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Cascade

Arcadian-3

General Clarence sat at a corner table of a cafe in downtown Cascade. He pulled the cap down over his head. Outside the rain pounded like a hammer on the road. He grabbed his drink and took a sip of it. The hot coffee felt good. The journey over to Arcadian-3 had been complicated. Clarence hadn’t wanted to take an official vessel. This wasn’t an official trip. Far from it. Instead, he handed control of UTC Central to two senior Captains and left the base in an unmarked vessel. The two senior Captains had wanted to ask him a few questions, but Clarence had said his journey was classified. Even securing a vessel had been complicated. Lieutenant Holmes had been instrumental in getting the vessel ready for him. Holmes had queried whether he should join him. However, Clarence had politely rejected the offer. This unofficial trip was only for him. He didn’t want to bring others along because he didn’t know where this journey was going to take him. The secret voice had warned him of a difficult journey proving that Senator Franklin was a traitor to UTC.

The message was clear.

The danger was high.

The position he had been given was a nondescript building two blocks away from the cafe. Clarence had been surprised that it was in the middle of downtown Cascade. An hour ago, he had walked by the building. It was nothing special. Another prefabricated building amongst many on the road. Cascade had many of them. A lot of them were used by private companies while some were used as eateries. Nonetheless, the specific building he was supposed to head to didn’t have any signage. Most likely it was intentional. He had been tempted to access UTC records and find out the details of the building, but he decided against it. No point raising any attention. Whoever he was supposed to meet was being cautious. The chosen building was probably a random meeting point, nothing more. He checked his device. He still had another thirty minutes before he had to head over to the designated building. His eyes scanned the half-full cafe. Civilians were around him. Most of them were in pairs talking in hushed tones or alone studying their devices. 

Nothing new there.

In cities like Cascade many people visited cafes and spent time there. He had heard his soldiers who visited different cities talk about it. This was Clarence’s first time in a cafe, and it felt so strange. He was clearly out of his comfort zone. Nonetheless, he tried to blend in with the civilians around him. To help him blend in, he had purchased a set of civilian clothes prior to leaving UTC Central. Once he had landed in Cascade, he had changed his clothes. At first, he felt uncomfortable in his civilian clothes. It showed how much time he spent in his military attire. Over the years, Clarence had made the military his home, not even his second home. Despite his initial gripes with the clothes, he was now getting used to it. 

Along the way to downtown Cascade, he hadn’t observed that many uniformed personnel. They were around, but probably in the shadows, which was to be expected, as Cascade was a more civilian city. When Clarence had stepped into the cafe, no one had looked up at him. His civilian attire was perfect. It helped him blend into the city. The last thing he wanted was to draw attention to himself. He doubted any of the civilians in the cafe would ever think that a General would be in their midst. 

Clarence took one last sip of his coffee. He was tempted to go to the counter and ask the robot barista for another round. But he couldn’t afford to be complacent. He wasn’t here to drink coffee. Serious and dangerous business lay ahead. On the journey over to Arcadian-3, Clarence had mulled over the identity of the secret voice. Was it someone from the UTC Council? Or another military leader? Or someone completely different? Eventually, he had given up wasting his time on mere speculations. 

A banging sound caught his attention. He looked up. Three masked individuals carrying rifle blasters stood at the entrance. One of the men took a step forward. “No one makes any noise! If you do, I’ll have to hurt you.”

A woman near the front door began to sob. One of the masked men slapped her head with his weapon. The woman collapsed to the floor with a soft thud. 

“Was I not clear?” the masked man demanded. “We’re not here to hurt anyone. All you must do is follow our instructions and then everything will be okay.”

Silence.

“That’s better,” the masked man admitted. “Now, let’s play a simple game.”
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Prison Cell

Caldu System

Captain Kari walked up and down her long prison cell covered with grime-laced walls. A small window stood on top and the sunlight entering through it had confirmed that they were in a prison facility on a planet. Not on a vessel somewhere. But that was the extent of her knowledge. She didn’t know what happened to the Liberator, her vessel. All she had been able to piece together was that they had been transported away with the Reku vessel. That meant they were inside a Reku prison facility. Kari sighed.

Commander Reyes turned to her. “Walking up and down isn’t going to help you.”

“I know, but it makes me feel better,” Kari said. “I don’t like staying still.”

“Just like the old Kari,” Reyes smirked.

Kari grunted. “Always.”

She stared at a row of bunk beds on the other corner of the prison cell. Captain Drake and a few other crew members were sleeping on it. She didn’t know how long Drake could sleep in such circumstances. But it appeared the man could sleep anywhere. When Kari had woken up in this large prison cell, she had been stunned to find several of the others with her. But this was a small group. There was no sign of the rest of the Liberator crew. She presumed they were being held in similar prison cells. It surprised her that the Reku species had chosen to imprison them in small groups. Maybe the Reku species didn’t care if they spoke amongst themselves.

“I guess we’re on a planet, right?” Reyes asked.

Kari jabbed a finger at the window. “It appears so.”

Reyes then gestured to Captain Drake on the other end of the prison cell. “Do you know him?”

“Why?”

“I don’t know. The first time you both met on the Liberator, I noticed Drake’s body language.”

Kari chuckled. “You’re too observant.”

“I presume that to mean you and Drake have a history.”

“Maybe. Maybe not.”

Reyes cast a mischievous smile. “Why so mysterious?”

“Who says I’m being mysterious?”

“Anyway, your supposed history with him sounds interesting.”

“Don’t read too much into it, Reyes.”

