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Brent lay on his stomach and stared through the scope from a cliff. The Haduk military compound below didn’t look much different tonight. Nothing out of the ordinary, but he had been given instructions to report any special sightings tonight. Of all nights. There had to be a reason for it. The instructions had been deposited on a piece of self-destructing paper, dropped off into a nondescript box at a public venue. Old-fashioned. Someone seemed to prefer to avoid using a communications message, fearful it might be tracked. That was always the way he received the instructions. Ever since he started doing ad-hoc assignments for the Restorers, a clandestine group that was trying to return the Union Collective to its origins. Brent had been approached by Jose, a random man, while he had been walking along the streets, minding his own business. 

Why him?

How had this man selected him remained a mystery? But Brent’s eyes had sparkled at his proposition. At first, Brent had been suspicious. Was this a new trick by the Union Collective to identify those against the Treaty? Possible. Eventually, Jose, had been able to convince him of the importance of the assignment. Brent hadn’t flinched and agreed to give it a try. Chalk it up to his boredom with routine. 

It was insane.

Brent told no one. 

Even his parents didn’t know what he was doing. It was for their protection. That’s what he told himself every time he received an instruction. Most of the time, the instructions asked him to do surveillance of the key Haduk facility on the planet. Nothing too dangerous, but if he got caught, he would be in serious trouble. Imprisonment would only be the beginning of his suffering. Jose had been crystal clear. If caught the Restorers would deny any connection to him. Nothing less was expected from the Restorers. They’d been fighting against the Treaty established by humanity’s Union Collective and the Haduk for over two years. 

Movement on the right side caught his attention. Brent narrowed his eyes. One of the doors opened. Two Haduk soldiers stepped out of one of the buildings. In between them was a prisoner. Brent pressed on the side of his scope. It zoomed in on the three figures. The Haduk soldiers with their broad chests and blue skin loomed over the frail prisoner. They were dragging him by his shoulders. The prisoner looked weak and tired. Brent crawled a bit closer to the edge, hoping to get a closer look. This prisoner was the reason he had been sent here tonight. He couldn’t see the prisoner’s face. Brent grimaced. Then, the prisoner straightened himself and struggled against the two Haduk soldiers. Brent shifted his scope and gasped.

Lester.

He was one of the high-ranking leaders of the Restorers on this planet, Union-Two. Brent swallowed hard. The stakes had just gotten higher. This was dangerous. Lester had been captured by the Haduk trying to protest outside this facility over two months ago. Brent recalled seeing Lester’s capture intentionally being broadcast by the media. A warning to the Restorers. Since then, Lester had disappeared, and no one had seen him. 

Often when Brent walked the streets, he would encounter digital signs protesting Lester’s capture. However, those digital signs would disappear the following day, presumably being taken down by the Union Collective soldiers. Neither the Union Collective nor the Haduk were tolerant of the Restorers and their cause. Their perception was that the Restorers were a fringe group trying to destroy the Treaty. Many inhabitants of Union-Two and other planets believed in the Treaty, which had been established after years of wars, known as the Outpost Wars, between humanity and its archenemy, the Haduk. Everyone had been tired of the relentless war with billions of lives lost on both sides. Probably more on the human side. 

Brent studied Lester again through the scope. Although frail, the man had a lot of fight left in him. One of the Haduk soldiers stabbed Lester in the ribs and he slumped to the ground. The two Haduk soldiers then dragged him quickly to another building and disappeared into it. Brent looked up from the scope. His surveillance was done for tonight. Mission accomplished. The clear sky with the dual moons around Union-Two was always a sight to behold. Brent crawled back on his knees away from the cliff. It was past 1am Union Time and time to get home.

Then, a voice boomed out from behind him. “Don’t move! Or I’ll shoot.”

Brent recognized the raspy voice. 

It was a Haduk. 
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Jana studied the rows and rows of data that were being displayed on her screen. Nothing unusual tonight. Another night’s work at the Union Command Center on Union-One. Only a few hours left until the end of her shift. She’d been working at this location for the last six months. Jana had been one of the lucky few to get posted to work here right after graduation from the Union Academy. Many of her classmates had tried to get this job, but it was highly competitive. 

