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      Space is so boring!

      This was certainly not what Violet had expected space travel to be like. She had dreamed of this since the first time she looked up at the stars in the sky, but none of those dreams had included endless days of nothingness. The only excitement she had experienced during the first days of the journey was when an occasional piece of space debris penetrated the warp field forcing the pilot to take evasive action. Even those potentially deadly encounters were brushed aside, as if they were no more bothersome than a fly buzzing around the room, by the Krim Sprinter's legendary pilot, Cyrus Jones, who was as much machine as man.

      The captain had assured her that the Krim Sprinter was the fastest ship in the fleet, which made it the fastest ship in the known universe, when he reluctantly brought her on board the week before. The problem with space travel was the incomprehensible distances between planets. Even at three hundred times the speed of light, the travel time to Proxima was listed as seven days. The captain had assured her that they would be there in five. When she asked what they would do on the Proxima outpost for two days while they waited for the rest of the crew to arrive, Captain Mitch Cooper had just smiled and walked away.

      After four days of watching countless specks of light stream past in a blur, Violet wished her childhood dream had involved something less monotonous...like being an accountant. She was wondering if it was possible to actually die of boredom when the ship violently lurched, throwing her from her chair. She froze in the air momentarily as the warp drive was forcibly shut down, dropping the ship back into real time, before being slammed into the navigation console. Everything went black.

      When she came to, the ship’s bridge was in total chaos. Warning sirens were going off. Red lights were flashing. Captain Cooper was rushing from station to station, assessing damage and muttering to himself. She had a pretty good idea of what he was saying.

      "What the hell just happened, Cyrus?"

      "We were hit by a photon torpedo, Captain," he answered calmly as he stared at the seemingly empty space in front of the ship.

      "That's impossible!"

      "Yet here we are."

      Captain Cooper looked ready to explode. Instead, he took a calming breath as he ran both hands through his grey hair. "Did you drop us out of warp before we tore the ship apart?"

      "Of course," Cyrus replied without taking his eyes off the still empty space in front of the ship. "Belzaire's not gonna be happy, though. There's no telling how much of the warp system we tore up shutting it down that quickly."

      Violet had pulled herself to her feet and was using the navigation console to steady herself. "So what just happened?"

      "Somehow, we were hit by a photon torpedo while traveling at warp three," the captain muttered.

      "How is that possible?"

      "It's not."

      The captain raised his hand to head off further questions. "We'll talk later. Can you find your way to engineering?"

      "I think so."

      "Get down there and help Belzaire. There's bound to be damage of some sort."

      She was leaving the bridge when Cyrus quietly said, "There's something out there, Captain."

      "Where?"

      "Right in front of us."

      "What is it?"

      "I don't know," Cyrus answered. "I can't see it."

      "If you can't see anything, how the hell do know something's there?"

      Cyrus just shrugged.

      The captain pointed at Violet. "Get to engineering. Tell Belzaire to get that warp drive back online."

      "I'll do what I can."

      The last thing Violet heard as she headed to engineering with a renewed sense of urgency was Captain Cooper telling Cyrus to put everything they had into the shields. All their lives might depend on it.

      [image: ]
* * *

      As Violet rushed into the warp room, she was confronted with a scene straight out of her nightmares. Glowing green warp fluid squirted everywhere. Steam leaks sprouted like geysers. Blinking red and yellow beacons were the only discernible source of light. When a huge man with deep red skin and jet black hair rounded the corner screaming curses, she thought, just for a moment, that she had been transported to Hell and was facing the devil himself.

      "What are you doing here?" the large, angry man growled through gritted teeth.

      "I...I...I'm here to help," she managed. "Captain said to help you get the warp system back online."

      "Oh," he said with a sudden smile. "Glad to have you. I'm Belzaire. Come with me. We've got a lot of work to do."

