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            Before the Fall

          

        

      

    

    
      TITAN, DECK 5

      Captain Mykel Lockhart enjoyed the few minutes of bliss submerged underwater. Swimming brought him immense relief. For a fraction of a second, he forgot about everything happening around him. He swam upward, broke the surface of the water, and relished the silence. Mykel was envious of people living on Titan. They had a comfortable life, including a swimming pool. Earth was three hours away, and loved ones were always within reach. After spending four years in deep space, being back on Titan had been wonderful. Mykel never thought he would treasure these moments to such an extent. Simple things, like walking in an open space, catching up with old friends, and being around Anastasia. Regardless of the circumstances, he was glad to be home.

      Titan’s pool was about twenty feet long and ten feet wide, filled with cold, fresh water. The white walls reflected the glow coming from the tiny lights in the corners of the hall. He swam another lap. Breathless, he came to a standstill at the edge of the pool. The large windows at this end revealed a stunning view of the cosmos. Silent, mysterious.

      After a few more laps, he left the pool. The water dripped on the smooth floor as he dried himself. The captain of the Prometheus was an athletic, aristocratic man with an angular face, a strong jawline, and deep ocean blue eyes. His thick brown hair was turning gray around his temples.

      Walking along the edge of the pool, he headed toward the showers. The lights switched on automatically. The white room was divided into several compact stalls. He picked one. Stepping inside, he closed the door behind him.

      “Begin,” he said.

      Water splashed on his body from all directions, helping to soothe and relieve muscle fatigue. Mykel’s mind drifted toward the events of today. The inquest had left everyone disappointed and shocked, and Imperial Command had ordered him to return to Earth. A part of him longed to set foot on his planet, eat freshly prepared dishes, enjoy the cool air, and walk on the beach. He had waited a long time to break the constraints of his spaceship and wanted to go home. But Admiral Jacob Donavan would not give up, and he knew it. Mykel had to stick around for Anastasia. She needed him. He felt a bit selfish and reminded himself that his duty was to his crew and his ship. Prometheus came first. Nothing else mattered.

      The water continued to splash on his body.

      Do all captains feel this way? Torn between duty and love?

      It was not an openly discussed topic. For him, there was no difference. He felt both Prometheus and Anastasia were priorities. He didn’t want to lose either of them. Mykel sulked.

      There you go again. Just get over it. It was a long time ago.

      It wasn’t that easy. The news of the Orias lurking around the perimeter had frightened him. All of a sudden, Anastasia’s and Titan’s safety became a priority, and he did everything in his power to return home.

      “Stop,” he said.

      The water halted, and several small holes appeared on the walls. Warm air circulated through the cubicle at high speed. He ran his hand through his almost dry hair. When he was done, he stepped out, got dressed, and left. The door shut behind him, the pool closed, and the lights turned off.

      As he strolled toward the elevator, the lights came to life.

      It’s good to be home.

      Mykel had spent most of his life on Titan until he took command of Prometheus. As he walked down the corridor, he felt the swim, the shower, and the silence had helped him think clearly. Admiral Donavan’s actions frustrated him. He was clearly scheming to take over Titan and was a powerful element in the political game. Politics didn’t matter to Mykel, but many would die if he sat on the sidelines.

      There must be a diplomatic way.

      Unfortunately, he couldn’t think of one. Mykel took the elevator to deck four and then made his way to Prometheus. As expected, it was quiet, and he felt like a wandering ghost.

      PROMETHEUS, DECK 4

      Prometheus’s interior differed greatly from Titan’s. Its corridors were hexagonal, with maroon carpets that covered the frigid floor. Since the ship was in night mode, the lights were dim. The air was sterile, chilly, and devoid of any scents. He walked past several red doors of quarters belonging to his crew. Over a hundred and twenty souls aboard, sleeping peacefully. He hoped.

      Mykel’s thoughts turned back to the situation at hand. He shook his head. It was not right. For the first time, he was struggling.

      Where do I stand? Who do I stand with? I cannot abandon Titan, and I cannot disobey Imperial Command. How do I resolve this situation?

      Every decision he made could affect his life and redefine the fate of everyone he cared for.

      “Deck three,” he muttered when the door to the elevator opened.

      The circular elevator moved upward so smoothly that it didn’t even feel like it was moving. The doors whooshed open, and he walked toward his quarters. He entered the codes on a square panel and unlocked the door. The lights turned on. One of the best parts about being the captain was being entitled to the most luxurious quarters on the ship. It was much cozier compared to the older ships like Freedom. The open space was split into three parts: a bedroom, a work area, and a living room. The windows were triangular, pointing upward. He leaned on the window to admire the peaceful night.

      His living space was full of books, clothes, pads on the two lounge chairs, and a velvet couch. A small suitcase he had packed for his vacation on Earth sat in a corner. Plants gifted by Anastasia and his first officer, Katia Hart, rested in small pots. To his surprise, the tulips, fern, and sunflowers had survived the journey. Paintings made by his late mother hung over a cabinet with a few artifacts that he had collected during his travels. Mykel didn’t want to sleep, but he had a big day tomorrow.

      I better get to bed.

      Turning away from the window, he entered the small, cozy bedroom. His large unmade bed was in a corner against a wall. The highlight of his sparsely decorated room was a window that gave a spectacular view of Saturn’s moon Titan. The moon emitted a soft orangish glow. In the northern hemisphere, a group of gigantic clouds raged in an anti-clockwise fashion. He walked to his left and tapped on the wall. The door to his closet opened, revealing a set of uniforms, clothes, shoes, and all his belongings. He changed, got into bed, and dozed off.

      PROMETHEUS, MYKEL’S QUARTERS, DECK 3

      The strong aroma of coffee dominated Mykel’s quarters as he sat on the couch reading reports. He was ready for the day. Not that he had to think about dressing up. The black trousers with a black turtleneck shirt and maroon jacket were his daily uniform. Surprisingly he was very comfortable in it and most of the time didn’t bother to change before heading to bed. He read the current reports on his ship's condition. Prometheus needed repairs, and the recent ion storm had damaged a few sections of the ship’s hull. The four-year journey had been rough, and the ship required complete refurbishment.

      He grabbed another cup of coffee and returned to work. The Prometheus was due to depart in the next half an hour, and Mykel did not want to leave. No matter what his ship needed, or his orders were, his instincts told him to stay. He studied Emmeline Augury’s report. She believed the mythical device could be an invaluable power source to mankind. And that was the problem. Power attracted trouble, and he feared Jacob had his eyes on the prize.

