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UTC Central

Arcadian-1

General Clarence took in a deep breath, as he walked towards the conference room. He was glad to be back at UTC Central. After Joe had agreed to his proposal, Clarence had quietly left Cascade. There was nothing more for him to do in that city. Clarence had informed Joe that he’d update him after meeting the UTC Council. The journey back to UTC Central had not been without a surprise. Along the way, Clarence had caught the latest news from UTCnet. 

Senator Franklin’s death had been announced. When Clarence had first heard of it, he had grimaced. It was uncanny for the news to suddenly spill out into the public. The timing of it was suspicious. The Reku alien who had impersonated Senator Franklin must have had something to do with it. That was the only conclusion Clarence could come to. The news had reported that Senator Franklin’s shuttle had crashed on its way out of Cascade. Again, the Reku alien had aligned the story perfectly. It would match up with Senator Franklin’s appearance at the charity event at Cascade Museum. People would be able to corroborate that Senator Franklin had indeed been at the charity event. His sudden disappearance would then be attributed to an urgent matter, which eventually led to his death on the way out of Cascade. 

Clarence had to credit the Reku aliens. They were, if anything, consistent in getting the narrative out there about Senator Franklin. And they moved quickly. Faster than he had expected. 

Once Clarence switched off the UTCnet, he leaned back in his chair and thought of his approach of informing the UTC Council. Clarence never looked forward to any of these meetings. The upcoming meeting had also been shaken by the Reku alien beating him by putting out a false narrative. He hated that it was just going to complicate his conversation with the council. 

Even then Clarence hadn’t hesitated. Before he landed back on Arcadian-1, he had called for an emergency meeting without giving any reasons for it. Clarence never called for an emergency meeting with the UTC Council. This would be a first. Solely because of that, he knew the members, at least out of curiosity, would ensure that they were available for the meeting.

As Clarence stepped into the lift, a comms buzzed on his device. It was Joe. “General, did you hear about Senator Franklin’s death? Sorry, I shouldn’t have asked that question. Of course, you must have heard of it.”

Clarence chuckled. “It’s a convincing story. I’m on the way to an emergency meeting with the UTC Council.”

Even the news reporter on the UTCnet had been excited, talking about the Senator’s death. It was probably the biggest story in the news cycle in the last year. 

“I’m now beginning to understand what you meant by the Reku aliens being a bigger problem for us. It looks like the Reku aliens are going all out to discredit you and the truth.”

“I will still say it as it is to the UTC Council.”

Clarence knew he was swimming against the tide. But he couldn’t let the Reku aliens have their way. Not with this kind of treachery. The Reku species was trying to pit humans against humans. Clarence wouldn’t allow it. Not under his watch. He would lay out the truth and defend it. 

“Anything to report on your end?” Clarence asked. 

“Nothing. It’s quiet here.”

“Anything on Senator Franklin?”

“The Cascade press only mentioned the demise of Senator Franklin. I found that strange. I would’ve expected a lot more excitement here.”

“I’m not surprised. Cascade’s trying to keep a low profile. The city doesn’t want to be known as the last place Senator Franklin visited before he died. That would be something that residents of Cascade wouldn’t want to be known for.”   

“I heard UTC will be having a memorial for Senator Franklin.”

“As it should for any Senator. That’s the UTC protocol. I’ll update you again after the emergency meeting.”

With that, Clarence ended the call. He didn’t want to admit that he would have to attend the memorial. He hated it but that was also part of protocol. It would be glaring if he didn’t attend the event. The media would pick up on it and he would receive an endless array of questions. He didn’t want to face it. Not with the looming Reku threat. 

Reaching the large wooden doors, Clarence stopped, took another deep breath and opened the doors. 
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Unknown Planet

Caldu System

Captain Kari stood along the mouth of a cave and scanned the horizon. The desert terrain was harsh. Walking up from the bottom of the crater had been without any incident, which was a relief. They had been lucky to find a dirt footpath up the crater. In fact, Akai had been the one who had pointed it out. Once they had started climbing, the footpath had twisted and turned taking them along a narrow ledge up the crater. Along the way, the distant sounds of explosions continued unabated. Nonetheless, no one in the group stopped at the sound of the explosions. Instead, the explosions made everyone dig into their walk up the crater. No one wanted to get caught along the footpath if a missile accidentally headed in their direction. It wasn’t impossible for a missile to suddenly veer off course and hit the sides of the crater. War had many unintended casualties. When they reached the top of the crater, everyone was tired. Kari paused, sharing a round of rations with everyone. They had all badly needed it. The rations had done wonders to her body. Although it was nowhere near the kind of food that they were fed in the Reku prison facility, it would have to be sufficient as a substitute. At least for the short-term period. 

Commander Reyes came up to her. “There’s a war going on out there.”

“I know. And it’s not going to die down anytime soon.”

That was Kari’s observation. She figured that the fighting was intense between whoever was attacking the Reku aliens.

