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Bridge

UTC Vanguard

Captain Drake stared at the derelict black behemoth of a vessel on the viewscreen. He studied it carefully. To say it was large was an understatement. It looked like three to four times the size of his cruiser. He had no recollection of ever seeing such a vessel. To his recollection, humanity didn’t have such vessels. “Do we have any records of such a vessel?”

“I checked the database, but there’s nothing,” the sensor officer replied.

Drake leaned back in his chair and kept his eyes on the vessel. “Any signs of life?”

“Negative, sir,” the sensor officer reported.

Drake caught the tension on the bridge going up a notch. His crew was nervous, and they should be. A few minutes ago, his vessel had broken orbit over Arcadian-8 and was about to head out into space on a routine patrol. He had just returned from a mission down to the human research colony. Drake would be the first to admit that the research colony on Arcadian-8 was growing. According to his records, the number of researchers had doubled within the last year. That was a monumental feat, considering the colony had only been established two years ago. Once they had left Arcadian-8, the strange vessel had caught him and his crew by surprise. 

“Are you sure this vessel wasn’t here a little while ago?” Drake asked.

“Yes, Captain,” the sensor officer replied. “I did a sweep of the short-range sensors before we broke orbit.”

His chest tightened at his sensor officer’s words. That left Drake with one conclusion. The alien vessel had materialized out of thin air, which sounded a bit crazy but not impossible. From the outside the vessel looked intact. But according to his sensor officer, the vessel didn’t have any power.

“Should we send a skimmer out there to investigate the vessel?” the XO asked.

Drake turned to Commander Reyes. She had been with him since he had been posted to command the UTC Vanguard, one of the cruisers belonging to United Terran Command, which governed the human territories in the Nexus system. Although young, Reyes was an experienced XO and Drake had come to depend on her wisdom. 

“Do it,” Drake ordered.

His XO got off her seat and approached one of the stations on the left side of the bridge. She then began talking to the officer at that station. Drake drummed his fingers on the side of his chair.

“Skimmer launched, sir,” Reyes announced.

Drake nodded, as a skimmer came into the center of the viewscreen and began moving towards the alien vessel. He wasn’t going to wait for the skimmer to give him more details. Instead, Drake sent comms to UTC Central on Arcadian-1, which was the biggest human colony in the Nexus system. 

“What are the readings?” Drake asked.

“Checking now,” the sensor officer reported.

Drake was getting impatient with his bridge crew. He expected quick responses from them. Anything else was nothing short of unacceptable, especially when dealing with what looked like an alien vessel. It wasn’t Drake’s first time encountering alien vessels. During his patrols, he had observed several, but all of them had been beyond UTC’s borders.

“I’m waiting,” Drake said, curtly.

He caught a glimpse of Reyes’ worried expression but chose to ignore his XO.

“Skimmer’s readings suggest that the vessel’s hull is of unknown origin,” the sensor officer reported.

“What about those two wings in the back?” Drake asked.

“Nothing specific on them,” the sensor officer reported.

“Power readings?” Reyes asked.

“Sensors indicate no power in the vessel,” the sensor officer reported.

“Keep our shields up,” Reyes said.

Drake grimaced. The alien vessel had appeared out of nowhere and was now lifeless without power. The whole situation reeked of uncertainty. Something was wrong. He could feel it in his bones.

“Captain, we got enemy fire,” the sensor officer hollered.

“From where?” Drake demanded.

“The rear of the vessel,” the sensor officer said.
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Rebel Base T1

Arcadian-7

Captain Kari studied the star charts in her office. The UTC vessels still didn’t know of her rebel base on Arcadian-7. She took great pride in the fact they had been able to stay out of the sensors of the UTC. 

At least so far. 

It was a testament to the discipline of her entire group, nothing else. However, the UTC was persistent in searching them out and she refused to take them for granted. Several UTC operatives had been discovered by her group on other planets. Fortunately, none on Arcadian-7. Despite that, UTC had been fortunate to destroy a smaller base on Arcadian-9. Her people were surprised by the dawn attack. The loss of the smaller base had been a stain on her command, forcing her to redouble her efforts on security. Kari wasn’t surprised by the attack. She had expected such attacks. She had even warned all her other Commanders in charge of the bases to be watchful of UTC attacks. Unfortunately, not everyone had heeded her warning. She understood the rationale for it. They had been fighting UTC for over two years, and the conflict was starting to become a stalemate. Neither side was making advances, unlike during the beginning of the conflict, when both sides suffered a lot of losses. 

The base on Arcadian-9 had been established six months ago inside a deep valley. Kari had even made a dangerous journey to the planet to see the base. Commander Jenson of that base had insisted on her presence, saying it would be a morale booster to everyone. In the end Kari had given in but taken a circuitous route to the planet. The trip took three days when it could’ve been done in a single day. Nonetheless, she wasn’t going to be complacent for a single base. No matter the reason. Everyone knew why she took a cautious approach. 

