
    
      
        
          
        
      

    



  	
	    
	      Also by Matt Edsand

	    

      
	    
          
	      Alien Invasion War

          
        
          
	          First Strike

          
        
          
	          Risen Enemy

          
        
          
	          Broken Lines

          
        
          
	          Fractured Paths

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Deception War

          
        
          
	          Fringe Ambush

          
        
          
	          Rogue Advance

          
        
          
	          Risen Emissary

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Forgotten Race: Emergence

          
        
          
	          Enigma Arise

          
        
          
	          Deceptive Stars

          
        
          
	          Titan Descent

          
        
          
	          Shifting Peace

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Forgotten Race: Remnant

          
        
          
	          Broken Legacy

          
        
          
	          Relentless Hunt

          
        
          
	          Shadow Shifts

          
        
          
	          Reborn Enemies

          
        
          
	          Clone Alliances

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
          
	          In the Pursuit: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
          
	          In the Activation: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
          
	          In the Battle: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
          
	          In the Empire: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
          
	          In the Ring: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
          
	          In the Code: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Prionen Directive

          
        
          
	          Unseen Enemy

          
        
          
	          Proxy Forces

          
        
          
	          Portal Raids

          
        
          
	          Prionen Inbound

          
        
          
	          Shadow Keys

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Recast

          
        
          
	          Recast Identity: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
          
	          Artifact Hunt: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
          
	          Mission Remod: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
          
	          Primod Endgame: Kyda Tren Space Opera

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Rising Renegades Space Opera

          
        
          
	          Signal Hunters

          
        
          
	          Rift Runners

          
        
          
	          Scarred Legacy

          
        
          
	          Risen Chaos

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      The Forgotten Race

          
        
          
	          Emerging Storm

          
        
          
	          Scattered Legacy

          
        
          
	          Occupied Origins

          
        
          
	          Enigma One

          
        
          
	          Fleeting Alliances

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Trebium Wars

          
        
          
	          Invisible Strike

          
        
          
	          Remnant Ambush

          
        
          
	          Fringe Recon

          
        
          
	          Outpost Siege

          
        
          
	          Exodus Nemesis

          
        
          
	          Rukpli Onslaught

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Unspoken Empire

          
        
          
	          Forsaken Freighters

          
        
          
	          Cloaked Enemies

          
        
          
	          Kotdor Inbound

          
        
      

      
	    
          
	      Standalone

          
        
          
	          Prionen Directive Books 1-3 (Space Opera Adventure)

          
        
          
	          Forgotten Race Books 1-3 (Space Opera Adventure)

          
        
      

      
    
    


[image: A group of books on a planet

AI-generated content may be incorrect.]

FORGOTTEN RACE

BOOKS 1-3

by

Matt Edsand

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, organizations, places, events and incidents are either products of the author's imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, or actual events is purely coincidental.

Text copyright (c) 2021 by Matt Edsand

All rights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced, or stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording, or otherwise, without express written permission of the author.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


BOOK 1: EMERGING STORM



[image: ]




​



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


ONE


[image: ]




“You are the first Grekk I have ever met,” the tall female Zandrax said, as she gestured to Celeste to take a seat. That was far from the truth. Celeste was actually the last living human in the galaxy pretending to be a Grekk. 

Celeste smiled and took her seat around the large round table, which spanned the entire room. The room, itself, was much larger than she had expected. Negotiations typically between the Grekk and other species took place in smaller rooms away from the all the crowds. It was a necessary precaution to ensure there were no leaks of classified information. However, this room had Zandrax guards stationed all around it. The guards were all male, decked out in bright red outfits, and armed with phasers in their holsters. It was disturbing as to why all these people needed to be present during the first round of negotiations.

“My name is Axane,” the female Zandrax introduced herself. “I will be your counterpart for today’s negotiations.”

Axane took her seat and waved at one of the guards beside her. Her right arm sported a black symbol that consisted of three small triangular shapes. It stood out against her green humanoid skin. There was a flurry of activity as a guard behind Celeste approached her with some food and drink while another passed her a device with some documents loaded into it.

“Thank you for your hospitality,” Celeste remarked, as she glanced at the device.

Something was wrong. She felt it strongly. It wasn’t only about the room and the presence of so many guards. Axane seemed a tad young to be doing the negotiating all by herself. Celeste usually had to face three to four people when she started the negotiations. This was the first time she was facing a single person. Was this a sign the Zandrax weren’t taking the negotiations seriously? The Grekk had not initiated these negotiations. A special space communications had been sent directly to the Grekk requesting for a treaty. It was rare for other species to directly send such communications to the Grekk. But, Commander Sou, in charge of treaties, had felt it was an opportunity that they couldn’t resist. The primary reason being that the Zandrax was the furthest planet from the Grekk home world that wanted to have a treaty. The Grekk never shied away from increasing their influence across the galaxy. 

“I have heard many things about the mighty Grekk Empire,” Axane declared. “They all sounded magnificent and I hope one day I can visit your home world.”

Was that a tinge of sarcasm in her voice? Celeste wasn’t sure. The reality was this female would never get the chance to set foot on the Grekk home world. The Grekk were fiercely protective of their planet. They had a few layers of heavily armed outposts that surrounded the home world to keep prying eyes and ships away. 

She activated the chip on her ear, which brought up the background profile of Zandrax. As with any other species, Celeste had completed all her studies of this particular species. There was nothing special about the Zandrax. They were just another ordinary species that occupied a small planet at this end of the galaxy. As a species, they had begun space travel some time back, but hadn’t achieved any noteworthy breakthroughs. 

Axane ate something from her plate. “How many Grekk envoys are there?”

The dance of negotiating always began with this kind of talk. It was a way to try and forge a relationship, which would help during the intense period of the actual negotiations. All the envoys who graduated from the Grekk Academy of Warfare had been trained well, especially in this area of interspecies relationship building. It required a certain calibre of patience and self-control to navigate through negotiations. Different species had different peculiarities that always brought a deadlock to the process of negotiating.

“Too many to count.”

Axane smiled and glanced at her food. She seemed to be enjoying her food more than anything else.

“May I ask something?” Celeste inquired.

Axane motioned, as she swallowed some food.

“Why did Zandrax initiate a communication with us regarding negotiating a treaty?”

Axane shrugged. “I am not aware of the details. I was just assigned to be the negotiator for this round.”

Celeste was struggling not to show her discomfort with Axane. It was clearly obvious the female Zandrax negotiator wasn’t serious about her role. There was something else too. It was a lack of fear. The Grekk was the largest empire in this galaxy. Many species feared the Grekk because they had initiated the Enigma War. However, this young female Zandrax in front of Celeste, didn’t seem to care one bit about who she was dealing with. Axane was as carefree as they came. Either that or she was a novice pretending to be a negotiator. The latter thought was a dangerous one. 

A little while later, Celeste left the room escorted by two Zandrax guards. The first round of negotiations had been much shorter than expected. Axane had spent the rest of the time asking more questions about the Grekk home world than anything else. Some of the questions were mundane, but a few had caught Celeste by surprise. Axane was highly intelligent despite her carefree attitude. She had snuck in several probing questions about the Grekk fleet amidst the conversation. Celeste had done enough negotiations with many species to know when to deflect those questions. Axane had not displayed any reactions to Celeste’s deflections, which again, was a bit disconcerting. Celeste knew her self-control was going to be tested to its maximum as her negotiations with Axane progressed to the next stage.

Celeste stepped into the hangar bay where her landing shuttle was waiting and thanked the Zandrax guards. They stopped walking and watched her enter the shuttle. 

“Is everything okay, Envoy?” the shuttle pilot, a young Grekk, asked.

“No, everything isn’t.”
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As the shuttle left the planet’s stratosphere on route to the Grekk starship, Celeste touched her hand. The holoskin was still intact after all these years. It really was a technological marvel. She recalled the first time she encountered the holoskin back on Earth. Her father had been standing in the living room. He had informed her of the need for her to wear a holoskin. It was to be an essential ingredient in her training. Celeste still remembered his words.

The holoskin is your oxygen. Without it, your life will be in danger.

Celeste always wondered how her father on Earth had been able to acquire such a revolutionary technology. Holoskins hadn’t existed in that time on Earth. However, she had never gotten the chance to find her answer as the Enigma War had erupted in space a few days later. 

“We are approaching the starship, Envoy,” the young pilot announced.

Celeste came to the front of the shuttle. The emptiness of space greeted the shuttle viewport. Then, just like that, a large Grekk starship decloaked and interrupted the neatness of space. Celeste felt a tinge of excitement as they approached the starship. It reminded her of how far she had come from her young days on Earth before the start of the Enigma War. The pilot controlled the thrusters and landed the shuttle in one of several hangar bays on the starship.

The moment Celeste emerged from the shuttle she ran into Tara, standing feet apart with her hands on her hips. “I think you beat your own record in completing the first round of negotiations.”

Celeste wasn’t in the mood for Tara’s banter. “Don’t you have to be at Engineering?” 

Tara checked her duty roster while flipping her long black hair. “Not for a while.”

Celeste walked hastily out of the hangar bay and into the nearest lift.

“Hold on there,” Tara said, as she managed to squeeze in before the lift doors closed. “What happened down there?”

“I don’t want to talk about it,” Celeste replied.

“Is the Grekk Empire’s highest ranked Envoy about to fail her first negotiation?”

Tara loved to tease her. Celeste had always given in to her, but, right now, she was distracted. She still couldn’t figure out what was bothering her with the entire meeting. For one thing, the meeting hadn’t followed the usual protocols. But, then again, it was possible the Zandrax didn’t know much about negotiations. Celeste had expected Axane to make an offer with the documents. However, the documents given to her had only been a profile of Zandrax, most of which she already knew. The first round had appeared to have been an utter waste of time. It didn’t make any sense. Why would the Zandrax initiate a meeting and then be so carefree about it? Tara must have sensed the anxiety on Celeste’s face as she kept quiet until they had reached her quarters.