      As he sipped his coffee, he thought of recent events. The Orias appeared out of nowhere and began studying the perimeter. Many believed they were looking for weaknesses in their defense system. But when the Titan Squadron approached them, they vanished. Then they returned with ten ships and brought chaos and death to his realm. He felt he had made the right decision to cross the ion storm despite the danger to his ship.

      After the first battle, he had the situation would get better. He was utterly wrong. He had learned that Emmeline had discovered an ancient plaque about two months before the attack. Soon after the first battle, she unlocked it and found a star map with coordinates beyond the perimeter. Emmeline had sneaked out of the system with her best friend Delta and flew to the coordinates. The plaque opened a portal that led to a hidden planet. On the rogue planet, now called Delta 1, they had found the first piece of the mythical device. From what Mykel understood, no one, including Emmeline, knew how to yield its power.

      Intriguing.

      He smiled. He would have loved to be a part of such an adventure. But tragedy struck when Delta died, and Emmeline suffered the consequences of her actions. Using Emmeline’s ignorance and the fact that she had broken the law, Jacob wanted to discredit Anastasia and take over Titan. If Mykel were not mistaken, his next target would be the mythical device.

      A bell chimed.

      “Come in,” he said.

      Commander Katia Hart stepped in with her usual stride. Katia’s steel-gray eyes regarded his quarters as if scrutinizing every little detail. Her presence made heads turn. It was not only her beauty but the authority and confidence she radiated. She tied her thin blonde hair in a ponytail that highlighted her narrow face. She folded her arms, taking a powerful stance. Making observations was her forte, and Mykel hated it when she did that with him. It worked well professionally, but her demeanor deterred anyone from getting to know her on a personal level. During their four-year journey, she had hardly made any friends.

      “Good morning, Captain.”

      “Morning.”

      “May I suggest some home cleaning?”

      Mykel grinned. “You may suggest, but I am not inclined to listen.”

      “Right. Captain, the ship is ready to go.”

      Mykel grumbled and fought his urge to go against his orders. But what would that accomplish?

      PROMETHEUS, DECK 1

      Several crewmen hurriedly walked past Mykel and Katia as they walked down the passageway. The ship was almost ready to disembark.

      “We have a tight schedule on Earth,” Katia said, handing over a pad.

      “I see,” Mykel replied, glancing through the agenda.

      “While the Prometheus undergoes repairs, the Imperial Command wants to debrief us.”

      “Really?” he said.

      “Yes.”

      “I see.”

      “Separately,” pointed out Katia pressing the words.

      “That’s fine,” he replied indifferently.

      “I presume they want to debrief us about Prometheus’s return to the system.”

      That was routine and as the captain he had done it several times.

      “I have submitted a report. We received a distress call from Freedom. We responded to the distress call and decided to cross the ion storm because it was the quickest route,” Mykel replied.

      “I agree. If we had gone around it, it could’ve changed the outcome of the battle,” stated Katia.

      Mykel nodded.

      “That is what I plan to say.”

      “That’s what happened,” Mykel replied defensively.

      “I am glad we agree.”

      Mykel felt it. Something was coming.

      “Otherwise, it would appear you had an ulterior motive to return to Titan,” Katia pointed out.

      Mykel eyed her and smirked.

      People never change.

      Everyone knew about his romantic attachment to Anastasia, even though the relationship ended a long time ago.

      “We pushed the engines beyond its capability. The ship sustained damage,” she said.

      “Katia, our people needed us.”

      “Agreed,” she responded. “And of course, there was no other reason.”

      Mykel said no more. He knew she wanted him to spill it out and reveal that he was worried about Anastasia.

      PROMETHEUS, BRIDGE, DECK 1

      Mykel lowered himself into the captain’s chair with some unease. Katia liked to dig deep, especially in his personal matters. Maybe because he was good at hiding his feelings, and she was not. Her life was like an open book. Perhaps having her partner, Phoebe Walker, on this journey made things easier for her. He could only speculate. In his case, as soon as he became Captain, he knew his personal life would be non-existent. It was like he was suddenly unavailable, or perhaps it was because of Anastasia. He never stopped waiting for her, even though she got married, had kids, and became the captain of Marion. No longer being with her was devastating for him. Her marriage was proof they were done. At least, that was what he thought. But since the attack, he had sensed something from her. All these years, they had stayed apart, and a war had brought them together. All of a sudden, he felt his Ana was back. The issue was he didn’t know what to do about it.

      The triangular bridge was broad in front and narrower at the back. The curved viewscreen was opposite a wide arc-shaped console, which was the hub to the helm, operations, and science divisions. The helm was in the middle, while the operation station was to the helm’s left side and the science station to its right.

      As he looked through his schedule on Earth, his eyes drifted toward the viewer and became fixed on Titan. The uneasiness returned. Maybe it wasn’t just him. Perhaps everyone felt this way.

      “Sir, we are ready to disembark,” said Lieutenant Nick Colson, the helmsman of Prometheus. He turned to face Mykel. He saw the eagerness to return home in his brown eyes. His ebony features reflected confidence. With a heavy jaw, clean-shaved face, and thick curly hair, Nick looked like a man who took his work seriously.

      “Let’s go,” Mykel said.

      He had already said his goodbyes to Anastasia, and he hoped to see her soon.

      Katia took her seat at the operations station and said, “All systems ready to go.”

      As expected, the tactical officer Lyle Hagg spoke up next, “Weapons are working in perfect order, sir.”

      Mykel casually turned to face Lyle. She was a lean, dark-skinned head of security. Her face was long, alert, and her large black eyes remained steady. Mykel appreciated her calm demeanor, especially in high-risk situations.

      “Excellent.”

      Out of habit, he swayed his chair and found the nervous-looking communication officer.

      Mykel asked, “Patrick?”

      Ensign Patrick Terra appeared perplexed. Even if he wanted, Patrick couldn’t hide his six-foot heavy frame behind the console. Patrick was dashing. Tall, well-built, with a symmetrical face and dark gray eyes. But he lacked conviction.

      “Yes, sir. Yes. Everything is in order. We have received no more communication from the Imperial Command.”

      Mykel said nothing and faced the screen. The engines started, and Patrick alerted Titan of their departure. Lieutenant Commander Adrian Olson’s solemn face appeared on the viewscreen. Losing Delta had been devastating for everyone, especially for Adrian and Emmeline. Having lost his own love, Mykel understood his pain.

      “Good morning, Captain,” said Adrian in a low tone.

      “Morning. We are ready to disembark.”

