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Celeste stared at the viewport in front of her. The blue planet, which had not registered on the Grekk datanet, dangled mysteriously in space. She still couldn’t believe she was inside a cloaked space station manned by humans. As far as she knew humanity never had access to cloak technology, but, obviously, they had it now. Once her father had appeared on the display of their scout fighter vessel, he had requested them to dock with the space station and informed her all would be discussed later. His tone had been formal as expected since he had been surrounded by other humans. The years had taken its toll on his appearance. He looked much older, his skin was wrinkled and most of his hair had turned white. Following her father’s instructions, Phog had decloaked their scout fighter vessel and brought it into one of the docking arms of the space station. Tara and Harper had remained quiet during the whole process and Celeste had decided to let them be with their own thoughts. She knew there would be ample time later to discuss everything with them. 

The docking process had gone smoothly and, once they had docked, all of them had left the vessel and entered the space station. Waiting for them had been Lieutenant Alder who still seemed dazed by their arrival. She had welcomed them politely and escorted them down the corridor until they had reached an atrium in the space station. Celeste had been amazed to find other humans, of different ages, walking around the atrium. Most of them wore the same white uniform that Lieutenant Alder had on. Some of the people had looked up at them in curiosity while others had remained indifferent. There were several armed guards present at the different corners of the atrium. Plants of various shapes and sizes stood in clusters across the atrium. Celeste guessed this space station had been running for many years. 

Celeste had asked Lieutenant Alder about the whereabouts of her father, but she had been brief in her reply stating that he was attending to an urgent matter and would meet them later. Lieutenant Alder had then escorted them down across the atrium into a glass lift, which had taken them up to the next level, where it seemed most of the living compartments were located. Then, they were all ushered into separate living compartments, all of which were adjacent to each other. Lieutenant Alder had demonstrated to Celeste the use of the comms panel in her room before abruptly leaving. Celeste had wanted to ask her a few more questions about the space station, but realized the Lieutenant seemed reluctant to talk. 

The comms panel buzzed in her room and Tara’s voice came over it. “Are you okay?”

“Why don’t you join me here?” Celeste asked. 

There was a buzz at the door, Celeste opened it and Tara walked in. 

She took a seat on one of the chairs in the room. “Can you believe this place? My compartment has two chairs and a bed in a pretty big room. I wonder if all of those compartments on this level are the same.”

“I think so,” Celeste said, as she returned to her chair. “Did Harper and Phog say anything?”

“Phog has been his usual silent self. Harper said she was just going to get some rest. I think she is overwhelmed by finding out about all these humans.”

Celeste understood Harper’s reaction. Discovering that humanity had continued on, while those left behind on Earth struggled to live life was something Harper would need to adjust to. She hoped Harper wouldn’t feel angry with the humans on the space station. 

“It’s good the both of you are getting along,” Celeste remarked. 

Tara pouted. “It isn’t the way it used to be, but it’s slowly improving. Did you hear from your father?”

Celeste shook her head. “Nothing.”

“He must be busy. But where did the humans get the cloaking technology from?”

“That's something I will ask my father when I see him.”

“Are you excited?”

“About?”

Tara rolled her eyes. “About meeting your father after all these years.”

The first moment Celeste had seen him on the display in the scout fighter vessel, she hadn’t felt anything. That, itself, was strange. She suspected she had been in a state of shock seeing his face. She hadn’t even expected her father to be alive after all these years. On the journey over to the mysterious planet, Celeste had made peace with herself that she would find out her father had passed away after so many years. Seeing him on the display had shattered her peace like never before opening up a plethora of questions. And, some pain. Since her father had been alive, why had he not tried to find her? How could he, as a father, go about living life knowing his only daughter was out there amongst an alien species? 

“I actually don’t know how to feel,” Celeste said. “I didn’t expect him to be alive.”

Tara must have sensed her anger with her father. “Try not to be angry until you find out the truth. There must be a reason why he never tried to contact you.”

“I hope so,” Celeste smiled weakly, struggling to control herself. 

She knew she needed to be strong when she met her father. He must have had a good reason for not contacting her. She had to be patient until he told her everything. 

There was a buzz at the door. Tara got up and opened the door. Celeste’s eyes widened when she saw her father standing there in his white uniform. 
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Tara extended her hand. “My name is Tara. You must be Celeste’s father.”

