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Celeste ran her fingers along the edge of the intricately carved wooden bed. She could feel every nook and cranny in the wood. That was astonishing. It reminded her of those beds in castles she had seen in images. The wooden bed was a perfect replica of the age of castles, kings and queens on Earth. Although she had never sat on a bed in a castle back on Earth, the fact she had slept on one far away from Earth was mind-blowing. 

Two days have passed since they listened to her father, Commander Tyron’s, message from the past. It had been so eerie listening to a younger version of her father. Never had Celeste imagined she would experience something like that. More so because her father had died. They had then decided to stay in the castle until they could figure out their next step. Despite the discovery of the castle, Celeste was still reeling from the revelation of another secret project.

Project Atlas.

Apparently, Earth’s unified government and her father had established a plan to create a new city on an alien planet. A city that would host a lot of weapons. It was hard to understand how her father and Earth’s unified government had been able to secretly transport everything to the Wittra homeworld. Especially without the media picking up on it. In those days, the media was nearly everywhere and there was much that couldn’t be kept a secret from them. But somehow this had been kept under wraps. Another lingering question was why pick the Wittra homeworld in the first place. What was the basis for it? It just revealed the extent to which her father and the unified government had access to a lot of information about the galaxy. And none of this information was shared with the public. 

Despite all these uncertainties, Celeste wondered why her father had never broached the subject with her. Did anyone on Titan 43 know of Project Atlas? Or had it, like Project Utopia, been forgotten and assumed to have failed in its purpose? She wasn’t going to find out any answers from anyone. The only person who knew the truth was dead. Celeste buried her head in her hands again. She hoped by now that she would’ve gotten over her grief. However, with every new revelation linked back to her father, it was getting harder and harder to ignore her father. Even in death, he had a looming presence over her. The mind-boggling secrets were starting to give her a headache. 

A knock on the door pulled Celeste back to reality. Tara stepped in, walked over and sat down in a chair. “I must say these replicated chairs from Earth are very comfortable. I doubt the Grekk Emperor even had such chairs.”

“The kings and queens of old had every luxury,” Celeste mused. “These chairs are only one part of it. The leaders of those eras had many luxuries.”

“You humans do enjoy luxurious things,” Tara observed.  

“The rich and powerful back on Earth can afford it.”

“Did you have such luxuries on Earth?”

Celeste shook her head. She recalled that her father provided a good home and everything she needed. She wouldn’t define him as a rich person. Nor had they been a rich family. But they had more than enough. 

“Were you able to get some rest?”

Celeste offered a single nod. “Finally, I was able to sleep. The bed probably had a lot to do with it. It’s so comfortable.”

“I think Olivia’s still asleep. We all needed the rest. Except maybe Phog. Even after all these years, I still can’t understand him.”

“What was Phog up to?”

“I saw him last night walking about the castle pointing his device at every wall and piece of furniture,” Tara replied. “I don’t think he could sleep even if he wanted to. Too many things about this castle excites him.”

“It’s a window into Earth’s history. Probably the last one for any of us.”

“And fabricated with alien technology. I think that’s the part which has Phog fascinated. I did try and tell him to get some rest last night. He isn’t a Grekk. He needs rest. Eventually, I think he did return to his chamber.”

Celeste was relieved to hear that some common sense had finally entered Phog’s mind. There was more than enough time to walk about the castle during the day. He didn’t need to also do it at night. Nonetheless, she understood the man’s excitement about their surroundings. Last night when Celeste had retired to this chamber, she had walked around it, touching each piece of furniture. Each piece helped Celeste recall a piece of Earth that she had conveniently forgotten. After a long time, it felt good to remember something of Earth. No one would ever again build such a structure anywhere in the galaxy. Definitely not on Titan 43. The cost and time involved would be exorbitant. This castle was unique because the humans who built it thought they were never going to return to Earth. 

“How are you feeling after watching that message from your father?” Tara asked.

“I don’t know what to feel. Every time I think I’ve moved on from him, he comes back into the center of my universe.”

“I know you want to find this city called Atlas,” Tara remarked.

“You think it’s a foolish idea, right?”

“I’m not sure what to think. But searching this planet for a secret city isn’t going to be easy. There are at least three continents. The city could be anywhere and knowing what we know of Project Utopia and this castle, the city would be well-hidden from others. If it had been built in the open, the Wittra species would have come across it.”

“I still don’t understand why this planet,” Celeste mused.

“Oh, that’s easy. This planet is one of the halfway points between Earth and the Grekk homeworld.”