      Belzaire turned and walked straight into the chaos, not even bothering to avoid the steam blasts or leaking warp fluid. Violet followed tentatively, doing her best to avoid both. When she caught up to him, he was in the process of sliding a very heavy looking cabinet to the side, revealing a trapdoor in the floor.

      "What's in there?"

      "Warp fluid," he replied nonchalantly.

      Before Violet could ask why the warp fluid was stored behind a hidden trapdoor, Belzaire pulled the door open to reveal a deep chamber with hundreds of clear cylinders full of glowing green fluid. There was easily ten times the legal limit of warp fluid in there.

      Belzaire answered her unasked question with a mischievous smile and started pulling out cylinders. "We lost almost two hundred liters before I got the system shut down," he said. "I'll fix the leaks while you refill the system."

      "Two hundred liters is more than a ship this size needs for the entire system," Violet sputtered, finally coming to terms with what she was seeing. "Not to mention twice the legal limit of reserves allowed on a ship like this."

      "I've made some modifications," was all he said while he continued to pull out more cylinders of the precious liquid.

      When he had retrieved twenty-five cylinders, Belzaire stood up and looked at Violet, who was staring at him with wide eyes, trying to comprehend what was going on. "Now, look," he said firmly. "If the captain sent you down here to help, something is seriously wrong. We need to get this ship back up and running. You deserve an explanation, but now is not the time."

      Sensing the gravity of the situation, if not the cause, Violet nodded slowly. "What do you need me to do?"

      Belzaire smiled reassuringly and pointed across the warp room to the half-empty tank of warp fluid. "We need to refill the reservoir. Can you do that while I fix the leaks?"

      "I think so."

      "Good. Just put a cylinder on the fill pad and hit the green button."

      Those were the only instructions he gave before turning away and heading to a pipe leaking warp fluid on the far wall. Violet looked around the room briefly, wondering what she had gotten herself into, then started transporting the cylinders to the reservoir.

      It took far longer than she had anticipated because she was constantly stepping over debris and around puddles of warp fluid, which she learned the hard way were very slippery. By the time the last cylinder had been sucked into the tank, Belzaire had finished repairing the leaks and was gathering the empty cylinders and putting them back in the hidden compartment. When she attempted to ask about them, Belzaire simply said, "Later," and closed the trap door and slid the cabinet back into place.

      With the compartment of warp fluid again hidden, Belzaire turned to Violet and smiled warmly. "Thank you for your help," he said. "You should head back to the bridge. If something goes wrong, that's the best place to be."

      She wanted so say something, ask questions, or try to figure out what exactly was going on. Instead, Violet simply said, "Okay," and headed out of the warp room, back to the bridge.

      As soon as she turned to leave, Belzaire hurried to the control console and pushed the intercom button for the bridge. "Captain, we've got the system ready to power back up. We should be ready for warp travel in about five minutes, but we won't have full capacity until I can do a more thorough repair."

      "Got it," came the captain’s disembodied reply. "Call me when you're ready."

      [image: ]
* * *

      Back on the bridge, Violet sat in the chair she had previously been thrown from, looking out into space. She was trying to piece together everything she had seen. Did the captain know there was enough illegal warp fluid hidden on his ship to get everyone on the ship executed? She thought it was likely that he did. And what did Belzaire mean by modifications? Nobody knew how warp travel really worked, it just did. Making modifications to something you didn't understand, and could kill you, was crazy. But then again, much of what she had seen and heard since coming aboard the Krim Sprinter was a bit bizarre.

      The captain's voice brought her back to the apparently tense situation. "Is it still there, whatever it is?"

      "Yes, it is, Captain."

      "And you still don't know what it is?"

      "Nope."

      Violet expected the captain to be angry, but he simply nodded, seeming to accept that there was something invisible, and possibly dangerous, just outside. Yep, things were definitely a bit crazy aboard the Krim Sprinter.

