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Underground City 

Arcadian-21

Captain Kari’s eyes snapped open to a dimly lit chamber. She rubbed her temple and groaned, as she blinked and shook her head. She was on the floor. Kari’s hands touched the cold floor. Her initial sensing indicated that she was alone in this chamber, whose ceiling was made of a carbon-like material. She tried to recall the last thing. It slowly came back to her in flashes. They had been standing inside a force field in the secondary bridge of the Reku vessel. And then everything had blacked out. Her fingers groped for her weapon but there was none. Even her grenade belt was gone. More importantly, she wasn’t wearing the suit. She slowly got into a seating position and sat cross-legged, her head still a bit dizzy. Despite her surroundings, Kari felt good not to be in the suit. She stretched her hands and twisted her body. Behind her was an empty bunk, which looked like it hadn't been used in a while. She touched the pain in the back of her neck. Fortunately, there were no wounds. 

It dawned on her what had occurred. The force field that had trapped them on the Reku vessel must’ve been used to transport them down here. It was the only thing that made sense. The implication was mind-blowing. The Reku vessel’s transport technology was far ahead of anything humanity had. She now understood what the Reku species meant by cargo. It was the Chadi in those suspension pods. Kari got to her feet, leaning against the grime-filled wall to steady herself. Behind her was a metal bed and nothing else. This chamber was her prison cell.

Her gaze then fell upon another prison cell directly opposite her. Inside a body lay on the ground. Kari didn’t need to know who it was.

Reyes.

As Kari walked to the front, the hum of a containment field reached her ears. She flicked her eyes about the front of the prison cell. Although invisible, the containment field was present. She frowned, looking for the control panel to turn off the containment field. She didn’t see anything and took a step back.

“Reyes,” Kari shouted.

Nothing. Reyes’ body didn’t make any moves.

“Reyes!”

Again, nothing changed. Kari suspected that the containment field was preventing her voice from leaving the prison cell. Kari clenched her hands into fists, as she looked for a way to comms with Reyes. She doubted Reyes was dead. More likely out cold like she had been. If Reyes was around, it meant that Mirza and Myles should be too. The Reku species had chosen to imprison them, instead of killing them. Why? That was what bothered Kari. There had to be a reason. The sound of footsteps caught her attention. She looked to the left. A pale, blue-skinned alien humanoid with large ears and a blue uniform appeared. The male alien turned and looked at her. He lifted his weapon at her in a menacing manner. Kari didn’t flinch but stared back at the alien. One thing was certain. The male alien didn’t belong to the Reku species. Kari kept her eyes fixated on the alien. She refused to give him the satisfaction of making her scared. The alien was just another alien. One among billions out there in the galaxy. The alien opened its mouth and scowled, its razor-sharp teeth glistening. Then, the male alien turned and left her view.
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UTC Central

Arcadian-1

General Clarence stared at his console. The last few days had passed by slowly. The carnage left by Kartu and Rilek had affected the morale on the base. It was the first time there had been casualties within the premises. Clarence took pride in the fact that UTC Central was a secure facility. However, all that changed with the arrival of the Chadi aliens. To ensure the gossip didn’t take control of the base, Clarence had gotten all the soldiers together and given them a briefing. It was important to manage morale. The last thing he needed was the aliens’ attack to affect everyone’s abilities, especially since they still had a war going on with the rebels. Nonetheless, he couldn’t ignore the shadow war humanity had been drawn into between the Chadi and Reku species. A buzz on the door pulled Clarence from his thoughts.

“Come in!”

The door slid open, Captain Drake stepped in and saluted. Clarence returned the salute and motioned him to a chair. “Captain, it’s good to see you back here.”

Drake walked to the chair and took a seat.

“How are the repairs on the UTC Vanguard going?” Clarence asked.

“They’re nearly done, but the vessel did take a beating.”

“I read your reports. This all happened because of the Reku vessel beam, right?”

Drake offered a single nod. “The Reku species have some powerful weapons. I don’t know if I would still be here if they had chosen to use the beam a second time.”

Clarence arched his eyebrow. “Do we know much more about the Reku species?”

“Unfortunately, not. The Reku vessel disappeared once they reached Arcadian-21.”

“Which is another thing I don’t understand, Captain. They couldn’t have simply disappeared, but they did. Just like when they mysteriously appeared around Arcadian-8.”

“I have my officers checking our sensor logs for anything, but so far there’s nothing useful. I do have a theory though.”

“Go ahead.”

“I believe the Reku species has advanced transport technology that lets their vessels appear and disappear at will. It may be even faster than light travel.”

Despite humanity’s advances in the Nexus system, FTL travel remained beyond its reach.

Clarence placed his hands together. “That’s quite a theory but it’s plausible.”

“I also believe there was a purpose for the Reku vessel traveling to Arcadian-21. I just need to find it.”

Clarence nodded. 

“Sir, I heard about the Chadi aliens that appeared here.”

“Yes, they were unexpected, but I believe there is a link to the Reku species.”