Towards the end of her academy days, she had to endure many envious stares because of her posting. In the end, Jana was still not sure how she got this job. She always wanted to work on monitoring communications. It had been a dream of hers. Partly because of her father, who worked as a comms officer in the Union Collective. Until he had died during a battle with the Haduk, leaving Jana and her mother on their own. Jana had been only sixteen when it had happened. Her mother had always said her father died for their freedom. Was the Treaty the freedom her father had died for? Years ago, Jana had accepted her mother’s narrative because she was too young to argue about it. At that time, the Outpost Wars were still on-going. Once Jana graduated from the Union Academy and began working here, doubts began to seep into her thoughts. Nonetheless, she kept all those thoughts to herself. Too dangerous to talk to others about it. Especially since she didn’t have any close friends, even after studying in the Union Academy. 

Every shift at work she was surrounded by others who strongly believed in the Treaty and its benefits. Jana flicked her eyes around the command center room. Two others were seated at their stations. Both their eyes were fixated on the screens and the endless data being streamed from across the colonies.

“Jana, how’s it going tonight?”

Jana turned and smiled. It was Delphia. She was the closest Jana could consider to a friend. Delphia had been her classmate and had also been fortunate to be posted to the Union Command Center.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Jana replied.

“You sound like you’re getting bored of this job?”

“Not a chance.”

Jana had known what to expect in this position. To be honest, she did relish it.

“My shift ended,” Delphia remarked. “I’ll see you tomorrow night.”

Jana nodded and turned her attention back to the monitor. Then, something caught her eye. Jana cocked her head, before freezing the monitor. She narrowed her eyes. Nothing. Jana blinked. She was sure she noticed something out of the ordinary. Jana’s fingers danced on the console as she rewound the last few seconds of streaming data. She froze the screen again. There it was. Something out of the ordinary. Some kind of unknown signal. Jana knew the protocol to follow. Alert her immediate supervisor. She turned around but hesitated. Best to first confirm it was unknown. She didn’t want to waste her supervisor’s time. She pulled out a device and inserted it into the console. Downloading the excerpt from the display she shifted to an adjacent monitor and brought up the downloaded content from the device. This wasn’t part of the protocol, but Jana wanted to confirm it. She brought up the extracted data onto the second monitor and began scanning through it. She spotted the signal. It was short but present, consisting of symbols, which looked foreign to her. Like nothing she had ever witnessed before. Jana pulled up another screen on her monitor and selected the symbols and ran it through the interpreter. Nothing again. Whatever these symbols were, they didn’t exist in the Union Collective databases. A shiver ran through Jana’s body. Was this signal a message from an unknown alien species? Time to bring in her supervisor. She pressed on the red button on the console. 

Then, Jana looked around the room. No one was looking in her direction. Contrary to protocol, she made a copy of the signal and its symbols onto a separate device. She then shoved the device into her pocket. She wanted to study it later when she left the Union Command Center. For her own curiosity. She’d destroy the copy later. Something about the signal was luring her into it. She couldn’t explain it. There was also the other fact that ever since she started her work here, this was the first time she had encountered an unknown signal. An excitement began to grip her heart. The routine nature of the night had taken an unexpected turn. 
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“On your feet, human!” the Haduk soldier scowled.

Brent kept one eye on the Haduk soldier’s weapon, as he slowly got to his feet. He was upset with himself that he hadn’t heard the soldier’s approach.

“What are you doing here?” the Haduk soldier demanded. 

“I was just taking a walk,” Brent replied, thankful that his personal shield was still active. The Haduk soldier would have no means of identifying him even if he wanted to. 

“This is a restricted area,” the Haduk soldier snorted. “I’m taking you in. Move!”

“Look, I don’t want any trouble. I accidentally walked into this area. I didn’t know it was restricted.”

“Then, you shouldn’t have come here. Now move!”

No point talking to him. Brent took a step forward, before dropping to his feet and kicking the soldier in the knees. The shock of the attack caught the soldier by surprise. He yelped but it was too late. Brent rammed his elbow against the soldier’s helmet and then punched the side of his body. The soldier fell to his knees. Brent finished him off with one swift kick to his neck. The soldier’s body slumped to the ground. Brent knelt beside the soldier’s body. Still alive. Brent heaved a sigh of relief as he didn’t want to kill the soldier. Brent wiped the sweat off his brow. Tonight’s surveillance had gone astray. His eyes scanned the area around him. No other movement. The soldier had been on his own. Brent had caught a lucky break. Despite that, Brent wondered how the soldier had come up here. It couldn’t have been a random decision. Brent dragged the soldier’s body behind a boulder and checked his body for devices.

