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As Jana opened her eyes and blinked, confusion hit her face. The painted ceiling with different colors didn’t help her disorientation and neither did the daylight streaming through the windows. Then, Jana remembered that she was on a bed in a hotel suite on the outskirts of Lagen. She rolled to the other side, only to discover that Peterson and Titan were on the other bed, still sound asleep. Jana slowly got to her feet, her body still aching with pain, and walked to the window. People and transports were on the move to their own rhythm along the road. 

One day had passed since they had hidden the Lone Escape behind the rolling hills and made their journey on foot to Lagen. Jana had doubts on whether their vessel would be safe, but Peterson had assured her it would be fine. In the end, Jana begrudgingly accepted it. The journey at night had been faster than expected and after reaching Lagen, they found this hotel, Air Peace, and booked a suite. She was surprised that Peterson had paid for it using a fake identity card. Even Titan had been stunned because Peterson didn’t seem like the kind of person who would have a fake identity card on him. She had suppressed a sigh of relief when the Air Peace kiosk hadn’t spit out his fake identity card. Rather, the kiosk had processed it like any other card. 

Two Lagen Police officers walked past the Air Peace entrance. Jana’s body stiffened, as she took a step back from the window. Nonetheless, she kept her eyes on the two figures, who kept walking until they disappeared from her sight. No way to know if the Lagen Police and the soldiers from the previous night had been able to identify them. 

Hopefully not. 

She needed to confirm that by checking one of the digital displays owned by the Lagen Police. But that was for later, not now. The crowds were picking up outside as the sounds of transports reached her ears. A long transport came to a halt opposite the hotel and passengers got on and off it. 

“You’re up,” Peterson admitted. 

Jana turned around with a frown. “You shouldn’t sneak up on me like that.”

Ever since the close call with the soldiers at the landing pad, Jana had been a bit more nervous than usual. While she had gotten a bit of sleep, she had spent more time rolling around on her bed. The memory of Brent being captured by the soldiers kept haunting her and no matter how much she tried she couldn’t get it off her mind. 

“Did I scare you now?”

Jana glanced over his shoulder and noticed that Titan was still asleep. Peterson followed her gaze. “Let the boy sleep a little longer. I think he was tired from our trek.”

Jana nodded. Titan had struggled the most during the journey from the Lone Escape to the Air Peace hotel, grumbling along the way. At one point, Peterson had tried to talk some sense to Titan, but the boy had ignored him. Jana chuckled at the memory. 

Jana bit her lips. “Do you think Brent is alive?”

“They’ll keep him alive.”

“Why?”

“Because they want the same information from Brent about the signal that we want.”

Jana’s eyebrows arched upwards. “What makes you think they know of the link between Brent and the signal?”

“Think about it. There’s no other reason for everyone to pursue him. I think they know Brent has something to do with the signal.”

Jana snapped her fingers. “Because he’s the only living person on this planet from Union-Twenty.”

Peterson grinned. “Now you’re connecting the dots. We need to assume that there are others out there who can make the connections like us.”

“But what about the human decipher part?”

Peterson shrugged. “I’m not sure if the authorities know that much about Brent. My feeling is they don’t.”

“I should’ve pushed him into the vessel first,” Jana stated.

Peterson eyed her. “Don’t do that.”

“Do what?”

“Second-guess yourself on the field. When we’re on the battlefield, we go with instinct. Nothing else. If you start to think about every decision, you are most likely going to die on the battlefield.”

Jana refused to buy into his explanation. “Still, I should’ve done something different.”

“If you had, maybe both you and Brent would now be prisoners of the Union Collective,” Peterson countered. “I can tell you that they would not need you at all. Brent is who they were after all this time. They would’ve executed you or sent you to one of their penal colonies on a moon.”

“Still ...”

“You should be glad you didn’t get caught.”

None of his words made Jana feel any better. Brent had put his trust in her and Peterson, but she hadn’t lived up to it.

“We need to find a way to rescue him,” Jana said.

Other than the memories of Brent being captured, Jana’s thoughts had swirled around finding a way to rescue him. It was all that was left. She had to redeem herself by getting Brent back. Not only for her sake, but for her father’s sake.

“I heard what you said the other day. So, why do you think the Restorers will want to help us?”

A mischievous smile crossed Jana’s face. “I’ll make them an offer they can’t refuse.”
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Brent stared at the dimly lit corridor on the other side of the bars of his prison cell. Waking up in this cell, the primitive surroundings had caught him by surprise. Touching the bruise on his head, the last thing he recalled was being pulled back to the ground by a force. Now, he realized it must have been a force field because nothing else could’ve pulled him back from leaping into the vessel. Nevertheless, glancing around his prison cell, he had expected a more high-tech prison. After all, this was Union-Two, not some border outpost. The flickering light along the corridor cast a pale shadow over the carbon walls, covered with patches of grime, of his prison cell while the scent of decay and neglect swirled around him. The confining atmosphere of the prison cell was slowly clawing at his sanity. As Brent’s eyes adjusted to the gloom of his surroundings, he took a deep breath. He then grabbed hold of the prison bars, but realized there was no point trying to pull against them. From his assessment, this prison was a symbol of the older days of Union-Two.

