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“Celeste, sensors indicate no power across the planet,” Tara reported, one hand on her jacket that seemed a few sizes short of her large Grekk exoskeleton. 

Celeste frowned. “The entire planet?”

An entire planet could not have lost all its power. Didn’t sound like a random event. In all her travels as a former Grekk envoy, Celeste had never come across such a situation. 

Tara offered a nod. “But we are picking up sporadic life signs.”

Celeste got up from her chair on the bridge and walked closer to the view screen. “How is that possible?”

Two days ago, Celeste’s father, Commander Tyron had received a distress signal from Truit, a planet that Titan 43, humanity’s last colony had recently begun trading with during the last three months. The trading had begun slowly, but over time had picked up pace so much so that daily vessels were coming into Titan 43 from Truit. Her father had expected the Truitians to initiate diplomatic relations, but that had been the furthest thing in their minds. In fact, none of the Truitian leaders had even attempted to make the journey to Titan 43, hoping to talk to humanity. Instead, the Truitians had initially sent a few vessels to initiate trade, which had begun the trading process. However, a few days ago the daily arrival of Truit vessels came to an abrupt halt. No reason was given. Titan 43 tried to send comms to Truit, but it was in vain. Celeste had been too busy focusing on her advisory role to notice anything unusual. In fact, she hadn’t even thought of Truit during the last year that she had been on Titan 43. To her, Truit was merely another planet among tens of thousands out there in the galaxy. Her time could be better spent clearing all her tasks that seemed to never end. 

All that changed the moment Celeste’s father had brought her into a meeting and requested her and Tara to investigate a Truit distress signal that Titan 43 had received. At first, Celeste found the request odd. Why was she being asked to investigate it? It was out of her scope of work. Her father had at his disposal an array of Lieutenants who could do the investigation more effectively and thoroughly. Lieutenant Alder would have been an obvious choice. She was always gunning to explore beyond the Titan 43 colony, but it seemed Celeste’s father had other plans. Despite common sense, Celeste’s father had chosen her. To Celeste’s chagrin, Lieutenant Alder had been standing in the same room when her father announced his decision. Alder hadn’t said anything nor shown any awkwardness, but Celeste couldn’t avoid being shocked by her father’s decision. If Celeste had been in Alder’s boots, she doubted she would have been able to stay so indifferent. Celeste had to credit Alder for being so disciplined. 

Celeste was ripped out of her thoughts by Tara’s words. “Celeste?”

“Captain, we are picking up a strange power surge on the northeast quadrant of Pilesh, Truit’s capital city,” the sensor officer reported. 

“What kind of power surge?” Tara asked. “I thought you told us there was no power on the planet.”

Celeste sat back down as an awkward silence descended upon the bridge crew. Something wasn’t right. A planet without power couldn’t suddenly be registering a power source. 

“Not certain yet,” the sensor officer replied. 

“Shields up,” Tara ordered. 

“Yes, Captain.”

“The power surge has disappeared,” the sensor officer said. 

“Are our sensors malfunctioning?” Tara inquired. 

That would explain the contradicting sensor readings. Another reason could be a green crew, who hadn’t traveled at all beyond Titan 43. In fact, their journey to Truit was probably the longest one ever for them. 

“Not sure,” the sensor officer replied in a shaky voice.

None of this was reassuring Celeste that the bridge crew had a handle on the matter. She flicked her eyes about the bridge, only to realize that most of the crew were younger than her. That shouldn’t have come as a surprise to her. Celeste had heard from her father that many people were reluctant to join roles that required them to travel beyond Titan 43. Did it have anything to do with the aftermath of Earth’s destruction by the Grekk Empire? She couldn’t discount that possibility, which would also explain why most of the crew was on the young side. Most of them would have been either born on Titan 43 or babies when they came to the colony. 

“You better find out,” Tara barked. 

Celeste leaned over to Tara. “I better take a shuttle and go down to the surface.”

“Not without me,” Tara protested. 

“You are the Captain of this vessel now,” Celeste whispered.

Tara pouted. 

“You can’t go about doing what you want,” Celeste continued. “Not on this vessel. There are responsibilities being a Captain and the crew look up to you.”