Celeste straightened up. “How do you know that?”

“Since I don’t need a lot of rest, I also began wondering about why humanity picked this planet. Then, as I was walking around a bit last night, I came across a room with many books and a large map pinned to the wall. I didn’t give the map a second look, thinking it was probably one of Earth. But then I noticed it was a map of part of the galaxy.”

Celeste frowned. “What is such a map doing here?”

“A good question.”

“Anyway, I quickly studied the map and was able to find this planet on it. That was when I realized that the position of the Wittra homeworld was right between Earth and my homeworld. I suspect the unique position of this planet was key to your father’s decision to create Atlas here.”

Celeste began to suspect that an alien species had given her father a map of this part of the galaxy. It’s the only conceivable way such a map could be part of the castle.

“Are you saying he expected that humanity would need to fight the Grekk Empire and this planet would be the perfect staging place for a city with weapons?”

“I think so.”

“You know what you’re saying, right? To select this planet my father would have had access to such detailed galactic maps and was able to identify a planet without ever having left Earth.”

Tara nodded. “And your father would have known that this planet had the continents and oceans suitable for humanity. I still don’t know how that’s possible, but it appears like it. I’m also still half-hearted about going to search for Atlas. We could just turn, find a way off this planet and head back to Titan 43.”

“I know but this is one of my father’s projects. And I think I have this chance to find out whether this city exists and help my father fulfil its purpose. I’m not sure whether I’m making sense to you or not.”

“I understand. Finding Atlas makes you feel closer to your father.”

Celeste rubbed her eyes. Tara was one of the few people Celeste could be completely vulnerable around. Tara had always been with her from the beginning of her journey around the galaxy. Tara had seen Celeste at her worst and best. “That’s a good way of saying it.”

Tara came over and put her shoulder over Celeste. “But you need to prepare yourself that there might not be an Atlas around. Or it might be a half-completed city.”

“I’m aware of it. At least once I know what happened to it, I can move on.”

Tara cocked her head. “Move on from?”

“From my father’s death,” Celeste said in a quiet voice. 

Tara cast a sympathetic look at her. “Oh.”

“It’s been harder than I thought.”

Tara frowned. “I never expected there to be so many secret projects. Looks like your father was busy as ever before he sent you out of Earth.”

Celeste offered a reluctant nod. Her father had always taken his job seriously. So much so that at times he would be away from home for days. “I’m hungry.”

“I think Phog is ahead of you downstairs.”
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Celeste was seated around a large table in the chamber that was again a replica of the cooking areas in those castles. 

With one exception. 

A row of food dispensers sat on either side. Phog returned with a plate of food. “If someone had told me I’d be ordering food through a food dispenser in a castle, I would’ve laughed at them.”

“Why?” Tara asked. 

Olivia smiled. “Because it makes no sense. In the castles on Earth there were a group of people who prepared and served the foods. Lots of people.”

“Oh,” Tara said. 

“It’s the perfect blend of the past and the present,” Celeste said, as she took a bite of her food. 

It felt good to have some decent food. Not that she had been complaining about the food they got at the Wittra tribe. 

“I think there’s more food dispensers here than in a space station’s atrium,” Phog remarked. 

“You could be right,” Tara grinned. “How many rooms are there in this castle?”

“I counted fifty rooms,” Phog replied. 

Olivia whistled. “Did you visit every room?”

Phog rubbed his chin. “Um ...”

“Of course, he did,” Tara exclaimed. “This is Phog we’re talking about. Phog does what he wants.”

“Excuse me but I’m right here seated beside you,” Phog countered. 

Tara shrugged. “So?”

Celeste chuckled. 

“When are we going to find Atlas?” Olivia asked, excitement dripping from her voice. “Do you think Atlas will be hiding another Enigma weapon?”

Tara rolled her eyes. “I hope not. I had enough of the Enigma weapons.”

“We can’t go anywhere without knowing its position,” Celeste said. 

“There’s that problem,” Olivia said with a sigh. 

“Phog did you find anything?” Celeste asked. 

Phog frowned. “Like what?” 

“Weren’t you scanning this place last night?” Celeste asked, casting a look at Tara. 

Phog stared at Tara. “Someone’s been talking a bit too much, huh?”

Tara shrugged. “I told you to go and sleep.”

“Phog?” Celeste asked. 

Phog shook his head. “I didn’t find any clues to the position of Atlas if that’s what you’re asking me.”

