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Celeste flicked her eyes beyond the tree line. The prefabricated building stood out, like a rose amongst the thorns. The land around the building had been cleared, presumably by the land bots. Despite that, the handiwork of the bots had much to be argued upon. For one thing, their work wasn’t consistent. Grass patches sprouted like islands across the unevenness on the ground. Celeste glanced back at the path she had created trudging through the dense forest. The foliage had split apart giving way to her boots. Towering trees blanketed the forest while the faint sounds of birds roaming around reached her ears. Walking through the forest had been intense. On more than one occasion, she had nearly tripped on a bunch of thick vines. At the last moment, Celeste had been able to grasp hold of a tree trunk and steady herself. She needed to be more alert. Her lack of discipline was still evident. Falling flat in the forest would have been unforgivable. Even after the near death-experience at the hands of the gerok beasts on Truit. Preparation was key. She wiped the sweat from her brow. The hot temperature was cajoling her to give up on this mission, but Celeste refused to let her feelings dictate her decisions. She would complete the mission, one way or another. Failure was not an option. 

Celeste turned back to face the building, her eyes darting about the only entrance at the front. That was according to the map. Other hidden entrances could exist, but that was not her concern. The front entrance, with the silver-paneled door, was the quickest way to complete her mission. The lack of guards at the door was unusual. Despite that, Celeste couldn’t be swayed by it. The sound of raindrops began to flood the vicinity. Celeste frowned. Not what she needed right now, but, then again, she had to learn to adapt to the conditions before her. Quickly adapting to whatever was thrown at her was a skill she needed to hone. Time was never on her side when she had begun this mission. She checked her device. Five minutes. That was all she had left to extract the package and disappear into the forest. Now or never. Celeste stepped out of the luscious forest, kept her weapon in front her and bolted to the front door. Her boots splashed on the puddles that had begun to form on the ground. The raindrops peppered against her HUD, trying to obscure her path to the front door. Expecting weapons fire directed at her at any second, Celeste kept her eyes surveying the vicinity. Only quietness called out to her. Unnerving. Celeste didn’t like it at all. Something wasn’t right. It couldn’t be so easy. Reaching the front door, she slammed her right hand on the panel and the door slid open. No security measures. It didn’t make sense. The dimly lit foyer beckoned her inside. Three minutes. The rain continued to pound outside the building. Celeste took a deep breath and slipped inside. At the center of the foyer was a glass casing, seated atop a pedestal. Within it, stood the package. Her intelligence on the package had been on point. Her eyes darted around the square-shaped foyer. The four walls around her were lined with metal. The atmosphere in the chamber reeked of tension. Was this the makings of an elaborate trap? Was that why there had been no guards outside the building? Whoever had stored the package here would have known that outsiders would come for it. And yet they chose this unusual locale. Celeste would be the first to admit that getting through the dense forest hadn’t been easy. The prefabricated building had been placed in this clearing in the forest for that very reason. To ensure that no one would discover it by accident. No doubt about it. Celeste tried to push her thoughts aside. She glanced at the ceiling. Two nooks caught her attention. Celeste suppressed a smile. Lasers. Although invisible to Celeste’s eyes, she imagined those two nooks creating a mesh of lasers around the glass casing. A simple, but effective security measure.

Celeste pulled out a thin black stick and pointed it at the ceiling at the first nook. She then pressed on the red button at the top of the stick. She waited. Thirty seconds later, a fume of smoke began to emit from the first nook. She repeated the steps for the second nook. Thirty more seconds and both nooks were disabled. No guarantee an alert wouldn’t have already been sent out. No time to mull on it. As the sound of distant thunder rumbled through the building, Celeste jumped forward and broke the glass with one move. Her time spent practicing the move was well worth it. The sound of shattering glass didn’t distract her. She grabbed the package and turned around. Instantly, an alarm wailed out from within the chamber. Celeste groaned. She had been expecting it, but even then, the incessant sound caught her by surprise. The lasers had not been the only security measure. She had triggered something else. No time to discern the trigger. She raced out of the building into the relentless rain and towards the tree line. Celeste’s uniform was drenched and clinging to her body as she willed her legs to move faster. Weapons fire began to roar past her. Celeste refused to look behind to determine whether it was a hidden artillery or soldiers trying to kill her. Neither one was alluring. Not now. She dove into the foliage, seeking cover. Despite that, the weapons fire continued unabated, even intensifying.

