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Although Brent had hoped against it since this was his birth planet, Peterson’s warning not to expect much from Union-Twenty had come true. Brent glanced about the dusty roads of the eastern continent of the planet. Unlike the blue waters they had witnessed from orbit, the surface was uninviting. Jana had brought the Orion Voyager into the capital city, Tangor, without any issues. Like Union-Ten there had been no need to request for approve to land the vessel. Instead, the Orion Voyager had landed on a vacant landing pad, whose markings were fast fading away. Whether Tangor fit the norms of a capital city in the Union Collective was questionable. Everywhere Brent looked he saw peeling off paint and less maintained buildings with cracked windows and sagging roofs. The air was thick with the faint smell of neglect and few people were visible on the roads. In the last five minutes, he had only caught a glimpse of a single transport plowing the roads and even that was half-full.

The conditions were bad. 

No other way to say it. 

As Brent kept trudging along the road, he kicked the reddish-brown dust that stubbornly clung to his boots. Tangor was like the opposite of Anvil or any of the other cities on Union-Two. Nonetheless, for a change, it felt refreshing to be walking without activating the personal shield. Although he understood why he had to be in disguise in the past, sometimes it felt so suffocating. Jana, Peterson, and Titan were back at a cafe down the road. Brent had excused himself for a bit, ignoring the displeased looks cast in his direction from both Jana and Peterson. He wanted to be alone so that he could try and get a feel for his birth planet.

When Brent had initially found out about his adoption from his parents, he had craved to know about where he had come from. In those days, any bit of information was useful. He had constantly nagged his adoptive parents, but they had been insistent on telling him to forget about it. It also didn’t help that they didn’t know much about his birth planet. Over time, his own affairs had pushed aside those desires to the point that he had forgotten about his birth planet and adoption. Until the recent turn in events.

“What are you doing out here?” a voice boomed from his right.

Brent turned, only to find himself staring at an older man with a white beard in blue overalls. 

“I’m taking a walk,” Brent replied. 

The man pulled on his beard. “Where to?”

“Nowhere.”

The man lifted one eyebrow. “Nowhere?”

No point for him to hide the truth. “My friends are at the cafe back there and I wanted to walk around a bit.”

“You’re an off-worlder, aren’t you?”

“I was born here,” Brent clarified, not knowing why he had revealed that piece of information to a total stranger.

“And you decided to come back and visit this place, huh?”

“Something like that.”

“What’s your name?”

“Brent.”

The man, whose face was weary, extended his hand. “I’m Gavin.”

Brent shook Gavin’s hands, whose grip was firmer than he had anticipated. “Have you always lived in Tangor?”

“This is the only place I’ve known. And it’s where I’ll die. If you came back to see this place, I think you made a mistake.”

Brent frowned. “What do you mean?”

“Union-Twenty is a planet in decline,” Gavin explained. “You won’t find anyone who will argue with that fact. It has been so for over twenty years. No one moves here. People move out. And the rest of us are stuck here to die a miserable death.”

“But this planet has beautiful waters.”

Gavin waved his hands. “Doesn’t mean a thing. I’ve seen images of Union-One. It may not have as many waters as we do, but that planet is a thriving one. People want to move there. People will do anything and everything to move there, taking an untold number of risks. If you came down to see this place, I suggest you look and head back to wherever you came from. There’s nothing here for anyone.”

“Thanks for the advice. I better head back to my friends.”

“You do that, Brent. And remember my advice. I would also warn you to stay away from Sheriff Wallace. He isn’t someone you want to run into.”

“Why?”

“Let’s just say the Sheriff doesn’t take well to off-worlders.”

Brent nodded, turned, and walked away. As he did, he glanced back. Gavin was gone. Brent bit his lip. Something was wrong about this place, but he couldn’t put his finger on it. Nonetheless, Brent wasn’t going to run away from Union-Twenty because he was here for a reason. The answer to all his questions lay dormant on this planet. One way or another he was going to find out about himself, his role in the signal, and the purpose of it. No man’s warning was going to change his mind. 
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“You look like off-worlders,” the purple-haired female server said, as she placed their drinks on the table. 

Jana smiled. “We just arrived this morning.”

“Oh, my name is Andrea,” the female server said, before nudging her chin in Titan’s direction. “What are you looking at?”

Titan lowered his head. 

“Can’t you speak?” Andrea asked. 

“I can,” Titan replied, raising his head. “I hadn’t seen anyone with purple hair before.”

“Are you serious?” Andrea asked, before turning to Jana. “What brings you to Union-Twenty? We rarely see off-worlders around here? Or are you passing through?”

“More likely we’re passing through,” Jana said. “But we’ll probably stay a bit longer than usual.”

Andrea eyed them, one hand curling around her hair. “Is that so? Well, do whatever you like and stay out of trouble. These parts don’t treat off-worlders kindly.”

With that, Andrea strutted off to attend to another table.

“She doesn’t like us, does she?” Titan said. 

“We aren’t here to make friends,” Peterson huffed. 