“So, you believe they are enemies fighting each other?”

“I believe so.”

“But why come into UTC space? Why put us in the crosshairs of their conflict?”

Clarence drummed his fingers on his desk. “I don’t know yet. What’s your assessment?”

Drake rubbed his chin. “I think the Reku vessel has been travelling into our region of space for some time. It’s just that this time something happened to their vessel, and they appeared to us at Arcadian-8.”

“Some time?”

“I think they’re transporting some cargo through our space.”

Clarence was impressed with Drake’s assessment. The man continued to live up to his expectations. Drake had been the top graduate from those seeking to command a vessel in the UTC Academy.

“What kind of cargo?”

Drake shrugged. “We’re still trying to figure that part out. But looking at the size of the vessel, it must be substantial.”

“Holton mentioned you wanted to talk to me about something.”

“Yes, sir. Once the repairs for the UTC Vanguard are completed, I’d like to request permission to head back to Arcadian-21.”

Clarence frowned. “Do you think your crew is still alive?”

“Until I see any evidence that shows me otherwise, I want to find out what happened to them.”

Clarence paused for a long moment, contemplating Drake’s request. “Captain, I, like you, are also curious to what really happened out there. Just like you said, something’s going on here with the Reku and Chadi species. We need to get to the bottom of it. Permission granted. But proceed with caution. I don’t want anything to happen to the UTC Vanguard.”

“Thank you, sir.”

Drake stood and left his office. If anyone could find the truth, it would be Drake. Clarence hoped he wasn’t putting too much hope on the man’s shoulders. Until then, Clarence returned to writing a report to the UTC Council, which would have many questions about the incident with the Reku and Chadi species. He never looked forward to writing these reports. They had to be clear and concise. If not, he’d get a barrage of questions from the UTC Council members. This was the part of his job that he hated the most. He dismissed his thoughts and went back to typing on the console. 
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Unknown Position

Arcadian-1

Kartu had been in a foul mood for the last few days. Being stuck inside the cave was only the beginning of his issues. When Rilek had informed him that their vessel had suffered some technical issues and that their transport pad wasn’t working, it had left Kartu livid. The only option left was for Surok to come down to the surface and pick them up. The Chadi species was an advanced species. How could his vessel be having problems at this critical junction? And especially with the transport pad. That was an essential part of every vessel. Didn’t Surok understand the seriousness of the situation? Fortunately, they had enough rations on them when they came down to the surface.

“Has there been any update from the vessel?” Kartu asked.

“Not since yesterday.”

“Captain Surok should move faster.”

“We need to be careful.”

Kartu tilted his head to one side. “Why is that?”

“The UTC may be scanning for our vessel.”

“That’s assuming they think we are still on this planet.”

“What if they detect our vessel when it enters orbit?”

“I doubt humans are that disciplined. We left them with enough chaos at their base to keep them busy for days. Have you studied their star charts?”

Rilek offered a nod. “There are several planets on the fringe in that region of space. It’s highly probable the Reku species are dumping our species across these planets.”

Kartu frowned. “How do we prove this theory of yours?”

“We would need to visit the planets and scan them for life signs.”

Kartu wrestled with the suggestion. The dangers of flying around UTC were high. Especially now that General Clarence was aware of their presence. UTC would have its vessels on alert. But the alternative wasn’t something Kartu wanted to face. Returning to Chadi space without having any of his species with him would be deemed a failure. Kartu couldn’t do that. The Supreme Leader would be disappointed and that was the last thing Kartu wanted to do.

“We will investigate the planets,” Kartu concluded.

“What do you think happened to those human crew on-board the Reku vessels?”

“The Reku crew would’ve killed them.”

Kartu knew too well the brutality of the Reku species. He had lost his son to them, something that he would never get over. Nonetheless, Kartu had taken this mission after convincing his superiors. They had been doubtful he could maintain his composure, but Kartu had passed the Chadi Mission Resiliency Test to demonstrate that he was ready to engage the enemy.

“I thought several Chadian teams managed to get on-board the Reku vessel before it appeared in UTC space,” Kartu remarked.

“They did get on board before the Reku vessel left Caldu space, but I don’t know what happened after that. We only got one report of them fighting the Reku crew on-board the vessel. Looking at things, I believe our kind must have failed to seize control of the vessel.”

Kartu sighed. Before he had been assigned to travel to the human territories, he had heard of the daring mission the Supreme Leader had launched in attempting to board the Reku vessel transporting the Chadian prisoners. The Supreme Leader had been frustrated that a lot of Chadians were being taken away. At first, Kartu had been skeptical of the success of the Supreme Leader’s mission. He had even doubted the Chadi teams could locate and infiltrate the Reku vessel. However, once he heard that the Chadi crew had been able to intercept and board the Reku vessel, his hopes had begun to flourish. The impossible first step had been achieved. The Reku species would’ve been stunned. Finally, there was a chance to stop the Reku transport vessels. Yet now looking back, it was again in vain.
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