Reyes was fishing for information, but she wasn’t going to get anything inside this prison cell. Not the right place or time to discuss the past. Kari hadn’t expected Reyes to have noticed Drake’s disposition when he had shaken hands with her. Then again, Reyes had a good eye for things. She had a way of noticing things that many others ignored or presumed to be insignificant. It was a good skill to have. Kari wished she was as observant as Reyes. It was an area where Kari knew she had to keep improving on.

“You’re making it hard for me,” Reyes smirked.

Kari rolled her eyes. It was getting harder for her to keep Reyes as the enemy. There was too much friendship and history between them.

“Do you remember when you tried to bluff me in that bar?” Reyes asked.

Kari feigned ignorance. “What bar?”

“The one where you seemed interested in a guy.”

Kari scoffed. “I was not interested in any guy.”

Reyes smirked. “Why the passionate reply?

“I noticed something unusual about the guy.”

“Is that what we’re calling it these days?”

Kari tried not to enjoy the back and forth with Reyes. It brought back a lot of good memories when they used to be friends. “That’s all in the past.”

A groaning sound captured her ears. Kari looked around. Captain Drake was seated on his bunk bed, rubbing his eyes. “What’s going on?”

Kari gestured to Reyes, who walked over and updated the man on the current situation. Although they had little information and more speculation, it was better than nothing. Kari walked to the containment field on the right side of the prison cell. A dirty corridor loomed outside the containment field, but there were no guards to be seen. Not yet at least. She looked up at the ceiling but also didn’t detect any recording devices. It seemed like the Reku species had left them on their own. Drake walked up to her. “Do we have a plan?”

“No, hello?”

Drake frowned. “Hello Kari. Do we have a plan?”

Kari didn’t stare at him. “There’s no way to break out of this place.”

“I’m sure you can find a way,” Drake said, coyly. “You always do.”

Kari caught Reyes giving her an amused look. Kari struggled to control herself. Up to now, she had managed to keep her emotions in check when it came to Drake. And Drake had also kept his professional distance. 

Until now.

Why couldn’t Drake pretend like the past never happened? Kari didn’t want to deal with her bad decisions from the past. Drake had been one of them and she regretted it. She had never told anyone about it, not even Reyes. She had been too embarrassed by the brief incident in another bar. Chalk it up to her being a bit tipsy. Fortunately, Kari had been alone that night and had never asked Reyes to join her. If Reyes had witnessed her behavior, Kari would’ve never heard the end of it. After that incident, Kari had sworn to stay away from bars and she had kept to her own word.

Kari lowered her voice. “Let’s keep things professional, Drake.”

“I’m always professional,” Drake smirked. “Unlike you that night at the bar.”

Kari glared at him. “I told you I don’t want to ever talk about it. Do you understand?”

After Kari had flirted with Drake in the bar, she had managed to recover and walk away from him. If not, she didn’t know where it could have led to. Despite that, the next morning she had unfortunately run into Drake again, who had cast a smirk at her. It had made Kari embarrassed, and she had informed him she wouldn’t talk about it ever again.

“Loud and clear, Captain Kari,” Drake mused, and walked back to his bunk bed. Kari watched the man walk with a spring in his steps. Drake was enjoying teasing her about the past. She suppressed a sigh. By now the rest of the other crew members were also up.

Reyes came up to her. “What was that all about?”

“What do you mean?” Kari asked.

“I’ve never seen Captain Drake flirt with you,” Reyes admitted.

“Huh?” Kari asked, hoping to end this awkward conversation as quickly as it had started.

Reyes glanced back at Drake. “Kari, you know what I’m talking about. The man was openly flirting with you. Don’t you even dare tell me he wasn’t. I got eyes and I saw it.”

Kari’s shoulders slumped. “When I left the academy, I visited a bar alone and kind of had a small drunk incident where I ran into Drake.”

“What!” 

“Keep your voice down.”

“Kari being drunk isn’t shocking to me,” Reyes said. “But what does that have to do with Drake?”

Kari rubbed the back of her neck. “I kind of flirted with him in my tipsy state and he rejected me.”

“Woah!” Reyes said. “And you chose never to tell me about this incident with Drake.”

“It was too embarrassing,” Kari said. “And let me be clear that there was nothing with Drake. It was a mistake. I’m glad he rejected me, and things didn’t go any further.”

Reyes smirked, glancing back at Drake who had curled up in his bunk bed again. “I’m glad too. That also explains why you decided to stop going to bars. It was so sudden that it made me concerned. At least I now know the truth.”

The sound of footsteps forced Kari to look up. Standing outside the containment field was Commander Rogers and four male Reku guards.
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Bridge

UTC Meridian

Captain Holton shuffled his feet while sitting on the bridge. He was still getting used to the Captain’s chair. It seemed foreign to him. Despite being a Captain for over two years, his first posting was to UTC Central. Holton would be the first to admit that he had been stunned when he was given his posting. It was the last place he would’ve imagined to be posted to. In fact, he never even considered UTC Central amongst his choices. Nonetheless, his orders had been clear and he had accepted it. Had he been disappointed by not being assigned to command a UTC vessel? 

Absolutely.

To some extent he had shared the same disappointment as many other people who graduated from the academy. During the academy days, his leaders had been clear that not all of them would be assigned to command a vessel. They had repeated it until the statement had found refuge in his thoughts. Even then, Holton had desired for the long shot. He wasn’t the most talented person in the academy. He had been above average in his academics, but he knew he was still behind a large group of able-bodied and highly intellectual individuals who would be posted to their own vessels. When Holton had reported to UTC Central, he had been ushered in to meet General Clarence. That had been a shock. No one had prepared him for General Clarence. No one had even told him that he
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