Jana grimaced, as she flicked her eyes around the half-empty cafe. The murmurs of hushed conversations filled the air. Unlike Union-Ten, everyone inside this cafe was a human. No aliens in sight and especially no Haduk. When they had initially walked into the cafe, a few of the others had looked in their direction. However, now all of them were absorbed in their own discussions. Nonetheless, Andrea’s warning didn’t go unnoticed. While Andrea’s demeanor had been cheerful, there was a certain tension in her voice. She wasn’t used to seeing off-worlders in this cafe, which was just another sign of trouble brewing below the surface of Tangor. The first sign was the bad state of the public landing pad. Cracks were everywhere and it appeared like no other vessel had landed on the pad in a long time. The other two landing pads beside it had also been in an equally bad state. Nevertheless, Jana had been able to safely land on one of the landing pads. Then, the next sign had been the dusty roads and deteriorating buildings. It was much worse than Union-Ten. In hindsight, Union-Ten looked like a paradise. 

Titan glanced at the door. “Where’s Brent?”

“He’ll be back soon,” Jana reassured the boy.

She then exchanged a look with Peterson, who didn’t seem so convinced. Following their brief conversation with Andrea, Jana’s concerns had ratcheted up a notch. When Brent had stated he wanted to go out for a bit, Jana had gently objected to it. That was her mistake. She should’ve objected more loudly. 

Then, Andrea came by their table again. “How are the drinks?”

Titan smiled and gave her a thumbs up. Andrea eyed the boy warily before returning a smile. 

“How far are the waters from here?” Jana asked. 

Andrea paused for a long moment. “There’s a trail behind this place that takes you to a river that leads to the ocean. Mind you though that the trail is a popular one. It’s no surprise to us that people are shocked by the waters on Union-Twenty. That’s the only thing that we have going for us.”

“What about the other continent?” Peterson asked. 

Andrea shuffled her feet. “What about it?”

“How many people live over there?” Peterson asked. 

“Not many I think,” Andrea replied, curtly and disappeared. 

“Did she just not answer your question?” Titan asked. 

Peterson grunted. Andrea was being evasive, which should’ve come as no surprise since the incident had taken place on the other continent,  

“I’m glad you’re becoming more aware of things, boy,” Peterson smirked. “Out here you need to be observant.”

Titan pouted. “I’m not a kid.”

“I didn’t say you were,” Peterson countered. 

“I can fire a weapon,” Titan said with an air of confidence. 

“Yea, I saw that on Union-Ten,” Peterson growled. “Where’s Brent? Do I need to go out and find him?”

As if on cue, and to Jana’s relief, Brent walked in through the front doors. 
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“I never thought Tangor would have an archives building,” Jana remarked. 

“It’s a requirement for every city in the Union Collective from the days of terraforming all these planets,” Peterson admitted, jabbing a finger at the building. “As the government expected many people to move across the planets, they needed a way to keep track of them.”

Brent stared at the front steps leading up to the two-level brown building. It had a series of windows on either side of the main metal door. The exterior of the building looked slightly better than the rest, but not by much. To the right of the archives building was another neglected building with a barely legible sign.

“Why are we here again?” Titan asked. 

“We need to start somewhere looking for any information on Brent,” Jana explained. 

Peterson pointed ahead. “The archives building doubles up as a place where we can find all the public records of anyone living on this planet.”

“You mean there’s no database we can access?” Brent asked. 

“Not out here,” Peterson replied. “We aren’t getting younger standing outside. Come on!”

Brent followed the rest up the steps. On the way up, a man in a uniform exited the building and walked past them. He cast a curious glance at Brent before looking away. Reaching the top of the steps, Peterson led the way into the building. Brent stopped at the door and glanced back. The man he had passed was at the bottom of the steps looking in their direction. Brent locked eyes with the man, before he turned, and walked away from the archives building. 

“Brent, are you coming in?” Jana asked. 

Brent turned and followed her in through the door. There was something strange about that man, but he dismissed the nagging thought. Inside the building lay a large chamber with a big chandelier at the center. The stillness of the hushed chamber greeted him. Tall shelves lined the right side of the chamber, with neatly spaced data pads and other devices. The soft light from the chandelier cast a warm glow over the polished floors. 

“It’s so much better inside,” Titan whispered.

Brent agreed, as he patted the boy’s head with a smile.

At the center was a sleek counter with an older woman seated behind it. She looked up at them with a mix of curiosity and vigilance. “My name is Janice. May I help you?”

Peterson walked up to the counter, his footsteps echoing softly in the quiet chamber. “We would like to access the public records.”

Janice narrowed her eyes, as they shifted from Peterson to Brent and the rest. “For what purpose?”

Peterson jabbed a finger at Brent. “He was born here, and he would like to find out some information about his next of kin.”

“Born you say?” Janice mused. 

Brent took a step towards the counter. “Yes ma’am.”

“What’s your name, son?” Janice asked.

“Brent Chesterson,” Brent replied. 

