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“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 stepsister. 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 her stepsister. 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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