealed atomic numbers for hydrogen, carbon, nitrogen, oxygen, and phosphorus. Other patterns followed. Nucleotides. A double helix.

Two final patterns popped on the screen. Calandra’s brows shot up and her mouth dropped open. Her eyes grew as wide as plates. These latest patterns left no doubt concerning the probe’s origin.

The first one resembled a humanoid figure.

The second pattern cataloged a solar system. It held a larger number of planets than those cataloged within her home solar system.

Calandra glanced over at Dal again.

“We’ve got an answer on the probe’s origin,” she said. “And I guarantee our chief sovereign will care about it.”

Dal slid his chair from his workstation a second time and sidled up next to Calandra. His reaction soon mirrored her own as he surveyed the same data on the holoscreen.

“Does that mean what I think it means?”

“It does.”

Calandra’s heart thumped faster while she pondered a deeper meaning behind what she uncovered. Discovering a new alien race attempting to make first contact did not happen every day.


2

Tracking the distress beacon to this small asteroid only confirmed Xttra’s worst fears.

A crashed ship.

Multiple questions flooded his mind as he maneuvered closer to the asteroid. One question fought through the crowd and cast a giant shadow over the others. It gnawed at him with a tenacity rivaling a cala digging sharp teeth into fresh prey.

Did anyone survive?

Xttra feared the answer. Lance piloted the scout ship now lying in a heap amid the jagged terrain below. Much of it had become crumpled beyond recognition. He did not want to picture his friend’s body in a similar broken state. His mind refused to stop conjuring up those gruesome images.

“Are you picking up any life signs?”

“Faint signals from the surface.”

Xttra cast a quick glance over his right shoulder at the source of the voice — a petite woman with short-cropped black hair. Her troubled expression mirrored his own inner turmoil.

“What type of signals?”

“It’s such a jumbled mess,” she said. “Tough to get a reading on if the signals are organic or merely ship systems that haven’t failed yet.”

“Let’s hope for the organic option, Sarianna.”

She gnawed on her lip and gazed upon a holoscreen at her station.

“That option doesn’t appear probable.”

Xttra frowned. Concern flooded his dark blue eyes. Lance lay somewhere amid the wreckage below. Sarianna possessed great skills as a medical officer, but she needed to work on her bedside manner. She should not be reacting to the situation at hand with such a cold matter-of-fact attitude.

“I don’t want to hear it,” he said. “Let’s assume the best until we find solid evidence revealing something different.”

The scout ship circled the asteroid while surface scans continued. Finding a safe landing spot anywhere on that jagged space rock would prove tricky. Xttra drew in a deep breath and exhaled again at a deliberate pace. He needed to keep his emotions in check. It did Lance no good for him to panic. The same with his crew. Xttra had to concentrate his energy on maneuvering his ship down to the asteroid without endangering anyone on board. Who would come to their rescue if their ship suffered a fate mirroring what befell Lance’s vessel?

A small, forceful beep signaled the completion of the surface scan.

“What do you have for me, Atch?”

This time, Xttra glanced over his left shoulder at a stocky brown-haired man seated at the navigation station. Atch pressed a small button on the console before him and then spun around to face the helm.

“I won’t lie — this landing site isn’t the best,” he said. “We’ll need to touch down a short distance from the wreckage and climb over rugged terrain in our zero-gravity gear.”

Xttra pressed a square orange button on the helm console. A suggested landing trajectory appeared on a holoscreen before him.

“Whatever it takes,” he said. “If Ahm wills it, we’re not leaving this rock until we’ve recovered every last person from that wreckage.”

Their scout ship broke orbit and dropped toward the asteroid’s northern polar region. Xttra performed every standard maneuver — and added a couple of his own — to reduce speed on descent. Slamming into a crater, or an outcropping of rock, stayed an ever-present threat as their altitude decreased and no flat area appeared where the ship could safely touch down.

Xttra steered toward a rocky plain they found a moderate distance from the crash site. Clad in zero gravity gear, he estimated their rescue party would take 15 or 20 minutes to reach the other ship from the plain. He wanted to land closer. Piles of loose rock heaped in so many random locations did not allow for that possibility.

Plumes of dust shot up as landing gear pressed into rocky terrain. A relieved sigh escaped his lips. Xttra mashed a triangular black button on a small rectangular console running parallel to the right side of his chair. This console controlled the internal communications system.

“Any updates on our medical capsules, Tressek?”

“Loaded into the cargo bay and ready to go.” Tressek’s gravelly voice produced a slight echo while patching through the ship’s internal speakers. “I’m decompressing the bay now.”

Xttra released the button and sprang to his feet.

“Gear up. Every second matters.”

He turned and glanced at his assistant pilot.

“Grull, stay here with Tressek and monitor our ship. Everyone else will join me in searching for survivors.”

Xttra donned a zero-gravity suit over his stellar guard uniform. He rubbed his hand over the length of the flexible fabric while searching for leaks or tears. Tubes circulating water and oxygen bumped up against his fingertips. Everything seemed to be in prime working condition. An earlier system check revealed the suit was fine, but Xttra never put 100 percent trust into what automated sensors told him. He snapped on a helmet outfitted with a tinted visor. Data popped up on the visor once he secured the helmet to the rest of his suit. It displayed environmental readings gathered by nanotube sensors embedded within the suit.