Celeste’s lips let loose a heavy sigh. Without a position, they were up against the wall. Searching randomly around this planet was a foolish idea. It would take too long, and they might never finish it. Olivia came up to her and tapped her shoulder. “I think we should go back to the Melta tribe and ask them. This is after all their planet. They might be able to help us. Or at least tell us where not to look. That could speed up things.”

Tara jabbed a finger at Olivia. “Now, that’s a plan.”

Phog then slammed his hand on his forehead. “Oh, I forgot to tell you.”

“Did you find a map?” Celeste asked, slightly hopeful.

“Not a map but I did find a stash of weapons,” Phog replied. 

Tara got to her feet. “Woah! That’s huge. We need weapons if we’re going to search for Atlas. You should’ve told us that at the beginning.”

Phog offered a sheepish smile. “It slipped my mind.”

Olivia cast an amused look at him. “Not enough sleep.”

“I say we get the weapons and head back to the Melta tribe,” Tara offered. 

No one questioned it. Staying hidden in the castle wasn’t a viable plan. Although Celeste had been curious to wander around the castle, she could always do that at another time. Not right now. And there was the fact that the castle wasn’t going anywhere. The pressing need was to find Atlas. 

“Phog, show me this stash of weapons,” Tara said. 

Phog nodded and led her out of the chamber. Olivia turned to Celeste. “I didn’t get as much sleep as I would’ve liked.”

Celeste raised her eyebrows. “Thinking about father?” 

Olivia nodded. “It's hard. Watching that message from the past brought up so many memories.”

Celeste walked over and grabbed her sister’s hands. “We’ll get through this together.”

A little while later they stood outside the castle, armed and ready to travel. The stash of weapons had been stored in an armory in the basement and was extensive. Obviously, Richard and the team had spent time making the weapons. Again, how they were able to achieve that on this planet on their own would remain a mystery. Celeste inspected her weapon, which was fully charged. She also touched the belt of grenades around her waist and a bag of other weapons that she was carrying. 

“I think we’re carrying too many weapons,” Olivia complained. 

“Nothing’s too much out here,” Tara warned. “Phog, do you know how to get us back to the Melta tribe?”

“I planned our route,” Phog replied. 

Celeste took one last glance back at the space where the castle stood. It was invincible again. The moment she had closed the door and typed in her middle name as the access code, the castle vanished. Celeste doubted they would be returning here anytime soon. Their new mission was to find Atlas as quickly as possible. What they would do once they found it was a discussion for a later time. Phog led them through the steps back into the valley. Trudging through the forest, Phog came to a halt. 

“Why are we stopping?” Tara asked. 

Phog gestured with his hands for them to remain quiet. “I think we’re being watched.”

Celeste’s body stiffened, as her eyes scanned the forest ahead of them. She leveled her weapon in front of her, as they took calculated steps deeper into the forest. It was unusually quiet. Something had spooked Phog. There had to be something out there. Then, movement on Celeste’s right caught her eye. She dropped her weapons bag and raced in that direction. 

“Celeste, hold on,” Tara hollered. 

But Celeste ignored her as she spotted a female Wittra running away. The Wittra could belong to Yuthra’s military government. If that was the case, Celeste needed to stop her. The last thing she needed was for Yuthra to find out their position. That would jeopardize the entire mission. She pressed forward, her boots crunching against the soft forest floor, as she tried to catch up with the alien. The alien had a good start, but Celeste wasn’t going to give up, as she weaved through the dense foliage.

Tara came up beside Celeste. “You’re too stubborn at times.”

Celeste kept her eyes fixated on the alien. They were gaining on the female Wittra. 

“I have a faster way to get her,” Tara offered, pulling out her weapon, aiming it at the alien and firing it.

However, Tara’s shots went wide, slamming into the towering trees.

“Split up,” Celeste suggested.

Tara ran off in another direction trying to cut off the alien. Celeste kept sprinting behind the alien, one eye on Tara on the other side. They were slowly closing in on the alien. Then the alien came to a sudden halt, pulling up its arms to shield its face, as a grenade exploded in front of her. The blinding flash lit up the dense forest. 

“It’s a stun grenade,” Tara shouted.

Celeste was relieved. She wanted the alien alive, not dead, so that she could find out who had sent her and for what purpose. Reaching the still shell-shocked alien, Celeste lunged at her, tackling her to the ground. The female Wittra thrashed around violently, trying to hit Celeste in the face. However, Celeste dodged all the attacks and tried to pin the alien down to the forest floor. “Stop it! Or I’ll hurt you.”