The Titan Council had wholeheartedly supported Tara’s nomination for Captain duties. The unanimous vote had surprised Celeste. The Enigma war with the Grekk Empire had given Tara the needed boost that she could take command. In fact, Tara’s Grekk lineage helped her immensely. Over the last year she had put her best efforts forward in working with the humans in the colony. Tara had a knack for getting along with humans. And she proved it time and time again in building relationships with them. Despite that, being in command was a different beast altogether. Tara would need time to get used to the post, which included learning how to motivate and manage her young crew while maintaining their respect. Celeste didn’t envy the task ahead for Tara. 

“I don’t think your father would agree with your plan to head down to the surface,” Tara stated. “We don’t know what is going on down there. And with our sensors not providing accurate readings, the surface could be dangerous.”

“Well, my father is the one who sent me on this mission,” Celeste countered. 

“That doesn’t mean he gave you free reign to do as you wish,” Tara smirked. 

“What he doesn’t know won’t hurt him. And I still don’t know why I was picked over Lieutenant Alder and the rest.”

“Neither do I,” Tara muttered. “But I am glad to be out of Titan 43 for a change.”

In recent months, Tara had been itching to get out of the human colony. On several occasions, she had made it obvious to Celeste. At first, Tara’s complaint had surprised Celeste. She had thought Tara was getting along well with the humans. Nonetheless, Celeste had come to understand that Tara had an innate desire to explore and staying on Titan 43 for an extended period was stifling her desire. In the end, Celeste had advised Tara to be patient and wait for the opportunity. However, Celeste never expected it to emerge so soon. 

Celeste stood. “I am going.”

Before Tara could say another word, Celeste turned and raced out of the bridge into a lift. The moment the lift doors closed, she let out a breath of relief. There was no time to keep debating the matter with Tara. Someone had to find out the truth behind Truit’s distress call. A little later, Celeste was seated in one of two shuttles in the hangar bay. She turned to the pilot. “Phog, you don’t need to babysit me.”

Phog bowed his head and twirled his right hand. “The Captain thought otherwise.”

“The Captain is being over protective.”

“She is your adoptive sister, not mine.”

Celeste folded her arms. “Let’s get going. I don’t want to discuss it any further.”

Phog started the engines and the shuttle lifted off the small hangar bay and they exited the Titan Orion. Soon, they were descending through Truit’s atmosphere. 

“What are the sensors indicating?” Celeste inquired. 

Phog was about to respond when the console lit up with red warning lights. “We got incoming missiles.”
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Celeste gripped her safety harness, as the shuttle banked to the left and to the right. Although this was unexpected, she had complete faith in Phog. 

“Releasing countermeasures,” Phog announced. “Hang on. It is going to be a bumpy ride.”

The shuttle banked hard to the left. Celeste gripped the sides of her chair as the cockpit began to vibrate. She closed her eyes anticipating an impact with the shuttle. However, nothing touched the shuttle. All thanks to Phog’s exceptional shuttle flying capabilities. While he had been promoted in the Titan 43 colony, Phog chose to keep a low profile. Unlike Tara, Phog kept to a close circle of individuals, which Celeste felt was what suited him the most. Phog craved privacy in every possible way. Despite that, Phog had earned the respect of many pilots on Titan 43. A lot of them looked up to Phog as an experienced galactic traveler, which also spoke volumes of the inexperience of the pilots on Titan 43. 

The shuttle began to barrel forward to the surface. Celeste caught a glimpse of Phog being in the zone. Whenever the man got into the zone, it was prudent never to disturb him. One moment the surface took center stage on the view screen. The next moment the shuttle was gliding along the floor. It was typical of Phog’s style. He had a flair to bring a situation under control out of nowhere. When all things seemed impossible, Phog pulled out a miracle. 

“What happened to the missiles?” Celeste asked. 

Phog cast an amused look at her. “Destroyed. I am more interested in where those missiles came from. Sensors again indicate no power readings. And there are no vessels around.”

“But someone fired those missiles. We can’t ignore that fact. Is this a trap?” 

“The Truitians aren’t a warring species,” Phog commented.

“I assume you met them.”

“A few of them when they do their runs to Titan 43. Their vessels are older in comparison to ours. I wanted to check on their weapons systems, but was denied access.”

Celeste frowned. “Why would they give you access to their weapons systems? I wouldn’t if I had been them.”

“I gave it a try because I wanted to see if I could help them.”

“Did they ask you for help?” Celeste asked. 

“No, but I believe their weapons systems are archaic as well,” Phog said. “I could have helped to improve them. Or at least give them a new lease of life.”

“Maybe once we have built a trusting relationship with the Truit, that would be possible.”