“It is a pleasure to meet you,” Celeste’s father said, as he shook hands with Tara. “You can call me Commander Tyron or just Tyron is also fine.”

Commander Tyron! Celeste swallowed hard. Her father was a Commander on the space station. She didn’t recall him having any designation while he was on Earth. All she could remember was that he had been a civilian working at a private technology firm. The years had changed many things. 

“I will leave you two alone,” Tara said and left the room. 

An uncomfortable silence descended upon the room as Celeste’s father grabbed a chair and sat down in front of her. 

“I noticed she is wearing a holoskin,” Celeste’s father remarked. “Which species does she belong to?”

Celeste hadn’t expected her father to observe that so quickly through one, simple handshake. 

“She is Grekk,” Celeste replied softly and then explained briefly how Tara and her father rescued her from the pod, adopted her into their family and took care of her. 

Celeste’s father raised his eyebrows. “A Grekk protecting a human. I didn’t think I would live to see such a possibility. I assume the rest of your group knows about her.”

The uncomfortableness of talking to her father still swirled around her. After so many years she had thought she would love seeing her father again and that it would be a wonderful reunion. But, now sitting in front of him, none of that euphoria materialized. The closeness wasn’t present. It was as if she was talking to just another person.

Celeste nodded. “Yes they do.”

“What about the other two?”

“You should know the man,” Celeste said. “His name is Phog. You sent him in the pod to the Zandrax home world.”

She didn’t know if her father picked up on her frustration with him. 

Her father touched his chin. “I don’t think Phog was his original name though. I think it was Richard.”

Celeste understood why Phog had preferred not to reveal his original name. Richard and Phog sounded so different. If Tara ever found out Phog’s original name, she would never let it go. 

“And the woman?”

“That’s Harper. She was among the human survivors on Earth.”

Her father’s eyes widened. “Survivors? What survivors?”

She was surprised he, as a Commander on the space station, didn’t know about the remaining human survivors on Earth. It was becoming more and more apparent that the humans here had kept to themselves all these years. They must have built ships that had brought them to this place. She wondered why they hadn’t ventured back to Earth to see if there were any survivors. 

“We didn’t know there were survivors either until we found the Rekvok species occupying different parts of the Western Continent,” Celeste stated and explained how they had found the underground shelter and the Rekvok species who were hunting the humans. 

“You mean to say this group of survivors are still at the underground shelter?” her father asked. “How long can they survive on their own?”

Celeste was irritated with her father’s question. “They have been able to manage on their own quite well. People adapt in different situations.”

Her father’s eyes narrowed. “What about the Rekvok? You mentioned that they were working for the Zandrax. How certain are you of that?”

Celeste shared about the Zandrax frigate that had appeared right before they had jumped into hyperspace. 

Her father stood up and began pacing up and down the room. “Did that Zandrax ship follow you?”

It was obvious he was rattled by the presence of the Zandrax ship so close to Earth.

“No, they didn’t,” Celeste replied. 

She couldn’t say with absolute certainty that it hadn’t followed them, but it was highly unlikely.

Celeste couldn’t take the silence. “What’s going on?”

“We hadn’t expected you to arrive here so soon,” her father commented. 

She looked in confusion at him. What was her father talking about? What did he mean by so soon? 

Her father must have seen her expression and sat back down. “I meant there was an embedded trigger in your holoskin that would have been activated at a certain date in the future. That would be approximately two Earth years from now.”

Celeste was taken back by his revelation. “Are you saying that a trigger would have initiated a message to ask us to return home?”

Her father nodded. “Yes, the message would have been simultaneously triggered for all four of you.”

“But how did you expect us to gather and get back here?” Celeste asked. 

She hoped her father wouldn’t see the anger in her eyes. There was no way she would have been able to leave the Grekk Empire on his timeline. It was impossible. 

She couldn’t even imagine what Phog and Sephim would have done in such a situation. If that had been her father’s intention, she was disappointed with him. 

“The message would have revealed to you the locations of the others,” her father said. “And, there would have been other information to help you all get together as a group.”

Celeste struggled to believe her father’s plan would have worked. The other matter that he had avoided to mention was that the Zandrax had been ready to execute their own plan well ahead of his timeline. 