The alien hissed at Celeste and kept fighting her. Celeste dodged her punches and pressed her further down. Tara joined Celeste and managed to place a set of restraints on the alien’s hands and legs. Celeste staggered to her feet while the female Wittra continued to wrestle on the forest floor against her restraints. 

Tara pointed her weapon menacingly at the female Wittra. “Stop moving now! Or I will be forced to fire on your legs.”

The female Wittra stared at the barrel of Tara’s weapon and stopped moving about.

“Who are you?” Celeste demanded.

The female Wittra didn’t reply. 

“What are you doing here?” Celeste asked.

The female Wittra’s eyes darted to the left and to the right, without saying a word.

“Looks like she doesn’t want to talk,” Olivia muttered, as she and Phog reached their position.

“Celeste, you took off like the wind,” Phog remarked with a grin.

“That’s my sister for you,” Olivia quipped. “She jumps into action and talks later.”

Celeste rolled her eyes. 

Phog gestured at the female Wittra. “What do we do about her?”

Celeste’s jaw tightened. “We’ll take her with us to the Melta tribe. They will know what to do with her once we get there.”

Hopefully, Anshu and the rest would force the female Wittra to talk. 

“She may not even belong to the Melta tribe,” Tara said.

Celeste shrugged. “It doesn’t matter to us. I want to know what she was doing here and how much she observed.”

It was uncanny for a female Wittra to be out here alone. Were there others? Celeste flicked her eyes about the forest. No movement caught her eyes. If there were, they would have emerged too. 

Olivia then pointed a finger at the alien’s right arm. “Celeste, is that what I think it is?”

Celeste turned her gaze, narrowed her eyes and gasped. She reached out and grabbed the alien’s arms. The alien was wearing a holoskin. “Where did you get this from?”

Again, the female Wittra didn’t say a word. 

“It looks like it’s activated,” Phog observed.

Tara reached over and pulled the holoskin off the alien.

The alien changed into a female Grekk.
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Tara staggered back in shock. “What! It can’t be.”

If not for Olivia grabbing Tara’s shoulders, she would’ve fallen to the ground. Celeste was still reeling from the fact that a female Grekk was in restraints on the forest floor.

“Is there any other holoskin on her?” Olivia asked.

“Once I rip the holoskin off her, the alien’s true identity is revealed,” Tara replied in a quiet voice.

It was the first Grekk they were all encountering since the days of the battle in the Bands of Outposts around the Grekk homeworld. 

“Get to your feet,” Celeste commanded.

The female Grekk hissed and spat at them but got to her feet.

“Did Lenot send you?” Tara asked.

A flicker of recognition swept the female Grekk’s expression.

“I knew it!” Tara said.

“You betray your own kind by working with human scum,” the female Grekk sneered. “Emperor Lenot will ensure you suffer for your treason.”

“How did you get here?” Celeste asked, again warily looking around the forest for any signs of movement.

The female Grekk remained defiant but kept quiet. Celeste’s pulse quickened. The presence of a Grekk out here changed everything. The Grekk was the last species Celeste ever expected to be spying on them. 

Tara shoved the holoskin in the female Grekk’s face. “Who gave you this?”

The female Grekk mocked her. “You’ll never know.”

Tara passed it to Phog. “Is it one of yours?”

Phog examined the holoskin. “Yes, it has the same engraving.”

Celeste had to presume that the Grekk had found this holoskin somewhere on this planet. It was conceivable it also belonged to Robert. But the chances of that happening were rare. Unless the Grekk had been able to trace the rockets that landed on this planet years ago. Nothing was impossible when considering the Grekk Empire, especially since the previous Grekk Emperor Seros had known of Celeste’s origins and orchestrated many things.

“Is there any comms device on her?” Celeste asked.

Tara searched the female Grekk, who wrestled against Tara’s hands. “There’s nothing.”

The female Grekk laughed hysterically. “You will pay for this. Let me go now.”

Tara ignored her and took a step back.

“Now what?” Olivia asked.

“We stick to the plan and take her back to the Melta tribe,” Celeste said.

The female Grekk wrestled against her restraints. “You have no right to hold me.”

Tara scowled. “Stop that!”

“You’re a traitor!” the female Grekk sneered. 

Phog shoved the female Grekk forward. “Start moving now!”

The female Grekk didn’t move.

Phog threatened her with his weapon. “If you don’t ...”

The female Grekk hissed and took a step forward.

Tara fell behind to take the rear, which was a wise move. Celeste walked beside her. “What are you thinking?”

Tara kept her eyes on the female Grekk. “It isn’t a random chance that we found her.”

“I agree,” Celeste whispered. “The Grekk are up to something
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