Atch, Sarianna, and Bo’un, the ship’s weapons officer, joined Xttra inside the cargo bay. All three wore matching zero-gravity suits. Tressek donned one as well before he lowered the ramp. Each crew member floated a medical capsule down the ramp and outside the ship. They all moved at a deliberate pace after clearing the outer hull. Crossing rocky terrain amid the asteroid’s low gravity would accentuate any sudden movements. They could not afford to cause any capsules to float away out of their reach before making it to the crash site.

Every minute dragged on like an hour as rocks crunched under Xttra’s magnetic boots. He did not pray as often as he should but had no trouble offering up a silent prayer now. Each word focused on pleading for Lance’s life.

Lance will be alive, Xttra reassured himself. Ahm is watching over him even now. He’s safe in the Creator’s merciful hands.

Bo’un used a cutter to carve open a crumpled lower hatch, once the group reached the belly of the crashed scout ship. His cutting tool incorporated useful and reliable high-tech functionality into traditional Ra’ahm craftsmanship. The cutter had an arm-length blade fashioned from dark volcanic glass and a polished stone handle. A small blue laser shot out from micro ports on both sides of the stone handle and bordered the blade’s edge to give it added cutting force.

Once the hatch door popped free of the outer hull, moving with significant force away from the cutting blade, it bounced off the ground. The twisted hunk of metal slammed against a massive boulder and careened toward Xttra and Atch. It narrowly missed striking Atch in the shoulder and continued floating past him across the asteroid’s surface.

“Watch what you’re doing,” Xttra said. “The last thing anyone out here needs are punctured suits.”

Bo’un jerked his head around.

“Apologies.”

He clicked off the cutter and climbed inside the open hatch. The others followed one at a time until all climbed inside the wreckage.

A small water vapor cloud drifted inside the darkened cargo bay. It resembled a dreary mist with no place to go. Xttra’s eyes trailed the vapor to its source – a ruptured storage tank. The violent impact with the asteroid’s surface ripped it away from the wall. Water vapor began drifting through the open hatch en route to fleeing into the reaches of space above the asteroid.

Xttra retrieved a thermal tracker from his suit and switched on the device. One red blob popped up on the screen. Then a second one. These heat patterns meant only one thing.

Proof of life.

“I found survivors.” Excitement flooded Xttra’s voice as he raised the tracker above his head. “They’re somewhere inside the medical station.”

Reaching the medical station required passing through the bridge to access a corridor that connected to the opposite side of the ship. Atch darted in front of Xttra and tried to open a door leading to the bridge from the cargo bay. It refused to budge. The crash shorted out the automatic controls. Bo’un used his cutter to slice a hole through the door. Sparks floated through an airless vacuum that had overtaken the cargo bay. When he finished, a slab of metal sank to the floor with the speed of a boulder plunging into a tar pit. Smoke wafted out from the fresh hole.

Xttra stepped through the hole and inside the bridge. He clicked on a small light embedded in the forearm of his zero-gravity suit. Everything the beam revealed painted a frightening picture.

Chaos reigned.

Glass and metal fragments lay strewn about the bridge, along with shattered equipment. Gaping holes in the windshield sucked out any oxygen long ago. The force of the impact had uprooted an overturned chair from its former bolted position on the floor. Xttra swallowed hard when his eyes fell upon an open door leading from the bridge to the medical station.

Dead bodies.

Xttra counted two crew members. Sarianna knelt in front of one. She turned him over on his back, revealing a battered and bloodied face. The other dead crew member had collapsed on her side only a short distance away. Her frozen hands still grasped at her throat for air. Lacerations and bruises covered both faces. Pieces of glass and metal shards had ripped open their uniforms in many places.

Sarianna glanced up at Xttra and the others and shook her head. Tears glistened in her eyes.

“They never had a chance. They suffocated before they could crawl out of the bridge.”

Xttra surveyed the helm. A third body, belonging to Lance’s assistant pilot, lay sprawled headfirst over the helm console. Queasiness overtook Xttra while surveying the awful scene. Stomach acid bubbled up and stung his throat as he suppressed an urge to vomit. He dared not imagine how much pure agony these poor souls endured while life ebbed from their bodies. The cold dead of eternal night claimed eventual ownership over each one.

Xttra took comfort in not finding Lance among the lifeless bodies strewn throughout the bridge. His breathing quickened when he considered what that absence entailed. Surely his friend was one of the crew members they suspected remained alive inside the medical station.

Xttra carefully stepped over dead bodies in his path and trudged down the corridor leading to the medical station. Part of him wanted to turn off his magnetic boots and sprint the rest of the way. He could not do it. The crash disabled the artificial gravity. These cumbersome boots were the only things keeping him on the ground. Still, Xttra pushed the limits of his foot speed.

Once he reached the medical station door, Xttra tugged on a manual release lever. The door opened a crack. He gritted his teeth and pushed at the opening. Bo’un and Atch soon joined him in the corridor and aided in the push. Inch by inch, they forced the door inside a slot within the doorway until they created enough space to enter the room.

Complete darkness had not yet enveloped the medical station as it did with the rest of the ship. Emergency lights still ran, disrupted by intermittent flickering. His eyes darted back and forth as Xttra surveyed the length of the room. Scattered medical supplies and equipment covered the floor. Both medical pods remained operational and secured in place against the opposite wall. He worked his way toward the nearest pod. Bo’un headed for the other.