“I am amazed you were able to find the others on your own,” her father remarked. 

He seemed to be proud of her, but Celeste didn’t seem to care too much about it. Now she understood why her father had never tried to find her. He was solely depending on his plan to work.

“I didn’t have a choice. I was also fortunate to run into Phog on the Zandrax home world. And, then we met the Chief Medical Officer on a Grekk battlecruiser. He was the one who shared a potential map of the others scattered across the galaxy. If not for that, I don’t think I would be here.”

Her father smiled. “I haven’t thought of the Chief Medical Officer in a long time. Now I understand how you were able to put all the pieces together without my message. Celeste, what you achieved in getting here was remarkable. But tell me more about the Zandrax you encountered.”

Celeste shared about their first encounter at the Zandrax home world and everything that transpired after it. 

Her father tightened his fists. “Anetho has always been a problem for me ever since the days I first met him back on Earth.”
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Celeste looked stunned. “Then it’s true what I heard about him and you!”

Her father’s own admission that he had met Commander Anetho a long time gave Celeste a headache. She had hoped it wouldn’t be true, but that hope had vanished into the vastness of space. 

“How could you work with that monster?” Celeste demanded. “He killed so many people that I know.”

She was reminded of both Grekk Commanders Teval and Shail and all of the Grekk crew who had died.

“You need to first calm down,” her father said. 

“I am calm.”

“Anetho wasn’t a Commander when he came to Earth. He was then just a Captain I think on a secret mission sent by his species.”

“What kind of mission?”

Her father paused and glanced at a device wrapped around his hand. “I will need to give you the brief version. Before we talk about Anetho I need to explain what I was doing on Earth before the war started.”

Celeste braced herself for whatever was about to be shared. It seemed her father hadn’t been the person she had thought he was back on Earth. 

“I worked for a private company, but that organization focused on building space stations and ships. My work with them was not specifically on that part of their business, but what you see today around you was the fruit of that company. But, another department in that company found something. I would call it a rare mineral like nothing humanity had ever seen before.”

“What was it?” 

“The scientists in that department named the mineral Cyphexan. It was discovered by some people in the southernmost region of the Western Continent. Those people had contacts with the company I worked for and they brought it in for us to study and analyze.”

Celeste stared at him. Everything he had shared so far wasn’t galaxy shattering. Maybe, to him it was, but after spending so many years in the galaxy, she didn’t find it worthy of anything. 

“I can see you are not impressed,” her father chided. “Let me continue my story. Our scientists realized that Cyphexan was an energy mineral. During this time, I was brought in to help the scientists. The company felt my background in minerals would be of help. While I was working with the scientists, one night, I encountered Captain Anetho. I was shocked to meet an alien. This was before I met the Grekk Chief Medical Officer. I still don’t know how Anetho found me, but he met me outside of my workplace that fateful night and told me about his secret mission.”

Her father paused, stood up and went to grab a liquid from the automated dispenser at one corner of the room. He then returned and sat back down. 

“What did Anetho want with you?” Celeste asked. 

“He found out that my company had acquired the rare mineral and I was working on it. He said his secret mission was to help me develop a device that could funnel the energy produced from Cyphexan. Initially, I was suspicious of him. I thought he wanted to steal the rare mineral. He said his species was facing a power shortage in their home world. His species had decided to send out people to different parts of the galaxy to source for alternative energy sources.”

Celeste didn’t like where this story was heading. Commander Anetho was someone not to be trusted under any circumstance. Both of them knew now that the story Anetho had given his father had been a lie. She also felt there was more to how the Zandrax Commander had found her father. It wasn’t by chance this had happened. The Zandrax must have detected the rare mineral and watched it be transported to the company her father worked for.

“In the end, I am sorry to say I believed Anetho and his noble reasons for saving his species,” her father confessed. “And, I brought him along to help me in building the device.”

Although Celeste had expected it, hearing the actual words from her father made her angry. She clenched her fists knowing so much of Anetho’s motivations. The Zandrax Commander was as evil as you could get. He had preyed upon her father’s compassionate nature to get himself into the work with the Cyphexan mineral. 

“When did you realize his motivation was not sincere?” Celeste asked. 