Peterson cleared his throat. “I think Brent will be enough. He was adopted from this planet.”

Janice cocked her head. “Hmmm. A first name alone isn’t going to be enough for me to search the public records.”

Brent leaned in, trying to keep an even voice. “Can you please try?”

Janice hummed. “I’ll give it a try. Please give me a few minutes. Why don’t you take a seat over there?”

Brent followed the woman’s gaze. Several chairs and a table stood to the left of the counter. Brent walked over with the rest and took a seat. Jana and Titan joined him while Peterson chose to walk towards the nearest wall and admire the paintings hung on it.

“He really doesn’t like to sit, huh?” Titan mumbled.

Brent chuckled. It was clear that Peterson had his way of doing things and he didn’t like to budge from it. 

“Do you think Janice can find anything about you?” Jana asked. 

Brent shared her doubts. “I don’t know. I’m trying to keep my hopes under control.”

“You shouldn’t do that,” Titan interjected. 

Brent frowned. “Do what?”

“Not hope,” Titan replied. “We all need hope.”

Brent smiled at the boy.

“Don’t say it,” Titan warned. 

“Say what?” Brent asked. 

“That I’m a kid,” Titan frowned. 

“I wasn’t going to,” Brent smiled. 

Jana stifled a laugh. “You two make quite a pair.”

Titan leaned forward in his chair. “A pair of what?” 

“Nothing,” Jana smiled. “Forget I said anything.”

A noise reached Brent’s ears. He turned to find Janice back at her counter. She beckoned him. He stood and walked briskly over, his heart starting to accelerate. Was he about to find out things about himself? However, one look at the woman’s face deflated all his hopes. 

“I’m sorry but I can’t find anyone with your name in the system,” Janice announced. 

Jana scurried over with Titan. “You mean there’s no one called Brent who was born on this planet?”

Janice cast a sympathetic look at Brent. “I’m afraid not.”

Peterson walked over. “Thank you for your time then.”

Then, Janice snapped her fingers. “Wait! I do know someone you might want to talk to.”

“Who?” Brent asked.

“Eileen Cooper,” Janice replied. “She’s one of our oldest living people left in Tangor. Here’s where she lives and how to get there from here. If there’s anyone who would know more about people, it’s her.”

Janice passed Brent the location of Eileen Cooper. “I hope you find what you came looking for because people need to know their roots.”

“Thank you,” Brent replied.

With that, the woman left them alone. 

“There’s no point visiting Eileen,” Peterson scowled. “We’ve wasted enough time here.”

As they stepped out of the building, Brent turned to him. “I think we should follow up with Eileen.”

Peterson jabbed a finger back to the building. “What more could she know that the public records don’t tell us?”

Brent shrugged. “I don’t know but I need to give it a shot.”

“Are you kidding me?” Peterson asked. 

The tension in the air was palpable. Brent hadn’t expected so much resistance from Peterson, but he had no intention of giving into the man. 

“We don’t have any other leads,” Brent protested.

“That doesn’t mean we go wandering about Tangor,” Peterson scoffed. “If you haven’t noticed, this city isn’t the kind of place to go randomly walking about. It’s dangerous out here.”

Brent agreed with Peterson’s sentiments about Tangor, but that didn’t mean he was going to close the door on Eileen Cooper. “I’m not randomly walking about. I’m heading to Eileen’s place.”

“You want to try it, be my guest,” Peterson said. “Jana, Titan, and I will return to the vessel and try other ways to locate any information.”

Jana looked surprised but reluctantly nodded, as Peterson began walking down the steps. She waved to Brent, who tipped his head. “What about you, Titan?”

“I’m staying with you,” Titan said. 

“Go ahead and waste your time,” Peterson hollered and waved his hands. “You know where we’ll be later.”
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Jana tried to keep up with Peterson who was stomping along the road. The man appeared to be still fuming with Brent. “Peterson, can you slow down a bit?”

Peterson stopped, the tension on his face dissipated. “Sorry about that. I was ...”

“You didn’t have to leave Brent back there like that,” Jana said. 

“Why not?”

“Aren’t we a team?” 

“We are, but Brent is a big boy with his own mind. If he wants to find Eileen Cooper, I can’t stop him, right?”

“You could’ve tried to understand his reasoning.”

“There’s nothing to understand. He had an opinion, and I had another one.”

“You could’ve tried to have met him halfway.”

“What for? He was being too stubborn for his own good.”

Peterson’s judgment of Brent was beginning to irritate Jana. “I didn’t think it was a good idea for us to split up.”

“I’m not the one who suggested it,” Peterson scowled. “Do you want to join him? Is that what this is about?”

Jana’s heart was pounding. “I didn’t say I want to join Brent. I’m here with you, aren’t I?”

“Okay.”

Peterson was hard to read. Despite that, Jana wasn’t going to give up on trying to reason with him. At least for her sake. “But we also don’t have any other leads?”

Peterson turned and eyed her. “Is some oldest living woman in Tangor a lead? Do you really think
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