His eyes widened again when Xttra reached the pod. He gasped. A black-haired man near his age lay inside. A nasty bruise tattooed his forehead near his scalp. Gashes cut into olive skin above his left eyebrow and across his left cheek. A small oxygen mask covered his mouth.

Lance.

Once he found his friend, Xttra glanced down at his tracker. It did not lie. Lance still clung to life. His injured body registered a heat pattern.

Xttra tapped on a small glass window embedded in the door. Each new tap grew more vigorous than the one preceding it.

“Can you hear me? Lance! Wake up!”

His eyes stirred beneath closed eyelids and popped open a few seconds later. Those deep brown eyes grew as wide as plates when Lance saw Xttra standing outside the pod clad in a zero-gravity suit.

“Relax, my friend,” Xttra told him. “I’m here to bring you home.”


***



Lance buried his face inside his hands. One forearm remained bandaged while a deep gash healed. Xttra leaned closer until his butt hugged the edge of the tan couch across from his friend. His lips drew into a tight frown. Worry splashed across his eyes. He was not accustomed to seeing this version of Lance.

It scared him to death.

“Don’t talk like that,” Xttra’s words pierced a growing uncomfortable silence inside his friend’s small apartment. “You aren’t alone. We’ll fight this together. I’ll stand with you no matter what.”

Lance jerked his head up and met Xttra with an unbroken stare. Tears coursed down his cheeks now. He leaned back on the opposite couch and let his hands fall into his lap.

“What’s the point? I’m finished as a pilot. You’re fooling yourself if you think the Stellar Guard will ever let me fly again.”

“You’re not at fault.”

“They don’t believe me. They ruled the crash as ‘pilot error’ and ignored anything challenging their conclusion.”

Xttra folded his hands together and rested them on a small oval table between the two couches. He answered Lance with a determined expression.

“I won’t desert you. You have my word.”

Lance sprang to his feet. He wrapped his hands behind his head, interlocking his fingers, and began pacing behind the table.

“What can you do about this now?” The tone in his voice grew more distraught. “You’re one person arguing against many.”

“One person can make a difference.”

“I wish I could believe you.”

“You’ll see.”

Lance stopped in his tracks and turned to face him once again.

“What is it you’re planning to do?”

Xttra craned his neck upward and locked eyes with his friend a second time.

“I have a lifeline for you.”

Lance brushed away lingering tears and raised a brow upon hearing those words.

“What do you mean?”

“Join my crew. I have an opening for an experienced assistant pilot.”

Xttra motioned to a window behind him. It looked out on the massive Stellar Guard shipyard along Luma’s eastern outskirts.

Lance shook his head.

“You already have an assistant pilot. And he made his thoughts about me quite clear.”

“I had an assistant pilot.” Xttra thrust his index finger at him while placing an extra emphasis on the second word in that sentence. “The position belongs to you now, if you want it.”

Surprise washed over Lance’s face. Xttra told no one else about his decision yet, but everyone would know soon enough. Grull lost his trust once he opened his mouth as a hostile witness against Lance. Their shouting match, after the tribunal, echoed throughout the hall outside the tribunal chamber. It still lingered fresh in his mind, less than a week removed from the confrontation. Xttra decided afterward to wash his hands of him. A lying, spineless traitor like Grull had no place on his crew as an assistant pilot.

Lance stared out the window behind Xttra for an uncomfortably long time. His mouth hung slightly open. Xttra tilted his head a bit and offered up a slight smile.

“I can’t accept.” His words came in a halting tone. “I … I just … I don’t know if I’m ready.”

Xttra sprang to his feet.

“You have to accept it.” Elaborate hand gestures now accompanied his words. “This could be the only path left for you to keep your standing within the Stellar Guard.”

Lance shrugged, glanced at him for a moment, and turned away from Xttra again.

“Maybe it isn’t worth keeping. Maybe my father was right from the start.”

“He’s wrong, Lance. Don’t let your parents make this decision for you.”

Lance wandered over to a shelf mounted on a nearby wall. His fingers traced over a Luma temple symbol embossed on the front cover of a small, thick book laying on the shelf. He stared at the cover of his personal copy of the Book of Ahm for a few seconds before making eye contact with Xttra again.

“I really don’t know if I have a place with the Stellar Guard any longer. I need to think through some things.”

Knowing the dark path where those thoughts threatened to lead troubled Xttra. Still, he could not force Lance to stay and fight for his place. Lance needed to make that choice on his own now.


3

Calandra’s feet hammered the crushed stone pavement as she drew closer to the palace gates. Locks of her auburn hair danced on her shoulders to match each stride and skimmed across her cream-colored cheeks. No specific reason drove Calandra to sprint down the sidewalk in this fashion. She faced no danger of missing her appointment with the Minister of Space Exploration and Defense. Still, Calandra struggled to subdue an excitement her discovery infused into the fibers of her soul.

She wanted to run, sing, dance, and celebrate.

An unidentified alien race made first contact. Early signs pointed to this newfound probe originating from an unidentified region of deep space. This represented a monumental breakthrough meant to be shared with the world. Sure, Ra’ahm and Lathos contacted other planets and other alien races. The difference, for Calandra, is she did not make those discoveries.

Only the promised revelation of a new planet and a new alien race mattered to her.

A guard stationed at the palace gates ran a scanner over Calandra. It wrapped around his hand like a glove and emitted a narrow line of blue light that mapped her from head to toe.

The light did not blink red.