Her father sighed. “I only suspected Anetho was here for other reasons when he kept pestering me with questions about the device and how it could be used as part of a weapons system. I should have figured it out faster. Anetho was very subtle in his questioning.”

Listening to her father, Celeste was reminded of how Axane had asked her probing questions during their first encounter on the Zandrax home world. She really detested both Axane and her father.

“What happened once you found out?” Celeste asked.

“It is a long story that I don’t have all the time to get into now,” her father replied. “All I can say is that I managed to get the device away from him and stopped him from entering our company. I am sure you will understand that Anetho didn’t take too well to my sudden changes. He was furious. It was a complicated mess. I had to replace the device with a fake one that I built at our home secretly in our underground cellar. I knew Anetho would eventually come for the device and steal it from the company. And, he did. Fortunately, he stole the fake one and disappeared from Earth.”

Celeste was still puzzled on one aspect of the story. “Why did Anetho really want the device?”

“On the day I told him he no longer had access to the device, Anetho threatened me. He babbled on and on about many galactic things, which were beyond me. But there was one thing that he said which remained with me all these years. He said this device would neutralize the Depiom threat and bring peace to the galaxy. I still don’t understand what he was talking about.”
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Celeste half-opened her mouth in shock. “Oh no!”

Her father looked at her. “Looks like you know what he meant.”

“Depiom is a rare resource in the galaxy,” Celeste began, before sharing with her father about Depiom, the mines within the Grekk Empire, the use of Depiom-grade weapons on ships and the recent discovery of the Zandrax species having similar Depiom mines. 

Her father again stood up with a pensive look. “It means ...”

Celeste raised her voice. “Don’t you see? That’s why the Zandrax have been looking for you. Anetho must have realized the device you gave him was a fake one.”

“But he stole that device years ago? He should’ve figured it out a long time ago that the device wouldn’t work.”

Celeste realized she needed to be patient with her father. Although he was a Commander here, it was just a single space station amongst many thousands scattered throughout the galaxy. He didn’t have the galactic view. And, truth to be told, many individuals in the galaxy wouldn’t unless they had been constantly traveling and engaging with other species.

“Anetho may have not been able to test the fake device until he had some Depiom weapons of his own,” Celeste said.

Everything was becoming clearer. Commander Anetho must have only tested the fake device he stole from her father during the last couple of years. Once he found out that it didn’t work, he would have asked his Zandrax scientists to take apart the device and they would have discovered there was no Cyphexan mineral inside of it. With that knowledge, Commander Anetho would have put his new plan into action to find the hidden humans in the galaxy. He must have believed the hidden humans would lead him back to her father and the real device. 

“That is a distinct possibility,” her father mused.

“Did you tell Anetho about sending us out into the galaxy in pods?” Celeste inquired.

Her father looked embarrassed. “I may have given him a hint of my thoughts. Meeting an alien species for the first time was so exciting for me. I did have quite a lot of times alone with him where I asked him questions about his species. During those times I may have told him of my idea. But, at that time, it was only an idea. The war hadn’t started yet, but I think Anetho would have guessed my intentions.”

Celeste was exasperated. She knew she shouldn’t be. What was done was in the past. It was over. There was no chance of going back in time to change the decisions made. Despite that, she tried her best to control her frustration with her father’s actions. She remembered how Axane had revealed that bit of information during their meeting on the uninhabited planet. Now she knew the source of that information: her own father. Her father should have not so easily trusted an alien species. His eagerness in talking to an alien species had come at a cost he would never be able to comprehend. 

“You shouldn’t have asked us to return to Earth,” Celeste declared.

“Why not?”

“Since Anetho knew about your intentions, he targeted us,” Celeste highlighted. “He first came after me. He had been watching me for some time. I think he knew I would one day go back to Earth.”

Her father’s expression changed to one of alarm. “How do you know he was watching you?”

Celeste explained the incident on the Zandrax home world and her conversation with Axane.

The stark realization swept her father’s face. “I should have been more careful with my words.”

“Now that I know there is this device Anetho was looking for it makes sense why he came after me,” Celeste said.