“You need to move,” Olivia whispered through the HUD comms.

I know that already. Celeste thought.

Celeste began to crawl on her knees into the dense foliage, hoping it would force the weapons fire to give up. The scents of the fauna around her invaded her nostrils. Quite pleasant, but again the wrong timing. Nevertheless, the forest provided the necessary reprieve from the torrential rain.

“What are you waiting for?” Olivia asked.

Celeste knew her younger sister needed to cultivate a greater level of patience. If not, the galaxy out there would swallow her up. Nonetheless, there was some truth behind Olivia’s words. Taking refuge in the foliage wasn’t the answer. Such a move would not throw off her pursuers. Celeste got to her feet and began to trudge through the forest. With every stride, the weapons fire began to get dimmer. Celeste stopped to catch her breath, still clutching the package in her arms. She had retrieved it successfully. Had she outrun her pursuers? Was it that easy? The sound of snapped branches filled the air, providing Celeste with an ill-timed response. Someone was tracking her. Celeste sprinted forward. No time to look back. It could be a single or multiple trackers. She didn’t care. All she had to do was reach her vessel on the other side of the forest and get off the planet. Weapons fire screamed to her left, slamming against a tree trunk. Celeste ducked below and began crawling on her hands and knees. The faint sound of birds chirping had all but disappeared. Every creature in the forest knew a hunt was underway. Movement to her right caught her eye. Celeste dove to the ground, as an explosion ripped a few meters behind her. The heat from the explosion tickled her heels. That had been too close. Celeste continued to crawl on her knees. Then, she stopped and turned around.

“What are you doing?” Olivia asked.

I had enough of being hunted. Celeste thought.

Celeste crawled into a hole in the ground behind a fallen tree trunk and took up her position. She strained her ears. Nothing. Where were the trackers? They were somewhere out there.

“That isn’t part of the plan,” Olivia hummed.

Time to improvise. Celeste thought.

Olivia needed to learn when to be quiet. Her words were becoming a dangerous distraction to Celeste. She kept her head low, as her eyes darted around the trees. The trackers had also taken cover, mimicking her moves. Not bad. Then, an explosion ripped on her left side. Celeste didn’t flinch. They were trying to lure her out. Nice try, but she wasn’t going to fall for that trap. Another explosion, this time on her right side. Celeste frowned. The sweat was beginning to gather in her uniform. She inspected her weapon. It remained fully charged. She had a strong chance of hitting her trackers and neutralizing them. All she had to do was wait for the right moment. 

Then, the snapping of a branch behind her caught her attention. Celeste turned, only to face the barrel of a weapon. Celeste sighed. She had been caught. The explosions had been a distraction to make her complacent. Digging into her position had been a mistake. She should have kept moving. That would have made it harder for her trackers to find her. She clenched her fists, frustrated with herself. 

“The simulation is over,” Olivia concluded. “The mission failed.”

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

TWO


[image: ]


The forest around her, the package in her arms and the trackers disappeared, leaving Celeste on the floor of a simulation chamber in Titan 43. Olivia walked over to her and extended her hand. Celeste grabbed it and stood, straightening her uniform.

“Did you enjoy it?” Olivia smirked.

“I wasn’t doing the simulation for fun.”

“Really? I couldn’t tell. The mission was to get to the vessel with the package. Not engage the trackers. You were outnumbered. What were you thinking out there?”

“How many trackers were around me?”

“Three.”

Celeste’s eyebrows shot up. “So many? How the heck was I going to outrun three of them?”