“Unfortunately, we’re going to have to head in the direction of the explosions. I don’t see any living thing on this side of the desert. How’s the rest?”

“Akai and the two crew members are sleeping.”

“Good. They’ll need the rest.”

“Those are your crew members. Do you think they can survive out here?”

Kari shrugged. “They’re going to have to adapt quickly. If not, they’ll end up dead.”

Reyes’ jaw dropped at Kari’s bluntness. 

“I’m being serious, Reyes. We escaped the prison facility but that’s only the first step. You know how it is. We’re still in a dangerous situation, stuck on an unknown planet in the Caldu system. The only solution I can see is that we need to find a way to contact whoever is bombing this planet.”

“What happens when we do meet them?”

Kari’s lips released a loud sigh. “You’re not going to like what I’m about to say. But we’re going to have to somehow convince those aliens that we are on their side.”

Reyes frowned. “You were right about one thing. I don’t like what you just said.”

Kari chuckled. “Are you making a joke?”

“No, I’m not.”

“I think you are.”

Reyes rolled her eyes. “You’re still as childish as ever.”

A mischievous smile curled over Kari’s lips. “That’s our secret. What about Captain Drake?”

Now it was Reyes’ turn to sigh. “I try not to think about him. It’s just easier that way. I still don’t understand if he lost his mind or ...”

“Do you think he’s still alive inside the prison compound?”

“I’m pretty sure he’s alive. If anything, Captain Drake is a survivor. I heard stories about him before I was posted to his vessel. He’s tough as steel.”

“And yet he showed such delusional behavior. I still don’t get what happened to him.”

“That’s the thing I can’t understand. Drake isn’t like that. Something must’ve happened to him. Wait a second ...”

“What?”

“What if Drake was injected with some kind of enhancement by the Reku species?”

Kari paused for a long moment. “I can’t say that it’s impossible.”

She would be the first to admit that they didn’t know how Commander Rogers had been enhanced. Could a similar thing have been done to Drake without his knowledge? It’s possible. The Reku aliens were insidious on experimenting with humans. Was Drake’s change in behavior the result of another Reku experiment? 

“But when did the Reku aliens do it to him?” Reyes asked.

Kari shrugged, still contemplating how Drake’s condition had deteriorated so quickly. “It could’ve been done secretly. Maybe he was hit by a dart or something in all the chaos. We won’t know. Drake himself probably wouldn’t have even known. There was so much going on inside the prison. I wouldn’t even know if something hit me. Would you?”

Reyes shook her head. “If that’s the case, then we can forget about Drake. He’s lost to the aliens.”

The sadness in Reyes’ voice was unmistakable. Kari could relate to it. She lost her Commander while Reyes lost her Captain. 

“What a pair we make,” Reyes said. “Both of us lost a leader.”

Lost wasn’t a word Kari would use to describe it. Rogers, like Drake, had been taken from them by the Reku aliens’ evil experiments. For whatever reason, the Reku aliens seemed to be experimenting on humans. Eventually, Kari hoped to find out the reasons behind it. A sound reached her ears. Kari turned. Akai was standing behind them.

“How long have you been there?” Kari asked.

“Not too long, but I did hear about the experiments on you humans,” Akai admitted.

“Did they run any such experiments on you or the other aliens?” Reyes asked.

Akai hesitated. “I think they tried, but it didn’t work because I saw them take a few prisoners in the adjoining cells away and bring them back a few hours later. When those prisoners came back, they appeared as if they were in a trance. But over time the prisoners reverted to their normal selves.”

Kari exchanged a glance with Reyes. Kari realized that the Reku aliens must have had more success with humans. Human physiology may not have been as strong enough as that of those alien prisoners to fight whatever enhancements were injected into them. If that was the case, the Reku aliens would continue to do more experiments.
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Tonta

Arcadian-21

Captain Holton’s eyes scanned the clearing surrounded by the boulders. His heart was pounding. The appearance of so many Yopi guards had caused a wave of fear to sweep through the Chadians behind him. Holton didn’t have to look back to sense the fear. And it was growing. He needed to get a handle of the situation. If not, their only escape route would be blocked, and the Chadians might start to act out their fears.

Kartu elbowed Holton. “We can’t retreat. That’s probably what they want us to do. I believe they will try to encircle us and then kill us.”

“They won’t kill your species,” Holton interjected. “They need them to do the mining of the venitum.”

“Don’t count on it,” Kartu warned. “The Reku species can always transport more Chadians to this underground city. If they feel this group has become a liability, they will terminate them.”

Holton weighed his options. If there was some truth behind Kartu’s words, then they were in a lot of trouble. He glanced back briefly and noticed that most of the Chadians behind them were unarmed. That only made the situation worse. 

A voice boomed from the other side of the clearing. “Humans and Chadians, my name is Shuta, leader of the Yopi species. I’m going to give you one chance to surrender yourselves. Don’t force us to kill you. Mark my words, we will kill all of you.”

Holton
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