Praise Ahm.

Getting detained on her way to an important meeting would offer an embarrassing turn of events for the granddaughter of a former first minister.

“Welcome to the chief sovereign’s palace. Guards at the main doors will direct you where to go.”

The guard’s flat voice did not carry a remote hint of enthusiasm. Calandra flashed a grateful smile and mouthed a quick “thank you” before attacking the courtyard with long-legged strides.

She forgot how dazzling the palace appeared beyond the gates. Jeweled spires adorned cylindrical towers climbing skyward from each corner of the rectangular building. A similar larger spire peeked out amid the center of the palace roof. Beige stone pillars stretched from roof to ground on the east side and created a sunlit porch in front of the main doors.

The courtyard itself resembled an elaborate garden. Sprays of lush crimson grass, interspersed with many scarlet fraxa trees, blanketed swaths of the courtyard. A sense of amazement filled her at seeing those fraxa trees again. They sprouted from tender saplings to firm towers of leaves and bark in a few short years. The scenery served as decoration around a giant statue of Bathal — the liberator of Ra’ahm.

Although Calandra never met the founder of their nation, her grandfather’s tales of his exploits became a staple of her childhood until Bathal almost turned into an unseen member of her family. The statue depicted Bathal clad in scarred battle armor raising a clenched fist to the sky. Fountains feeding clear pools flanked each side. His likeness appeared more imposing than she remembered as a child when complete awe of the entire palace washed over her while visiting her grandfather. Staring at the statue’s stern expression and deep probing eyes created a sensation that their first chief sovereign returned to life and stood ready to attack unwelcome visitors.

Calandra straightened the collar on her long white silk shirt and climbed a set of beige stone steps leading to the imposing main palace doors. An enormous square iron knocker hung suspended above a smaller round knob on each door. Guards flanked the doorway. She smiled and nodded to a guard standing on her right. His stern expression remained as rigid as the pillars towering like stone giants over everything below.

“I’m here to see Minister Dharcha,” she said. “We have an appointment to discuss a vital matter.”

“Is that the case?”

A skeptical tone tinged the guard’s question. Calandra did not appreciate his attitude. She glanced at the huge doors looming before her. Calandra wished she could bypass him and walk right into the palace like it was her personal dwelling. Calandra knew better than to try it.

The guard removed a small arca vox from the breast pocket of his uniform. He pressed three crystal panels near the bottom of the circular pad in a five-digit sequence. A man’s head filled with short, graying hair materialized on a holoscreen before the guard. Calandra only saw the back of his head, but she recognized the man as Dharcha. He exchanged a few quick words with the guard, who answered with a gruff nod before pressing the lowest crystal panel on the arca vox. Dharcha’s image vanished and the guard looked at Calandra a second time.

“The minister is expecting you. Go into the grand hall and turn down the second hall to your right. You will find his office there.”

His almost-programmed tone stirred disconcerting feelings within her. If only the guard knew what she discovered. Then the same degree of energetic joy would infuse his voice and mannerisms.

Once Calandra passed through the main doors, laying eyes on the palace interior caused a swarm of happy memories to engulf her mind. Everything carried a greater majestic air than she remembered as a child. An exquisite crystal chandelier hung from the ceiling just inside the doors. Carpet woven from plush Ebutoka hair, dyed scarlet, covered the floor. These things all seemed so beautiful in her youth. Now she understood how expensive and rare some items were. They served as fitting symbols for the power held in this place.

At the opposite end of the hall, a grand staircase climbed to a second level filled with ballrooms, bedrooms, and bathrooms. Vine-covered arches marked separate halls on her left and her right. Multiple halls split off from the grand hall, each with a new arched entry, spaced about 20 steps apart.

Calandra followed the guard’s instructions and found Dharcha’s office door hanging open when she arrived. The minister sat behind an ornate wooden desk, hunched over a thin square plate while he etched words into the metal with a stylus. Dharcha snapped his head up from the desk when Calandra gave the door a gentle rap with her knuckles.

“This is a truly historic day!” Each word burst from her lips with tangible vigor. “I can’t wait to share my findings with you.”

A half-smirk crossed Dharcha’s thin lips. His eyes rolled skyward as he rose stiffly from his seat. He directed her to a second chair in front of his desk.

“Aren’t you being a bit dramatic?” the minister said. “Studying stars day and night can grow boring. It will skew your perspective on an ordinary probe.”

The smile adorning her face melted into a perturbed half-frown.

“Stargazing is not boring.” Calandra added extra emphasis on the word not. “And what I discovered is a much bigger deal than you realize.”

“What makes it so important?”

“It’s built unlike any probe we’ve encountered before. Not only that, but relay beacons also recorded unusual data when this object journeyed inside the fringes of our solar system.”

Dharcha arched a brow.

“What sort of unusual data?”

“Binary numbers. Whoever sent the probe also intended to share a message.”

Dharcha turned his chair toward a console behind his desk and pressed a square green button. A slot opened on the desktop and a thin oval monitor rose through the opening. He pressed a second smaller raised blue button on the console and the monitor lit up. The same rows of beacon data Calandra combed through a day earlier now appeared on the screen.

“If you scroll down a short distance,” she said. “You’ll find the binary numbers in question.”

Dharcha’s eyes widened when he reached the same rows of data where Calandra made her discovery. He gave a low whistle.

“It’s certainly a message at the most basic level. The question is: who sent it?”