“You did ask Phog to make these simulations with different levels of difficulty, right?”

Celeste offered a reluctant nod. “Okay I get your point.”

Olivia cast an amused look at her. “But I am impressed with your skills. I had hoped you could have taken out one of the trackers.”

“Only one?”

Olivia nodded. 

“Is that what you think of me? That I can only shoot down one tracker.”

Olivia shrugged. “I am just saying ...”

Celeste cut in. “It doesn’t matter now. The mission failed, remember?”

“It was a stupid mission.”

“No, it wasn’t. I need to be ready.”

“You are a former Grekk envoy and now a leader of Titan 43.”

“Interim leader,” Celeste corrected. “I already told Lieutenant Alder and the rest to use that term. I am not here to lead Titan 43. I don’t want anyone to misunderstand my role. Our father can return to leading the colony once he recovers.”

“What makes you think he even wants to return as a leader once he recovers? I think he seems to be quite happy with Lydia taking care of him.”

“Don’t start with that again.”

Ever since Lydia had taken over the care of Celeste’s father, he had disappeared from everyone’s sensors. Inevitable, but Celeste would have preferred for his presence to still be around. Despite all the chaos on Titan 43 because of Skyles and her supporters, the population still had a lot of respect for Commander Tyron. The other reality was that Commander Tyron was the only living member left of the Titan Council. Celeste doubted her father saw it in that way. Losing all the members had been hard on her father. He had refused to talk about it with anyone. Celeste hoped that Lydia could get him to talk about it. Too dangerous to keep it all inside. Nonetheless, Commander Tyron’s wealth of experience was insurmountable by anyone left. Titan 43 would need to depend on it for years to come. That was the reality. Whether her father accepted it or not. The general population, including all those disillusioned supporters that Skyles abandoned, coming to terms with it was a whole other matter.

“I won’t,” Olivia said. “I was just ...”

Celeste interrupted her. “I know what you meant to say. I need to focus on getting ready.”

“You don’t need to be this warrior person,” Olivia hummed.

“I have to be ready.”

“For what?”

“For Ruhem and the Zoktum. I am not going to let Ruhem scare me off.”

“You aren’t scared of him.”

“Once I am ready, I will fight him.”

Ever since Celeste had been given interim leader status by her father, she had taken it upon herself to prepare. A war was coming, and preparation was a necessity. Nothing short would satisfy Ruhem’s hunger for revenge. Queen Serakish had already been sacrificed for Ruhem’s personal vengeance. Despite that, Celeste was more determined than ever to stop the Zoktum leader. Yet she wasn’t foolish to head out into the galaxy unprepared. While Celeste had been pondering on how to prepare herself, Phog had surprised her by the launch of these simulation chambers. Phog had gotten his team to set up several of these chambers, both in Ember and in Titan Station 1 and Titan Station 2. The objective had been to get humans ready for the dangers out there by experiencing different and difficult environments. A brilliant idea. The moment Phog had talked of it, Celeste had known this would be the perfect way for her to prepare herself to fight Ruhem. Prior to that, she had been struggling to find a way to prepare and Phog’s simulation chambers had arrived at the right time. She was no longer a former Grekk envoy. She was interim leader of humanity’s last colony. She couldn’t just sit around and wait for things to happen. That was what had led to the demise of the entire Titan Council, except for her father. Celeste would take the fight to the Zoktum. 

“I don’t know about this whole preparation thing,” Olivia said.

“What’s your issue?”

Olivia shrugged. “All I am saying is that Ruhem never attacked you personally.”

“Not yet, he hasn’t. But the day is coming. I am sure of it.”

“And what would you do if that happens?”

“I would fight him.”

“Really?”

Ruhem had already demonstrated his cunning prowess. He was a dangerous leader. Probably the most dangerous in the galaxy. Getting prepared to face him again was necessary. Celeste couldn’t just let Ruhem dictate things as if he oversaw the galaxy. At some point in the future, she would need to take the fight to him, which required both mental and physical preparation. Nothing short was acceptable. 