      Adrian looked down at his console. It was a standard procedure to check departures and permits for every ship. “Prometheus is all set.”

      “Thank you. We will try to get back as soon as we can,” Mykel replied.

      Adrian gave a weak smile. “Have a safe journey home.”

      The screen went blank.

      The Prometheus vibrated as it slowly detached itself from the space station, turned, and sped toward Earth.

      “Sir, our ETA is two hours, fifteen minutes, and twenty-four seconds,” reported Nick from the helm.

      “Excellent,” he replied and focused on his schedule. Something occurred to him, and he said, “Katia, keep a sensor lock on Titan. Patrick, monitor all communications and signals.”

      Both officers nodded.

      

      The crew could manage without him, but Mykel stayed on the bridge. He got on his feet and walked to the science station. Lieutenant Seiko Ishimoto looked up. The athletic Asian man sat back, twirled on his chair, and crossed his legs. His thick, soft hair was parted to the right, and his thoughtful mahogany brown eyes regarded him.

      “Nothing, sir,” Seiko said.

      Since their arrival, he had been looking for signs of the enemy ships.

      “You mean not yet.”

      “What about the Vipers? Are they ready?”

      Titan was preparing long-range torpedoes programmed to target the vulnerable aspects of the Orias ships. Seiko was experimenting with nanotechnology and reprogramming tiny probes that could be used as weapons.

      “I think so. I have run several successful stimulations. However, we need to test them in combat.”

      “Something tells me you will get the chance. Sooner rather than later,” Mykel remarked and returned to his chair.

      As they traveled away from the danger zone, he felt calmer.

      TITAN, BYRON’S QUARTERS, DECK 6

      Byron Thames snored with his mouth open. Despite a loud bell ringing, he didn’t wake up.

      “Wake up!” a voice yelled.

      “Oh, for god’s sake!” he cried out. He lifted his head to see Micah was on the intercom, trying to reach him. “Go away. I want to sleep!”

      The intercom continued buzzing. Byron grudgingly got out of bed and gawked at the watch. It was 0600.

      The Titan Squadron was scheduled to train at 0800 hours. Since the attack, the squadron originally made up of four ships had grown to twenty. He hated the pilots from Earth. They were older, experienced, and arrogant. The admiral treated them with respect and often complimented them on their hard work. Byron and his friends Argon, Clio, and Micah were constant targets of ridicule and judgment. Byron often wanted to fight back, but Argon tried to smooth things over. He reminded Byron that they needed all the help they could get. But Byron wanted to punch the admiral in the face.

      A beep echoed.

      “Byron, are you there?”

      “What the hell?” he complained, reaching out to the intercom. “Micah, what’s your problem?”

      “Argon is making his move!”

      Byron’s sleep vanished. “Oh no. So, what’s the plan?”

      “I am getting ready…I will meet you and Clio in the passageway on deck four.”

      “Okay.”

      The lights turned on in his simple and minimally decorated quarters. Most of his clothes were on the floor, and several pairs of shoes sat in a pile in a corner. Byron ruffled his hand through his silver hair and noticed his tired face in the mirror. There were bags under his gray eyes, and he needed a shave. He felt he looked older. The stress of the last few weeks had taken its toll. His mother had called him several times to return home, but he couldn’t. Titan Squadron was a part of the fleet. He simply couldn’t abandon his friends.

      “Byron…I am on my way. See you,” said Micah on the intercom.

      “Okay,” he replied and hastily got dressed and left his quarters.

      He knew Argon would do everything to free Emmeline. Last night, Byron had tried his best and wanted to know Argon’s plan. But he stayed tight-lipped.

      Argon giving up on Emmeline would alter the laws of the universe.

      They were concerned about Argon, and Micah decided to check his movements.

      Byron met with Clio Ranger in the passageway. Clio’s luxurious jet-black hair was tied in a ponytail. Her copper-brown eyes remained fixed ahead, focused. He admired her for her bravery, honesty, and her friendship. Knowing her since childhood had created an unbreakable trust between them.

      His eyes traveled down her legs. Changing a long-term friendship into something more was difficult. I don’t know if she feels the same.

      “What are we going to do?” she asked, adjusting her jacket.

      “I don’t know. I want to make sure he doesn’t get into trouble.”

      “Oh, he is asking for that!” exclaimed Micah as he joined them. “Imagine what would happen if the admiral found out.”

      Byron sighed and didn’t want to think about it.

      Micah was heavier and shorter than Byron, with dense, curly red hair and round blue eyes. The foul smell coming from his mouth and clothes told Byron that he had continued to party even after everyone had left Midnight Orchid. He wished Micah had showered.

      “I tell you, this will not be easy,” Micah remarked.

      Byron didn’t know what to say.

      

      Everyone was still in bed, and the corridors of Titan were silent. Since the Orias attack, Byron didn’t believe anyone slept well. They were on edge, feeling as if danger was lurking just around the corner. Then the Imperial Command arresting Emmeline and Delta’s death had raised tensions in the space station. For the first time, people were divided. There was a buildup of mistrust. Fear and anger lingered.

      The elevator opened, and they walked in silently.

      “He is on deck nine,” said Micah, studying the pad in his left hand.

      “That is where the brig is located. If he plans to free Emmeline, why didn’t the alarms go off?” Clio asked.

      “Argon must have disabled them,” Byron replied, thinking of a strategy.

      The elevator doors opened, and they rushed out.

      “Wait, they are now heading toward the docking bay,” said Micah.

      “He’s leaving?” Clio asked sadly.

      Byron said nothing. He wanted to persuade Argon to let Emmeline go. Perhaps hiding her would give them time to find a better way. Maybe they could speak to Commander Waters and find a solution. The door opened, and he heard voices. It was already too late.

      TITAN, DOCKING BAY, DECK 10

      The trio armed themselves and saw Jacob with a group of guards, yelling at Argon and Emmeline.

      “Argon! You!” Jacob yelled.

      Argon turned.

      “You’d better let them go,” Byron said, pointing his disruptor at Jacob. He had enough. He couldn’t watch Jacob demean and insult his friends.

      “You shouldn’t be here!” Argon said.

      “This is unacceptable! Wrong…” Jacob continued shouting like a madman.

      Byron was stunned.

      When Jacob became silent, his eyes were bulging, and his face was read.

      “He has serious impulse control issues,” he remarked involuntarily.

      Argon eyed him.

      Alarms reverberated throughout the halls.

      “I thought I disabled it,” Argon said to Emmeline.

      An enormous figure appeared behind Jacob.

      “Watch out, Admiral!” Argon yelled.