“That’s the only thing I’ve really thought about over the past few hours.”

“Perhaps we’ve found a primitive race taking their first steps into space travel.”

Calandra’s smile returned and shone brighter than ever. She liked the destination where his thoughts appeared to be traveling.

“This is a development worthy of our chief sovereign’s attention.”

Dharcha spun around from the console and faced her a second time. He offered up a slight tight-lipped smile and shook his head.

“The chief sovereign is concerned with more pressing matters at this time. We shall study the probe in greater detail with one of our own when it becomes practical to send one.”

Her smile retreated from her lips.

“I’m not exactly a stranger here. I’m not leaving until I see him.”

Dharcha let out a heavy sigh and rubbed his palms down his cheeks.

“I don’t care what position your grandfather once held in our government. You can’t demand an audience with the chief sovereign whenever you –”

“You may as well disturb him.” Calandra took on a more determined tone as she interrupted the minister. “I have no plans to leave until I see him, even if it requires staying in your office all night.”

The minister furrowed his brow and narrowed his eyes. Calandra did not need to be a mind reader to see her determination tested his patience.

“I welcomed you as a professional courtesy, Calandra. I do not appreciate your defiant tone. We will study your probe further. Be grateful for it.”

She gnawed on her lip and gazed at the lavish Ebutoka carpet below his desk. Calandra had no intention of turning this matter over to Dharcha and leaving the palace. At best, he would ignore what she shared with him once she left. At worst, he would take sole credit for her discovery and shut her out of everything to do with the probe going forward.

Calandra still had one angle left to pursue.

“I imagine the Confederation will also study the probe in depth. I wonder what they plan to do when one of their astronomers uncovers the same message.”

Dharcha sprang to his feet and leaned over the desk. His palms pressed against the wooden edge.

“That probe will not fall into Confederation hands!” His voice echoed into the arched hallway. “We will bring this matter to the chief sovereign’s attention now!”

Calandra nodded. A wry smile appeared on her lips once Dharcha turned away. She hurried after him as he barged through the doorway with a determined gait.

They re-entered the grand hall for a moment before veering off into another arched hallway on the left. This hall led directly to the chief sovereign’s throne room. A mural filled with vibrant colors graced one wall while marble statues lined the opposite wall. Both extended through the length of the arched hallway, only stopping when the hall emerged at last into the throne room itself.

The mural’s details seemed even richer than what Calandra remembered as a child. So much of Ra’ahm’s history unfolded before her eyes. She could gaze on any moment depicted upon the vast mural — from the rise of ancient Lathoan civilizations to the Separatist War — and feel like a virtual eyewitness to those events.

Calandra wished she had more time to explore everything inside the palace. She glanced over at the row of statues and wondered if she would one day join her grandfather, Janthore, and become immortalized in such fashion. A burst of pride swelled inside her when Calandra laid eyes on his statue as she neared the throne room. Janthore forged a lasting friendship with their chief sovereign during the latter days of the Separatist War when he prevented a Confederation assassin from ending Delcor’s life. That single act of bravery earned him a position of trust. Janthore became his first minister when Delcor became chief sovereign.

Then her grandfather abruptly resigned from his post while Calandra was still a child. He moved to a fledgling lunar colony on Laxa and expressed no desire to return to Luma or Lathos itself.

Even now, Calandra never understood why her grandfather chose to do what he did. Janthore communicated infrequently with her and her parents and remained elusive about his resignation when he did. Whenever Calandra had a chance to pose questions to him, he withheld answers and simply told her it would be better for their sake if he did not dwell on the past.

One look at the ornate throne room made Calandra wonder why anyone voluntarily left their chief sovereign’s service. An intoxicating splendor blanketed the whole place. Furniture decorated in sapinoa hair cushions dotted the room. A thriving trade sprang up around these wild pack animals valued for their silky fur. Hunters and pirates often proved quite ruthless in competing for control over culling sapinoa herds. Purple tapestries adorned polished granite walls. Matching handwoven dyed ebutoka rugs blanketed hardwood floors. Three steps led up to a raised platform near the back of the room. A small golden throne, also cushioned with sapinoa hair, stood at the center of the platform. Single matching golden pillars flanked each side parallel to the throne. A mokai topped each pillar, sculpted in a manner so the bird’s intense eyes bored deep into the soul of each approaching visitor.

Delcor did not sit at his throne when Calandra entered the room with Dharcha. Instead, he occupied a chair behind a small writing table near the eastern wall. A scribe faced him silently. Delcor bent his head and closed his eyes as he dictated an official letter. His tone sounded sharper than Calandra had grown accustomed to hearing during public broadcasts. His words carried a hint of menace that at once turned her confident eagerness into apprehension.

“Begging your pardon, my sovereign. An urgent matter has come before me … requiring your attention.”

Dharcha hesitated as though he fully expected a thunderous rage to greet his words. Delcor’s eyes popped open as he lifted his head. They locked on the minister, ignoring Calandra entirely.

“Do you not see I am engaged in another matter also requiring my attention?”

Dharcha bowed.

“Humble apologies, my sovereign.”

Delcor cast his eyes toward the scribe and dismissed him with a wave of his hand.

“We will finish this letter later.”

He turned back to the minister, who continued bowing before him. Calandra stiffened next to Dharcha. She grew uncertain about what she should say or do. Hearing such a gruff tone from their chief sovereign caught her off guard.