“Isn’t that why I am practicing through these simulations? I don’t want to presume anything about Ruhem.”

“We won’t.”

Celeste frowned. “We?”

“If you are planning on fighting him, I am going to be there beside you,” Olivia smiled. 

Celeste was taken back by her younger sister’s offer. 

A mischievous smile crawled over Olivia’s face. “Surprised, right?”

“I hadn’t thought so far ahead. If that is the case, then you should try the simulations too.”

Olivia raised her hands. “Oh no. I am not getting into any of these simulation chambers. Just watching you sweat and struggle through them was enough. I will admit that Phog and his team have done a good job in creating seriously difficult scenarios. It will help beef up the capabilities of those in the colony.”

“All the more reason for you to try them.”

“I already lived through more than enough challenges in life and then with Skyles and her fanatical supporters.”

“There is no harm putting yourself to the test. Whatever is ahead of us is beyond anything you may have survived on Earth and Titan 43.”

“I doubt I would enjoy it.”

“You aren’t supposed to enjoy the simulation chamber. It is supposed to push you out of your comfort zone.”

“If you say so.”

Celeste bit her lip, trying to control her exasperation with her younger sister. 

“Anyway, your next appointment is coming up.”

“Which is what?” Celeste asked, as she opened a panel on the wall and placed her weapon and bag inside of it.

One of the first things Celeste had done as interim leader was to make Olivia her personal advisor. Tara had agreed with the appointment and Lieutenant Alder had been more than happy for Tyron's younger daughter to be working in Titan 43. Ever since Olivia had appeared, knowledge of her as Commander Tyron’s long-lost daughter had spread quickly. Alder had been clear in her vision. People needed to see continuity with Commander Tyron’s legacy. Celeste wasn’t sure about it. Olivia also had her doubts, but neither of them had wanted to debate the matter with Alder. Legacy was the last thing on Celeste’s mind. Eventually, she would hand power back to someone else to lead Titan 43. Whether it was her father or someone else didn’t matter as long as someone was present and willing to do it. Sitting around a large conference table, discussing matters for an entire population was not Celeste’s chosen destiny. Even if Celeste had been thrust into it because of Skyles’ evil plans, she would endure it and do her best. Not with an eye to cementing her status as a leader, but in anticipation of passing it on to a capable person. Celeste couldn’t wait for it, but she wasn’t naive. That day was a long way ahead of her.

“You have a meeting with the city leaders in an hour,” Olivia replied. 

Another one of the first initiatives Celeste had implemented was the setting up of city leaders. These figures didn’t exist in the other cities. While the Titan Council had members who helped them in those smaller cities, everything had to be approved by the council. That process itself became a bottleneck for effective management of the smaller cities. No wonder cities like Silo had been suffering. Celeste had chosen a different approach without consulting her father. Tara and Olivia had questioned whether she should run it by Commander Tyron. However, Celeste had resisted that, saying her father had given her the authority to do what was needed and she would do it. In a matter of days, Celeste appointed city leaders and delegated authority to them. When Celeste had mooted the idea with Lieutenant Alder and the rest, it had created a buzz. A few of the lieutenants had been stunned. No one had expected it from her, which was perfect. Celeste wanted to break any assumptions that she would blindly follow in her father’s footsteps. Anyone who really understood Celeste, knew she was not her father’s daughter. Not by a long shot. Doing the unexpected would keep her potential enemies on alert. Celeste wasn’t taking anything for granted. Her enemies were out there across Titan 43, slowly biding their time and waiting to make their next move. Days after Skyles had disappeared, many of her supporters had dispersed back to their homes and communities. Lieutenant Alder had asked Celeste whether they needed to arrest them, but Celeste had told her to let Skyles’ supporters return to their old lives. She also asked Alder to put out a news blast that no one would be arrested for the chaos in Titan 43. The military and Titan Security had eventually brought Ember under control. However, the damage done wasn’t going to be so simply wiped clean. Peoples’ hearts and minds would take a long time to change. The days and months ahead for Titan 43 as a society would be difficult to navigate. 
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Celeste sat at one end of a conference table in Titan Station 1. She had changed from her dirty uniform into something more palatable. Her father was always prim and proper at his meetings. At least the ones Celeste had the misfortune to attend. She had to live up to that to some degree. Ever since being appointed interim leader, Celeste had sensed the different way people looked at her. She couldn’t put her finger on it. Even Tara had noticed it, but the title seemed to carry many expectations. Celeste pushed those useless thoughts aside and recalled her recent simulation. Despite the failure of her simulated mission, Celeste was pleased with her progress. Olivia sat beside her, waiting for her instructions. “The city leaders are ready. Can you focus please?”