Inside, Celeste changed her clothes, grabbed a drink and took a seat. “Something was wrong at the meeting.”

Tara remained silent. It was the first intelligent thing she had done ever since Celeste had stepped off the shuttle.

“Look Celeste. You are my adopted sister. You can tell me anything.”

“In all my five years of conducting negotiations I have never encountered a negotiator so oblivious to the seriousness of making a treaty. It was as if the Zandrax didn’t care for my presence.”

“I have never seen you like this Celeste,” Tara stated. “The Zandrax really seemed to have scared you.”

“They didn’t scare me,” Celeste shot back.

Based on the species profile Celeste had read, Zandrax was a minor player in the galaxy. The Grekk could wipe them out with one flick of a button.

Before Celeste could respond, an alarm invaded their quarters. Tara walked over to the display. “There has been an explosion.”

“Where?”

“One of the hangar bays.”

“Bring up a visual,” Celeste instructed.

She had a bad feeling. The display showed a live video of the hangar bay. The fire was evident. It was coming from one of the shuttles. Grekk soldiers were running around to put out the fire of the wreckage. The hangar bay force field appeared to have not been breached by the explosion. 

Tara frowned. “Isn’t that where we just came from?” 

Celeste hadn’t noticed it, but Tara was right. It was Hangar Bay 3.

Tara turned to Celeste. Her face was pale. “The explosion occurred in the shuttle you just came back in. The shuttle looks like it has been completely destroyed.”
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Celeste stared at the display. She scrutinised the wreckage. There was nothing left of the shuttle. How was that possible? Had someone sabotaged the shuttle? But the young pilot had been on the shuttle all the time during her brief negotiations at Zandrax. It was part of the standard protocol whenever the Grekk went down to a planet for negotiations. The shuttle was never to be left unattended. 

Then, Celeste’s comms came on. “Yes, Commander Teval.”

“Celeste I am sure you have seen the explosion at the hangar bay. I don’t know what is going on, but I need you up at Bridge 1 immediately,” Commander Teval instructed.

“On the way.”

“What does he want?” Tara asked.

“I don’t know, but I want you to wait here until I contact you again. Okay?”

Tara nodded reluctantly as Celeste got up and left the quarters. Celeste took the lift to the topmost deck in the starship and walked onto Bridge 1.

“Ah Envoy you are just in time,” Commander Teval remarked. 

Celeste had travelled with Commander Teval to many planets over the last couple of years. She and the Commander had a good working relationship. Celeste respected his judgement in managing a starship and he trusted her negotiations skills. Together, they both had succeeded in closing many negotiation treaties. 

“What is this about?” Celeste asked, as she surveyed the bridge.

Everyone was at their stations, but Celeste sensed a tension in the air. Commander Teval motioned for her to walk closer to the bridge viewport. “Lieutenant Rial, please bring it up on the screen.”

The viewport was filled with a part of the Zandrax home world. Celeste didn’t understand what Commander Teval expected her to observe. There was nothing there except a partial view of the planet. 

“It may seem like nothing is there, but our sensors picked up two ship signatures.” 

Celeste was stunned. “Cloaked ships?”

Commander Teval pulled the right sleeve of his blue and yellow uniform. “And they belong to Zandrax.”

Celeste turned to Commander Teval in disbelief. “I didn’t know Zandrax had the ability to cloak their ships.”

“Neither did I until our sensors picked up their signatures. It seems our Zandrax friends have been keeping some secrets from us.”

Celeste didn’t feel compelled to call the Zandrax their friends. Not after the awkward first round of negotiations she had just completed.

Commander Teval came closer to her and lowered his voice. “What happened down there during the first round of the negotiations?”

“Nothing actually,” Celeste whispered.

“Did you notice any hostile intentions?”

“None. But ...”

“But what?” 

“It was like the Zandrax didn’t want me to be there in the first place. The negotiator didn’t seem to take it seriously. I found it a waste of time. It was the first time such a thing has happened during the first round of negotiations.”

Commander Teval’s eyes widened. “Navigation, reverse speed now and break orbit. Do it slowly. I don’t want to warn our observers.”
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“Affirmative, Commander,” the navigation officer replied.

Commander Teval then sat down on the command chair and placed the mind meld device on his head. He closed his eyes as he transmitted his thoughts to Bridge 2 at the back of the starship. One of the primary reasons the Grekk had been a dominant force during the Enigma War was because of its starship design. Every Grekk starship had dual bridges with two commanders. A mind meld headset specially developed by Grekk scientists allowed both commanders to communicate quickly their thoughts. It provided the starship with the ability to react in real-time without having to waste time moving around during battles.

Commander Teval was one of the elite commanders who had graduated from the Grekk Academy of Warfare, when its sole focus had been on producing war-ready starship commanders. With the end of the Enigma War, the academy had begun training envoys as the Grekk pursued new strategies of domination. As part of the training, he and his counterparts had to undergo many rounds of rigorous tests. They were intense and it was commonly known that many people broke down and left the academy in ruins. The culprit behind these intense tests was the requirement that every Commander had to master their thoughts. It was a precursor to using the mind meld headset. Emotions and irrational thoughts could exist, but had to be subject to the person.

Commander Teval opened his eyes. “I was right. Bridge 2 detected similar Zandrax signatures on their side. Lieutenant Rial, scan the port and starboard side for any signatures.”

As Lieutenant Rial conducted the scans, Celeste sensed the starship slowly reversing. 

“I picked up signatures on both the port and starboard sides, Commander,” Lieutenant Rial reported.

“They have surrounded us,” Commander Teval remarked, as he transmitted his thoughts to Bridge 2. “I don’t know what their intention is in playing this game with us. I don’t like it one bit.”

“It is a trap Commander,” Celeste said. 

She now understood why the first round of negotiations had gone the way it had gone. The Zandrax hadn’t initiated the negotiation meeting to actually go through the process of a negotiation. They had another agenda. Now, it was clear. Axane and the first round of negotiations had been a diversion until all the cloaked ships had got into position.

“Can we activate our FTL drive?” Commander Teval asked his navigations officer.

“It is too dangerous,” the navigations officer replied. “We might end up taking those ships and whatever else is out there with us. We need to first be clear of those ships.”

“Envoy, I think you can return to your quarters,” Commander Teval said. “Let me take care of this foolish species. What gave them the right to surround a Grekk starship? They will pay for their arrogance. They have no idea who they are dealing it.”

As Celeste turned to leave, the navigation officer announced. “They are decloaking, Commander.”

“Shields up. Prepare to engage them. I want to get it over with fast and be out of here as quickly as possible.”

Why would the Zandrax want to attack a Grekk starship? It made no sense at all. They were essentially declaring war on the Grekk. Ever since the end of the Enigma War, many species had decided collectively to end the sufferings associated with war. After the loss of billions of souls and ships, including those on Earth, the solution had been the establishment of the Imperium Alliance. As an interplanetary government it was supposed to include representatives from all the major species in the galaxy. However, the politicians in Grekk had aggressively pursued an agenda of only including those bigger species in the galaxy within the Imperium Alliance. And, they had been successful to a certain extent. In the end, the Grekk emperor had overridden their agenda and requested that several minor species also be permitted at the table. It had gone a long way to soothing the squabbling between species and prevented another war. Zandrax had been one of those species that hadn’t made the selection to be included in the Imperium Alliance. There were simply too many smaller species spread across the galaxy and the number of places around the table were limited.

The lights in the lift flickered. Then, the lift stopped. Celeste grabbed the side. She took a deep breath and waited. The lift began moving again. She breathed a sigh of relief. Commander Teval had been a bit too overconfident in his zeal to handle the Zandrax ships. Celeste knew she was missing several parts of the picture. The Zandrax wouldn’t show such hostile intentions to a Grekk starship without a greater plan. Something was still very wrong. Why would the Zandrax surround the Grekk starship? The background profile information on Zandrax had indicated the species had no ships as large as the Grekk starships. Their ships were of a lower class and size. That didn’t mean they weren’t deadly. 

As she stepped out of the lift, she was thrown against the side. The battle had begun. Celeste didn’t like it. The odds were in the favour of the Grekk starship. And, yet, the Zandrax chose to attack. She got herself up and moved to the closest display. Celeste entered her access code. Commander Teval had enough trust in Celeste to give her access to classified areas of the ship. However, Celeste had never felt like overstepping her boundaries. Not until right now. She pulled up the display on the bridge sensors. Two of the Zandrax ships at the rear had been destroyed. She wanted to get a closer look at the ships in the front. A few moments later a close-up image of one of the remaining Zandrax ships filled the display. The Zandrax ship looked small and uninteresting. She flipped to the next Zandrax ship. This was different. She clicked on the image to expand it further. She examined the image further.

Celeste took a step back in shock. It wasn’t possible. 
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It was unmistakable. Celeste blinked her eyes. Maybe, she had seen it wrongly. But, there it was on the display. She remembered how Commander Teval had taken her on a grand tour of a military base back on the Grekk home world. He had been exceptionally proud of the arsenal of weapons deployed on the Grekk ships. Celeste had taken special notice of the Depiom cannons. It had been the favourite part of her tour. She hadn’t been able to stop talking about it in the days that followed. Commander Teval had eventually regretted taking her on the tour.

Celeste opened the comms with the bridge. “Commander Teval.”

“I am a bit busy here Envoy,” Commander Teval spoke up. “Can this wait a while?”

“Commander, one of the ships in front of you is armed with a Depiom-grade cannon.”

Commander Teval sounded annoyed. “What are you talking about? No species has access to Depiom outside of the Grekk home world.”

“Look,” Celeste insisted, as she sent over the image of the second Zandrax ship.

