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Celeste groaned, as she opened her eyes again. She blinked, staring at the black ceiling. At first, she was disoriented, not knowing where she was. Then, the recent events slowly began to come into her mind. They had faced a golden orb outside of Atlas. It had come from the dense forest. The same orb that had killed her father, Lydia and his vessel.

Celeste felt a sharp pain on her back. She reached behind with her right hand and massaged it. The pain slowly began to dissipate. Celeste closed her eyes, thinking of the dream she had. In it, she had seen her father in the adjoining prison cell, calling out her name. It had been a strange dream. Too vivid as well. She recalled the emotions running through as her father kept calling out her name over and over. Celeste rubbed her eyes, trying to control her emotions. She opened her eyes again and sat up on the metal bed. The prison cell was dimly lit, and she was alone. She rubbed her eyes again. A soft glow appeared on the glass wall in front of her. It looked eerily like the glass wall in her dream. That was odd. Celeste got to her feet, feeling a slight pain in her legs. She twisted her legs a bit as the pain subsided. She then stared around the prison cell, trying to figure out how she had arrived here. The very last thing she remembered was facing the golden orb and a bright light hitting her. Flicking her eyes about, someone had transported her into this cell. Since she had no recollection of anything, that was the only thing that made sense. 

Celeste slowly walked over to the glass wall and narrowed her eyes. While she couldn’t see through the wall, a few parts appeared to be semi-transparent. She knelt beside one part and studied what was on the other side. It was another prison cell. 

Just like hers. 

There was a metal bed, and a figure was sleeping on it. She pressed her face against the wall and squinted. All she could discern through the foggy glass wall was that it was a male figure wearing a uniform. She couldn’t make out his face because he was facing away from her. Celeste was tempted to knock on the glass wall but decided against it. She didn’t want to force the male figure to wake up. Nonetheless, something looked familiar about the figure, but she couldn’t put her finger on it. 

A wave of dizziness washed over Celeste. She stood and grabbed the wall to steady herself. Her stomach growled but she knew she wouldn’t be getting any food in here. At least, not for a while. It was then that she noticed a squared shaped hole along the glass wall. Somehow, she had missed it earlier. It was covered by a small fence-like cover. She placed her hand over it and could feel a bit of air coming from the other prison cell. Whoever controlled these prison cells had placed this hole in the wall as a means of communication. Another odd thing.

Then, to her surprise, a sound reached her ears. It was coming from the metal bed. Celeste looked back at the bed. The man was moving his legs. Was he awake? Should she say something? She still felt it was inappropriate. Celeste turned around and inspected the rest of her prison cell. Bare floor and a shield that took on the role of the prison bars. Nothing much else. She tiptoed over to the shield and stared at it. Outside the shield was a corridor with pink walls. The odd aspects of this prison building continued to pile on. Movement on her left caught her eyes. Her eyes widened. Celeste’s heart began to pound. A golden orb was hovering outside along the corridor. Like the one her father encountered. 

Like the one she and the rest had faced outside of Atlas. 

Celeste tried not to look directly at the orb. She didn’t want to provoke it. Instead, she slowly took one step back. She didn’t know why an orb was hovering outside her prison cell. Celeste could come to only one conclusion. The orb was watching her and whoever else was locked up in these prison cells. Like a prison guard. Celeste didn’t want to presume anything about the orb outside her prison cell. These orbs had the ability to destroy vessels and put people into a state of unconsciousness. That’s the only way she could’ve been moved here. There was no way she willingly came to this prison cell. Something about the light emitted by the orb must have taken them out. And then someone had brought them and imprisoned them.

Thinking of it, Celeste wondered about Tara, Olivia and Phog. Where were they? What had happened to them? She would’ve expected one of them to be in the adjacent prison cell. Surely, they were also imprisoned somewhere in this prison building. However, Celeste couldn’t see anyone except for that sleeping figure on the bed in the adjacent prison cell. Why was she being kept separate from the rest? And who exactly had brought her here? The mounting questions didn’t help her state of mind. 

Nevertheless, she was certain of one thing. She hadn’t been taken by the Grekk Empire. The orb’s presence outside her prison cell indicated a different alien species was in charge. If the Grekk Empire was involved, she would’ve observed Grekk guards walking about outside her prison cell. That was the standard practice of the Grekk. 

But there were no guards. 

Only a golden orb.