      They fired at the aliens. The Orias were hit, and with a loud screech, they fell to the ground and disappeared.

      “The Orias. How did they get inside?” asked Byron.

      “Get to your ships,” Jacob ordered.

      Titan jolted.

      Anastasia’s voice echoed in the corridors. “We are under attack. I repeat, we are under attack! All hands to battle stations! All hands to battle stations!”

      Three Orias appeared behind Byron and his friends.

      “Get down!” Jacob yelled and fired.

      Laser beams hit the Orias, and they turned to dust in seconds.

      “Oh no. Not now,” Argon murmured.

      Byron faced Argon and then followed his gaze. His heart sank. The group stared through the window at the enormous purple cloud beyond the perimeter.

      Jacob ordered the squad to engage the enemy and rushed to the elevator.

      Byron faced Argon. “This is the best chance you’ll get. Get out. We’ll handle them.”

      Clio and Micah agreed.

      “No! No!” said Emmeline.

      “Go! Just go!” Clio said, rushing down the corridor.

      “I think she’s right,” Micah said, following her.

      Argon looked at Emmeline.

      Byron placed his hand on Argon’s shoulder. “You must leave. I am going to miss you. Watch your back, my friend.”

      Byron felt his heart crush into pieces. Giving Argon a last glance, he followed Micah and Clio.

      

      Uncertainty clouded his mind as he entered the hangar. Fear was spreading. Screams reverberated, and people scrambled, carrying boxes and suitcases. Private ships were launching one after another. Alarms echoed as Byron ran toward his ship. The semicircular spacecraft was ten feet wide and fifteen feet long. Its weapons were positioned at the edges, and the pilot’s cockpit was in the elongated section, which emerged from the center.

      After unlocking the door, he dashed to the cockpit. As he settled in the pilot’s seat, he felt the rush of adrenaline and panic. He stared at the hangar deck. Titan was in pandemonium.

      Should everyone leave?

      He didn’t know and knew no one had the correct answers. He watched as the squadron ships powered up and took off one after another.

      This is it.

      Pushing his fears aside, he pressed the button, and the engines came to life.

      Unlike other pilots, Byron preferred U-shaped steering to control his ship. The engines roared, and the craft lifted and sped out of the hangar. Clio’s and Micah’s ships were right behind him. Byron felt a sense of doom as the fleet glided away from Titan. Taking a deep breath in, he looked back at his home. Titan remained motionless, and he felt his heart breaking. Something told him this was the last time he would see it.

      I am going to miss you, Argon.

      Jacob’s voice boomed on the communicator, ordering the fleet to prepare for battle and cross the gates. He assessed their situation. Under the fire of the Orias, the perimeter shimmered. It was a sturdy structure with its shields still intact. Fifty Orias ships were attacking the perimeter, and several Orias had boarded Titan.

      “God save us,” he muttered.

      Following orders, he and the others fell back as the bigger ships took the lead. Clenching the steering, he thought of all the maneuvers he had learned.

      Sweat gathered on his forehead as he waited for their next move. But there was complete radio silence, and the perimeter’s gates remained shut.

      “What the hell is happening?” he said and tried to contact Freedom.

      There was no response from the admiral’s ship. He tried to raise Titan.

      Micah’s voice echoed in the cockpit, “What’s happening? Why aren’t we moving?”

      “I don’t know. No one is responding,” Byron replied.

      At that moment, the gates opened.

      “Okay, I guess we are going in,” said Micah sarcastically.

      “This is ridiculous,” remarked Clio. “There is no way we can win. We should not cross the gates.”

      Before Byron could respond, Jacob’s voice boomed, ordering the fleet to attack. The Imperial Fleet began moving, and the ships slipped through the gates. Byron sulked. He felt he was walking into a death trap. Reluctantly, he pulled the steering, and the ship gradually flew toward the opening.

      A loud bell echoed.

      “Imperial Fleet, this is Commander Waters. Admiral Jacob Donavan is no longer in command. Do not leave the system!” ordered Anastasia.

      Byron instantly reduced speed. The message repeated. Then Titan suddenly stopped transmitting.

      “That’s odd,” he muttered, trying to reach Titan.

      As his craft neared the gates, he searched for the broadcast. He found another transmission. It was from Evan.

      “Repeat, do not cross the gates. The admiral is no longer in command. Wait for further orders. Repeat, do not cross the gates!”

      “Did you hear that? What do we do?” Micah asked over the intercom.

      The message repeated.

      Byron watched as the bigger ships crossed the gates, disregarding Anastasia’s orders. But he didn’t care. Jacob was not in charge anymore, and Anastasia was his commander.

      “Turn around!” Byron shouted.

      “What?” Micah said.

      “You heard the commander. Return to Titan!”

      Byron swung the steering, and the ship turned away from the gates. The other two crafts followed. Byron was confused and decided to talk to the commander once he reached Titan. Suddenly, the stars in front of him vanished.

      “What the hell?” he muttered.

      Out of nowhere, an immense void appeared and expanded. He maneuvered his craft away from the darkness.

      “Proximity alert! Proximity alert!” said the computer.

      Alarms boomed, and lights blinked.

      “No!” he cried out, changing the ship’s course and pushing the engines. The void spread, blocking his path.

      “Come on!” he yelled, pulling the handle toward his chest, trying his best to escape. But it was all in vain. Byron screamed as his ship was swallowed into the void.

      PROMETHEUS, BRIDGE, DECK 1

      An hour passed, and the crew worked silently. Mykel sensed everyone wanted to be left alone with their thoughts. His stomach grumbled. It was time he ate something. He stood up and straightened his uniform. With his hands behind his back, he strolled to the elevator. The doors whooshed opened.

      “Captain,” called Patrick.

      Mykel felt goosebumps line his skin as he faced the communication officer.

      “I…I don’t understand,” Patrick mumbled.

      “What is it, Patrick?”

      “Titan…is…”

      Mykel did not let him finish and rushed to the station. The wide, black panel showed colorful graphs on the left side. Various touch buttons dominated the right side of the panel. Mykel knew what Patrick was trying to tell him. Pushing him over, he conducted another search.

      “Oh, no,” he muttered.

      For the first time since its creation, Titan had ceased transmitting.

      “It’s like it was never there at all,” Patrick cried out.

      “Katia, scan for Titan,” Mykel ordered.

      Katia nodded, and her fingers tapped on the keyboard.

      Mykel moved to the side and said, “Patrick, hail Titan.”

      He nodded and began working.

      Folding his arms, he tapped his feet.

      “Sir, sir! T-Titan is not responding,” Patrick said with fear in his eyes.