The silence was deafening. Had the Commander not noticed what she had seen? Had she been wrong in her assessment? Weapons weren't her speciality, but she was rarely wrong.

“Affirmative,” Commander Teval said. “We will handle it.”

As with any Grekk commander, Teval was trained to be a master of his emotions. She hadn’t expected a sudden reaction from him. Celeste couldn’t recall if he ever had an outburst during her journeys on this starship. Celeste doubted Teval’s confidence in handling the Zandrax ships. She had always wondered if his pride would be his undoing. He was one of the Grekk’s best commanders. It was only a matter of time until the emperor would promote him to lead the Grekk fleet. There was no way to know how many of those Zandrax ships had Depiom-grade cannons. The bigger question of where the Zandrax had acquired the rare resource had to wait until later.

“But ...”

“Our shields will hold.”

And, with that the comms went silent. The shields of every Grekk starship were made out of Depiom. It wasn’t a secret in the galaxy. Many species knew of it because those shields had played a large role in the Grekk dominating during the Enigma War.

Celeste continued to have this nagging uncertainty about the situation. She couldn’t wait for Commander Teval to be the hero again. She opened the comms with Tara. “Tara, get our essential items and meet me at Hangar Bay 2 in ten minutes.”

There was no reply.

“Tara, where are you?”

Then a soft reply emerged. “I am sorry. I was taking a rest.”

It sounded more like she had taken a nap. At times, Celeste couldn’t understand Tara. One moment she was a bundle of energy. The next, she was lost in a space nap.

“Did you hear what I said?” Celeste asked, struggling not to show her irritation.

“Yes Commander,” Tara chuckled. “See you in Hangar Bay 2.”

For a Grekk, Tara had more than a sense of humour. She was mischievous and had a tongue to match it. As Celeste made her way down to the lower deck, she was again thrown to the side of the corridor. Then, the alarm broke out. Yellow lights began to flash on the ceiling of the corridor. 

What was Commander Teval doing? She had already warned him about the cannons. There were times she couldn’t stand his arrogance. The Commander needed to get the starship away from this planet as quickly as possible. 

Celeste stepped into Hangar Bay 2. Chaotic was too nice a word to describe the scene. There were Grekk pilots running to and fro getting into their fighter ships. A multitude of engineers were going about from ship to ship doing the last check-ups. It looked messy. Why was Commander Teval activating his fighters? A Grekk starship this size would be no match for a few Zandrax ships. 

Celeste grabbed one of the pilots by the shoulder. “What are you doing?”

The pilot turned and bowed. “Envoy, Commander Teval has asked us to launch immediately.”

“I can see that, but why? There are only a few ships outside.”

“No Envoy, there are many more ships. Long-range sensors just detected new launches from the planet’s surface. They are all approaching our position at great speed.”

Celeste let the pilot go. She couldn’t believe it. The Zandrax were launching a full-scale attack on a single Grekk starship. Were they crazy? Didn’t they know of the consequences? By now Commander Teval would have sent a distress call to the Grekk home world. The problem was that the distress call would take its time to reach and the Grekk response would be much later. Zandrax’s planet was quite far from the Grekk home world. That played well into their plans. It meant only one thing. The Zandrax had been planning this for a while. And the Grekk had travelled straight into a trap. Celeste curled her hands. She should have recognised the deception the moment she stepped into the negotiations room. Axane had been too true to be real. She probably was just a decoy put in place to keep Celeste distracted. Celeste should have walked out of that meeting and alerted Commander Teval about her suspicions. It could have avoided the confrontation they were facing right now. 

Tara interrupted her thoughts. “I am here. Why did I need to carry all this baggage?”

Tara sounded weary. Celeste ignored her drama. “We need to find an empty shuttle.”

Tara dropped the bags and pointed to the far-right of the hangar bay. “That looks promising.”

Celeste started walking to it. “That will have to do.”

As they walked, several fighter ships began launching out of the hangar. Celeste wished them well. She probably even knew some of these pilots from her many negotiation trips. 

Then, a blast rocked Hangar Bay 2. Celeste and Tara were thrown to the ground near the shuttle. 
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Celeste slowly opened her eyes. Everything was a daze. She blinked her eyes a few times. Things began to clear up. The alarm was ringing endlessly. There was a bright fire near one end of the launch door of the hangar. A Zandrax missile must have hit the spot when the launch shield was briefly deactivated for the fighters. People were shouting and yelling further away. She glanced around. Tara was motionless on the ground. The bags were strewn all around her. Celeste crawled over to Tara. She touched her humanoid body. She was alive. Celeste breathed a sigh of relief. 

Tara began to shake her head. “What ... what happened?”

“There was a blast near the launch door,” Celeste replied, as she slowly stood up. “Are you okay?”

Tara smiled weakly. “I think I am. Oh the bags ...”

Celeste helped Tara pick up the bags. They were fortunate none of the bags had split open. Celeste typed in the entry codes to the shuttle hatch door and they stepped inside. 

“Close the door,” Celeste commanded, as she set the bags down.

Tara turned to her. “I obeyed every one of your instructions. What are we doing in a shuttle? There is a battle going on outside. This is the last place we should be in.”

“We need to abandon the ship.”

“What? I thought Commander Teval made such decisions.”

Celeste had to tell her the truth. “I don’t think Commander Teval can defeat the Zandrax. This whole negotiation was a trap. And we all walked into it. The Zandrax have cloaking technology and Depiom-grade cannons.”

“What! That means their cannons can penetrate our shields.”

The Grekk had infused Depiom into every possible aspect of their galactic fleet. A long time ago they had even found a way to enhance their shields with Depiom. But that dependency also brought about a weakness that no one had anticipated would ever become a reality. Only a Depiom weapon would be effective against a shield. The Grekk scientists had debated the risks if any species were able to develop such a weapon. Celeste recalled Commander Teval boasting that no one would ever be able to develop a Depiom weapon and that the scientists were just being paranoid. There was a certain truth behind his convictions. The only known Depiom in the galaxy was found on the Grekk home world. The chances of it falling into enemy hands were non-existent. But today the Zandrax had turned that assumption upside down. 

“Eventually, yes. It is only a matter of time.”

“Did you tell Commander Teval?”

“Of course I did Tara. And you know how he is in these situations. It is so hard to read a commander’s reaction. I also can’t wait for him to settle the matter. We need to get off this ship.”

“Why?”

“I have a bad feeling.”

Tara folded her arms. “Oh this is another one of your human feelings.”

Celeste ignored her sarcastic tone. Tara had never believed in the good behind her human feelings. She found them to be the human race’s key weakness. But Celeste had come to trust her feelings. They had helped her in many negotiations when the other species were being difficult. It was her human feelings that had propelled her up the ranks of the Envoys amongst the Grekk. 

“All I am saying is we must get out of here. If Teval defeats the Zandrax then we can return to the starship.”

“This is crazy. Did you consider our chances out there? There is a battle going on out there with many fighters. We wouldn’t last too long on our own.”

Celeste smiled. “That’s why you are here, my genius engineer and novice pilot.”

Tara looked puzzled before her eyes widened. “No, I am not doing it.”

She began to back up to open the shuttle hatch door.

“I know you can do it,” Celeste said.

“I didn’t even graduate from the Grekk Pilot Academy.”

“You only dropped out towards the end.”

“Which is one of many reasons I cannot fly this shuttle. I am not an official pilot.”

“But you finished all the necessary training.”

Tara had been one of the top pilots at the Grekk Pilot Academy. A shining star. Tara’s father had been so proud of her. Despite that, Tara had given it all up to be with her, when Celeste had graduated and been offered a position as Envoy with Commander Teval. Celeste had tried her best to convince Tara to stay on and complete her pilot training, but Tara, being Tara, had been stubborn. She refused to listen to Celeste. No one had blamed Celeste, but she had felt some resentment from everyone around her. 

Another explosion rocked the hangar bay. They heard more shouts outside. 

“The hangar launch door shield is down,” a voice screamed outside. 

“You are our only chance,” Celeste pleaded. 

Tara stood her ground. 

Celeste turned and sat down at the console panel. She started looking at the console and navigation controls. Although she had seen this panel so many times before, it was always from the role of an observer. Trying to determine how to use the controls was going to be daunting. Celeste looked at the Grekk language that was on each control. Despite being the only human, Celeste had been able to master the Grekk language, which used many unique symbols and characters. In the beginning, it had been a difficult process, but due to her young age, Celeste had been able to overcome the challenges. She had tried flying a simulator ship back on the Grekk home world. How much harder could it be?

“What are you doing?” Tara asked. 

“If you aren’t going to fly this shuttle, then it is left to me to figure it out.”

Tara rushed over and brushed Celeste aside. “Step aside. You may be the best Grekk Envoy in the empire, but that doesn’t mean you can fly this shuttle.”

Celeste moved aside with a smile on her face and took a seat behind Tara. 

Tara began looking over the control panel. “And just so that you know, I hate being manipulated. Don’t ever do that again.”

Celeste hadn’t wanted to use that option, but Tara sometimes left her with no choice. The situation was critical. Celeste had lost all faith that Commander Teval could overcome the Zandrax. The elaborate planning and trap set by the Zandrax wasn’t something to discount. If they didn’t leave the starship soon, they may never get another chance.

Then the shuttle began to slide to the right. 

Celeste gripped hold of her seat. “What’s happening?”

Tara checked the HUD. “Oh my goodness! The starship is tipping to its side.”

A loud voice boomed in the hangar. “Danger level critical. All hands abandon ship immediately. Danger level critical.”

Celeste had been right about her feelings. Commander Teval had failed. She wished sometimes that her feelings would prove her wrong. However, that had yet to happen. 

Celeste felt herself being pressed against the seat. “Get us out of here Tara!”

Tara kept fumbling with the controls. “I am trying. There are so many controls. I cannot remember all of their functions.”

“Try harder!” 

