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Granite Valley

Eastern Plains

Captain Aria was breathing hard. Her muscles were sore. The escape from the Vezat alien base had left some marks on her arms. But it was nothing serious. Despite that, she was glad they had escaped. It had been an hour since Captain Cofia had led them away from the base, or what was left of it. Cofia had then told Aria, Benjamin and Cathy that it was time to take a break. The drizzle started again. Aria hoped that there wouldn’t be any more rain tonight, but that was wishful thinking. She leaned against a tree trunk, trying to avoid the rain drops that were getting harder. Aria searched her pocket for a ration but instead pulled out a small black object. She studied the object. Where did this object come from? Cofia hadn’t passed her it. Aria narrowed her eyes. It had then dawned on her about what she was holding in her hand.

A tracker.

Someone had placed this tracker in her pocket when she hadn’t been looking. She tried to recall everything from the past twenty-four hours. When could this have occurred? Other than Cofia, there was only one other person close to her. 

Captain Williams. 

Aria’s lips released a heavy sigh. The man must’ve placed a tracker on her clothes when she hadn’t been looking. Aria shouldn’t have been surprised. Williams probably hadn’t trusted her to keep to her end of the deal. Aria struggled knowing that Williams was no better than General Duncan. After all, they were brothers. Blood was thicker than water. Maybe Williams had wanted the tracker as a contingency in case things went south. Unfortunately, things had gone south in many ways more than either of them could’ve imagined. There was also the reality that the tracker was useless inside Granite Valley. She looked up at the night sky. How was she ever going to trust another commanding officer? It was hard. She didn’t know where she’d start again. Maybe the military career was not for her. After everything that happened, she began to question her choices. 

Aria’s thoughts then drifted back to the three dead humans. They had put their trust in her to get them out of the Vezat base safely. Instead, she had failed them. The loss of the three humans wasn’t something that Aria would easily get over. Even though she had previously encountered the loss of her soldiers, this was different. It felt different. Someone nudged her. Aria turned only to face Cofia.

“How are you doing?” Cofia asked.

Aria tried to show a strong front. “I’m hanging in there.”

Cofia then passed her a ration. “This might help you. It’s a bit different from your rations. I don’t know if you’ll like it, but it should give you a burst of energy.”

Aria took it and swallowed it. Cofia was right. Aria’s eyes widened. The ration pack did wonders to her body. It was like parts of her body were being woken up after a good night’s rest. 

“I was right, huh?” Cofia smirked.

“Yea. Thanks. Do you think that Captain Suti has begun chasing us?”

Cofia shrugged. “I don’t know. But we can’t be too slow. Suti is the kind of individual who will not stop until he finds us.”

“But wouldn’t the destruction of the base distract Suti?”

Cofia paused for a long moment. “Suti’s revengeful. He hates it when things don’t go as planned. And the destruction of the base is something Suti would’ve never had the foresight to anticipate. Even then Suti knows we were the ones who destroyed his base. That alone will be a strong motivator for him. He’ll be ready to take his vengeance.”

“Are you saying we’re the closest people that he can exact his revenge on?”

“Unfortunately, yes.”

Aria sighed and motioned to Benjamin and Cathy talking in hushed tones at the next tree. “I hope the two of them know what’s ahead. It’s not going to be easy on them.”

“It’ll be far better than staying back in the base. I can tell you that Suti would’ve eventually killed all the human prisoners.”

Aria agreed. 

“It’s time we make a move,” Cofia said. 
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Vezat Base

Granite Valley

Captain Suti paced up and down outside the remnants of the Vezat base. He was standing outside the perimeter. Most of the fires had been put out by his soldiers and the humans helping them. Nevertheless, the damage to the base was irreversible. He was certain of one thing. 

It had been a coordinated assault. 

One of Suti’s soldiers had informed him that explosions had rippled across the base. The explosions couldn’t have been caused by the human vessels. It had been done using explosives that were strategically planted across the base. Someone inside the base had planted the explosives. Martin’s assessment of the fact that there was a traitor amongst the Vezat had come true. In the first place Suti should’ve believed Martin. That was his mistake. Suti’s doubts about Martin had cost him a lot. If Martin had also been here, maybe a lot of this damage could’ve been avoided. But Suti had not heard from Martin. He didn’t know where the human was. Had something befallen Martin? Suti suspected it could be so. Despite that, he didn’t have the time to wait for Martin. 

Zaire approached Suti. “Captain?”

“Yes, what is it?” Suti growled.

“When I attacked the human vessel, I wasn’t able to completely penetrate and destroy it.”

Suti’s eyes widened, understanding the implication. “Are you saying the human vessel had a shield?”

“The vessel had a shield,” Zaire said. “It was a space-faring vessel, not one of their usual heli-pods or fighter jets.”

Suti clenched his hands into fists. He had thought that the destruction of the base was the worst possible news he could receive. But hearing that humans had space-faring vessels was like a dagger penetrating his heart. It was a game-changer. He would need to adapt the Vezat plans. “How many vessels were up there?”

“I only noticed one vessel, but that doesn’t mean there weren’t more on the way. Once I tried to penetrate their vessel, it lost some of its power but still managed to leave Granite Valley.”

Suti grimaced. The Vezat had always been able to penetrate the human vessels. Even the United Alliance space shuttle had been an easy picking. However, this new human space vessel had been reinforced with a shield. There was something there, but he couldn’t put his finger on it for now. Such vessels hadn’t also been built overnight. It must’ve taken one of the factions many years to get them ready. The timing of their appearance couldn’t have been any worse. He made a mental note to revisit it again. He turned back to Zaire. “Have you seen Captain Cofia?”

“Negative, sir.”