      “Hail Freedom,” Mykel ordered, feeling his anxiety rise.

      Patrick’s hands were shaking. Mykel looked at the roof, trying to be patient.

      “No. No response. Sir. I don’t understand.”

      “Bloody hell. Try the Freedom, Marion, or the Jupiter,” Mykel ordered, pacing up and down the bridge.

      A series of beeps emitted, and he heard his own heart beating.

      “Sir, Titan has vanished from standard sensors,” Katia said with apprehension.

      Their eyes met. He marched to her station to check the readings.

      “Captain, there is no reply to our hails,” Patrick said in a muffled tone and added, “Maybe Titan’s communication systems are down.”

      “Still, it should show up on sensors,” Katia replied, “It’s gone…as if⁠—”

      “It never existed at all,” Mykel added, returning to his chair. “Nick, bring us about. Patrick, relay a message to the Imperial Command informing them that Titan has vanished from standard sensors. We suspect it’s under attack, and the Prometheus is returning to investigate.”

      Patrick nodded.

      Engines raved. The Prometheus turned, and three bright lights beamed behind the ship, and it sped toward Titan.

      Mykel was uneasy, and he sensed the tension rise on the bridge. Katia and Patrick were still trying to detect or reach Titan. But deep down, he knew.

      God knows what will happen. I should not have left. I don’t know the size of the enemy fleet, and I do not know what we will be facing.

      “Nick, can we get there any faster?” he asked.

      “Engines at maximum, sir.”

      He sensed Katia’s eyes on him. Concern and horror clouded her face. He reached for a button on his chair.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, this is your captain. We are returning to Titan. It has vanished from our sensors and is not responding to our hails. I would have disregarded this if the fleet had responded. We are going to investigate. It is possible the fleet and Titan are under attack,” he said and paused as his heart leaped to his throat. “Prepare for battle.”

      

      Time passed painfully. Mykel hovered over navigation, checking their position. They were getting closer.

      “Katia, all system ready?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Sir, we are approaching the perimeter,” announced Nick.

      “Shields up. Fire up the weapons,” he ordered, turning away from navigation. Mykel lowered himself into his chair as the viewscreen came to life. He felt as if his chair shook a bit. Every sound around him died. The Orias had breached the perimeter. Debris spread on both sides of the perimeter. Two flashes emerged from Freedom and hit the Orias ship, shattering it. Multiple laser beams appeared from the other two Earth ships attacking the Orias targeting the perimeter.

      “Status of the fleet!” he yelled.

      “Sir, Earth ships have crossed the perimeter and have engaged the enemy. Most of them have been destroyed. The remaining three Earth ships are under heavy attack. I cannot locate the Titan Squadron,” Lyle reported from the tactical station.

      “They shouldn’t have crossed the gates,” stated Katia.

      “Titan?” he asked edgily.

      The image on the viewscreen changed. Mykel felt a sense of relief. It was still there. Intact. Unharmed. Something caught his eye.

      “What’s happening?” he asked.

      “Titan has been boarded,” Katia replied. “Sensors show over two dozen Orias. The citizens are being moved to the outer section.”

      “Hail them.”

      A familiar face appeared on the screen.

      “Sorry. It appears I’m always late,” he remarked.

      “Where have you been? We have been trying to contact you,” said Anastasia.

      “We have been trying to get in touch with you. When all transmission from Titan stopped and our attempts to contact you failed. It could only mean one thing.”

      Anastasia nodded.

      “I’ve warned the Imperial Command. More ships should be here,” Mykel said.

      “Thank you, Captain.”

      Anastasia vanished from the screen, and the image of the raging battle emerged.

      “Sir, there is a dampening field of unknown origin jamming our signals,” reported Seiko from the science console. “We cannot send any updates to the Imperial Command.”

      “It could be the Orias,” concluded Katia.

      A blast shook the ship. Mykel gulped as he watched two Earth ships crumble into pieces.

      Short gasps echoed. The entire bridge crew was shocked. Mykel gripped the arms of his chair, attempting to control his despair and anger.

      “Sir, only Titan, Freedom, and the Prometheus are remaining. The rest of the Imperial Fleet has been destroyed!” Patrick cried out.

      An Orias ship slipped through the broken perimeter.

      Mykel’s blood boiled. “Let’s make sure as long as we are alive that no Orias ship leaves this section of space. If we go down, they go down with us.”

      The Prometheus surged ahead. Multiple flares left its tubes. Smashing the Orias ship into pieces, it joined the battle.

      TITAN, DECK 4

      The alarms provoked fear and terror. The battle between the Orias and the robots had left bloodshed everywhere. Selina Keston screamed when a robot ripped the Orias into pieces. The nine-year-old ran to her mother. Aceline Keston grabbed her, and they hurried down the passage. The armed robot followed them.

      “Ahhh!” Aceline screamed and came to an abrupt stop. The Orias growled. They ran in the opposite direction. The robot fired, blasting the alien into bits.

      The machine was six feet tall, with a bald head and cold gray eyes. It could be mistaken for a human being. But it wasn’t. It stood straight, with a gun in its long metallic arm. Its bright blue interior was covered with white, smooth thick armor.

      Aceline was never so grateful to the internal security of Titan. She wished someone was protecting her son, Argon.

      “Mom, I want to go to Argon!” yelled Selina, pulling her hand and shaking her head. Her ponytails flung in the air, and her tiny face was red and wet.

      “Dr. Keston, we need to take you to safety,” said the machine.

      Aceline nodded and walked hurriedly, trying not to look at the mutilated bodies on the floor. Blood splattered the walls.

      Oh, God, what has happened to our world?

      She tried to keep up with the robot, pulling Selina along with her.

      “What will happen to us?” Aceline asked, looking up and down the passageway. Her face and neck were covered with sweat, and she felt as if she was choking. She kept moving. They were not far off from safety.

      “I will escort you to Titan’s outer rim. We have allocated you and your daughter stasis pods 2998 and 2999. A security shield will hold you safely, and you will remain in stasis until the situation comes under control or we receive further orders from the Imperial Command.”

      “Do we really need to leave?”

      “It is for you and your daughter’s safety.”

      “Mom, we shouldn’t leave Titan,” insisted Selina.

      She looked at her child and then thought of her son. He was somewhere out there fighting a battle with no chance of winning. A shadow fell over them. She released a piercing cry when a Orias attacked the robot. Aceline grabbed Selina and ran. The Orias roared and ripped the robot into pieces. It growled, throwing its head upward, and chased them.

