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Brent looked again at his right arm. He had lost count of how many times he had stared at his arm during the last thirty seconds. 

Not good. 

The recent awakening of the new alien species and his critical part in it weighed heavily on his mind. He also couldn’t make sense of why the alien species had needed one touch of him to ignite their awakening. What was so special about him? Why had they lured him, of all people, to Union-Twenty? Surely, there must have been others the aliens could’ve lured. According to the inhabitants of Union-Twenty, there had been multiple babies. What happened to the rest? Or was he the only one who fell for the trap behind the signal? All the uncertainties surrounding everything began to make him dizzy. He nearly stumbled in his suit, if not for Titan grabbing him by the hands and giving him a sympathetic look.

“Don’t slow down,” Peterson warned.

Brent had to give credit to Peterson because the man was like a towering wall. Nothing seemed to faze him, despite what had occurred back at the shimmering pool. To Peterson it was as if nothing unusual had occurred. Just another part of the man’s daily routine. Incredible. However, Brent couldn’t shake off the fresh memory. 

You have done your part, Brent.

He hated the fact that those parting words by the alien species had found a permanent refuge in his thoughts. He should’ve fought harder against the alien species. Why had he succumbed to their power? If he had resisted it, maybe they wouldn’t be in this situation now.

“Do we know where we’re heading?” Jana asked.

“Negative,” Peterson replied. “We just keep putting as much distance between us and that pool.”

That pool. Brent hoped he would never return to that pool. The air was thick with tension as their footsteps echoed across the narrow tunnel, which continued to twist and turn. Then, a low hum reached Brent’s ears.

“What was that?” Titan whispered.

Brent was glad he hadn’t imagined the sound.

“It doesn’t matter,” Peterson said, picking up the pace. “Keep moving.”

Despite that, the hum began to grow louder. Something was chasing them. Brent felt it in his bones, but he couldn’t explain it. He flicked his eyes back to his right arm, but there was nothing there.

“Are they chasing us?” Titan asked, in a hushed tone.

Brent shrugged and shoved Titan forward. A shadow on a wall caught his attention, making him inhale a sharp breath. Brent froze before willing his feet to keep moving. He glanced back and blinked his eyes. The tunnel was empty. The shadow was gone. Had he imagined the shadow? Maybe his eyes had been playing tricks on him.

Another sound reached his ears. This time, Brent didn’t hesitate. Instead, he turned and opened fire at a shadow. Was it a shadow? Brent blinked. There was no shadow. An arm shoved his weapon away. Peterson glared at him. “What the heck are you doing?”

“I thought there was something ...,” Brent’s voice trailed off. 

“There’s nothing,” Peterson scoffed. “Jana, take the lead.”

“Got it,” Jana said. 

Brent reluctantly turned and walked with Titan beside him as Peterson took the rear. A few seconds later, Peterson yelled. “Incoming.”

Brent pushed Titan to the ground, as an explosion ripped behind them. Debris and dust began to swirl around him. Pain shot up his body, as he opened his eyes. At first, everything was blurry. Brent blinked his eyes and things began to get clearer. He saw a figure extending a hand towards him. Brent blinked again and recognized Jana. He couldn’t hear anything, as he got to his feet. Brent shook his head, as he grabbed Titan and pulled the boy to his feet.

“What ... happened?” Brent asked, as his hearing returned in bits and pieces.

“Someone let loose a small missile,” Peterson hummed.

Brent’s jaw dropped. “A what?”

“We need to keep going,” Jana said, with an urgency lining her voice.

Brent grabbed Titan by the shoulders. “Are you okay?”

Titan slowly nodded, fidgeting around in his suit. “I hate this suit.”

“Anything broken?” Brent asked, looking carefully at the boy’s suit.

Titan shook his head. That was enough for now, as Brent dragged the boy behind Jana. His mind kept scanning through the possibilities of who could’ve launched a missile at them inside this tunnel. It couldn’t be Sheriff Wallace and his people. That left the new alien species, but why do that now? They could’ve attacked them at the pool.

Then, Brent’s eyes fell on a light ahead of them. 

An opening. 

They were reaching the surface. Relief washed over his body. He picked up the pace, as they stepped out into the light.

“Don’t move!” a voice scowled from the left. 
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“Drop your weapons now!” the voice ordered.

Jana dropped her weapon and raised her hands. The rest did the same. Her eyes were still adjusting to the light, but she counted four robed figures wearing hoods and holding weapons. At first glance, they all looked like humans. Four men.

“Who are you?” Peterson demanded.

One of the robed figures walked up to Peterson and stabbed him in the stomach with the barrel of his weapon. Peterson doubled down, coughing, and nearly fell to his knees.