“Loosen your tongue, Dharcha. Tell me what warrants interrupting my correspondence.”

Not trusting Dharcha to accurately represent her discovery, Calandra dropped to her knees before the table and bowed her head. A lock of her auburn hair fell across her cheek.

“I made a historic discovery, my sovereign. A probe unlike any we have encountered before entered our solar system. This probe bears a message from an unidentified alien race.”

Calandra spoke without thinking, catching herself off guard. She continued staring at the throne room floor. The young astronomer could not see Delcor’s reaction, but sensed his gray eyes probing her after Calandra blurted out those words. Their chief sovereign greeted her breathless announcement with silence. Her breath and her heartbeat quickened at an equal rate.

Isn’t he going to say anything?

Waiting for his response only fed a growing nervousness gripping her from head to toe.

“Calandra Menankar! I thought I recognized you. Far too much time has passed since your last visit here. You’ve grown into quite a lovely young woman since I last saw you.”

Delcor’s tone softened while addressing her. Calandra raised her head a little and glimpsed at their chief sovereign. She offered up a slight smile. He rose from his chair and thrust out a hand.

“Arise, Calandra. Tell me. How are your parents? How is your grandfather?”

Calandra’s smile edged back into an equally slight frown. His efforts at making idle small talk struck her as him not taking her presence seriously.

“They are happy and healthy, my sovereign,” she said. “But I must insist we discuss the probe. It is of utmost importance.”

Delcor raised an eyebrow and flashed the same type of condescending smile Calandra always got from teachers as a small child whenever they forced themselves to listen to her words.

“How can you be certain you did not stumble across an old Confederation probe? So many probes have launched from Lathos. Some circle our planet. Others traveled out to distant stars beyond our sun.”

“This is nothing like those other probes. The technology is so much more basic — almost like the ones that the Wekonn Empire launched more than a hundred generations ago.”

“The ancient Wekonn probes no longer exist.”

“Yes, I know, my sovereign. This probe came from outside our system, sent from an unidentified planet. I think an intelligent alien race is trying to communicate with us.”

Delcor stiffened and pressed his lips together into a scowl. An angry sigh escaped from him as Calandra averted her eyes again. He smacked a fist down on the table. Both she and Dharcha — who continued to stare at the floor — flinched.

“Serbius must have sent a probe! How dare they violate the treaty? We signed it in good faith almost 60 years ago! Do they not understand what such an action entails?”

Hesitation returned to Calandra’s voice.

“It is not … from Serbius. The design matches no probe on record … from that planet. We don’t know … who sent it to us.”

His stern demeanor lingered on Delcor’s face while he gazed at her. Calandra knew he did not believe what she told him. She needed to offer unmistakable proof.

Calandra nudged Dharcha with her elbow.

“Show our sovereign the message.”

The minister scowled at her and fished a small holocaster from his pocket. Dharcha slapped the device across his palm and brought up a holoscreen. Within a few seconds, an image appeared holding the same binary number laden message Calandra decoded earlier.

Delcor pushed back the chair and sauntered around to the front of his writing table. He hunched over and narrowed his eyes while peering at the data. After studying the holoscreen for a few seconds, he straightened himself and glanced at Calandra again.

“What are you proposing?”

“I don’t think whoever sent it harbored hostile intentions. But we cannot get an accurate idea concerning its origin or purpose unless we take a closer look.”

“You want a scout ship to intercept it?”

She nodded.

“If you will sign off on it, my sovereign. Such a mission is the best course of action.”

Delcor’s eyes turned skyward and he rubbed his chin. He glanced down at the holoscreen a second time and then a third time.

“The cost is steep for a potential fool’s errand.” His voice adopted a lecturing tone. “The Stellar Guard is spread thin on other critical missions and probe retrieval is fraught with its own set of dangers. A mission of this nature is out of the question.”

“I tried to convey the same idea to her myself, my sovereign, when I —”

“I didn’t ask for your input, Dharcha.” Delcor answered his minister with an equal crispness in words and expression. “I can judge this matter for myself without any help.”

Calandra also glanced over at the minister and then let her eyes trail back to their chief sovereign. That same wry smile she first wore when leaving Dharcha’s office reappeared on her lips. Maybe playing the same card again would yield similar favorable results.

“I can’t help wondering if a Confederation astronomer also detected the alien probe. If they uncovered the same data as I did, they could be preparing a vessel to retrieve it as we speak.”

Delcor shook his head with vigor and stamped his foot against the wooden floor.

“No Confederate ship will reach that probe first if I have anything to say about it!”

He marched behind the table and opened a small drawer. Delcor produced a metal plate and a stylus resembling the ones Dharcha used earlier, along with a stamp. Calandra’s smile broadened when she saw him bring out those items.

She knew exactly what this meant.

“You have your wish, Calandra. I will authorize an immediate probe retrieval mission.”

Calandra bowed her head.

“I am forever in your debt, my sovereign.”

Delcor carved several lines of text on the metal plate with the stylus. He signed it and applied the stamp under his signature. A blue light flickered underneath the stamp and a small symbol remained when he withdrew it. His official seal displayed a golden sun with rays extending in every direction and a Mokai flying below the orb. She recognized it as the national symbol of Ra’ahm itself.

“This is my official decree authorizing the mission,” Delcor said. “I will leave it up to you and Dharcha to coordinate with an available master pilot to begin probe retrieval.”