“I got it,” Tara yelled.

The shuttle lifted off and began inching its way towards the open launch doors. Celeste closed her eyes. Was this the right thing to do? It was too late to question herself. The decision had been made. 

Celeste opened her eyes. “Did you bring the medical packs?” 

She wanted to jump out of her seat and check the bags, but the way the shuttle was swaying to the left and right made it difficult to stand up. 

“Of course, that would be the most essential item. Without it, your holoskin would deteriorate, collapse and reveal who you really are.”
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The front viewport displayed a lot of space traffic in the hangar. Many fighter ships and shuttles were all jostling amongst each other in an effort to leave the hangar bay. 

“Why can’t all these ships give me space?” Tara shouted, at the viewport. “I am done waiting for them.”

Then, the shuttle lurched forward, gently scraping against a few other ships, as it headed rapidly to the launch doors. Celeste hoped Tara remembered how to fly a ship properly. This was neither a simulator nor a confined area of space. 

“We are out!” Tara shrieked.

Celeste peered ahead. The darkness of space dominated the viewport. She couldn’t see any signs of the enemy. “Where are the Zandrax ships?” 

“I am not sure,” Tara replied. “Shields are up. Life support is normal. I cannot believe I am actually flying a shuttle in space. But we have a problem.”

“What?”

“Our cloak is offline. I am trying to rectify it now. But I will need some time.”

An uncloaked ship was a sitting target for the enemy. Celeste stood up behind Tara. “Can you move us away from the starship?”

Celeste also didn’t want to be anywhere near the Grekk starship. She feared the worst now that the order had been given to abandon the starship. 

“But where to? I need a position.”

Celeste paused as she scanned the background profile of Zandrax. “Head over to the western side of the planet.”

One thing Celeste had gathered from the background profile was that the Zandrax had only a few cities, all of which were located on the eastern side of the planet. The rest of the planet appeared to be sparsely populated. At least, according to the Grekk intelligence on the planet. This probably also had to do with the fact that the background profile highlighted the presence of water on the eastern side of the planet. She doubted the Zandrax would chase anyone to that side of the planet. Their attention would remain on the Grekk starship. 

“This is not possible!”

“What?” Celeste asked.

“Sensors indicate a group of Zandrax fighters approaching this area. They must have detected all of the ships leaving the hangar.”

Celeste looked at the sides of the viewport. She couldn’t see anything out there. How many Zandrax fighters were out there? It must have been part of those that had launched from the planet’s surface.

“Weapons armed and ready,” Tara reported.

Did Tara even know how to fire the weapons? Celeste dared not ask Tara. This wasn’t the time to instil any doubt into her. Instead, Celeste would need to trust her. 

The Grekk, being a dominating species, had many distinct values. One value was that every ship, whether it be a shuttle or battleship cruiser, had to be armed to the teeth. The abundance of Depiom had been a major factor that pushed this value forward. Scientists had made good use of Depiom to create weapons of all shapes and sizes to fit the entire Grekk fleet. 

The on-board system interrupted her thoughts. “Missiles incoming!”

Celeste gripped the sides of her seat as she belted herself in. The shuttle did a hard right and began to accelerate as it went into an evasive pattern to avoid the missiles. The Zandrax didn’t seem to care about the number of casualties they afflicted on the Grekk. 

“Countermeasure flares deployed,” the on-board system highlighted. 

Celeste heard a series of explosions in the distance as the shuttle began to slow down.

Tara was obviously excited. “That was ...”

The shuttle shuddered. One of the missiles must have found its targets. 

“Aft shields at 70%.”

Then, the shuttle shook again. It was another missile. 

“Aft shields at 50%.”

Celeste felt the shuttle begin to turn around. “What are you doing?”

“We need to get those fighters off our tail,” Tara said, as she turned the controls to the left. 

“No, we don’t,” Celeste shot back. “Just get us out of here.”

Tara’s enthusiasm at flying the shuttle was going to her head. They didn’t have time to fight the enemy. This shuttle, despite its weapons, was no match for a group of enemy fighters. 

Celeste frowned. It was too late. The shuttle was facing one Zandrax ship. The rest had seemingly vanished from the area. They had probably considered this shuttle not worth their effort and instead gone chasing after other Grekk ships. 

“Tara ...”

But Tara failed to hear her as the shuttle launched two missiles. The contrails streaked ahead of them at the Zandrax fighter, who immediately began to take evasive action. 

“Nice try,” Tara shouted, as the shuttle then fired a volley of shells. 

They went rippling towards the space where the Zandrax fighter had been forced to evade into because of the missiles. The Zandrax fighter again went into an evasive pattern, but was too late as it fell into the path of one of the missiles. The missile ripped through the fighter as it exploded into a ball of flames. 

Celeste expected a shout of victory from Tara, but there was none. She found it odd and got off her seat to find out what was going on. 

Tara was staring ahead with tears in her eyes. Celeste looked ahead and staggered back in horror. The Grekk starship was on fire. There were many smaller Zandrax ships surrounding it. They kept firing their cannons at it. The aft of the starship began to break apart. There were over two hundred Grekk crew on board that ship. This was the first time the Grekk had lost a starship since the end of the Enigma War. Celeste thought she would never see the day the Grekk lost a starship during peacetime. 

Celeste touched Tara’s shoulders, but she brushed her away, in anger. “The Zandrax will pay for this incursion.”

“Did everyone get out?” Celeste inquired.

“It seems like it. Long-range sensors picked up a dozen Grekk signatures on the port side. But they may not make it.”

“Why?”

“The reactor core meltdown will cause a shockwave,” Tara declared, as she turned the shuttle around. “We need to get out of here now.”

The shuttle began to accelerate quickly as Celeste went back to her seat. Tara was right. The Grekk were strategic even when their starships were about to be destroyed. Upon the destruction of any ship, the Grekk had intentionally built into the reactor core the ability to generate shockwaves that would annihilate any surrounding ships, enemy or Grekk. It was the final act of defiance against any enemies. The fact that the Zandrax ships had remained in the vicinity implied they were not aware of this Grekk capability. 

“The shockwave has started,” Tara reported, as she further accelerated the shuttle. 

Celeste didn’t know if the shuttle could outrun the shockwave. She had never been in such a situation. She held her breath. 

“Hold on,” Tara warned. “This is going to be rough.”

The shuttle began to shake. Celeste felt the seat she was sitting on begin to rattle. She gripped the seat tightly. Celeste closed her eyes as the shuttle continued to vibrate violently. She could feel her head swaying to and fro. 

And, then it stopped.

Celeste opened her eyes. “What happened?”

There was silence. 

“Tara ...”

Tara was slumped at the console. 

​
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Celeste quickly got off the seat and rushed to the front. Tara was out cold. Her seat restraint must have come off and during the impact with the shockwave she must have been knocked out. Fortunately, the Grekk endoskeleton was much stronger than the human one. The shuttle seemed to be on autopilot. Celeste slowly reached over and pulled Tara’s head back against the seat. There wasn’t any blood on her head. Celeste breathed a sigh of relief. She slowly shook Tara by the shoulders. 

“What ... where am I?” 

Tara had a disconnected look in her eyes.

“Tara we are in the shuttle.”

Tara blinked a few times. The confused look left her eyes. She turned to Celeste and smiled weakly.

“Are you feeling better?” Celeste asked. 

“Okay.”

Celeste gave Tara some room to get reoriented. It was only then she noticed the viewport. The planet was getting bigger quickly. 

“Tara we are descending,” Celeste exclaimed.

Tara rubbed her eyes again and looked ahead. “I am back. Get back to your seat. Let me try and find a place to land the shuttle.”

The shuttle entered the planet’s atmosphere and continued a rapid descent. Tara was trying to bring the shuttle’s descent under control. Celeste began to feel a sense of regret for pushing her to fly the shuttle. She could have forced one of the young Grekk pilots, who actually had experience, to fly the shuttle. Why had she been stubborn in her thinking? She was annoyed with herself. She hadn’t thought it out carefully. 

Was this how it was going to end for the last human being in the galaxy? Crashing into the Zandrax planet meant no one would ever find her body. Did it even matter that she was the last human being? No one else outside of Tara knew of her origin. The first time Celeste had met Tara was right after she had been rescued by a Grekk freighter. Celeste’s pod had been floating in a debris field with her body in stasis. Fortunately, the sensors on the freighter had detected her pod. To this day Celeste doesn’t know how the freighter’s sensors had managed to pick her pod up. The captain of the freighter had been Tara’s father. Once the Grekk captain had realised Celeste was of the same age as his only daughter, he had taken a special interest in her welfare. With no documents of where Celeste had come from, Tara’s father had decided to adopt the lost child. Celeste’s earliest memories of Grekk life were with Tara and her father. Tara’s mother had died because of a sickness that had plagued the Grekk home world right after Tara had been born. 

“I am sorry Tara for forcing you into this position.”

“We aren’t going to die Envoy,” Tara shouted. “I am going to land this shuttle one way or another safely.”

The Grekk overconfidence exuded her tone. Tara, like every other Grekk, wasn’t about to give up. Grekks were fighters. Defeat was something they didn’t believe in. Celeste recalled how this mantra had been repeated over and over again during her time in the Grekk school system. It was one of the few things that had been seared into her heart. 

“Landing gears activated,” the on-board system announced.

The shuttle bumped around a few times. It lurched forward and then Celeste felt a soft thump. Someone touched her shoulder. Celeste opened her eyes.

“See I told you. We have landed.”

Celeste smiled and hugged Tara. “I should have never doubted you.”

“I was doubting myself too until you gave me that fake apology.”

“It wasn’t fake ...”

“Let’s forget about it,” Tara said.

Celeste frowned. “Okay. Where did we land?”

Tara began to shut down the systems. “We are on the western part of the planet. It was the widest spot I could find. Atmospheric readings indicate it is safe for us to walk outside. We don’t need any suits.”