Brent turned back to his prison cell, feeling the dampness seep into his clothes. Except for a metal bed, it was empty. Then, the distant echo of footsteps reached his ears. Brent turned around and tried to catch a glimpse of whoever was walking outside. He didn’t have to wait long, as a prison guard came into his sight. The watchful guard stopped in front of his cell and stared at him. “What are you looking at?”

“Nothing,” Brent muttered.

“Stay away from the bars,” the guard warned. “If you give us any trouble, you’ll live to regret it.”

Brent glared at the guard, before turning around and sitting down on his metal bed, which groaned as he shuffled his feet. He kept one eye on the guard, who was still watching him. 

Brent remained defiant.

The guard didn’t flinch.

Although the guard didn’t show any sign of sympathy, Brent refused to bow down to his tactics of intimidation. Instead, Brent turned his gaze away and stared briefly at the wall. Turning back to the front of the prison cell, the guard was gone. Brent looked at his bruised hands. He hadn’t wanted to talk to the guard. The time for talking would eventually come, not on his terms but on that of the authorities. He wasn’t scared, but his thoughts went to what Jana and Peterson had told him. If he indeed was a human decipher, he needed to keep that information to himself. Under no circumstance could he reveal that information to anyone here. Brent was glad that the signal’s contents was nowhere near him. He studied his right arm closely again and let his fingers slide across his skin. What was beneath his skin? He tried to feel if there was something there, but he didn’t detect anything. When his right arm had glowed, he hadn’t felt anything unusual. It was as if the right arm was operating on its own accord without any signals from his brain. How was that even possible? Nonetheless, he had to accept that someone had done something to him. 

Without his permission. 

Brent clenched his jaw, wishing he could recall anything from his birth on Union-Twenty, but he drew a blank. 

“I’m glad to see you’re behaving yourself,” a voice said. 

Brent swirled around only to discover himself staring at a middle-aged man in a regal gray uniform. No need for introductions as it was none other than Governor Levinson, leader of Union-Two, in the flesh.  
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Jana shuffled her feet, her eyes fixed on the bustling crowds on the road while a cacophony of voices, horns, and sirens filled the air.

“It’s so crowded,” Titan said with a sigh. 

“Tell me about it,” Peterson scoffed. 

Although Union-One was congested, Jana had never seen anything like it before as humans and aliens jostled amongst each other. It was like a madhouse on the road. Jana looked at herself against a mirror alongside the hotel entrance, admiring her new red hair, which completed her disguise. Courtesy of a new personal shield that Peterson had passed her. The man had been resourceful in bringing them over from the Lone Escape.

“Admiring the new you,” Peterson smirked.

Jana returned a smirk. “I like it.”

“So do I,” Titan said. “I wouldn’t be able to recognize you from last night.”

That theory was about to be tested as Jana’s eyes scanned the Lagen Police digital display on the other side of the road. 

Peterson jerked his chin at the display. “Is it that important to check that thing?”

Jana nodded. “We need to know if the Lagen Police have put out an image of us.”

“But we’re both in disguise already,” Peterson countered.

“I know, but I want to find out,” Jana interjected.

Peterson may never understand her reasoning, but Jana couldn’t let it go. She had to find out. The rhythmic hum of life on the bustling road kept her eyes darting back and forth over the crowds. None of the people in front of her belonged to the Lagen Police. Then again, that didn’t mean a thing. The Lagen Police could have undercover agents walking amongst the crowds.

“I’ll be right back,” Jana said. “Stay here.”

Peterson and Titan acknowledged her, but one look at their expressions was all she needed to know that neither liked her decision to check the display. However, no one was going to try and talk her out of it. Jana took a decisive step off the sidewalk and headed into the sea of faces. As she made a straight line to the opposite side of the road, she had to jostle amongst the crowds, weaving in and around different people of all shapes and sizes intermingled with aliens. Union-Two was really a mix of races. Despite the crowds, Jana’s focus was unwavering as she kept her eyes on the digital display. Reaching the display, Jana stood her ground and observed it. The authorities typically used these displays to project out the profiles of wanted criminals and other miscreants. The first time she had encountered such a display was back on Union-One. Jana would be the first to admit that it was an effective way to broadcast information about wanted people because the authorities were essentially using the eyes of the population to do their job. Once someone spotted a wanted individual, all they had to do was click on a button on a display and a signal would then be sent back to the command center and teams of police or soldiers would converge on the position. During her academy days, she recalled visiting the Union-One command center, which was large and comprehensive. The detailed tour had lasted a few hours. Jana kept her eyes peeled on the display, as people continued to bump into her. The noise behind her started to grow. The display kept changing, showing profiles of different wanted people. After a minute, Jana felt maybe they hadn’t been detected. She was about to turn away, when the display changed again to show a female in a uniform. She sucked air through her teeth. 

An image of her. 