Celeste stood her ground and leaned forward to take another peek at the orb. It was still there, hovering in place. She suspected the orb was recording her activities and relaying it to whoever was in control of the orb. If that was true, she didn’t want to make any moves that might trigger an alarm. She needed time to think of a plan to escape her prison cell. 

“You shouldn’t stare at it,” a voice boomed from behind her.

A familiar voice.

Celeste swirled around, ready to hit someone or something. Then, her jaw dropped. The figure who had been sleeping was standing in the opposite prison cell and looking at her. He was an older man. She blinked. 

It couldn’t be.

It was her father.
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“Celeste, before you think otherwise, you aren’t dreaming,” Commander Tyron said.

“I must be dreaming.”

“You are not dreaming, my daughter.”

“I must then be dead, like you.”

Tyron belted out a laugh. “I know this seems impossible, but I didn’t die when the orb encountered my vessel.”

Celeste’s voice began to tremble. “Father. How ... how ...”

“I’m alive, Celeste.”

Celeste walked over to the glass wall separating them and placed the palm of her right hand on it. Her father placed his hand on his side of the glass wall. Although the wall separated them, Celeste sensed her father’s hand. She closed her eyes. Her mind was still struggling to make sense of what she was facing. She opened her eyes, thinking her father wouldn’t be there and expecting it to have been an elaborate illusion. But he was still there. 

Still standing.

And smiling at her.

It was impossible, but her eyes were telling the truth.

“When the light from the orb hit the vessel, I also thought I had died. But then I woke up like you in this prison cell. At first, I was also disoriented. It took me a few hours to realize I hadn’t died but been transported to this place. I only realized it once the Alkant species came and spoke to me.”

Listening to him, Celeste felt a peace envelope her very being. Her father was alive and talking to her. She didn’t listen to any of the words he was saying. She was grateful for him being here. It was better than any dream she would have dreamt of.

“We thought you died,” Celeste admitted. “Alder prepared a memorial and Titan 43 mourned for you.”

Tyron heaved a loud sigh. “I expected that would happen. Once I got here, I tried to look for a way to communicate with you. But eventually I realized I was far away from Titan 43. I knew there would be no way to contact you and that you would assume I had died. I’m so sorry for making you go through that period, Celeste. You don’t know how many times I wished I could see you one more time.”

The emotion in his voice deeply touched her heart. Celeste pressed the palm of her right hand further against the glass wall. She wanted so much to touch and hug her father. She longed for it like never before. Yet she couldn’t. A glass wall separated them, but she didn’t mind it. The important thing was that her father was alive and well.

“Did the aliens hurt you?” Celeste asked. 

“No, they didn’t, and I consider myself lucky.”

It was a relief to hear that her father hadn’t suffered at the hands of the alien species. 

“I’m sorry father for the last words I said to you,” Celeste said. “I shouldn’t have argued with you ...”

Tyron interrupted her. “Forget about all of that. It doesn’t matter anymore. I’m just happy to see you again. I honestly thought I’d never see you.”

Celeste smiled. 

“But why are you here? When the Alkant species brought you here, I was stunned.”

“Father, we found Atlas.”

Tyron’s eyes widened. “You mean the city was eventually built?”

Celeste shared about discovering Project Utopia and the castle, his message to her and then finding Atlas. 

Tyron chuckled. “A castle in space. It was a wild idea when we mooted it back on Earth. Captain Bayles and I both loved castles, but many of our colleagues thought we were crazy. Why would anyone want to replicate a castle in space? To the logical mind, it made the least sense. At least build a structure that could be fortified and serve as a base for humanity. But Bayles and I insisted on it and won over our critics. However, when Bayles’ vessel veered off-course, I thought that my dream of a castle in space was gone. I’m glad they managed to complete it. It probably had more to do with Bayles than anyone else. When that man puts his mind to something there’s nothing that could get him off track. I wish I could see the castle now.”

“I still don’t understand how Project Atlas found the same planet as that of the castle.”

“Project Utopia was concurrently being prepared with Project Atlas,” Tyron explained. “But no one in either crew knew about the other. That’s the way we wanted it. We knew of the dangers in the galaxy. Who were we kidding? We weren’t like the Grekk Empire. Any number of things could go wrong, and they did for Bayles and his crew. So, when we lost contact with Bayles and his crew, we immediately were forced to launch the Project Utopia vessel. By sheer luck, we had it already in the ready-to-launch phase. In hindsight, we should’ve planned it better. The vessel blasted out several hours after Bayles and his team veered off-course. Again, all the crew were ready and had completed all the training. That helped in our decision to send it out. It was a pretty big risk we took but we had no choice except to execute it.”