Celeste recalled the time she had run into a Truitian once on Titan 43. It had been a brief encounter. The Truitians were a bipedal humanoid species. Nothing special about them. If not for their two fingered hands and yellow skin, they might even be able to pass off as humans. The Truitian she had observed was a male, who had been lugging off a stack of crates onto a vessel.

“I am going to bring the shuttle down on the outskirts of Pilesh,” Phog announced. 

Celeste wasn’t convinced by the Truitian’s innocence. She had learnt the hard way that no species was naive. When push came to shove, a species would transform into its worst form. Earth’s history was full of humanity’s mistakes over the centuries. As the shuttle continued its journey across the surface, it passed a series of valleys. 

Phog brought the shuttle to a landing on a desert patch facing a hill. “We will need to walk to Pilesh from here.”

Celeste gave a single nod, as she unbuckled her safety harness and stood. She then followed Phog out the hatch door. Outside, Celeste inspected her weapon and activated her HUD. Years of experience had taught her that they needed to be ready for anything. 

Phog must have noticed her actions. “What’s wrong?”

“It is strange to be out on a new planet after so long,” Celeste mused. 

Phog flashed a smile. “That is what happens when you get too involved in a colony.”

“I am not too involved. My father keeps me busy. That’s all.”

“When was the last time you left Titan 43?” 

Celeste rubbed her chin. “You made your point.”

Phog closed the hatch door and stomped his feet on the ground. “Although I have been out in space, I also haven’t stepped onto a new planet in a long time. It feels refreshing.”

The dry air did nothing to make Celeste feel at ease. Although it was night on Truit, knowing that the planet was lacking power, Celeste’s heart was racing. 

“What else do you know of the Truitians?” Celeste asked. 

“Bits and pieces only,” Phog replied. “I thought the former Grekk envoy would have done her background work on Truit.”

“I am no longer an envoy,” Celeste reminded him. 

“That’s why I said you were a former envoy.”

Celeste rolled her eyes, as she walked behind Phog. As they came round the hill, Pilesh stood in the distance. Two spires could be seen shooting up from the city. Despite that, there were no lights to be observed. 

“Pilesh looks small, which makes sense to me based on what I observed of their vessels,” Phog commented. 

“Truit has a population of several million,” Celeste reported. 

“So, the former envoy did some pre-work before getting on the shuttle.”

“I glanced at some data. We still shouldn’t assume anything. Did you ever talk to a Truitian?”

“They don’t talk much. At least those that I met on Titan 43. They seem to keep to themselves. I don’t know if their leaders have told them not to interact with us.”

“It is a possibility.”

“But they are eager to trade with us.”

“Every species loves to trade,” Celeste said with a sigh. 

Ever since humanity had revealed its existence on Titan 43 to the galaxy, different species had come forward to trade. At first, Commander Tyron had been hesitant and skeptical of the species’ motives. However, Celeste had nudged her father and the Titan Council to take the first step. It was time to put the past behind them. The Grekk Empire that had destroyed Earth was undergoing its own transformation. No one would ever fear the Grekk Empire again. Their time of domination was over. Humanity couldn’t be held a prisoner to the past. Instead, it had to move forward and establish itself in the galactic order and create diplomatic relations with its neighbors. Humanity’s long-term survival hinged on it. 

As Celeste passed by a pair of boulders, Phog stopped. “What is it?”

Phog turned his head from the left to the right. Something had spooked him. Celeste scanned the terrain in front of her using her HUD. There was nothing out there. Then, two clicks invaded her ears. Celeste turned to the left. Two figures stood with their weapons in front of them. Celeste was about to stagger backwards when Phog grabbed her by the shoulder. Glancing back, two other figures were standing. A few seconds later, they were surrounded by eight figures, all armed to the teeth. 
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One of the figures in the front took a step forward. “Off-worlders, how dare you set foot on Truit without permission?”

“We came because of a distress signal,” Phog admitted. 

“Distress signal?” the figure questioned.

Celeste squinted her eyes. It was a male Truitian talking to them. The male was thin and sported a long black beard.

“They are lying, Kotru,” a female voice scowled. 

“I don’t know of any distress signal,” Kotru said. “Who are you?”

“We are humans from Titan 43,” Celeste replied, lowering her weapon, and motioning for Phog to do the same. 