      "Captain, the warp system is online and ready to go," the intercom suddenly blared. "Tell Cyrus to keep it to warp one, one point five max. But preferably warp one."

      "You heard him, Cyrus. Warp speed one point eight."

      Cyrus looked at him with a disapproving glare, but simply asked, "Where to, Captain?"

      "Anywhere but here."

      A moment later, Cyrus reported, "We're ready when you are, Captain."

      "Drop the shields and engage the warp field as fast as your robotic arm possibly can," the captain said as he leaned forward in his chair, staring intently at the still empty space in front of the ship. "Three, two, one, go."

      Everything happened so fast; Violet could barely comprehend what she was seeing. She could hear the click of the shields dropping and feel time freeze momentarily as the warp field formed and the ship jumped into warp speed. And in the same instant, she saw three photon blasts appear out of nowhere, heading straight for them. She squeezed her eyes shut and grabbed the chair, bracing for an impact that never came. When she managed to pry her eyes open, all she could see was the emptiness of space streaking past.

      Maybe space wasn't going to be so boring after all.
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      Day 5

      After four days of uneventful travel, we were attacked by an unknown enemy—one that appears to be invisible, no less. The ship only suffered minor damage and we were able to resume our journey after performing emergency repairs.

      This unexpected event gave me my first look at what goes on behind the scenes on the legendary ship. While I don't fully understand everything I saw today, I am confident in saying there are things going on that nobody outside of the Krim Sprinter knows about. Not least of which is how we are going to reach Proxima faster than is theoretically possible.

      

      Violet looked at the words she had written, considering whether she should add more. She knew the Intergalactic Trading Company often ignored their own laws when it was financially convenient, and the Intergalactic Military Force flat out ignored them at will. Was the Krim Sprinter operating outside the law of their own accord or was it condoned by the overriding authorities in the galaxy? Either way, she wasn't going to record anything more until she knew what the consequences might be.

      She was still trying to decide if there was anything else to add when a chime announced someone at her door.  She quickly engaged the encryption on her tablet and slid it back into the hidden compartment in her luggage before walking to the door to see who was there.

      When the door slid open, Violet was surprised to see the ship's security officer standing there. Kublai was big, even by Vim standards, and his light blue skin reminded her of large block of ice, which fit his personality—cold and impassive. "The captain would like you to dine with him," he informed her.

      "Oh," she said in surprise. Captain Mitch Cooper had shown no previous interest in getting to know her and had made it fairly clear he didn't approve of her being on his ship. Of course, this didn't feel like a request for an engaging conversation. In fact, it didn't feel like a request at all. "Give me a few minutes to change."

      "I'm sure your current attire is just fine, Miss Maciera," he said. "Now, if you would be so kind as to follow me to the Captain's Dining Hall."

      Kublai turned and walked away, clearly expecting Violet to follow. When she finally caught up with him, he glanced at her disapprovingly before turning his attention straight ahead. "I know why you're here, Miss Maciera," he said matter-of-factly. "And I know who your uncle is."

      Violet nearly stumbled but quickly regained her composure. "Whatever do you mean?" she asked in the most innocent voice she could muster.

      "You are essentially Intergalactic Trading Company royalty," he said simply. "You are too highly positioned to be ignored yet too low to be part of the ruling family. You are here to make a name for yourself."

      Violet began to protest, but knew there was no point in denying who she was. "Lucius is my great-uncle," she admitted before realizing that she had just admitted a much closer relationship to the head of the ITC than she had intended.

      Kublai's only reaction was a raised eyebrow before he continued. "As I said, you are here to make a name for yourself," he repeated. "That means you are either here to prove you can make your own way on the most renowned ship in the fleet...or you're a spy."

      They had stopped in front of a double sliding door labeled as the Captain's Dining Hall. Kublai stared at her, waiting for her reply.