Jana struggled to control herself. She wanted to turn and look back at Peterson, but she dared not, as the most important thing now was not to react. The display changed to show a figure like Peterson. Fortunately, the figures were not so clear, making it hard for someone to notice her based on the figure alone. Yet if she didn’t have a personal shield with her, someone might pause and look at her differently, wondering where they had seen her. That itself was enough to shake Jana’s heart. The only good thing going for her was that she had never been to Union-Two before and she didn’t know anyone here. If this had happened on Union-One, she would be in deep trouble. 

Jana slowly turned and made her way back through the bustling road. Reaching the hotel entrance, she gestured to Peterson and Titan and led them away from the hotel. She hadn’t used the personal shield when she had checked into the hotel. Too dangerous to linger on that thought. After walking two shops away, she stopped and looked at them. 

“I can presume we are on the displays,” Peterson said with a sigh. 

“We?” Titan asked. 

“Not you,” Peterson said. “Jana and me. Am I right?”

Jana bit her lip. “The images aren’t clear though.”

“Only because it was dark,” Peterson hummed. “The video recording devices weren’t able to get a clear shot of us.”

“The personal shield is what saved us,” Jana said. 

“Don’t I need a personal shield?” Titan asked. 

“Consider yourself lucky that no device captured an image of you,” Peterson snorted. “Jana, do you still want to make contact with the Restorers?”

Jana nodded. She was more than ever determined to find the Restorers because Brent’s life was at stake.  

“I may have a contact that can help us,” Peterson announced. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FOUR


[image: ]


Brent couldn’t believe the Governor of Union-Two was standing outside his prison cell. Of all people, why was he here? The man’s sparkling uniform stood in contrast to the dilapidated conditions of the prison and his polished boots only added to his commanding presence. His hands were clasped behind his back as he stared at Brent. “I’m delighted to finally meet you, Brent Chesterson.”

Brent cocked his head to one side. “Have we met before?”

“Not unless you’ve been invited to one of my feasts.”

Brent bit his lip. The rumors about Governor Levinson were true. Brent had overheard many of the miners talking about the lavish celebrations that Levinson would host in his Union Collective compound. It was disgusting to waste money like that when people were barely surviving. Even in this age, the line between the have and have-nots was magnified by power and wealth. The miners were treated like slaves by those mining corporations, and no one looked over their welfare. Despite all that, the most powerful man on the planet was standing outside Brent’s prison cell. 

Brent studied him, full of curiosity. “I don’t think so.”

“That’s good. I thought that the fall you took may have affected your brain.”

“I didn’t fall. I was pulled back by your soldiers and the force field.”

Levinson narrowed his eyes. “I don’t have time to argue with you.”

“What do you want with me?”

“Don’t pretend to be stupid,” Levinson sneered. “You are the adopted son of Union-Twenty.”

“What are you talking about?”

“The reason you are in that prison cell is because you are special,” Levinson explained. “So special that I had to personally send a platoon to capture you, even though you nearly escaped.”

Brent swallowed hard. The calm words spewing from Levinson’s mouth had a distinct venom in them. This man was dangerous to the core, and he knew of Brent’s origins, which explained the efforts he had put in to capture him.

“I’m not special,” Brent said, in an indifferent tone. “I think this is all a big misunderstanding and you got the wrong man.”

Levinson laughed. “I didn’t know you had a sense of humor. Your profile didn’t indicate it to me.”

Brent kept quiet. It was hard to imagine Governor Levinson reading through his profile. 

“Don’t be surprised that I know your background. We know all about you, Brent Chesterson. Don’t try to hide it. I know more about you than you probably know about yourself. You were smuggled out of Union-Twenty for a reason.”

“Smuggled by who?”

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” Levinson scowled. 

Brent continued to be ignorant. “If what you say is true, why capture me now? I’ve been living in Union-Two for years.”

Levinson began to pace up and down the corridor. “You make a valid point for a man who works as a miner. Unfortunately, I can’t reveal the reason I’m interested in you now. In time to come, you’ll find out. The reason I’m here is because I do have a question for you.”

Brent stared at the Union-Two Governor. 

“Who was trying to help you escape?” Levinson asked.

“Excuse me?”

“Are we going to play these games all day?” Levinson snorted. 

“I don’t understand.”

“Maybe you didn’t hear me the first time. Who was helping you?”

It dawned on Brent as to why the Governor of Union-Two was personally here. He wanted to know about Jana and Peterson. Yet something still bothered Brent. The Governor could have sent his aide to fish for that information. Why come personally? 

“I don’t know their names,” Brent replied. “They suddenly showed up to help me escape. That’s all I know.”

“And you trusted them so easily?”

Levinson was intelligent. He wasn’t going to be so easily fooled, forcing Brent to be careful with his next choice of words in front of this man. 

Brent shrugged. “Did I have a choice when your soldiers were trying to kill me?”

“My soldiers were given clear instructions to bring you in alive,” Levinson countered.

“That wasn’t what I saw on the ground.”

“Well, you’re here alive. That should count for something, right?”

Brent frowned. “What do you want with me?”

“Don’t be so impatient, Brent. Are you going to tell me the names of those people who helped you?”

“I
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