Kotru’s face hardened. There was a muttering amongst the rest of the figures. This group of Truitians had heard of humanity. That should help them. Celeste shouldn’t have been surprised as Truit was engaged in trading with Titan 43.

“Are you the ones who destroyed our planet’s power?” Kotru asked.

“We didn’t destroy anything,” Phog said. “We came here because we received a distress signal from your planet.”

“Where is your vessel?” the female figure demanded. 

“In orbit,” Phog replied. 

“So, you are the ones who shot the energy beam over our planet,” the female figure sneered.

“We only arrived in orbit an hour ago,” Celeste insisted. “I don’t know anything about the energy beam.”

“Drop your weapons now,” Kotru ordered. 

Celeste exchanged a glance with Phog, who shrugged. They were outnumbered. No point in making matters worse. Tara would be having a fit if she knew what had happened to them. Celeste dropped her weapon to the ground and Phog followed her. This all was a big misunderstanding. The female figure, who appeared a bit burly, walked over to pick up their weapons.

“Yili, be careful,” Kotru warned. “They may be booby trapped.”

Yili stopped and stared at the weapons, before kneeling and picking them up. She then returned next to Kotru. 

“We are here to help you,” Celeste said. 

“Why would we need your help?” Yili scowled. “You are the one who caused chaos on our planet.”

“What happened to Truit?” Celeste asked.

“We will talk more later, human,” Kotru scowled. “We will take you to our base. Restrain their hands.”

Another thin male Truitian approached them. Celeste suppressed a sigh, as she extended her hands out and restraints were placed on them. Then, the male Truitian did the same to Phog. Kotru gestured and three more male figures walked over to Celeste and Phog. They shoved them forward and Celeste and Phog fell in line behind the rest of the Truitians, as Kotru led them under the night sky. It took Celeste only a few seconds to realize that they weren’t heading into Pilesh. Instead, the group began walking away from the capital city of Truit. Celeste’s eyes locked with those of Phog. The same understanding passed between them. As they continued walking, the terrain began to change. Mountains loomed ahead. Soon, Celeste found herself walking along a winding trail up a mountain. The air began to get colder. No one said a word, as they kept walking. Ten minutes later they reached a plateau. In front of Celeste was a large structure built into the mountain. The high wooden gates were flanked by two towers with armed guards visible on both. Kotru stopped at the gates and lifted his weapon as a signal of his presence. The gates began to open inwards with a groaning sound. Celeste eyed the right tower. Two guards occupied it. She doubted that this group of Truitians had been responsible for firing on their shuttle, as she didn’t see any automated artillery batteries on those towers. Celeste was pushed forward again and, if not for Phog, would have stumbled onto the ground. 

“Pay attention,” Phog muttered. 

“Silence, humans,” Yili barked. 

Once they stepped through the gates, islands of smaller structures scattered around the larger than expected space came into view. More Truitians walked about. Some of them stopped and stared at Celeste and Phog, before continuing with their work. Others completely ignored them. 

“Bring them this way,” Kotru ordered. 

Celeste and Phog were led into a passageway that had been carved into the mountain. Soon they were walking single file along a rocky passageway. By then Celeste realized that Kotru was ahead of them and Yili behind. The four of them walked for several minutes in silence, passing by other passageways that branched off. Various sounds coming from those branched off passageways piqued Celeste’s curiosity. Eventually the passageway opened into a large regal chamber. Large lights dangled from the ceiling while statues stood on either side. The sound of rushing water caught Celeste’s attention. She turned briefly to catch sight of a mini waterfall inside the chamber. Kotru came to a halt and stepped away from Celeste and Phog. Ahead of them stood a younger male Truitian with flowing dark hair. He was wearing a gray uniform with an emblem of a ring of stars around a planet on his right upper chest area. 

“Who is this?” the male Truitian demanded. 

Kotru bowed. “Lord Manri, these are the ones who attacked our planet.”

“We didn’t ...,” Celeste’s voice trailed off. 

She felt a sharp pain to her side. 

“Silence!” Yili hollered. “You don’t speak out of turn in front of Lord Manri.”

Manri raised his hands. “Kotru and Yili, leave us alone.”

Kotru pulled on his beard. “You want to be alone with them?” 

“They are restrained, right?” Manri inquired. “You may stay outside the chamber. I will call you when I am finished with them.”

After Kotru and Yili had withdrawn, Manri stared at Celeste. “I don’t know why you humans chose to return to our planet after destroying its power supplies. We are defenseless because of your actions.”