Two failed assassination attempts.

That’s how relentless the UTC had been in trying to kill her. But both attempts had spectacularly failed. All thanks to the informants Kari had inserted into UTC. If not for them, she would have been another casualty in a brutal battle with UTC. Kari had no doubt UTC would keep trying to capture or kill her. A buzz at the door brought Kari back to reality. Sergeant Hawkins stepped in. The young blonde man sported a worried expression.

“What is it?” Kari asked.

“Our sensors around Arcadian-8 detected an unusual energy signature,” Hawkins replied.

Unbeknownst to UTC, Kari had managed to deploy cloaked sensor relays at key planets across the human colonies. To her knowledge so far, UTC hadn’t been able to detect them. If they had, UTC would’ve by now destroyed all of them.

“What’s the nature of the energy signature?” Kari asked

“We’re unable to identify it,” Hawkins replied. “We believe something appeared in that part of space.”

Kari cocked her head. “Something?”

“It could be a vessel,” Hawkins suggested.

“I don’t want to rely on speculation. Get something out there to take a closer look.”

“Yes, Captain,” Hawkins replied. “We’ll need to be careful as we detected a UTC cruiser close by to the energy signature.”

Kari sighed. That was the last thing she wanted to deal with now. With a UTC vessel near the energy signature, it would be complicated to discover the source of the energy signature.

“Bring up that region of space on the screen,” Kari ordered.

Hawkins moved to the large display on the left wall of her office. He then pressed on it and a star chart appeared around Arcadian-8. Hawkins pointed to a blue dot around Arcadian-8. “This is the position of that energy signature.”

Kari rubbed her chin. “It’s just outside the planet’s orbit.”

Hawkins offered a single nod. “Do you see that red dot?” 

Kari nodded.

“That’s the UTC cruiser. Based on our known information of their vessels around that region of space, it’s the UTC Vanguard.”

Kara pressed her lips together. The UTC Vanguard was one of the fastest vessels amongst the UTC fleet. “Who’s the Captain?”

Hawkins looked at his device. “Captain Drake. Do you know him?”

Kari searched her memories and suppressed a sigh. She knew him from a different life, when she used to be an XO under UTC. 

“I’ve heard of him,” Kari replied, without revealing any details.

Most of those in the base knew of her past life, but she always chose to keep it private. She wasn’t a fool. Whenever she walked around the corridors or into the mess hall, she caught glimpses of people looking at her. She could imagine what they were thinking of her. Why would a former UTC leader be leading a rebellion? It was too complicated to explain. Even Hawkins didn’t know all the details that led Kari to her current position, and he was smart enough not to ask her. Kari pointed at a faint signature on the display beside the bigger energy signature. “What’s that?”

“I think UTC has launched a skimmer to check on the vessel,” Hawkins mused.

It appeared that Captain Drake was following standard UTC protocols. 

“I believe we’ve just confirmed it’s a vessel,” Kari admitted.

“It appears so, Captain.”

Kari continued to stare at the display. If the UTC followed protocol, they were eventually going to board the vessel, whatever it was. Since the UTC had sent a skimmer towards it, it indicated the UTC didn’t know much about the vessel. It probably didn’t show up in their records. That alone intrigued her.

“Captain, we have a bigger problem,” Hawkins announced.

“What?”

“I just used our cloaked relay to run a simple scan on the energy signature. It seems to be emitting a faint pathogen-like signature.”
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Bridge

UTC Vanguard

“Take evasive actions now,” Reyes ordered.

Drake felt the UTC Vanguard bank hard to the right. He gripped the sides of his chair, as he kept his eyes fixed on the viewscreen. He expected a shudder to roll through this vessel, but nothing happened.

“We’ve managed to dodge the weapons fire,” the tactical officer admitted.

“No more incoming weapons fire,” the sensor officer reported.

Drake raised his voice. “Didn’t we just say there were no life signs on-board that alien vessel?”

An awkward silence fell on the bridge. Even his XO looked stunned. Nonetheless, Drake was livid with his bridge crew’s incompetence. 

“Are there life signs on-board or not?” Drake hollered.

“Scanning again,” the sensor officer replied, in a shaky voice.

“Someone, tell me something now,” Drake demanded, as he started to lose his patience.

“There’s still no life signs on-board,” the sensor officer replied.

“But that vessel fired at us,” Reyes interjected.

“It could have been an automated artillery system,” the tactical officer mused.

His bridge crew was starting to think like a bridge crew. It was about time. 

“What else could it be?” Drake asked.

“We know it fired once we sent the skimmer towards it,” the tactical officer said.