      She screamed, “Help! Help!”

      A blast resonated and threw them on the floor. She raised her head and watched the Orias burn alive. From within the fire emerged another robot.

      “Are you hurt?” the robot asked as tears gathered in her eyes. “Dr. Keston, we must move.”

      She nodded numbly. The robot helped her stand, and they hurried behind it.

      “No. No. Mom, I don’t want to leave!” insisted Selina.

      She shook her. “We have no choice! We have to go…”

      “No, we have to stay!” Selina yelled.

      Aceline didn’t listen to her and hurried behind the robot.

      Once inside the outer rim, Aceline felt safe. A dozen robots covered the entrance as the colonists were being secured into pods.

      Countless white pods about six feet long and eighty inches wide sat along the wall. Each was equipped with glass doors that opened upward. The robot led them to their designated pod and pushed a button. Aceline looked at the interior, resembling a cozy, well-designed coffin.

      “Mom, we shouldn’t leave.”

      Aceline was tired of explaining. “Honey, just get in. We will reach safety soon.”

      “We are not safe anywhere!” cried Selina.

      “Dr. Keston, we are running out of time,” said the robot.

      Getting on one knee, she placed her hands on her shoulders. “Selina, we have no choice. We must leave. Please.”

      Obediently, Selina stepped inside the pod. With another push of a button, the door closed. Aceline watched as a whitish hue appeared, and Selina shut her eyes and went to sleep. She watched as a steel door formed a shield around the pod.

      “She’ll be safe. Right?” Aceline asked.

      “Yes,” the robot replied and stepped forward, leading her to the next pod.

      Aceline’s heart raced as she got in the pod. To her left was a panel designed to regulate her vitals. To her right was the emergency button.

      “Have a safe trip,” the robot said.

      A white light blinded her momentarily, and then everything went blank.

      

      Aceline screamed and broke out of stasis. She couldn’t breathe and felt as if a part of her was dead. Something was wrong.

      She heard Titan’s computer: “Ninety-eight percent separation complete.”

      But that was not what she had sensed. She felt a catastrophe. Death. Despair. Loss. She gasped for air, her head spinning. Touching the door of the pod, she pushed the emergency button. The door opened, and she fell on her knees, breathless. She lifted her head and saw Selina standing over her.

      How did she get out?

      Sadness filled Selina’s eyes. She extended her hand and said, “Mom, let’s go find Argon.”

      PROMETHEUS, BRIDGE, DECK 1

      The ship shook, and Mykel grabbed the arms of his chair.

      “Sir, the outer section has separated from Titan,” reported Seiko.

      He watched as the large wheel hovered in space.

      “Shields at ninety percent, and holding,” said Katia.

      The Prometheus launched three torpedoes, blowing up the Orias ships, which attempted to sneak into their system.

      “Citizens of Titan are on their way out of the system,” announced Seiko.

      Powered by four engines, the large wheel glided ahead.

      “Lyle, track them. Seiko, what else can we do except fire at close range? Get me something.”

      Seiko nodded.

      “Nick, show me the status of the Earth ships.”

      He watched Titan and Freedom fight a group of Orias ships. At that moment, two Orias ships fired at the Freedom. It blew into millions of pieces. A shock wake hit them, and Prometheus shuddered, rocking Mykel’s chair. But he didn’t feel it. Like everyone, he sat with his mouth open.

      Patrick said in a low voice, “The Freedom is gone.”

      He banged the arm of his chair with his fist.

      “Captain, the perimeter is overloading, and its shields are at twenty percent,” Katia said from her station.

      “Right! Are you telling me it's going to blow up?”

      “Eventually.”

      “Oh, that’s just great!”

      “Captain, two Orias ships are following the outer section,” Lyle said.

      “Nick!” he shouted over the blaring alarms.

      The ship turned and chased the Orias ships.

      “Thirty thousand kilometers from the enemy ships and closing,” said Lyle.

      “Get closer.”

      He heard a beep.

      “Captain, Titan is transferring more power to the perimeter,” said Katia.

      “That’s good, right?”

      “At this rate…it will blow up.”

      He just looked at her.

      What was Anastasia thinking?

      “Fifteen thousand kilometers from the enemy ship,” Lyle said.

      The spikes of the Orias ships turned bright red. They were about to kill the colonists when multiple torpedoes emerged from the Prometheus and crushed the ships.

      “Good! Nick return⁠—”

      A massive blast occurred, almost throwing him out of his chair.

      “What the hell was that?”

      His jaw fell. The perimeter blew section by section, generating raging inferno on both sides. It burned every Orias ship in its path.

      “Move back! Move back!” shouted Mykel.

      The engines reversed, and the ship stopped at a safe distance.

      “Oh my gosh!” cried Patrick.

      “Indeed,” Mykel said, astonished. “Was it the Orias or Titan?” he asked.

      “It was Titan,” replied Katia. “The blast took out most of the enemy ships.”

      “Sir. Our communications are back online,” said Patrick. “I am receiving several messages from the Imperial Command. More ships should reach the perimeter within ten minutes.”

      He ran his hands through his hair. “Hail Titan.”

      Titan’s bridge became visible.

      “What was that? Are you okay?” asked Mykel.

      “We are good, thanks. We overloaded the generators, creating a blast that took out most of their ships.”

      “Wow. Good move! We might just win this one,” he said, trying to reassure everyone.

      Anastasia was about to say something when the transmission was interrupted.

      “What happened?”

      “We lost the transmission,” replied Patrick.

      “Get it back.”

      “I’m trying. I can’t get through.”

      Mykel changed his focus. “What is the status of the remaining Orias ships?”

      “They are just sitting there,” Nick said, throwing his hands in the air.

      “Ah…finally,” cried out Patrick.

      The transmission came through, and they could see Titan’s bridge. He was about to speak when Anastasia signaled him to wait. He heard an unknown voice.

      “Who is that?” he asked.

      Patrick got busy, and the screen split in two. For the first time, they saw the queen. Mykel raised his eyebrows and regarded the lady of Ana’s age. Her face was narrow, her skin flawless, and her eyes sparkled with darkness.

      “I thought it was an alien,” said Patrick.

      “She is an alien,” replied Seiko, conducting scans.

      He listened as the queen threatened Anastasia.

      “You are menial, insignificant beings! And I will crush you,” shouted the queen.

      Everyone exchanged confused glances.

      “Menial?” complained Katia.

      “Seiko. Where is she?” he asked.

      “The transmission is coming from a ship behind the Orias fleet.”