“You mean to say both Atlas and the castle were meant to be built on the same planet?”

Tyron offered a single nod. “There was a purpose for it. The vessel for Project Utopia had been given special sensors to track the vessel having Bayles and his crew. Once the Project Utopia vessel, commanded by Captain Reynolds, launched, we felt we had a good chance for it to achieve its mission.”

“So, you were in contact with Captain Reynolds?”

“For a while, we were. Nothing unexpected happened to the vessel with Captain Reynolds and his crew. But once Bayles and his crew began heading off-course and deeper into unknown parts of the galaxy, we also lost communications with Reynolds and his crew. I expected it to happen. I mean the galaxy we both know is so vast. At that time, Earth didn’t have the capabilities nor the technology to sustain such comms. If humanity had bases on other planets, there could have been a possibility, but not in our state back then.”

“Who else is here with you?” Celeste asked.

Tyron lowered his eyes, his voice trembling. “No one else. Lydia and the rest died on transit to this place.”

“Oh. I’m so sorry, father.”

Celeste knew her father had a close relationship with Lydia, his former assistant. Probably closer than he would like to share with her. She never asked him about it because she felt it wasn’t her business. Her father could do anything he wanted, and Lydia was very fond of him. 

Tyron waved his hands. “We all knew what we’re getting into when I launched out into space. It was supposed to be an adventure.”

“Even then ...”

Tyron cut in. “I don’t want to talk about it.”

Celeste grimaced. She could relate to her father grieving the loss of Lydia. Celeste wished she could say something to comfort him, but nothing came to her mind. Not right now. She felt guilty not being able to be there for her father. “Lydia was a wonderful person.”

Tyron nodded, rubbing his eyes. “She was a one-of-a-kind woman. I’ll miss ... um ... her for sure.”

Celeste felt for her father. Lydia had been the first woman her father had seemed to care about in a long while. Probably the first time since he met Olivia’s mom. And before that, Celeste’s mother. Celeste had been too young to realize her mother had abandoned her and her father and run off. As Celeste grew older, her father had slowly explained her mother’s disappearance and why she was different from the other kids in her school. Going to school events had been hard on Celeste, especially when she observed other kids with both parents and she only with her father. A few of her friends had even asked her about it and Celeste had been forced to lie to them by saying that her mother had died. All of that had been hard to accept when she was young but eventually her mother’s disappearance had become a source of motivation for her. 

“Who are the Alkant species?”

Tyron shrugged. “I don’t know much about them except that they don’t speak.”

Celeste cocked her head. “Huh?”

“The Alkant species are a thin humanoid race, but they have no mouths. Instead, they use the orbs to communicate on their behalf. The few Alkant beings I’ve encountered always have an orb walking with them.”

“Always?”

Tyron offered a single nod. Celeste was still trying to imagine the Alkant humanoids without a mouth. During her time as a Grekk Envoy, she once encountered an alien species without eyes. At that time, it had been shocking but she still had managed to conduct a diplomatic meeting with the species, who had used an artificial helmet on their heads to visualize the presence of others. “What else do we know of the Alkant species? Are they a warrior race?” 

“I know very little. I’ve only seen a few of them come down here and try to talk to me.”

“What do they want to know from you?”

“They’re interested to learn about humanity.”

“Why?”

“Again, I don’t know. When I asked them about it, they refused to answer me. But I have the feeling that we aren’t the only species that the Alkant species has imprisoned here.”

Celeste arched her eyebrows. “You think we’re on their planet, right?”

“That would be my best guess. We need to be careful with this species. While they don’t have the ability to speak, they’re an intelligent and cunning race.”

Celeste pursed her lips into a thin line. She needed to assess the Alkant species and their objective of imprisoning them. Species always had an objective. If the objective was indeed to study other species by imprisoning them, that was horrific.

A beeping sound caught her attention. She turned around, only to discover the thinnest looking purple humanoid that she had ever seen. She didn’t have to make a guess. 

It was a male Alkant, and he didn’t have a mouth. 
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Celeste took a step towards the creature, whose black eyes kept looking at her. She heard a sound from behind her. It had to be her father trying to warn her, but Celeste had no intention of looking at him. Not right now. Another beep emerged. Celeste turned her gaze to the orb hovering over the male Alkant. 

“Who are you?” Celeste asked. 