Suti gritted his teeth. He could only conclude that Captain Cofia had died during the assault on the base. What a waste? Suti had high hopes for Cofia. Nonetheless, he didn’t have time to waste on Cofia. She was gone. He still had to deal with the traitor amongst his own kind and the remaining humans. They were still out there in the valley. Based on his soldiers’ discovery, three of the five humans had been killed, two by his own weapon. That was a small win for Suti. He would take it.

“Captain, I don’t think much is salvageable here,” Zaire admitted, in a nervous tone.

“I’m aware of it. But all isn’t lost. I do have redundancies in place across Granite Valley and beyond.”

Zaire looked puzzled.

“It’s not for you to worry about now. Have you gathered a team to hunt down the humans?”

“I don’t think they’ll survive out there for long.”

Suti didn’t want to take anything for granted with humans. Time and time again the humans had been able to surprise him. “Maybe not, but I want to make sure that we either capture or kill them.”

“Yes, Captain. I’ll check on the team.”

With that, Zaire left his presence. Suti had no intention of letting the humans wander around Granite Valley. If they were still inside the valley, he would find them and make an example of them for everyone else.
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Granite Valley

Eastern Plains

Cathy looked at Captain Aria talking to Cofia. Ever since Aria had appeared in the prison building, Cathy’s heart had been racing. The hope that had been simmering at the top of her heart had bubbled over. They were finally going to escape. And when she had crawled through the hole in the back gate, it felt like a weight had been lifted off her shoulders. She was free from her captivity. No more prison bars or forced meals. No more alien soldiers keeping watch on her. Nonetheless, Cathy wasn’t a fool. True freedom didn’t exist until she was far away from the Vezat aliens. “What do you think they’re talking about?”

“I hope it’s a way out of this valley,” Benjamin said. “While we were held by the Vezat I overheard some of them say that this valley is quite large. We’re going to need as much help as possible to escape this place.”

His words struck a chord in her heart. True freedom was still out of reach. But she wasn’t going to let that bring her down. They were taking small steps in the right direction. Cathy still hadn’t gotten over their losses when they escaped the Vezat base. Despite not being close to the three men, none of them deserved to die in the manner they had. It was horrible. “I can’t believe we lost the others.”

“I know. Captain Suti’s appearance caught everyone by surprise. It was strange.”

“Why?”

“Suti must have gotten the sense that something was going on inside the base. If not, there’s no way he would’ve been in the right place but wrong time for us. Do you know what I mean?”

Cathy frowned. “Do you think he knows of Captain Cofia’s betrayal?”

Benjamin shrugged. “I’m not sure. But once Suti finds out about Cofia, he’ll be furious. He’ll try to kill Cofia and then us.”

Cofia walked over to their side. “Are we ready to continue our trek?”

“Where are we heading?” Cathy asked. 

“Is that your polite way of asking whether I have a plan?” Cofia countered. 

Cathy’s cheeks flamed. “I didn’t mean to sound ungrateful.”

“I know,” Cofia replied. “We need to get to a cave before the sun rises.”

“Why can’t we make a rush to get out of the valley?” Benjamin asked. 

“Because Suti will soon be hunting us and I don’t want to be around in the open when it’s daylight,” Cofia replied. “And as you would probably know by now, Granite Valley is big. Even by Vezat standards.”

Cathy’s blood ran cold at Cofia’s words. Suti was going to be a bigger obstacle than she had anticipated. But Cathy had to trust the female Vezat. It was only because of Cofia that they had made it this far. The female alien had taken a great risk in turning against her own species. “What about the vessels that attacked the base?”

“I think they were forced to retreat out of the valley,” Cofia highlighted with a sigh. 

“Do you think Suti knows that?” Benjamin asked. 

“He would, which is why he’s going to put all his efforts on capturing us,” Cofia said. 

The implication smacked Cathy in the face. With no human vessels coming into the valley to mount a rescue, they were really on their own. Three humans and one Vezat against a hunting party of unknown size. Cathy dismissed the thought. It was going to do no good to dwell on it. Her thoughts then drifted to the future. Knowing her father had been killed, Cathy knew she couldn’t go back to his home. When they escaped Granite Valley, that would be the first place Captain Suti would look for her. Somehow Cathy got the feeling that Suti wouldn’t let her and Benjamin simply live life. Because of that, there was only one thing to be done. Cathy would need to start afresh. A new life. Maybe, even a new name. With no other immediate surviving family, there were less complications. 

At least for her. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

FOUR


[image: ]


Secure Facility

Coalition Forces

Captain Williams clenched his hands into fists, as he sat at the cockpit. Josh had brought the vessel back safely to the hangar bay on auxiliary power. For a while there, Williams had wondered if they would have to abandon the vessel. If that had happened, it would’ve been a colossal failure for the Coalition Forces. Williams recalled that these space vessels came with a huge price tag. Fortunately, Josh had been skilled enough to fly the vessel back despite a whole host of red alerts hanging over the console. Josh shut off the engines and turned to Williams. “Sir, I’ll need to get the engineers to check on this vessel and what happened to it. Hopefully, it can be fixed soon.”

“Go ahead.”

Josh got to his feet and walked down the corridor and exited the vessel. Williams folded his arms and stared through the viewscreen into the busy hangar bay. He had failed Captain Aria. She had done her part by destroying the Vezat alien base. When Josh had flown back, he had confirmed through his sensors that there had been multiple explosions on the valley floor. Although Williams didn’t have a visual confirmation, he estimated that was enough to have destroyed most of the base. With the base gone, it would put the Vezat on the back foot. At least, temporarily. Nonetheless, Williams couldn’t shake his failure at helping Captain Aria. There was no way to tell if Aria
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