“I am focused.”

“No, you aren’t. I know what you are thinking about.”

“Do you?”

“You were thinking of that stupid mission.”

“Switch them on,” Celeste ordered, waiting for the holo-projections to appear around the conference room.

Three women and three men’s holo-projections appeared. They represented the six cities outside of Ember on Titan 43. Unthinkable that Titan 43 had spawned so many cities, so quickly. Yet that was the reality Celeste faced in leading the human colony. The human desire to explore and establish cities remained strong even on a different planet. 

“Celeste, it is good to hear from you,” Amelia said.

Choosing Amelia to be one of the city leaders had been the easy part of her appointments. The raven-haired woman had demonstrated her mettle in helping Celeste against Skyles and her supporters. Her willingness to compromise and look for the betterment of Titan 43 was second to none.

“I second that,” Harper announced. “Where are you?”

Convincing Harper to take on the role of a city leader hadn’t been easy. At first, the woman had rejected the offer politely. Harper had become accustomed to Titan Security and had found her comfort zone. Nonetheless, Celeste had convinced the woman she needed to step out of her comfort zone. Over time, Celeste’s arguments had worn Harper down and she had been open to taking up the position. Harper had many strengths and Celeste was certain she would thrive as a city leader. 

“Titan Station 1,” Celeste replied. “And Olivia is here with me. Welcome everyone.”

The rest of the men and the remaining woman nodded their heads in acknowledgement. Each of them had been nominated by Lieutenant Alder and her colleagues. It was important to get Alder’s input and participation in the appointment process. That would go a long way to ensuring everyone worked together. Celeste had personally interviewed each one of them. It had been an exhausting couple of days, but Olivia being by her side had helped lighten the sessions. No guarantee all these city leaders would succeed in their new appointments. Despite that, their willingness to try and do their best was the key factor. Every one of them demonstrated the desire to serve the human colony and improve it. That only persuaded Celeste. She didn’t care about their past or the mistakes they had made. Now Titan 43 needed new leaders who could move the colony forward.

“What is the status of Silo?” Celeste asked.

“We have managed to recruit a team of volunteers,” Harper reported. “They are now organizing themselves into subgroups to tackle the different areas of the city. Don’t get me wrong. It is a monumental task. But we have started the process.”

“How many volunteers do you have?” Celeste asked.

“About one hundred,” Harper replied.

A man whistled. 

“Is there a problem, Joel?” Harper smirked.

“I only got 25 volunteers so far,” Joel said with a sigh.

“My numbers are only slightly higher,” Amelia said. “But those numbers are okay for Krindall, since my city isn’t the worst of the cities.”

Amelia had been delighted to be appointed as city leader over the city where her parents resided, giving her more opportunities to spend time with them. It had been an intentional decision by Celeste. Amelia’s parents would have been full of joy when news broke over Krindall’s city leader.

Harper frowned. “You mean yours isn’t as bad as Silo, right?”

“I didn’t imply that,” Joel countered. “I am just impressed ...”

Celeste cut in. “I need everyone to stay focused. This isn’t a competition between the cities. While we all know Silo has taken the brunt of the problems, any of the other
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