      Violet's mind was racing. What answer could she give that would satisfy him? She quickly decided the best thing to do was tell him the truth, at least part of it. "I have wanted to travel the stars since I was a little girl," she told him honestly. "It is true that my great-uncle is the head of the Intergalactic Trade Company and I did use his influence to get this assignment. There's absolutely nothing wrong with that."

      Kublai simply nodded, as if he accepted that answer, but she was pretty sure he didn't. He did step aside, though, and with a sweeping gesture of his arm, invited her to enter the Captain's Dining Hall.

      Doing her best to act dignified, she swept past him without another word. The room that revealed itself when the doors slid open was enough to make her completely forget about the unpleasant conversation with the ship's security officer. Now this was what she had always envisioned space travel would be like—if not the exact style, at least the elegance.

      The Captain's Dining Hall was modeled after a twentieth century sailing vessel. All around the room, shelves displayed priceless antiques from the days when ships sailed Earth's oceans for exploration and pleasure. At the center of the room was a large, elegant table surrounded by eight intricately carved chairs. As impressive as the rest of the room was, Violet's attention was immediately drawn to a large window that looked out into space.

      The spacescape outside the window nearly took her breath away. A large alien planet dominated the view, but it was the orbiting moon that drew her attention. It was made up of stripes of color—blue, green, and gold—and was circled by dozens of silvery rings around the middle. Behind it all, partially hidden by the giant planet, was a muted yellow sun. It was the most amazing sight she had ever seen.

      The captain was standing at the window with a man she recognized as the ship's medical officer, Colin McIntyre. They were looking out at the planets, quietly discussing something. Each had a glass of what appeared to be wine.

      "Please, pour yourself a glass of wine and join us," the captain invited with a smile.

      Violet wandered to the bar where several bottles were uncorked. She chose a blue wine that shimmered with an internal glow. She had never sampled the fabled Tau Ceti Blue before, but had heard it was exquisite. And extremely expensive. Even her great-uncle didn't drink it except on the most special of occasions. She poured herself a large glass then joined the captain and medical officer at the window.

      "That's Bellatrix Prime. Stunning, isn't it?" Captain Cooper commented.

      "Yes, it is," she agreed. "I'm just surprised you still appreciate such things after spending a lifetime among the stars."

      "I never tire of the beauties of Creation."

      Did he just say he believed in Creation? Violet was stunned by what she had just heard. Of all the surprises she had encountered today, that might have been the most shocking.

      "I see my beliefs have surprised you," the captain chided.

      "There are so few people that still believe in God on Earth," Violet admitted. "I never expected someone who has seen all the wonders of the galaxy like yourself would believe in Creation."

      "Don't mistake what I'm saying, I am not a religious man," the captain said. "And I don't believe many of my actions please the Creator of the Universe."

      "But why do you believe this was created?"

      "Why do you believe it is not?" he asked. "Why is it easier to believe that this breathtaking sight before us is simply a random collection of atoms than it is to believe it is a work of art created by the greatest artist in the universe?"

      In all honesty, Violet had never even considered the possibility of God. She had been taught that there was a Big Bang billions of years ago and life formed then evolved over millions of years. She had never thought much about it...until just then.

      "That's enough philosophical talk for now," the captain said, preventing her from thinking on it further. "Dinner should be ready any minute."

      The captain led her back to the table while Colin went to the bar to retrieve plates and utensils. Violet's curiosity was piqued when he set out four sets of plates and silverware. Before she could ask, Belzaire pushed his way through a side door carrying a tray with four sizzling cast iron skillets. Her mouth instantly began to water.

      "I prefer to eat real food whenever possible," the captain said with a smile. "I picked these steaks up at a...umm...well, when we picked you up on Earth."

      Violet took a sip of her wine so she didn't seem too eager. It wasn't like this was the first time she had dined on an actual steak, but she hadn't expected to be dining on one of the rarest delicacies in the galaxy while orbiting an uninhabited planet light years away from the nearest populated settlement.