“Get the skimmer to identify the source of the weapons fire,” Drake ordered. 

“We got it,” the tactical officer replied. “Bringing it up on the viewscreen.”

The viewscreen flickered and a portion of the rear of the vessel came into view. A turret could be seen beside the wing. 

“I assume there should be another one on the other wing, right?” Reyes asked. 

“Affirmative,” the tactical officer replied. “Do we take it out?”

“Negative,” Drake said. 

He had no intention of firing on the derelict vessel without first understanding what it was carrying and its purpose. Drake turned to his XO. “Take a shuttle across and go board the vessel.”

“Yes, sir,” Reyes replied. 

She then got to her feet and walked off the bridge. Drake turned his gaze back to the viewscreen. “Bring the skimmer back. But stay alert for any other weapons fire.”

He then got up and walked into the Captain’s room adjacent to the bridge. He sat down at his console and opened a comms to General Clarence at UTC Central. The General’s tired face appeared on the display. “Captain, do you have an update for me on the alien vessel?”

“It just fired upon us, but we managed to avoid it.”

“I thought you said it had no power.”

“Apparently, sending the skimmer over may have triggered some automated turrets.”

Clarence eyed him warily. “Do you think this vessel is part of the rebels’ new strategy?”

Drake shook his head. “Negative, sir. The hull is of unknown origin. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

Clarence rubbed his chin. “We need to find out the purpose of this vessel as quickly as we can. I’m sure the rebels would be alerted to its presence.”

Drake was taken aback by his words. “We just discovered it, sir.”

“Do not underestimate the rebels,” Clarence scoffed. “Kari and her rebels are a capable bunch of people. If not, who would have thought that they could last so long against UTC and all its power.”

Drake offered a reluctant nod. 

“I’ve also received unconfirmed reports that the rebels are using relays to monitor UTC space.”

“What kind of relays?”

“I don’t know yet. I got a team trying to figure it out. Until then, keep your eyes open for any signs of the rebels. Never underestimate Kari.”

The venom in the General’s voice when he mentioned Captain Kari was unmistakable. Everyone knew that Kari had been personally mentored by General Clarence before she had betrayed and left UTC. 

“Keep me updated, Captain,” Clarence said and ended the comms. 
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UTC Central

Arcadian-1

General Clarence drummed his fingers on his desk. The appearance of an alien vessel was unexpected. Captain Drake had sent over the images of the vessel. It was a behemoth of a vessel. Clarence had heard of large vessels from alien species he had encountered over the years. Some of them were used to transport species across the galaxy. This alien vessel seemed to fall into that category. Nothing could be confirmed without a full investigation. He hoped Captain Drake and his crew could find out more intelligence on the alien vessel. 

There was a knock at this door. Captain Holton stepped in.

“Yes Captain?”

“General, we have two aliens at the front gate of the base,” Holton announced.

Clarence looked in confusion. “What do they want?”

“They want to meet you, sir.”

“Do let them know I’m busy and they can make an appointment with you,” Clarence said.

“I already told them that, sir,” Holton commented. “However, they insisted on meeting you right now.”

Clarence frowned. Alien species showing up at the base were nothing new to him. Ever since humanity had established its colonies across the Nexus system, many alien species had visited him and introduced themselves. Some had even begun collaborating and working on a few colonies. Especially the research colonies. The aliens were eager to work with humanity on different projects. At first, humanity had been wary of them. However, over time the alien species who had come had been found to be harmless. 

“Captain, I think you just need to tell them again it’s not possible,” Clarence growled. “Today isn’t a good day.”

That was the truth of the matter. With the sudden appearance of the alien vessel, Clarence felt he needed to be on alert. Captain Drake had updated him that he was sending over a shuttle with his XO to investigate the alien vessel.

“Yes, sir,” Holton replied.

As the man was about to leave, Clarence stopped him. “Did they say where they came from?”

Holton turned to him. “As a matter of fact, they said they came from beyond the Nexus system.”

Clarence raised a single eyebrow. “Beyond?”

If that turned out to be true, that would be a first. Most of the alien species Clarence had encountered lived within the Nexus system.

“Yes sir.”

“Which planet?”

“They didn’t say, sir.”

Clarence grunted. 

“One more thing, sir,” Holton remarked. “They said they are here because of the alien vessel.”

Clarence’s eyes widened. “Did you just say alien vessel?”

Holton nodded. “I think that’s what I heard ...”

Clarence cut in. “Bring the aliens to X1 immediately.”

Holton left the room. Clarence leaned back in his chair and flexed his hands. It wasn’t a coincidence that the aliens had arrived here when the alien vessel had also appeared. There was a connection. There had to be one. He hadn’t told anyone at UTC Central about the alien vessel. Not even Holton, who looked
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