“We didn’t do anything to your planet,” Celeste said. 

“After the energy beam first hit Pilesh, with my own eyes I saw the shuttle land near the city and the humans emerge from it,” Manri revealed. 
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Celeste was taken back by the Truitian leader’s frank admission of what he had witnessed. 

Manri narrowed his eyes. “You seem surprised?”

“We told you the truth of why we came to Truit,” Celeste insisted. “There was a distress signal and we responded to it.”

“You told me your version of the truth.” Manri commented. “I cannot explain about this distress signal, but we didn’t send it.”

“Then who did?” Celeste asked.

“I don’t know,” Manri replied. “But my own eyes don’t deceive me. I know what I saw. Humans on our planet after the energy beam.”

“What energy beam?” Celeste asked. 

“Don’t pretend to be ignorant,” Manri said. “That beam was so bright. We know it was the reason that the power of our planet was permanently crippled. As I said, after that I saw humans moving about. These humans looked like the both of you. They had come down to see the fruits of their evil work against our kind.”

“How do you know they were humans?” Phog asked. “They could have been another humanoid species.”

“Are you calling me a liar?” Manri sneered. 

Phog took a step back. The Truitian leader’s mind was set. If Celeste had hoped that she could reason with him, it was turning out to be futile. He was as bad as Kotru and Yili. Whatever had happened to this planet, someone had ensured the blame would be posed towards humanity. A clever strategy. Cripple a planet and throw the blame at another species. Humanity had enough enemies that Celeste had loss count. One of them could be using this attack as a new way to isolate the Titan 43 colony. Celeste made a mental note to update her father as soon as she could. 

“My friend is just trying to find the truth,” Celeste said. “We are not here to accuse anyone of anything.”

“Your version of the truth,” Manri scowled. “I had hoped for a civilized conversation with you humans, but that seems impossible. Kotru, take them to the prison cells.”

Kotru reemerged with a grin on his face. “Yes, Lord Manri. I will be most glad to imprison this human scum.”

Celeste stood her ground. “If those were humans, we weren’t part of their group.”

“Everyone in the galaxy knows that there is only one human colony left and that is Titan 43,” Manri said. “All Truitians are aware of it. You can’t say other humans did it and expect me to believe you. I don’t know why you came back to Truit. Maybe you came to take whatever spoils was left after you killed many of our kind. If you did, you made a grave mistake, and it will be your last one. Take them away!”

Celeste was grabbed by the shoulder, and she let herself be dragged away from the chamber. They returned down the corridor, but then stepped into another one that led them to a prison chamber. Cells lined up on either side of the chamber. Most of them appeared empty. One cell door was opened, and Celeste was pushed in, while Phog was shoved into another cell. 

Kotru turned to them, pulling his beard. “Enjoy your last hours, humans. I am glad someone is about to pay for the death of our kind.”

“How many of your kind died?” Phog asked.

“Too many to count,” Kotru scoffed.

With that, Kotru and the other Truitians left them alone in the prison chamber. Silence descended on them as Celeste’s mind raced through the possibilities. How could humanity have been behind the attack? Yet Manri’s eyes told a different story. He seemed so sure that he had observed humans walk out of a shuttle after the attack. 

“Do you think it is possible?” Phog asked. 

“Do I think what is possible?”

“That humans were behind the attack on Truit.”

“Impossible.”

Although she said it quickly, the hollowness in her words made her doubtful. 

“I don’t know,” Phog mumbled. 

“If there is one thing I know, humans won’t do such a thing,” Celeste said. “Not on an innocent planet like Truit. We were already trading with them. Why would we want to attack them?”

“I am not questioning humanity, but how much do we know of what happened before we arrived on Titan 43,” Phog said. 

Celeste couldn’t understand why Phog was questioning the motives of humanity. If anything, humanity had been the one who had nearly been wiped out of the galaxy. They would never willingly do such a thing to another species. 

“We aren’t like the Grekk Empire that destroyed our planet,” Celeste countered. 

“I know we aren’t like the Grekk. I am only saying we need to consider the possibility. Manri seemed fully convinced that it was human beings who attacked his planet. I could see it in his eyes. He wasn’t lying.”

Celeste folded her hands and sat down cross-legged on the floor. Phog’s mentioning of the eyes confirmed her worries. Despite that, Celeste refused to consider the possibility although Phog’s words had already been planted as seeds of doubt in her mind. 
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