“Did we encounter any damage?” Celeste asked. 

“I see you have returned to your ways after that unexpected I-am-dying episode,” Tara replied. “I cannot tell until I get outside and take a look.”

“Is there anything around here?”

“The sensors didn’t show anything.”

Celeste pulled out her phaser. “Lead the way then.”

Tara opened the shuttle hatch door and they both stepped out into the darkness. It was cold and windy. They appeared to be in a valley. Tara had chosen a wise location to land in. In the distance there were rolling hills on either side. 

The surface looked desolate. As Celeste took a few steps forward, Tara walked around the shuttle. 

She returned, struggling to control her frustration. “One of the thrusters is leaking something. I think it is damaged.”

“Which means?” 

“We cannot use this shuttle to leave the planet. Even if we manage to take off, we will eventually crash when we try to land again. And before you ask another annoying question, yes we are stuck on this planet.”
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“At least, we are alive and I made my first shuttle landing,” Tara added cheerfully.

Celeste wasn’t amused. “Can you send out a signal?”

“It is too risky. There could be any number of Zandrax outposts around, which could intercept our transmission.”

“But you said the sensors didn’t pick up anything around here.”

Tara folded her arms. “For an Envoy you are sometimes a bit clueless. We cannot always trust sensor readings. Didn’t you learn that in the academy?”

“I didn’t go to the Grekk Pilot Academy.”

The Grekk distress call would have reached the home world by now. It was a matter of time before the Grekk fleet reached this planet. Celeste hoped that Commander Teval had alerted the Grekk home world of the presence of Depiom weapons. 

“I suggest you send the distress signal,” Celeste declared.

“Okay,” Tara grumbled, as she went back into the shuttle. 

Celeste stepped back in and checked her bags. None of it appeared to be damaged from the shockwave. 

“It is done,” Tara reported. “Let’s hope it gets ...”

Tara turned back to the console and pressed a few buttons. The shuttle hatch door began to shut.

Celeste looked confused. “What ...”

Tara gestured for her to be quiet and pointed out the viewport. “I think I saw some movement.”

Celeste’s body stiffened as she looked through the viewport. There had been little to no information on the other inhabitants of this planet. Being so far away from the Grekk home world, they had been the first Grekk ship to make contact with this species. It was possible there were other threats on this side of the planet.

Tara sat down in her seat. “The cloak is still offline.”

Then, they saw some bright light through the viewport. It was coming from behind the rocks ahead of the shuttle.

“I am going out there,” Celeste announced, as she began to walk towards the shuttle hatch door.

“I have a better idea,” Tara said. 

The shuttle fired a volley of shells at the rocks ahead of them. The rocks exploded into pieces and a plume of dust went up in the air. 

“I see the figure,” Tara pointed ahead.

Celeste turned and squinted her eyes. There was a tall humanoid figure standing with its arms stretched out in surrender. 

“I am going out Tara. If the figure so much as moves, then shoot it in the leg.”

Tara nodded as Celeste opened the shuttle hatch door and slowly edged out around the shuttle with her phaser in her hands. Celeste emerged from the front of the shuttle. “Do not move!”

“I didn’t mean to shoot. I didn’t mean to shoot. I just panicked when I saw the shuttle. I didn’t mean to shoot.”

“Calm down and keep your hands up,” Celeste commanded. 

Celeste shone a light at the figure. “Who are you?”

The figure didn’t look like a Zandrax. He was tall, skinny and was bald. His ears were long and drooping down to his shoulders.

“My name is Phog. I am not from this planet.”

Celeste kept her phaser aimed at Phog as she glanced around. “Are you alone?”

Phog nodded. 

“Throw your weapon over here slowly,” Celeste shouted. 

She had learnt never to believe any stranger out here in the fringe of the galaxy. There were too many unknown species always on the prowl. Despite their dominance, the Grekk was also considered a prize by many other species. Any species would love to take a Grekk as a prisoner and use that as a bargaining chip. It had happened several times since the end of the Enigma War. Most of those abductions had ended badly, with the Grekk losing their life. Such abductions had caused a great stir amongst the people on the home world.

“Are you from this planet?” Phog asked, as he kicked his weapon towards them. 

“No, we aren’t,” Tara replied. 

Celeste tried to control her irritation with Tara. Why couldn’t she just follow her instructions? She wasn’t supposed to be out here. 

“I am a trader,” Phog explained. “I was passing by this planet when something rocked my ship. I lost control, but managed to land it safely a short distance from here. But my engine was damaged in the entry onto this planet. I am unable to repair it.”

Celeste suspected the something Phog was referring to was the shockwave. 

Tara inched a bit closer. “You don’t look like a trader.”

Celeste had heard that traders and pirates were common in this part of the galaxy. The lack of a Grekk outpost in this end of the galaxy had opened it up for all sorts of ill-mannered species to roam freely and involve themselves in illegal activities. 

“You can put your hands down,” Celeste said. 

Phog brought his hands down to his side. “Are you Grekk?”

Celeste hadn’t wanted Phog to find out their identity, but out here in the middle of nowhere, it was going to be difficult to remain hidden.

“Why do you want to know?” Tara shot back.

“I was just curious,” Phog remarked. “I have never met a Grekk before.”

“Where are you from?” Celeste inquired.

“The Mycia Star System. It is quite far from here. I have been travelling for a long while on my ship.”

Celeste wasn’t familiar with that system. She looked at Tara, who shrugged. It was a possibility that Phog could be lying.

“Where is your ship?” Tara questioned.

Phog turned his head slightly.

“Don’t move!” Celeste shouted. 

“I am sorry,” Phog declared. “My ship is further down in that direction. I can take you there if you would like.”

Celeste exchanged glances with Tara. Was this person trying to lead them into a trap? She wasn’t sure.

Phog must have sensed her suspicions. “I will walk in front of you with my hands up if you would like. I didn’t mean to fire at your shuttle. I just panicked when I saw it.”

Celeste realised she couldn’t object to his proposal. “Okay, turn around and put your hands up.”

Phog turned around, put his hands up and waited. Celeste and Tara approached him carefully. Both of them kept their phasers aimed at him.

“If you try anything I won’t hesitate to blow your head off,” Tara warned.

“I understand. So you are Grekk, aren’t you?”

“Yes,” Celeste confirmed. “Let’s start moving slowly.”

Phog began walking forward. Celeste followed him with Tara behind her. Celeste still didn’t like this idea, but there weren't many options left. They could have tied up Phog, but he would still remain a threat to them. He could have others in the ship waiting for them.

Tara came up and whispered into her ear. “He could be leading us to a trap.”

Celeste nodded reluctantly. “What do you trade?” 

“All sorts of things,” Phog replied. “I inherited my trader status from my father. He used to roam the galaxy looking for all sorts of junk. You cannot imagine how much some people will pay for ancient junk. The end of the war in this galaxy left us traders with many opportunities.”

Celeste felt a bit dizzy. A sharp pain invaded her head. She blacked out.
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Celeste opened her eyes. Her head was still spinning. She gently lifted her hand to touch it.

“Celeste, please stay still,” Tara said.

Celeste turned her head slightly. Tara was staring at her. The worried expression told her everything she needed to know. “What happened to me?”

Before Tara could answer, Phog was leaning over her.

“What are you doing?” Celeste whispered, as she tried to stagger backwards.

Tara touched her shoulder. “It’s okay. If not for Phog here I wouldn’t have known what to do. He has some medical training. He was able to revive you.”

“How long was I out?”

“Quite a while.”

Celeste couldn’t believe she had been out for so long. She slowly got up with the assistance of Tara and Phog. She still didn’t trust Phog, but decided to give him a chance.

“Can you give us a little privacy?” Tara asked.

“Yes I understand,” Phog said, and moved away.

“Did he do something to me?” Celeste inquired.

“No, but as you fell backwards, I saw something.”

“What?”

“The holoskin on your right arm flickered back and forth between the Grekk and your human skin.”

Celeste touched her holoskin. It was the first time the holoskin had malfunctioned on another world. The holoskin was always reliable in every planet she had visited before this one. It could only mean something in his planet’s atmosphere was affecting it.

Celeste was alarmed. “Did Phog notice the flickering?” 

“By the time you had hit the ground, the flickering had stopped. It was only then that I allowed Phog to turn back and help me. I was scared. I didn’t know what to do.”

“It’s okay,” Celeste smiled slightly. “You did the right thing.”

She didn’t want to frighten Tara, but her collapse on this planet far from the Grekk home world was concerning. Her true identity could have been exposed putting both her and Tara in grave danger. 

“Phog, I think we can continue now,” Celeste announced.

“Are you sure? We can take a rest for a while.”

Celeste wanted to see his ship. “I will just walk a bit slower. How much farther?”

But that wasn’t the only reason. She also wanted to get out of the open. They were now walking in between two hills. 

“Not too long,” Phog replied, and began to lift his hands.

“You don’t need to lift your hands anymore,” Tara remarked.

A little while later, they emerged from around a hill. 

“There it is,” Phog announced proudly.

All that was in front of Celeste was an open space. There was nothing there.

Phog looked embarrassed. “Sorry, I forgot to decloak it.”

Celeste looked away and then into Tara’s eyes. How could this trader have the cloak technology? The use of cloak technology wasn’t prevalent amongst all the species in this galaxy. It was mainly because many of the species hadn’t advanced sufficiently in their space industry to invest in cloak technology. But, this trader had acquired it.

Then, a large ship appeared in front of Celeste’s eyes. It was much bigger than their shuttle. Despite its size, the ship looked like it had weathered many travels. It had many scrapes around the port side.

“You never said your ship was so big?” Tara exclaimed, trying to control her excitement.

“Ehhh ... I guess it is a standard size ship for my trading purposes,” Phog remarked.