      On the viewer appeared a substantial craft. It petrified him. It was bigger than Titan or anything he had seen. Seventy percent of the gray ship was a circular structure. Two large metallic-looking extensions emerged from the center and curved forward. He wished they had more ships and better weapons.

      The queen continued, “You are powerless! Insignificant! You will surrender and serve under me. If you resist, I will destroy you and assimilate your species! This is my realm; I will be your queen. You will either serve me or die!”

      “Can we change the channel?” suggested Nick.

      “Lyle, can our torpedoes reach the queen’s ship?” Mykel asked.

      “It’s too far away. We’ll have to get close to do substantial damage.”

      At that moment, Titan launched multiple long-ranged torpedoes. The balls of fire sped through the debris, destroying six Orias ships and hitting the queen’s ship.

      “Whoa!” said Nick.

      “Captain, the shields of the queen’s ship are at seventy percent. I detect fire in one of its sections. If we get closer, we could destroy it.”

      “Okay, let’s⁠—”

      “Captain!” shouted Katia.

      Three Orias ships fired at the Prometheus. The ship shuddered; lights dimmed for a second.

      “Return fire!”

      Lyle aimed, and the torpedoes hit the hull of two ships.

      “Two more ships approaching from the port side!” yelled Katia.

      “Sir, we are surrounded!” shouted Nick.

      “Evasive maneuvers!” screamed Mykel.

      Prometheus tried to sway away when a blaze hit the shields, and a tremor passed through craft.

      “Captain! Shields at fifty percent. We cannot take any more hits!” yelled Katia, looking up.

      “Lyle, fire!” Mykel shouted.

      The next torpedo took out one of the Orias ships. The surviving alien ships converged around the Earth ship.

      “Katia, keep the shields up. Take power from wherever you can! Nick, get us out of here!”

      The Prometheus swayed away, but the aliens blocked its path. The ships fired, and Prometheus shook like there was no tomorrow.

      “Targ—” Mykel was about to say but paused.

      Suddenly, it was quiet. The Orias ships powered down and reversed.

      “What happened?” asked Nick.

      Mykel noticed Katia smiling. The floor vibrated, and the stars vanished from the top of the viewscreen. Titan hovered over Prometheus. The Orias ships were retreating when Titan fired, obliterating them in seconds.

      “Show off,” Mykel muttered, smirking.

      “Titan is hailing,” said Patrick.

      Mykel nodded.

      “How are you holding up?” asked Anastasia, appearing on the screen.

      “We are fine. I don’t know how long we can keep this up.”

      “You are right. We have to finish this,” she said.

      “There is only one way to do that.”

      She said nothing more.

      The channel closed.

      “What is the status of the ship?” Mykel asked Katia.

      “Damage to two decks, ten injuries reported, shields at eighty percent and holding, weapons and environmental systems operational,” Katia replied.

      Mykel nodded.

      “Nine minutes till the arrival of the Imperial Command fleet,” announced Patrick.

      He knew it was too late.

      “Nick. Take us in position,”

      Prometheus glided to stand beside Titan. He knew what needed to be done. They had to get the queen. He pushed a button on his chair’s arm. “Ready when you are,” he said to Anastasia.

      “Let’s take them down,” said Anastasia.

      Everyone looked at each other.

      “Attack pattern, Lockhart one,” he ordered.

      As soon as the words slipped out of his mouth, the crew became quiet. The red lights turned blue. The blaring alarm became silent.

      The Orias ships moved forward, and the Earth ships didn’t back off and crossed the broken perimeter.

      “Nick, take cover in Titan’s wake,” Mykel ordered.

      Prometheus slowed and allowed the majestic Titan to take the lead. Three Orias ships fired at once. Titan’s torpedoes intercepted them. The explosion ripped through space and destroyed the two Orias ships.

      “Hold fire,” he told Lyle.

      Titan furiously ripped through the inferno. Its beam sliced an Orias ship in half. Two enemy ships fired at once. The blaze hit Titan but didn’t slow it down.

      “Seiko. Ready?”

      “Yes.”

      Mykel opened a channel. “Prometheus…prepare for dark mode.”

      All sensors came online. The computer began duplicating their surroundings, which was a mix of debris of Orias and Earth ships. Remnants of a deadly war.

      “Ready to mask all signals of the Prometheus,” said Katia. “I don’t see the point. They know there are two Earth ships.”

      “Wait for it,” he told her. “Nick and Seiko, you know what to do.”

      “Yes, sir,” said both officers in unison.

      “Two enemy ships approaching,” said Lyle.

      “Let’s play,”

      The Orias ships fired. Torpedoes blasted out of Prometheus tubes, matching the Orias firepower. An enormous blast spread through the vicinity.

      “Seiko. Now!”

      Prometheus sent out a stream of Vipers. They whizzed through the fire unharmed. The tiny bullet-shaped objects attached themselves to the enemy ship’s hull.

      “Vipers are in position.”

      “Activate.”

      Six tentacles emerged from the end of each Viper. The pointed front dug into the ship’s hull and waited.

      “The ships are getting closer,” said Lyle edgily.

      He nodded. The spikes of the ships turned red.

      “On my mark, one…two…three!”

      Two more torpedoes blasted through the tubes and intercepted the blaze.

      “Cover fire,”

      Lyle punched several buttons. Three torpedoes blasted from the ship’s tube and self-destructed, creating an enormous inferno between the ship.

      “Initiate dark mode.”

      Under the cover of the fire, Prometheus moved away from the battle. The bridge turned dark. Unwanted equipment automatically turned off. Lights all over the ship faded away. The ship’s surface turned black and replicated its surroundings. In seconds, the ship vanished, as if it never existed. On sensors, it was like a ghost, a shadow without form.

      “Seiko, now.”

      The vipers turned red and released an electrical charge disrupting the Orias ship's functions.

      The fire died out, and the Orias ships pursuing the Prometheus began looking for the Earth ship. But in the vastness of debris and fire, it was undetectable. Their sensors were disrupted, which blinded them to anything beyond a certain point. The Vipers turned red and blew up, rupturing the ship’s hull. The crafts whirled out of control and exploded.

      “And now they think…there is only one Earth ship,” murmured Mykel. “Nick, make it quick. We won’t get another chance.”

      “Yes, sir!” said Nick, entering the coordinates.

      Titan fought with valor, with its shield shining brightly under the heavy fire. It shuddered but did not waver from its target. The Orias suffered too. Titan wiped out eight ships in minutes. To keep the pressure on, it blasted a series of long-range torpedoes, which hit the queen’s ship. Still, fighting with the remaining twelve Orias ships was difficult.