Calandra snatched the plate from his hand before the minister could think to reach for it and bowed again in gratitude. A perfect master pilot to head up this mission already crossed her mind as she exited the throne room. She could not wait to set everything in motion and take another step closer to unraveling the alien probe’s mysterious origins.
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No matter how many times she visited this place, Calandra always felt like an insect staring up at a giant fashioned from glass, wood, and stone. It pierced the sky with the boldness of a temple and bore resemblance to one in parts of its structural design. Stone pillars stood on all four corners and climbed upward until merging into a peaked roof topped with a spire. Those pillars surrounded a box-shaped building. Rows of mirrored windows served as identifiers for apartments. An exterior elevator ran on a fixed vertical path going up and down the face of the building itself.

Calandra stepped inside and rode the elevator to the seventh floor. She gazed out across an expansive skyline filled with similar buildings as it climbed upward. Architecture on the network of streets in this part of the old city reflected a rich history within Luma’s borders. Many buildings resembled intricate sculptures to Calandra, each one carved with the touch of a master sculptor’s hand. Jeweled spires rose from a Temple of Ahm at the heart of the city. Towering fountains and statues dotted an expansive surrounding courtyard. Behind her, she discerned a silhouette of the Nectura River winding along the city’s southern edge. Seeing everything under the glow of twin moons and countless stars only made it all feel more magical.

Do the aliens who sent out the probe come from a world as beautiful as this city?

Calandra longed to answer that question floating inside her mind. She would give anything for a chance to gaze at their distant planet — even for a moment — and learn how that place compared to her own familiar world. It stirred her imagination and fueled her desire to capture the alien probe.

The elevator opened into a long narrow hall. Calandra stepped out into a small entryway. A pair of hanging lamps with black trim lit the area. Dull light shone on a pair of light brown wooden chairs, a matching table, and maroon carpet. She heard a steady hum from an overhead fan.

Calandra attacked the hall with a brisk pace and knocked on the fifth door. She brushed back her auburn locks and adjusted both sleeves on her silk shirt. The door slid open to reveal a man around her age. Disheveled light brown curls adorned his head. Dark blue eyes peeked through half-opened lids. No shirt covered his smooth olive-toned chest. A pair of ashen sleep pants were his only clothing.

His eyes opened wider and his lips twisted into a worried expression.

“Calandra? I’m surprised to see you here so late. Is everything all right?”

A broad smile graced her lips. Calandra threw her arms around him in an embrace. She tilted her head and pressed her lips against his. They lingered in that same spot for a minute before Calandra pulled back again while staying in his arms.

“I have wonderful news! I couldn’t wait to share it with you, Xttra. I tried your arca vox first, but it didn’t connect.”

Xttra glanced over his shoulder at his open bedroom door. His arca vox sat on a small square table. It displayed no blinking lights.

“Sorry. I must have turned it off on accident.” He faced her again. “So, what’s this exciting news?”

“I found an alien probe.”

Xttra’s expression went blank.

“No really. You can tell me.”

Calandra scrunched up her face and frowned.

“I’m being serious.”

“A probe, huh? There are lots of probes around Lathos and other planets in our solar system. What makes this one special?”

“This one didn’t come from Lathos or any system cataloged in the observatory archives. The design also does not match any known probe design. And, the best part is, I uncovered a short message from an unidentified alien race.”

Xttra pulled his arms from around Calandra’s back and peeked outside the doorway. His eyes darted up and down the hall. No other doors were open. Satisfied that none of his neighbors were eavesdropping on their conversation, he closed and locked the apartment door.

“An alien message?” Excitement tinged Xttra’s voice and his eyes widened as he turned to face her again. “This sounds like a first contact situation.”

“That’s what I’m hoping.” Calandra toyed with a lock of her hair as she gazed at him. “It took a meeting with our chief sovereign himself, but I received authorization to retrieve the probe and bring it back to Lathos to study.”

“Where is this probe right now?”

“On the outer edge of our solar system. Our telescopes detected it almost two days ago.”

Xttra walked into his bedroom. He slid open a closet door and drew out a long-sleeved shirt. Xttra jammed an arm into each sleeve and stretched the flexible fabric over his taut chest.

“I wonder which lucky master pilot will be sent to retrieve the probe,” he said. “Sounds like it could be a fun mission.”

Calandra’s lips twisted into a smile again as Xttra rejoined her in his living room. She trailed her fingertips down his left arm and clasped his hand.

“I’m hoping you can go. Our chief sovereign left it in my hands to find an available master pilot.”

A slight frown washed over his lips.

“I am technically available but there’s a little snag …”

“What do you mean?” Concern arose in her voice as Calandra picked up where he left off. “What sort of snag?”

“I imagine you have a short window for this probe retrieval, right?”

“Of course.”

“Here’s the snag: my scout ship is undergoing a mandatory hull repair and refurbishing. I don’t know if it will be flight-ready in time.”

Her face fell at that news.

“You need to find a way to do this. Who else I can trust to retrieve the probe?”

Xttra folded his arms and tilted his head. An amused smile crept across his lips.

“What do you mean by that? I’m flattered, but I’m not the only qualified pilot in the Stellar Guard.”

This was not the response Calandra wanted to hear. Xttra had a point. Qualified master pilots were not in short supply in the Stellar Guard. But she did not go to the trouble to set up this mission only to hand it off to a stranger. She did not share the same special bond with other pilots she shared with Xttra. He had to know how much this meant to her.