The Alkant stared at her defiantly, his eyes shifting around. The male Alkant pointed to the orb. 

“My name is Ren,” the orb said. 

“Why did you bring me here?” Celeste demanded. 

“To observe you,” Ren’s orb replied. 

Celeste couldn’t decide whether to look at the orb or Ren. It was disorienting. 

“Why?”

“We observed you and your team to be worthy of closer inspection.”

Celeste’s head jerked back. “Where are my team members?”

“They’re in a different location but not too far,” Ren replied. 

Her father had been right. The Alkant species was unusual. “What do you want with us?”

Ren seemingly ignored her question. “Are you enjoying your time with your father?”

Celeste swallowed hard. “How do you know that he is my father?”

“We scanned your body and found the common DNA between you and him. Then, it was only a matter of time before we derived our conclusion.”

Celeste grimaced. The Alkant species’ ability to connect the dots between her father and her was impressive. “Is every conclusion you derive, correct?”

Ren didn’t say anything for a long moment. “Most of the time.”

“Is that why I was put in this prison cell?”

“We derived that you’ll feel better being closer to him.”

Celeste didn’t give up on trying to get more information from the humanoid. “How long do you plan to keep us here?”

Ren nodded. “It’s time for me to leave.”

“You can’t hold me here forever,” Celeste hollered. 

Ignoring her words, Ren and his orb walked away from Celeste. A rapping sound caught her attention. She turned and walked back to the glass wall. 

Her father furrowed his brows. “I told you that they don’t care about keeping us in these prison cells. They feel justified in doing it to meet their objective.”

Celeste grunted. 

“What happens if they lose the orb?”

Tyron shrugged. “If you’re thinking that could incapacitate them, I would disagree with that theory. Ren wasn’t carrying a weapon, but I’ve seen some of them with weapons. I believe they can still fire their weapons without the presence of the orb.”

“Does the orb also have weapons?”

“It’s possible the orb could serve as a secondary line of defense for each Alkant.”

Celeste bit her lip. If the orb had weapons capabilities, it did further complicate matters. She or anyone wouldn’t be able to fight against an Alkant and simultaneously keep the orb away. It would be like fighting against two beings. “Do you know what they are observing in us?”

“I tried to find out before you came here but I got nowhere. The Alkant only told me that they’re observing us and nothing else. The closest I can think is that we’re like animals in a zoo.”

“But there haven’t been any visitors looking at us?”

“Not that I’ve seen. But that doesn’t mean anything. The Alkant species could have their own ways of getting outsiders to observe us. We can’t take anything for granted.”

Celeste flicked her eyes about her prison cell. There was no evidence of any recording devices. “Do you mean someone could be even watching us right now?”

“What’s to say that isn’t possible? Remember, there’s an orb outside of the prison cell.”

Celeste waved her hands in the air, exasperation in her voice. “How then do we mount an escape?”

“I didn’t say we can’t mount an escape.”

Celeste was slightly irritated by her father’s words. She had no time for it. She then knelt and began pulling out something from her boots. 

“What are you doing?” Tyron asked. 

Celeste pulled out a thin black device and pressed it against the glass wall. “Phog passed me this before we encountered the orb.”

“What is it?”

“It can be configured to emit a pulse.”

“Phog’s a smart man. I know of such devices.”

Celeste’s thoughts drifted to her sister, Tara and Phog. She could only hope they were being held like she was without any harm. Celeste needed the Alkant species’ penchant for observation to work in her favor. Until she got to them.

“I can show you how to send out a pulse that may be able to disable the orb outside our prison cells,” Tyron offered. 

“Show me.”

The next several minutes went by painstakingly slowly as Celeste followed her father’s instructions. She was impressed at how much her father could remember without holding the device in his hands. On more than one occasion, she had to backtrack and fix her mistakes. She was beginning to appreciate Phog’s ability to program the device as quickly as possible. After a few more seconds, she looked up at her father. “I think it’s done.”

“Good. The instructions I asked you to program will first disable the orb and then a second pulse will allow you to take control of it. I included a simple command to make it move towards the front of your prison cell.”

“How sure are you that this will work?”

Tyron shrugged. “Nothing’s certain. The only way to find out is to test it by sending a pulse to the orb.”

Celeste offered a single nod. 

“And you will only have one shot at this. We don’t know if the orb will be able to detect the pulse and take countermeasures.”

The implication was clear. If she missed her shot, the orb might alert the Alkant species, and they might punish her. Celeste
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