The invitation by Axane to join them also seemed somehow connected to this mysterious device that her father had developed using the rare mineral. If she had agreed to join them, they would have lied to her so as to find the device. Everything that had happened to her was because of this device that somehow had the capability to neutralize Depiom-grade weapons. In the hands of the Zandrax it would be a mighty weapon. Celeste could imagine the Zandrax using it to completely neutralize an entire Grekk fleet. The Grekk’s dependency on Depiom as its primary weapon had now become its weakest link. Entire Grekk fleets would become sitting targets for the Zandrax and Zoktum ships. The devastation would be unthinkable. The Zandrax would be able to penetrate the Grekk Outpost Bands without much casualties. The Grekk Empire would then collapse and the Zandrax would easily be able to destroy the Grekk species. 

“So, possession of Depiom-grade weapons are the source of dominance in the galaxy?” her father asked.

Celeste was disappointed with her father. Back on Earth, he had been the one putting the pressure on the world leaders that they needed to be aware of the presence of others in the galaxy. However, it seemed that by hiding out here on this space station her father had lost his interest in knowing what was going on with the rest of the galaxy. That complacency may have put everyone on this station in jeopardy.

“Do you remember how you told me that humanity needed to be aware of the galaxy?” Celeste commented. 

Her father nodded solemnly. The galactic implications were finally beginning to sink into him. 

“But you don’t understand?” her father argued. 

“Understand what? My arrival here may put, not only humanity at risk, but the entire galaxy.”

Celeste felt her emotions taking control, but she couldn’t help herself. Her father should never have asked them to come to the space station. She couldn’t imagine the untold consequences ahead for the galaxy. 

“That you are the key,” her father murmured. 

Celeste looked at him in confusion. “What key?”

As he was about to say something, an alarm rang out in the room.
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Her father stood up and went over to the comms panel. Lieutenant Alder’s pale face appeared on the display. 

“What is going on?” Commander Tyron asked. 

“Our sensors detected a vortex opening closer to the planet,” Lieutenant Alder reported. 

“What kind of ship?” Commander Tyron demanded. 

Lieutenant Alder hesitated. “We are not sure yet.”

“Find out immediately and update me,” Commander Tyron stated. “I am on my way to the operations center now.”

He switched off the comms panel and glanced back at Celeste. “You can join me if you like.”

“Can I bring Tara with me?” Celeste asked. 

“I think it’s best you come alone with me,” her father said. “At least, this time.”

Celeste nodded and followed her father out of the room. She quickly sent a message stating what was going on to Tara and asking her to stay there and let Phog and Harper know too. Then, she tried her best to keep up with her father’s pace as he entered the lift and entered an access code. The lift ascended one more level and the doors opened to reveal a large operations center. Celeste stepped out of the lift still breathless as her father rushed to his Commander’s seat at the center. Lieutenant Alder looked surprised to see her, but then put her attention back on Commander Tyron.

“Give me a status update,” Commander Tyron demanded. 

Celeste stood aside and glanced around the operations center. There were another ten people working at different consoles across the center. Each of them was fixated with the consoles in front of them. Other than Lieutenant Alder, none of them had yet noted her presence. Celeste preferred it that way. She didn’t want to be a distraction in the midst of this situation. There was a small door to her right and Celeste suspected it was the Commander’s office. The front of the operations center had a large and long window that gave a view of space outside the station.

Lieutenant Alder hesitated for a bit. 

Commander Tyron looked irritated. “Have you identified the ship?” 

“It is an alien ship, sir,” Lieutenant Alder remarked. “We are still unable to identify it.”

Celeste held her breath. What kind of reply was that? Of course, it was an alien ship. She was sure this operations center could do much better than that. Or did they not have the means to identify such ships? It was possible their database would be much smaller than that of the Grekk datanet.

“Bring it up on the view screen and magnify the image,” Commander Tyron stated. 

The view screen was filled with an up-close image of the ship. Celeste recognized the ship. It was a Rekvok fighter ship. One of their ships must have followed them from Earth. It was the only thing that made sense. 

Lieutenant Alder approached the view screen. “I have never seen this kind of ship, but based on its configuration it looks like a fighter vessel.”

Commander Tyron turned around the operations center. “Can anyone identify this ship?”

Most of the humans around didn’t dare look up from their consoles. They were fearful of her father. It appeared her father was quite different from the one she knew growing up. People were literally scared of him in this space station. 

“It’s a Rekvok fighter vessel,” Celeste said. 