A red indicator was blinking.

Brent bit his lip. 

The soldier had activated a distress call. No time left. Brent got to his feet and rushed down the winding path to the valley floor. Reaching the bottom, Brent looked to the left and to the right. His HUD identified two red dots coming in his direction. More Haduk. Only a matter of time before they discovered the soldier’s body and connected the dots.

Brent turned in the opposite direction and walked. There was no one around this valley at this time of the night. Sooner or later he would be detected. Brent gritted his teeth, as he pushed himself to pick up the pace. Beyond the other side of the valley was Lagen, a sprawling city of a few million inhabitants. It was the largest of the cities on Union-Two. Once he entered the city, he would be able to disappear and the Haduk would find it difficult to locate him. Brent checked his personal shield. Still had enough power for him to return to Lagen. A whirring sound reached his ears. Brent grimaced. The Haduk had activated one of their vessels. Even after signing the Treaty, the Haduk were known for overkill in responding to threats. Brent flicked his eyes at the stony path ahead. Shrubs and trees formed small islands that marked the path. Was the cover they provided sufficient for him? Brent doubted it, shaking his head, in dismay. In the past, each time he had gone out to do surveillance, it had been quick and simple. No complications. After all, the Restorers weren’t paying him any credits. These assignments were done on a voluntary basis. It sounded crazy but Brent preferred it like that. He didn’t want any credits to be traced back to him. It was well known that the Union Collective and Haduk were monitoring all movement of credits to anyone linked to the Restorers. However, tonight had become complicated. He still didn’t understand how the Haduk soldier had discovered him. Only one conclusion. Someone had tipped the Haduk off to his presence. It was the only thing that made sense and the implication was mind-blowing. The Restorers had spies within their community.   

Then, the night sky lit up as an explosion ripped to the right of Brent. He clenched his jaw. He had been spotted and there was no other option left, as he broke into a run. 
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Brent was breathing hard. Five hundred meters more and he would be able to dodge the vessel between the hills. Five hundred meters was still a distance. More explosions ripped behind him. The Haduk vessel was relentless. No surprise there. Brent willed himself to close the remaining distance to the tunnel ahead of him. That tunnel would take him into a network, which would overlap with the mining tunnels. By now he suspected the Haduk vessel would know of his destination and plans. He couldn’t take the normal tunnel back into Lagen. It would be too dangerous and the Haduk could be waiting for him on the other side. Reaching the entrance to the tunnel, Brent stepped inside and caught his breath. He wasn’t in the best of shape. His regular job of working in the mines didn’t make him the most suitable to outrun a vessel. 

No one could outrun a vessel. 

Yet now he was on friendly territory. His experience in the mines had helped him find a way to the Haduk military compound and it would help him escape his pursuers. Lester’s appearance needed to be reported back to the Restorers. It was the most significant discovery he had made in the last month. Ever since he had begun these assignments.

Brent turned around, his heart still thumping in his chest. His HUD registered four red dots, all converging on his position. He suppressed a sigh. This wasn’t over yet, not by a long shot. He raced through the tunnel until he reached a fork with four different tunnels. The rightmost one was part of his regular route back to Lagen. It was also the shortest, but not tonight. He would need to find an alternate route, which fortunately he already had. A contingency he had prepared for if a night like this should happen. He was about to see whether his contingency plan was sound or not. Brent didn’t hesitate, as he ran into the leftmost tunnel. The tunnel wound to the left, after which Brent came to a stop. He listened before pulling out a motion-triggered explosive and planting it on the ground. The Restorers had passed him a few gadgets when he had been given his first set of instructions. At the time Brent thought he would never need to use them. 

Until today. 

Another sign of a surveillance assignment gone wrong in every sense of the word. He then continued walking briskly through the tunnel. Coming to another fork, he stopped. Two tunnels were in front of him. His mind began to scan through the possibilities of the route he intended to use. He stepped into the right tunnel, hoping his memory of the network was good. He kept walking at a slower pace, until an explosion reached his ears. Brent grimaced. The Haduk soldiers were on his heels. Somehow, they had the ability to track him. No surprise there. When the Haduk had first fought against humanity, their ability to track, even amongst the civilian population, had been highlighted as one of their unique strengths. Brent looked back at his tracks. Nothing he could do about it. He turned and kept racing down the tunnel. 
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