“No one asked you to speak,” one of the robed men scowled.

Peterson raised his right hand and slowly straightened himself up, catching his breath.

“It’s my turn to ask a question,” the robed man stated. “Who are you?”

“We are off-worlders,” Jana replied. “Something was chasing us in the tunnel, and we managed to escape from it.”

The robed man exchanged glances with the others. “Something? What kind of something?”

Jana shook her head. “We didn’t get a visual on it.”

“Follow us to our base,” the robed man ordered.

“Why should we go with you?” Brent countered.

The robed man turned his weapon at Brent’s chest. “We’re in charge here. You are trespassing on our land.”

“What land?” Peterson asked. “This continent is barren.”

The robed man chuckled. “You really are off-worlders. Let me guess something. You’re here because of the incident, right?”

“Yea,” Brent replied. 

“I thought so,” the robed man laughed. “Once in a while we get off-worlders, who come to see this continent. They are foolish, thinking they can wander around this continent as they please. Just because there was an incident here in the mines, that doesn’t mean the land is barren. There are many people still living on this continent.”

“Huh?” Jana jerked her head back.

“What don’t you understand when I say there are people living here,” the robed man snorted. 

Jana nodded. 

“Come with us and that’s not a request,” the robed man sneered.

Jana looked at Peterson, who shrugged. They fell in line behind two of the robed men while the other two took the rear. She took one last glimpse back at the opening into the mine, but there was nothing there. Whoever fired the missile at them had chosen to stay in the shadows. They continued to trudge across the deserted terrain. Despite being forced to go, Jana was glad that their hands weren’t restrained. If the robed men wanted to, they could’ve chosen to make their journey harder than it appeared. Jana tried to get a deeper glimpse of the robed men, but their hoods kept their features hidden. Brent walked with Titan, whose eyes kept darting around the terrain nervously. Peterson seemed to be the least bothered by the robed men and kept his eyes fixated ahead.

The sun began setting and cast shadows across the surface. After about ten minutes of walking, a rocky hill appeared in the distance. Jana presumed this was the direction of these men’s base. As they kept walking, the robed man who had spoken to them raised his hand and everyone came to a halt. Jana frowned, wondering what had spooked the robed men. He gestured to the other three men, and they gathered together, got on their knees and began swiping their hands along the surface.

Brent approached her. “What are they doing?”

Jana shrugged.

“It looks strange,” Titan whispered.

Then, the men stopped, holstered their weapons and pulled at something on the surface.

“What ...,” Peterson’s voice trailed off.

A few seconds later a door opened outwards. The robed man in charge got to his feet and motioned to them. “This way.”

Jana took the lead with the rest behind her as the men led them down a staircase. She held onto the metal railing as they reached the bottom. The cool air surprised her, as they were ushered along a corridor bathed with blue light. 

“What is this place?” Jana asked.

“Silence,” the robed man scowled.

He led them until they reached a metal door. The weapons scanner at the top of the door caught Jana’s eyes. The robed man pressed on the panel and the door opened inwards with a groan. Inside, her eyes widened as a large chamber was revealed that stretched into the distance. They were escorted along a corridor to the right until they reached a smaller chamber with another door at the opposite end. The robed man jabbed a finger inside. “Go inside now. Our leader will meet you.”

Jana nodded and walked through the door with the rest and found herself standing inside a plush chamber. The floor was carpeted and the cave walls on either side adorned with paintings. It reminded her a bit of the Restorers’ leader’s chamber. 

“Come in,” a raspy voice beckoned them. 

Jana stepped closer until they were standing in front of another robed man, except that his robe was red. 

“Welcome to Atrin, off-worlders.”
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Brent raised his eyebrows. “Atrin?”

The robed man lifted his hood to reveal a man around his age with blue eyes and flowing red hair.

Brent took a step back. “Who are you?”

“Don’t you think I should be the one asking the questions?” the red-haired man asked. “Even then, an introduction is necessary. My name is Julius, leader of Atrin.”

“My name is Brent, and this is Jana, Peterson, and Titan,” Brent said. 

“What is Atrin?” Peterson asked. 

Julius stretched his hands around the chamber with a smile. “Everything you see below the surface is Atrin.”

“I don’t understand,” Jana said. “I thought this continent was uninhabitable.”

“That’s what Sheriff Wallace and the Haduk would want you to think,” Julius smiled. “It’s their way of keeping people away from this continent. And I must say it’s an effective strategy.”

“You know the Sheriff?” Titan asked. 

Julius turned his gaze upon the boy. “Everyone who lives on Union-Twenty knows the Sheriff. If they don’t, I would question their existence on this planet.”

“So, Atrin only has humans?” Brent asked. 