The moment she said it, all eyes in the operations center turned in her direction. Celeste felt extremely uncomfortable as they kept looking at her. Her father looked intensely at her, but it wasn’t with anger in his eyes. She could sense that he felt sympathy for her. He would have figured out by now that the ship had followed her vessel to this region of the galaxy. 

“Now that we have ascertained that information, can somebody tell me what it is doing here?” Commander Tyron asked, turning his attention back to the view screen. 

All the pairs of eyes broke their trance with Celeste and returned to their consoles. 

“Commander, I have some readings,” a pale skinned man announced.

“Go ahead, Lieutenant Chin,” Commander Tyron remarked. 

“The ship is engaged in a scan,” Lieutenant Chin commented. “They are searching for something, but their weapons aren’t powered up.”

Celeste knew the Rekvok ship was searching for them. The Rekvok must have found a way to detect and follow their emissions. The only question that remained was whether they would be successful in identifying the space station.

“Are they moving closer to us?” Commander Tyron inquired.

“Negative, sir,” Lieutenant Alder replied. “The alien ship is holding its position.”

The Rekvok wouldn’t hold its position for too long. They would either approach the planet or jump back into hyperspace. 

“Update me if that ship makes any sort of move,” Commander Tyron stated. 

He got up, motioned for Celeste and sauntered to the room and stepped into his office. Celeste glanced around. Lieutenant Alder waved for her to go and Celeste quickly went into her father’s office. She found her father seated behind a desk staring at a viewport. 

“Celeste, take a seat,” her father said. 

He sounded so different from the Commander Tyron she had just witnessed out in the operations center. He looked up at her with tired eyes as she took a seat. 

“We both know that the Rekvok ship followed you here,” her father admitted. 

Celeste nodded reluctantly. “I don’t know how they were able to track us through hyperspace, but they did.”

She suspected the Zandrax must have had a hand in the Rekvok locating them. 

“It doesn’t matter now,” her father said. “I need to deal with them.”

“Even if they don’t find the space station, they will eventually search the planet,” Celeste highlighted. 

“That is my greatest fear,” her father sighed. “The human colony on this planet and in this space station are still not ready.”
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Celeste remained perplexed by her father’s words. What did being ready have to do with anything? And, what did he expect them to be ready for?

“I don’t understand,” Celeste said. 

“Building this human colony on the planet, which we have designated as Titan 43, has been a long drawn out process. It took us years to get to what you see around here on the space station. There were many issues that we needed to resolve. People didn’t want to even have a space station. They felt a human colony was sufficient. Most people felt that after the destruction of humanity on Earth, they just wanted to stay away from everything and live their lives. I think it was the hopelessness of knowing that all their friends back on Earth had died. Because of such thinking, I had to present and justify why a space station was necessary. A lot of people were against it. They said there was no need for us to spend so much resources on building a station. All of this debating wasted a lot of time. But what I am talking about is only the infrastructure part. Didn’t you just see the uncertainty amongst the crew in the operations center? They couldn’t even give me a possible identification on the ship. They seemed so lost at what to do. To tell you the truth, I wasn’t surprised by their actions.”

Celeste nodded.

“When I say we aren’t ready I am talking about the people,” her father continued. “Sure they got the titles and skills, but they don’t have the experience of dealing with alien species or anything in space for that matter. I am pretty sure you and your group have more experience than my whole space station crew.”

She finally understood her father’s dilemma. However, with the vastness and uncertainty of the galaxy, Celeste felt that experience could only be gathered over time. There was not going to be any training available to prepare people for an encounter with alien species. People needed to go through the fire and learn from the experience. It was the natural process. Her father was trying to stop that part of the process and protect the people under him. She knew it was his compassionate side again taking charge. However, it was an approach that was doomed to fail, but she dared not say it directly to him. Although she was his daughter, their relationship had taken a break over so many years. They were mere strangers again. The father-daughter relationship needed to mend itself naturally. There was no click of a button solution to restore their relationship. As in any other thing, it would need time and patience from both her and her father.

Despite all her misgivings, Celeste wanted to help her father navigate this difficult situation. “I think we can slowly help your crew.”

“I don’t think that is a good idea,” her father scoffed. 

“Why not?”

“My people are already intimidated by you. Didn’t you notice?”
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