Another pilot would not understand.

“It has to be you,” Calandra insisted. “You have to find some way of getting yourself up in space before the window on this discovery closes.”

Xttra arched a brow at her and narrowed his eyes to a half-slit. Then, at once, he nodded and smiled. A light flickered on inside his head, and he read the message hidden between the lines.

“You want me to fly, so you don’t get excluded from this project. Is my slotball closing in on the slot?”

Calandra answered with a sheepish grin.

“Is it that obvious?”

Xttra nodded again.

“Just a little.”

“Can you find a way to do it?”

“I’ll sweet talk Ian in the morning. Maybe he can spare a loaner ship.”

She wrapped her arms around Xttra a second time and kissed him on the cheek.

“That would be wonderful!”

He trailed an index finger over a lock of her hair.

“I ought to bring you with me to speed things along. You are pretty persuasive.”

Calandra answered him with a small laugh.

“You bet I am.”

She peered at Xttra through her eyelashes and invited his lips to connect with hers again. He leaned in for another kiss. They lingered for a few seconds within this state of bliss.

“This might be a perfect mission for Lance to get back on his feet,” Xttra said, once their kiss ended. “It can help him regain his confidence.”

Calandra pulled back and gave him a bewildered look. She heard the Stellar Guard grounded Lance indefinitely after his tragic crash on the asteroid.

“Your friend Lance?” Calandra repeated his name, thinking she misunderstood Xttra.

He answered with a slight nod.

“How many Lances do I know?”

“I thought the Stellar Guard suspended him from all missions last month,” she said, brushing off Xttra’s sarcasm. “Did they change their minds?”

“I changed their minds.”

“Do you think that’s wise? I understand he’s your friend Xttra, but his negligence ultimately cost four people their lives.”

Xttra sighed. He turned away from her and approached a small table near his couch. A thin trique lay on the tabletop. Xttra grabbed the triangular device and pressed a clear panel lit with a green light near the bottom. It projected a small holoscreen from the middle.

“Do you want to see the report?” he said, raising the trique above his head. “Lance was not the one at fault. A glitch in the ship’s navigation system set that whole collision in motion.”

“I heard nothing about any glitch. The official word on it —”

“The official word is dead wrong. Lance and I went through the academy together. He’s like a second brother to me. I know Lance would never crash a scout ship deliberately or through negligence.”

Calandra looked down and away from him. A worried frown graced her lips. His implication troubled her. Why would the Stellar Guard bury actual reasons behind the crash and let Lance shoulder the blame alone? Their actions made no sense to her.

What they did made perfect sense to Xttra.

“Admitting a scout ship has any defective components can lead to shipbuilders losing a small fortune on contracts,” he said. “It also opens a door for the courts to get involved. They would rather let one pilot take an undeserved fall, so they can save their own skins.”

Calandra raised her head again and gazed into his eyes. She fiddled with the end of a shirt sleeve.

“I never considered that. How awful for Lance. I’m happy you didn’t give up on him.”

“I’ll always stand by him. Lance is a good man. I’m confident he would do the same for me.”

Calandra’s eyes trailed over to a fraxa tree bark shelf. Mounted against a shared wall between Xttra’s bedroom and his living room, the shelf displayed a small sculpture of a maniogo venturing out onto a branch of a senosa tree. The little maniogo raised its pointed muzzle slightly, while its long, slender tail enveloped the narrow branch to help support balance. The thick light brown shelf also held a small copy of the Book of Ahm with frayed edges. Her gaze stopped on a symbol of the Luma temple gracing the front cover.

She could not help wondering if Lance had the right state of mind to return into space so soon. The crash must have taken an enormous toll on his mind and soul, mirroring the one it took on his body.

“Is he ready for this?” Calandra said, facing Xttra again. “Is he ready to go into space again?”

“Are any of us ever ready?” Xttra said. “Space is organized chaos. You always teeter on the edge of a cliff, ready to tumble down it at a moment’s notice.”

Calandra cracked a grin.

“When you put it that way, why bother to leave Lathos at all?”

“You know why Lance and I — or any other pilot — does this. You can’t enjoy the spectacular views waiting at the end of a trail if you decide to turn back at the trailhead.”

Xttra summed up for Calandra what made her so envious of his position. She longed to become a part of his crew, even as a one-time special occasion. How amazing would it feel to escape the boundaries of the atmosphere? To soar amid countless stars and galaxies shimmering at impossible distances against the blackened curtains of space and time?

Calandra could only imagine the actual answers. She yearned to experience those things for herself. For now, teaming with Xttra on this probe retrieval allowed her to experience those thrills vicariously. Everything hinged on obtaining another scout ship on short notice.
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Xttra wore a broad grin as he arrived at Calandra’s apartment building. She would absolutely love his restored aerorover. Everything in the updated design appeared state-of-the-art now.

He chose a smaller, classic model and already loved everything about it. His aerorover featured a sleek cylindrical body, splashed with crimson paint. It had two bucket seats spacious enough to hold one adult person. Windows formed a half-circle on both doors. A thin metal strip separated each window from a square windshield. The aerorover housed a small but powerful electric engine directly behind the rear cargo space. Retractable wings were fixed to each side and folded down when the vehicle was not airborne. Small retractable magnetic wheels in each corner locked the aerorover in place on the ground when not in operation.
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