Celeste remained doubtful about Phog as she eyed his ship. How could a trader own such a large ship? Tara began to walk around the ship. She seemed impressed by its sheer size.

“What’s wrong again with your ship?” Tara asked.

“I had engine failure readings as I descended onto this planet. I was fortunate to land the ship in one piece. I thought this was the end for me.”

Tara wanted to say something, but Celeste interrupted her. “Here is your weapon. Hope you don’t mind our initial suspicions.”

“It is understandable,” Phog commented. “I wouldn’t trust anyone in the fringe of this galaxy either.”

Celeste never said she trusted him. It was too early for that. For all she knew, Phog could be a pirate masquerading as a trader. Then, the wind began to pick up. 

Phog looked up. “A storm is fast approaching. You are free to take shelter in my ship until the storm passes.”

Going back in this weather to the shuttle would be dangerous. Celeste also didn’t know if her holoskin would again act up and render her unconscious. It continued to worry her. 

“Thank you,” Celeste replied.

Phog opened the ship’s door and led them all inside. The ship indeed was quite large. Although the exterior of the ship made it look older, the interior was much cleaner than she had expected it to be. Phog led them to a compartment. “You both can rest in here. I will prepare something to eat.”

Once the door closed, Tara turned to her. “Are you really okay?”

Tara was still worried for her. Celeste smiled. “I am feeling better. If Phog was going to kidnap us, now would be the best time.”

Tara stood up. “Then why did we just wander into his ship? We should get out of here.”

“I have a feeling ...”

“Here we go again.”

“My bad feeling saved us from certain death earlier.”

Tara looked sullen. “Do you think the rest of the crew made it away from the shockwave safely?”

“I don’t know.”

One way to find out would be by using the comms. But Celeste knew that was out of question. If the Zandrax were able to intercept their signal, they wouldn’t hesitate to hunt them down. The display in the room beeped. Tara walked over and pressed a button. An image of Phog from the pilot’s control chair appeared. “There is something I want to show you in the front.”

Celeste looked at him and then Tara. “Okay. We are on our way.”

Tara had drawn out her phaser. Celeste looked down at it and nodded. She opened the door and they walked down the corridor to the front of the ship. Celeste realised there were several other doors to compartments along the corridor. So far nothing on this ship indicated it was used for trading. Once they reached the pilot’s area, Phog was standing near one of the chairs. 

“What I am about to show you may shock you. My long-range sensors picked up traces of Depiom.”
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Phog pointed at his sensor readings. “Take a look if you like.”

“Why are you showing us this?” Celeste asked.

Phog frowned. “You are Grekk, aren’t you? I thought Depiom is only found in the Grekk home world.”

Tara folded her hands. “How come your sensors can detect Depiom?”

Phog laughed. “Okay. You got me there.”

“Well?” Tara demanded.

Celeste felt proud of Tara for pushing Phog to a corner. Why did this trader have the ability to scan for Depiom?

“Take a seat and let me explain,” Phog said calmly.

Celeste sat down while Tara remained standing. 

“During and after the Enigma War it became common knowledge that the Grekk dominated the conflict because of their Depiom weapons and shields. It wasn’t a secret. There were many who talked about it even in my star system.”

“That still doesn’t explain how your sensors can detect it,” Tara stated. 

“There were many wreckages and debris around because of the Enigma War. Over time many species picked up the ability to scan for Depiom. The reason was simple. They wanted to find their own Depiom mines because it was seen as a way to defend against the Grekk. To your advantage, that never happened. However, those scanners became so common that it became a standard part of most species’ ships.”

Celeste was stunned. “Are you saying there are many ships out there that can scan for Depiom?”

Phog nodded. “When a war ends species begin to look for better ways to protect themselves. I am sure the Grekk Empire was aware of it.”

Celeste didn’t want to believe it. If the Grekk Empire knew about it, why hadn’t she ever heard about it? Or was it something the empire didn’t want its citizens to know about? Commander Teval had also never mentioned it to her. Depiom had always been the empire’s way of assuring its citizens that no one could ever threaten them. The attack at Zandrax had proven that wrong. If Zandrax had access to a large concentration of Depiom, the peace of the Imperium Alliance was at stake. As Celeste looked out the viewport the storm had begun to lash out against the rocks. The peace in the galaxy was about to come undone. A galactic storm was rising. It would usher in another conflict. All the negotiations she had successfully negotiated for may mean nothing if the conflict expanded across the galaxy.

“How far are these traces of Depiom?” Celeste asked.

Before Phog could reply, Tara interrupted. “Can I speak to Celeste for a while?”

“Oh I finally know your name,” Phog smiled. “Go ahead. I need to check on my cargo.”

It was only then Celeste realised that they hadn’t introduced themselves to Phog. “And, this is Tara.”

“Pleasure to meet both of you,” Phog remarked and then sauntered away from the front of his ship and disappeared down the corridor.

Celeste knew something had happened. “Did you receive a comms?”

Tara looked at her incredulously. “How did you know?”

“There are only a few possibilities. What did the message say?”

Tara opened her device to show Celeste the message.

Envoy,

We are extremely glad to hear you are alive. The rest of the Grekk crew are uncontactable. Assumed dead. Received Commander Teval’s distress signal. Sending ships to Zandrax. Need your assistance to identify how much Depiom this species has at its disposal. Will send another message once we are nearer. Stay safe, Envoy.                                                                                                 Commander Shail

Celeste was relieved the message had gotten through to the Grekk. She was still shocked that the Grekk Empire assumed the rest of the starship crew was dead. How could they be the only survivors from the starship? Losing a starship was a great calamity. But, losing nearly all the crew was unheard of in the Grekk Empire. As far as she knew the Grekk had never lost so many lives in a single attack even during the entire Enigma War.

“I cannot believe it,” Tara whispered, as she struggled to control her emotions. “They are all dead. Every one of the crew.”

Celeste hugged Tara tightly. She sobbed quietly. Tara was very proud of the Grekk Empire and its fleet. This had pushed her to join the Grekk Pilot Academy, with the intention that one day she could protect the Grekk Empire. It had always been her dream. Celeste knew she had to be strong for Tara. These were perilous times to be a Grekk. Once news got out that a Grekk starship had been destroyed, it would serve as new momentum for all the enemies of the empire to try to initiate hostilities.

Celeste let go of her. “We are not going to allow this to happen. We are Grekk! We will help Commander Shail by finding out about the Depiom.”

Tara wiped away her tears and stared at Celeste. “Can we trust Phog?”

“We don’t have a choice if we are to find the source of the Depiom. I know it is a risk. But we need to find the source and let Commander Shail know what to expect. If not, those Grekk ships are going to be flying into another trap.”

“I will keep an eye on him.”

Celeste smiled as they walked towards the back of the ship. They found Phog scrummaging through a very packed cargo bay.

“Phog ...”

Phog turned around a bit embarrassed. “Oh you are here. Well I didn’t want you to see this part of the ship. It is quite a disaster.”

“But quite fitting a trader,” Tara said.

Phog chuckled. “You are right. A trader always ends up with too much excess cargo that never gets sold. We are known as hoarders. One day I need to clear some of this junk.”

“We have something to share with you,” Celeste started. “It is safer for all of us if you at least know what is going on.”

Phog paused and looked at them. Celeste briefly shared the first round of negotiation, the explosion in the hangar bay, the attack on the Grekk starship and how they eventually ended up on this planet.

Phog kept his eyes intensely on them. “Thank you for trusting me with this information. I know you didn’t have to share all this with a stranger you just met. It explains a lot. I assume you want to investigate the source of the Depiom, right?”

Celeste knew he was unsure. “You don’t have to join us if you don’t want to, but we wouldn’t mind the extra body.”

Phog jumped on his feet. “I volunteer! Depiom could also mean there are things of value there for me to trade.”

Phog was strange. He had a flair for the dramatic. At times, he was quiet. And then, at other times he seemed to come alive with a bout of energy. 

“In exchange, Tara here might be able to help you with your engine issues on this ship,” Celeste announced.

She had discussed it with Tara and both of them had agreed that this ship would be their best chance off this planet. However, to even consider that possibility, the engine needed to be fixed. 

Phog’s eyes widened. “You mean you know how to fix engines?”

Tara put her hands up. “I am not promising anything, but I have had some experience with ship engines.”

That was an understatement. When Tara had joined Celeste on the starship, she had initially faced difficulties adjusting in with the crew. Tara hadn’t wanted to be perceived as the Envoy’s assistant. She had been quite clear on it. After exploring her options, she had been assigned to Engineering. That was where she found one of her other strengths. Although her pilot training had required her to learn engineering, it had been nowhere near the same as actually working in the Engineering department of a starship. Tara had jumped in with both feet and never looked back. Over time she had earned the respect of her Engineering crew. If anyone knew how to fix Phog’s engines it would be Tara. 

Phog raised his hand. “My sensors are picking up a broadcast.”

He went over to the display in the cargo bay and clicked on the console. 

“What is it?” Celeste asked. 

Who could be doing a broadcast? There was no one out here to listen to it. 

“It is a Zandrax broadcast. I am going to play it.”
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A raspy sounding male voice invaded the cargo bay.

“My name is Commander Anetho of the Zandrax. This is a warning to all outsiders on our planet. You are trespassing on our planet. We know you are here. This is your chance to surrender. Here are the coordinates where you can go and surrender yourselves. If you do not surrender, we will hunt every one of you down. My name is ...”

Phog switched off the display. “The message keeps repeating.”

Tara looked defiant. “There is no way they can know we are here.”

“I agree,” Phog said.

Celeste suspected that some of the Grekk crew must have survived the shockwave and made it onto the planet. It could be the only reason for the Zandrax to broadcast such a message. They were trying to play upon peoples’ desperation. It was even possible that some Grekk had been captured.

Tara’s eyes lit up. “It also means there could be other Grekk survivors.”