Julius gestured to a table and chairs on the left edge of the chamber, and they walked over and took their seats. “Who else would be here?”

“Was Atrin established after the incident?” Peterson asked. 

“Atrin existed even before the incident but in a smaller form,” Julius replied. “My father created this underground cavern as a sort of refuge from the struggles on the surface. Even he didn’t know what would happen years later?”

“Where is your father?” Brent asked.

Julius’ smile faded. “Unfortunately, he died after the incident.”

“How do you know we’re off-worlders?” Jana asked. 

“Our sensors detected your arrival in Rupon,” Julius replied. “Who else would dare to travel to this continent?”

“Your sensors?” Peterson questioned.

Julius dismissed his question. “Do not doubt our capabilities. Even though we are underground, we are well equipped to know what is happening on the surface. We have eyes and ears everywhere.”

Brent dismissed the boast by Julius. If they had eyes and ears everywhere, they would’ve known of the awakening. 

Peterson interjected. “Why did you capture us and bring us here?”

“I’m not the one who emerged from the tunnel,” Julius countered. “Why did you come to Rupon?”

Brent exchanged a glance with the rest. “We were looking for answers. I was born on Rupon and smuggled off the planet.”

Julius’ eyes widened. “You’re one of them?”

“Huh?” Jana asked.

Brent cocked his head. “One of whom?”

“Those babies that Dr Duane experimented on,” Julius revealed. 

Brent was taken aback by the depth of this man’s knowledge. It seemed Julius was aware of a lot of things occurring on Union-Twenty.

“Now I understand what you are doing here,” Julius added. “You came to find the truth. Did you find what you were looking for?”

Brent frowned. “Not exactly.”

Julius pursed his lips together. “The truth is always elusive.”

It was hard to read this man, but Brent refused to reveal anything. Not until they knew what was going on in Atrin.

“Why do you stay hidden beneath the surface?” Brent asked.

“As you said, this continent is uninhabitable,” Julius mused.

“But that’s no longer the case, right?” Jana countered. “I noticed your men weren’t wearing suits like us.”

Julius bared his white teeth as he smiled. “How perceptive of you? But it is true that the atmosphere is no longer toxic. We can walk around and breathe the air without any issues.”

“How sure are you of that?” Peterson demanded. “People are still dying in Tangor because of the incident.”

Julius shrugged. “I know of the situation over there, but I can assure you that none of my people are dying. No one has died from the sickness in Atrin in the last year.”

Brent studied the man carefully. “How is that possible?”

“I am not a scientist and therefore I cannot explain it to you,” Julius replied. “When you walked down the steps, we had an automated air filtration system sweep you. It’s able to clear away all the particles.”

“We didn’t notice anything,” Jana said.

“It’s not supposed to be visible,” Julius said with a coy smile. “You still didn’t tell me why you came out of the network of tunnels.”

Brent hesitated. “Something was chasing us.”

Julius’ eyes shot up. “What kind of something?”

“We’re not sure,” Peterson interjected.

“It’s an alien species,” Titan blurted out, to Brent’s chagrin.

Julius straightened himself. “What are you talking about, boy?”

Peterson interjected. “We think it’s an alien species.”

“Haduk?” Julius asked.

“Negative,” Peterson replied. 

Julius got to his feet. “You should’ve told me this piece of information earlier instead of wasting my time.”

He then pulled out a device, got to his feet, walked a distance away and began speaking to someone on the other end in hushed tones. Brent wasn’t sure if it had been the right decision to tell Julius about the alien species. He glared at Titan, who lowered his head. The boy really needed to learn when not to speak.
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Jana stood in her chamber with her suit on the bed. She was glad to be out of the suit. After Julius had been informed of the new alien species, his guards had appeared and ushered them into their chambers. Julius was clearly rattled by the news of the alien species. She had been bracing Julius to put them in prison cells but was relieved when they stepped into these chambers. What had been more surprising was their journey to these chambers. They had been led down a series of tunnels, which proved the vastness of Atrin. It wasn’t a simple underground shelter with a few tunnels and chambers. Along the way to their chamber, they passed other large chambers filled with smaller groups of people and bustling with activity. The sound of the hum of machinery had reached her ears, when they turned down one corridor. After that, they walked through a large chamber filled with stalls, selling everything from food and spices to devices. People haggled with vendors while children darted around. Then, they were shoved through into a quieter section of Atrin, which she presumed was where all the chambers were located. Most of the chambers they walked by had signage with a name and a number. Jana presumed these were for Atrin’s inhabitants. Unfortunately, all the doors were closed preventing her from getting a glimpse into the daily life of the people of Atrin.

Jana flicked her eyes around the chamber, which consisted of
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