      While the Orias were busy dealing with the Titan, Prometheus took advantage. Since it had vanished from normal sensors, Nick plotted a course around the battle to get to the other end.

      Titan was a fantastic distraction.

      “On my mark…prepare to fire.”

      “Ready, Captain,” said Lyle.

      The Prometheus halted twenty-five thousand kilometers from the queen’s ship.

      “Fire!”

      Prometheus appeared.

      Realizing the second Earth ship wasn’t destroyed, the queen’s ship prepared to fire, but it was too late. The Prometheus blasted a range of torpedoes that struck several parts of the ship, setting off a massive blaze.

      “Fire again! Don’t give them the chance to recover!” Mykel shouted.

      Another round of torpedoes hit the enemy ship, and fire spread in the central section.

      “Sir, their weapons are down, their shields are wavering, and I can detect a fire in the engine room,” announced Lyle.

      “We have company!” yelled Nick.

      Prometheus shuddered, and the lights flickered.

      The surprise was gone, but they damaged the enemy ship.

      Sweat covered Patrick’s face. “Three minutes until the Imperial Command gets here!”

      “If they reach here on time…we could win this,” said Seiko.

      Titan was not far behind and blasted two Orias ships blocking its path. Next, it targeted the queen’s ship, destroying a part of the curved wing.

      “How many enemy ships remaining?” Mykel asked.

      “Eight.”

      “Still too many. Keep firing…do not…”

      A blast hit the Prometheus, and it shook, sending a chill down Mykel’s spine. The Earth ship returned fire, blowing up one of the enemy ships.

      “Sir…I am detecting a massive energy surge!” Katia cried out.

      The viewscreen split into two. From the depths of space, a stream of purple light flashed. Mykel watched in amazement as it turned into a massive purple cloud. The queen’s ship powered up, moving away from the battle.

      “They are opening the doorway!” Nick yelled. “They are retreating…”

      Katia narrowed her eyes. “We should withdraw!”

      Before Mykel could respond, a group of torpedoes left Titan. Two Orias ships intercepted them and exploded.

      “They are killing themselves to protect her,” said Nick.

      “Captain, the doorway is open,” Katia said.

      It was now or never.

      “Do not let her escape. Fire!” Mykel said.

      Lyle hit the button, and the torpedoes flew toward the queen’s ship. Two massive beams emerged from the queen’s ships and blew up the torpedoes. Three Orias ships blocked their path. The Prometheus dropped speed. The distance between the queen’s ship and Earth vessels increased.

      “Damn…keep firing…get around them,” he ordered, getting on his feet.

      Crushing the three alien ships, the Prometheus steered through the debris, pursuing the queen’s ship. They were getting dangerously close to the purple cloud.

      “Sir, Titan is hailing,” said Patrick.

      “Put it through.”

      Titan’s bridge was dark and misty. The crew was rushing around, and alarms blared in the background. Ana’s face was stern, and her eyes cold. “She is escaping.”

      “We cannot let that happen.”

      “Captain, we shouldn’t enter the rift. There is no telling what will happen!” Katia warned.

      “She is not getting away,” Anastasia argued.

      “Ana, we have to be careful,” Mykel said, but his words fell on deaf ears.

      Titan had stopped transmitting. A dozen torpedoes left Titan, destroying four ships blocking its path. The fire stretched on both sides.

      Anastasia was angry, and it showed.

      “Four Orias ships remaining,” Nick reported.

      “Take them out!”

      But the last ships fought back, and the damage on both sides was substantial. The Prometheus shuddered. Loud blasts resonated on several decks, filling them with gases and fire. The computer and the crew did their best to keep the ship together. But Mykel knew it had its limits. Debris fell from the roof, alarms blared, and a panel blasted on the bridge. Mykel took cover. Seiko jumped to his feet to put out the fire.

      “Sir…we can’t take this…we should withdraw,” Katia said.

      “I know. Titan! Titan!” he shouted, opening a channel. His eyes widened as he saw Titan was under heavy fire from the Orias and the queen’s ship.

      “Titan!” he shouted.

      “No response…Captain,” said Patrick.

      Torpedoes fired, blasting two Orias ships.

      On the viewscreen, he saw purple waves heading toward them.

      “Ana…turn back now!” he shouted on the comm.

      The vast cloud of gases appeared like a storm raging through space. The Earth ships were at the brink of the rift.

      “Sir…we are entering a minefield. If any of the ships fires inside the rift…” warned Katia.

      The tails of the Orias ships brightened, and blaze struck the Prometheus. The helm blew, catapulting Nick off his chair. The bridge turned dark. Alarms shrieked.

      “Shields at thirty percent and failing. Fire in engineering!” Katia yelled.

      “Reroute power from all available sources. Keep her together,” Mykel said.

      Waves of purple gases shrouded Prometheus. On the viewscreen, Mykel saw normal space fade away.

      “What is our position?”

      “We have entered the cloud,” said Seiko.

      “No. Give me the exact coordinates.”

      “I can’t! The sensors are not working.”

      The engine droned, and the craft shuddered.

      Titan was still pursuing the queen’s ship.

      “Titan, I repeat, turn back, now!” he shouted.

      Katia yelled, “We are going through the doorway, Captain⁠—”

      An enormous ball of fire left Titan.

      “No,” Mykel murmured.

      An inferno erupted. A wave of fire rippled through the purple gases and threw itself on the ships. The Orias disintegrated in seconds.

      “Diverting all power to shields!” shouted Katia.

      With immense force, the blaze hit the Earth ships. The bridge darkened as alarms wailed and screams echoed. With massive force, Mykel was thrown off his chair.

      CAELESTIS

      Fire struck Caelestis with a vengeance. The queen’s ship shuddered. She stood in disbelief with her hands on the control. The transparent dome above her trembled. Cracks appeared in pillars connecting the dome to the floor. Smoke rose from the vents, and the screens shattered into millions of pieces. The command center became dark.

      She saw it all. The ship was part of her, connected to her as if they were one. It was alive. When the fire hit, the inferno rushed through her veins. She sensed a part of her breaking away. A blast in the hull threw the Orias into open space. Focusing, she activated counterattacks. The damaged section was closed. Gases filled the section, extinguishing the fire. Drawing power from several parts of the ship, she directed it to the engines. The Caelestis came to life, and its shields were restored. It emerged on the other end of the doorway and came to a standstill in open space. All her energy was gone, and she fell to her knees. Growls echoed around her. Orias in the command center collapsed as well. She felt powerless, life drained out of her and she collapsed.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *
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