Celeste didn’t want to give her false hope. “It is a possibility, but until we have proof, we need to be careful. Where do those coordinates point to?”

“If this ship could fly we could be at the indicated position before the first light,” Phog stated. “If not, it is very far.”

Very far was a good thing. The western side of the planet had been the wisest place to land. However, she feared most of the Grekk survivors would have landed on the eastern side, where the Zandrax cities were located. She tried not to imagine how the Zandrax military might be hunting them.

“Phog, can you show me your engines?” Tara started. “There isn’t any point in speculating when I still don’t know the extent of the damage to your engines.”

Phog gestured and led Tara down the corridor and into another room. Celeste withdrew herself back to the compartment. Flying this ship over the planet’s terrain was dangerous. There could be Zandrax defences and outposts anywhere. She didn’t know the capability of this trading ship, but doubted it had the mechanisms to detect such defences. The only option was to first trek down to the Depiom source, investigate it and relay their findings back to Commander Shail. But could such a trek be done? She was a highly trained Envoy. Her job was a peacetime function. The Zandrax attack was the first gust in an emerging storm that would consume all the planets in another protracted conflict. However, now she was being asked to sneak amongst enemy terrain and get information. She had never been trained in this. Neither had Tara. Phog’s capabilities remained unknown. One thing was certain about him. He wasn’t someone you could take for granted. He hadn’t survived so long as a trader based on his innocent act. He must have encountered any number of species and dealt with all of them. 

There was still the other reality she didn’t want to face. How would Commander Shail and his ships attack the enemy any differently? With Depiom weapons every Grekk ship in the fleet was an easy target. The Zandrax clearly had the upper hand. 

Tara entered their compartment. She looked exasperated. Phog followed quietly with his head down. Celeste waited for Tara to give her the bad news. 

“The engines are damaged. I think ...”

Celeste interrupted Tara. “Can they be fixed?”

Tara glared at her. “Anything can be fixed with the proper parts and tools.”

She then shifted her eyes upon Phog. “Neither of which happens to be available on this ship.”

Phog avoided her glances. 

“Do we have anything we can use in the shuttle?” Celeste questioned. 

Tara tightened her hands. “Tools probably. But not parts. Without parts, we cannot do anything.”

“I am only a trader,” Phog murmured. 

“But you own a pretty big ship,” Tara shot back. “You need to learn to maintain it. How can you fly a ship amongst the stars and not have your own tools?”

Celeste sensed Tara had lost all patience with Phog. It was her weakness. She often would lose her cool when standards she expected weren’t found to be present. Celeste understood her reaction. Being part of the Engineering department on the starship, there were many standards they had to adhere to. Tools were probably high on that list. It was still strange that Phog didn’t seem to care much about maintaining his ship. 

Celeste turned to Phog. “How did you manage to maintain your ship all this time?”

“As a trader we have our own ways for negotiating for certain essentials things,” Phog said. “I am not an engineer like your colleague here. I didn’t see any point in keeping tools on board the ship. It was additional space that could be easily used for my trading cargo, which allows me to make a living.”

Tara sat down. “You told me this already. I don’t need to hear it again.”

Phog raised his voice. “I said I am sorry about it. There is nothing else I can say or do.”

Celeste stepped in between them. This wasn’t the time to get into an argument over the damaged engines. That would need to wait a while. 

“Since we cannot repair the engines I suggest we focus on finding the source of the Depiom,” Celeste remarked.
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Celeste stopped and stared ahead. They had started the trek to the Depiom source at first light yesterday.

Prior to leaving Celeste had sent Tara back to get some supplies from their shuttle as well as to check on it. Tara had reported back that she had found the shuttle’s cloak system back on online and she had cloaked it before leaving. The supplies Tara brought back included Celeste’s most needed medical packs, which she needed to take once in a while to ensure her holoskin maintained itself. When Celeste had first been rescued the holoskin had worked perfectly, but then it had begun to irritate her skin. The irritation had brought with it some anxiety that the holoskin might cause an allergic reaction to her skin and fail in its purpose. When Celeste had been forced to confide in Tara about her origins, she had fully expected Tara to inform her father and the Grekk to incarcerate her. However, neither had happened. At her young age, Tara had decided to keep the secret. She had been fascinated to learn that Celeste was a human. It had brought the two of them even closer. Over time Tara had taken it upon herself to find a cure. Initially, Celeste had considered it a kind gesture. But, Tara had been adamant. She managed to find some Grekk medical packs, which helped immensely. Those medical packs had brought the irritation under significant control and put Celeste’s mind at ease. She had been fortunate that those medical packs were in ample supply throughout the Grekk home world. It made it easier to access and carry with her everywhere she went. However, this planet’s atmosphere was the first one to trigger a negative reaction in her holoskin. She still didn’t know what had happened, but hoped the medical packs could keep any future adverse effects at bay.

Once Tara had returned with the supplies, Phog had highlighted that the journey could take a few days. It had been within Celeste’s expectations. Once the storm had passed and at the first sign of light, they had begun their trek. Both she and Tara had donned coats with hoods to disguise themselves. Phog hadn’t shown any interest in wearing a disguise. The bags she and Tara were carrying were quite heavy, but there wasn’t any choice. They needed to carry a lot of liquid as well as her medical packs and other supplies. 

Phog came up to her. “Nothing much to see. We should be reaching the location on my sensors within the next couple of days.”

Nightfall had begun to arrive. During the trek Tara had always remained in the rear so as to keep an eye on Phog. There was still much they didn’t know about him. 

The skies had cleared since they had started their journey. It had helped them keep moving despite the ruggedness of the terrain. 

“I think we should camp here,” Celeste announced. “There is a cave over there.”

There was no point in pushing themselves. There had been no further transmissions from Commander Shail. With the Depiom revelation, the Grekk were probably taking a cautious approach in reaching this planet. Celeste led them towards the entrance of the cave.

“Let me go inside first and see if it is safe,” Phog announced, before disappearing into the cave.

While he was inside, Tara came up to her. “How is your holoskin?”

“There hasn’t been any malfunctions,” Celeste reported. “Something in this planet’s atmosphere is triggering it. I just don’t know what it is.”

“I don’t think he is only a trader,” Tara whispered.

Before Celeste could say anything, Phog returned. “The cave is safe. It ends a bit inside. It should be sufficient for the night.”

Celeste nodded and they went inside to rest. She wanted to ask Tara what she had meant, but realised it would have to wait until daylight. She woke up a bit later and looked about. Both Tara and Phog were still asleep. Celeste slowly got up and walked towards the entrance of the cave. It was still dark outside. The wind had begun to slowly pick up. She stepped out of the cave and walked around to the side.

Celeste realised that they hadn’t thought of any plan once they reached the source of the Depiom. She hoped Phog’s long-range sensors had picked up a substantial source. If it ended up being some minute traces of Depiom, they would have wasted valuable time on this trek. Of all the planets in the galaxy, how had Depiom been uncovered on this one? Could that mean there were other sources of Depiom spread out across the galaxy? It was a serious possibility. All the old assumptions of Depiom being exclusive to the Grekk home world were dead. Species may no longer want to even negotiate with the Grekk once they realised the Grekk’s monopoly on Depiom was over. These species could decide to spend more of their resources searching for new pockets of Depiom.

“Stop right there,” a voice said from behind her.

Celeste tried to turn her head.

“Do not move! Who are you?”

“My name is Celeste. I am a Grekk.”

“Do not lie to me. I don’t know what you are, but you aren’t definitely a Grekk.”

Celeste looked at her hand. Her human hand.
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Celeste was horrified. The holoskin had failed. She hadn’t even noticed it as she had been lost in her thoughts. It must have automatically shut down to reveal her true identity. 

“Turn around slowly,” the voice said.

The voice sounded familiar.

Celeste turned around. Phog was standing with his weapon aimed at her.

“Who are you again?” Phog asked.

“It is me Phog,” Celeste pleaded. “I wear a holoskin. That is why my skin looks different.”

Phog remained unconvinced. “I don’t know who you are or what you want, but I am going to call the others.”

Celeste understood his reaction. Without the holoskin, she would look completely different. 

“Celeste, Tara, come out here now,” Phog yelled.

Tara sauntered out of the cave. “What is with all the shouting? It is still dark you know.”

Then, Tara pulled out her weapon and pointed it at Phog. 

Phog looked shocked. “What are you doing pointing that at me?”

“Put your weapon down now,” Tara commanded. “Or I will shoot.”

Phog was getting angry. “Why are you pointing your weapon at me? You should be pointing it at her over there? Don’t you see?”

Tara remained defiant. “That is Celeste.”

Phog lowered his weapon in confusion. “What are you talking about? That isn’t Celeste.”

Celeste walked over to Phog and touched his shoulder.

Phog stepped back. “Get away from me.”

“I am sorry Phog,” Celeste explained. “But it is me. I will show you.”

Celeste touched her hand and the holoskin was reactivated. Phog’s eyes looked like they were about to explode.

“I don’t understand,” Phog stammered.

Tara had lowered her weapon and put it back in her holster. “Can I explain?”

“Go ahead,” Celeste remarked, as she looked back at her holoskin.

Tara shared with Phog how Celeste had been found by her father’s freighter, how Celeste had become part of the family and the reason for the holoskin. As Tara talked about it with Phog, the tension in his face slowly began to disappear. It was replaced by surprise.

Phog then turned and looked at Celeste again. “I am sorry. I just panicked.”

Celeste waved her hands. “I would have done the same thing as you.”

Phog continued to stare at Celeste. “If you aren’t Grekk, then what race are you?”

“She is a human,” Tara remarked. 

“Human?” Phog muttered. “What is that?” 

Tara wanted to punch him. “That was what you tried to shoot just now.”

“Where do humans come from?” Phog asked.

Tara sighed, turned around and went back into the cave. Celeste suspected she had enough of him. 

“From a planet called Earth,” Celeste highlighted. “Our planet was attacked by the Grekk and that triggered the Enigma War. Our planet and people were completely wiped out. I am the last of the human race.”

“But now you pretend to be a Grekk?”

“It is complicated.”

Now that she thought about it, pretending to be a Grekk was quite complicated. Talking about it with Phog brought about all those questions, which had no answers. Why was she given a Grekk holoskin? Why not something else? And, where had that holoskin come from? Those questions were just the starting ones. There were more disturbing ones. Had humans known that the Grekk were about to attack them? Had humans been working with the Grekk all this time? In the early days when she had begun her new life on the Grekk home world with Tara, these questions and more had haunted her every night. She recalled having many nightmares of Earth and her people being destroyed. Then, every morning she would walk out and live life pretending to be like the very Grekk that had destroyed the human race. It had been a difficult period of adjustment. She had felt like she was being tortured by living amongst the Grekk. There had been times she had wanted to kill every Grekk around her. But over time she had learnt the importance of managing her emotions. She had taken charge of her emotions and learnt how to suppress them. One thing she had vowed to herself was that the human race would never be forgotten. She would make sure of that. 

“I have never heard of humans,” Phog stated. 

“Humans were just like any other species. They wanted to live peacefully with the rest of the galaxy. They built wonderful places. They were full of love and joy. I think space travel revealed that wasn’t going to be possible.”

Celeste struggled to control her emotions as she spoke about humanity and Earth. It had been a long time since she had ever talked about her origins with anyone. She didn’t have many things to remember her people by. In those initial days, it had made her cry. However, she had found strength within herself to continue forward.

“The way you describe your species sounds very ...”

Celeste interrupted him. “Did you hear that?”

Phog stopped talking, pulled out his weapon and looked up in the air. “I cannot hear ... wait ... yes I hear it too.”

It was the hum of a spaceship’s engines. And, it was getting louder. 
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Celeste motioned and they quickly returned back into the cave. It was still dark outside, but the light would pierce the darkness soon. Celeste hadn’t figured out the time difference between day and night on this planet. 

Their return woke Tara up, who had apparently gone back to sleep. “What are you two doing now? Can’t you see that some of us are trying to get some sleep?”

“We have company,” Celeste whispered.

Tara got up and stood straight. She pulled out her phaser without any further words. 

“We heard a hum of a ship,” Phog added.

Tara stepped towards the entrance before Celeste could stop. Then, Tara stepped out and disappeared. Celeste was livid. Tara had to disobey her at this crucial moment. No one knew who or what was out there. It could be a Zandrax fleet or worse. 

“What do we do?” Phog asked.

There was nothing anyone could do. She hoped Tara had made the right decision. Then, Tara returned with a smile on her face. “We have help.”

Celeste looked at her briefly before stepping out of the cave. Outside were two Grekk officers. Both of them looked pretty young and were still in their Grekk uniforms. 

They both looked stunned when they saw her and bowed. “Envoy, we didn’t know you were still alive.”

Celeste nodded and remained silent. 

“My name is Merc and this is Jonin,” Merc announced. “Our shuttle made it onto this planet. We have been hovering around this area looking for others.”

As Phog appeared, Merc’s body stiffened. His hand went to his phaser. 

“Not to worry,” Tara exclaimed. “This is Phog. He is with us.”

Tara appeared more cheerful ever since the two Grekk officers had appeared. For her, finding any Grekk survivors was a reason to celebrate. 

“It is highly dangerous to be flying around in this area in your shuttle,” Phog commented.

“I agree,” Celeste stated.

These two Grekk officers didn’t seem to have much combat experience.

“Forgive us, but we were desperate,” Jonin said. “We are glad to find you Envoy.”

“Where is the shuttle?” Celeste asked. 

“Further down in this direction,” Jonin replied. “We left it there because our sensors picked up some signs of life over here. That’s why we came up here to investigate.”

Celeste was annoyed with herself. The shuttle’s sensors had been able to pick up on them. That made this trek even more dangerous.

“What are your plans now?” Celeste asked. 

“Since we have met up with you, we will follow you Envoy,” Merc replied. “Where are you heading to?”

Celeste paused as she wasn’t sure how much information she should reveal to these two officers. It wasn’t because she didn’t trust them. But as her duty was to help Commander Shail, she needed to manage the flow of information. Tara noticed her hesitation and looked at her in confusion. 

“We are on the way to locate a source of Depiom,” Celeste started. 

“I told you!” Jonin said.

“I apologise for my crew mate here,” Merc highlighted. “We work in Sickbay assisting the doctors. Before Commander Teval had ordered everyone to abandon ship, there had been rumours circulating amongst the crew that the Zandrax had acquired Depiom weapons. We thought it was a lie planted by the enemy.”

“That information must remain classified,” Tara warned.

Celeste was glad that Tara had picked up on her concerns. These two Grekk medical officers seemed a bit naïve. One of them probably had a basic pilot license, which had been sufficient to navigate the shuttle. However, neither seemed to have the capability to understand the gravity of their situation. At least, not yet. She would need Tara’s help to keep them in line. 

Celeste realised there was no point resting any further. The first sign of light would make its presence felt soon. “I suggest we leave in a short while. Please get ready. You two should get some supplies from your shuttle and meet us back here.”

Merc bowed. “Okay, Envoy.”

He gestured to Jonin and the both of them disappeared down the path to their shuttle. 

Phog said what was on all their minds. “Those two are useful, but their enthusiasm could jeopardise the trek.”

“I know,” Celeste stated. “We will try to keep them under control.”

Phog had made the correct assessment. In any other situation additional bodies would help a lot. However, the very nature of this trek required them to be covert. Those two Grekk officers were behaving like this was their own adventure. The very balance of the Imperium Alliance was at stake. Many billions of lives could be lost if another war erupted. It was also impossible for Celeste not to take the two Grekk officers with them. If she left the two officers on their own, they might do something clumsy, bring attention to themselves and get everyone in trouble. It would only take one encounter with a Zandrax patrol to bring an end to the trek. 

“I will keep my eyes on them,” Tara volunteered. 

Celeste returned to the cave to get ready. Things had become more complicated. Celeste’s original plan had been for Tara to keep an eye on Phog. However, the two Grekk officers would also require some monitoring. Celeste didn’t have to worry about the officers’ loyalty to her. They seemed quite in awe of her status as Envoy. If the two officers weren’t so enthusiastic she could have used them to monitor Phog. But that was unrealistic at this point in time. She needed to observe the two officers to get a better understanding of their character. 

As Celeste packed her supplies, Phog approached her. “I wanted to let you know that I won’t ever mention to anyone about the holoskin.”

Celeste smiled in appreciation. It had been in the back of her mind, but she had forgotten about it with the appearance of the Grekk medical officers.

Phog stepped out of the cave. “I will go ahead to scout the terrain for a little while. Wait until I return.”

After Phog had left, Tara came up to her. 

“I know the medical officers make my keeping an eye on Phog even harder, but I don’t think we have a choice.”

“I am actually more worried about the officers than Phog,” Celeste admitted.

“Because of the holoskin, right?”

Celeste nodded.

The day was hotter than yesterday. The five of them had been on their trek for a while. The terrain ahead of them look unforgiving. Under Tara’s advice, Celeste had taken the rear with Phog at the front. Tara and two medical officers were in the middle of the group. A silent understanding had passed between Celeste and Phog when she had volunteered to take the rear. The danger of being discovered by the Grekk officers was real. If that happened everything she had worked for and achieved would be gone. She would be left with nothing. Even Tara wouldn’t be able to help her. Celeste glanced down at her hand’s holoskin. This holoskin was the only thing holding her life together. Meanwhile, Tara had done well to keep the two officers under control. She was the right person to handle them. She had bantered with them on and off so that their energy wouldn’t be wasted on doing something risky. Celeste tried to listen to their conversations when she could. It confirmed most of what she had expected about the two officers. They had just graduated from the Grekk Medical Academy. This was their first deployment on the starship. The Grekk were known for this. They preferred to throw new graduates into the deep end of space travel. Celeste didn’t know how many of such new crew members had there been on the starship. 

“What is that?” Merc shouted, pointing excitedly towards his right. 

“Everyone get down now,” Phog warned.
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Celeste crouched as Tara forced the two officers to their knees. Celeste didn’t know how Tara could be so patient with the two of them. 

Night was coming in fast. Celeste noticed that Phog had pulled out some kind of scope and was using it to peer through. Celeste slowly crawled up to him. “What is it?”

“According to my sensors this cannot be the source of the Depiom,” Phog stated. “I see a structure. It appears to be built against a large hill. Wait ... I see people. Are those the Zandrax?”

Phog passed her the scope. Celeste peered through the lens. There were two figures standing, but they had their backs towards her. They had some kind of hoods on. It was difficult to correctly identify them. 

“I cannot tell ... one of them is turning around.”

They were Zandrax. They both looked similar in age to Axane. 

“Yes, those are the Zandrax,” Celeste confirmed, and looked at Phog, who had pulled out his device. “What are you doing?”

“My sensors don’t pick up anything in the direction of the structure. There is no Depiom at that location. I suggest we just keep moving. It is probably a small outpost.”

Tara joined them. “What do you see?”

Celeste passed her the scope. “Take a look for yourself. Phog suggests we keep moving as this isn’t our focus.”

“I see a shuttle approaching,” Tara highlighted. “Wait! Isn’t that one of ours?”

Celeste grabbed the scope back. It was unmistakable. It was a Grekk shuttle, similar to the one they had commandeered when leaving the starship. The shuttle landed near the entrance. Two Zandrax guards emerged, followed by three Grekk officers, who were all in restraints and walking with their heads down.

“They have Grekk prisoners,” Celeste declared, passing the scope back to Tara. 
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