      "Can you believe this type of food used to be as common as water?" the captain asked. "Before overpopulation took over, there were endless herds of cattle that provided steak for anyone who chose to eat it."

      "You mean back before they proved eating red meat would slowly kill you?" Colin asked.

      "Far be it for me to poison the good doctor," Belzaire said in mock-indignation as he reached for the doctor's plate.

      "Don't you dare touch my steak," he said as he stabbed his fork into it. "I said it would shorten my life; I didn't say I wasn't going to eat it."

      "Enough. We're making a bad impression on our guest," the captain said, but when he looked over at Violet, she had already sliced off a piece of steak and was shoving it into her mouth. "Then again, let's eat."

      The playful banter continued throughout dinner and Violet could tell that these men were more than just crewmates. They truly were friends. And they had chosen to share their time with her.

      When the steaks had been devoured and everyone had refilled their glasses, the captain turned the topic of discussion to something more serious.

      "Violet, I have spent my life traveling from one end of the galaxy to the other," he said. "I have gone places and seen things that no other human being has ever seen. I have risked my life and my ship countless times, but I have always come out alive. Do you know how I have done that?"

      She simply shook her head.

      "I prepare for every possible problem," he said. "Not only has that kept me safe, it has enabled us to make a lot of money for the Intergalactic Trade Company."

      "That makes sense."

      "And what you saw today was just one of the ways I prepare for every situation," he continued with a knowing look.

      "I understand."

      "I'm not sure that you do," he said, suddenly very serious. "My chief security officer believes you're a spy sent here to put an end to our operation. Even if you're not, you certainly have connections at the ITC that could make things...difficult for me...for us."

      "I would never betray you, Captain," Violet assured him. Assured everyone in the room.

      He studied her for a moment, weighing her words. "I believe you," he said with a smile. "Now, about that Captain thing. Please, call me Mitch, at least when we're in private."

      "Okay...Mitch."

      "I'm glad that's settled," Mitch Cooper said enthusiastically as he slapped his hand on the table. "Let's have some dessert."

      Colin took that as his cue to retrieve dessert. He hustled into the kitchen and returned a moment later with a tray full of sweets ranging from chocolate cake to fruit tarts. All extremely rare delicacies, especially in deep space.

      Violet took a delicious looking raspberry tart, but couldn't make herself eat it. The conversation had turned back to playful banter, but she kept thinking about the captain's words...and her promise to not betray him. After a few minutes, she excused herself, telling the group she wasn't feeling well.

      The light-hearted conversation continued until the door had closed after Violet left, then quickly turned more serious.

      "She can't be trusted, Mitch," Colin said as soon as they were alone.

      "Of course she can, my good doctor."

      "I think Colin may have a point, Mitch," Belzaire added.

      "Oh, Belzaire, not you too," the captain bemoaned. "I mean, she said she wouldn't betray us."

      "A lot of people say a lot of things," Colin said. "That doesn't mean they're always true."

      "It does if they're drinking Tau Ceti Blue spiked with Torillium truth serum," Mitch said with a satisfied grin.

      "I was drinking that wine too!" Colin nearly shouted.

      "Are you trying to hide something?"

      "That's not the point, Mitch," the doctor said indignantly, then finished his glass. "You drugged me."

      "Oh, have another," Belzaire said with a smile as he downed his glass.

      "That's easy for you to say, you're immune to Torillium truth serum."

      Belzaire shrugged. "We're all friends here."

      "Yes, we are," Mitch said with a smile. "Yes, we are!"
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      The next day proved to be as dull as the first four days had been. Violet sat in her chair beside the captain and watched the emptiness streak past. Kublai had joined them on the bridge and was sitting on the opposite side of the captain. After the discussions the previous night, she couldn't help but feel paranoid.

      Violet refused to sit there like a prisoner, though, so she decided to put an end to the silence. "Thank you for a wonderful dinner, Captain," she said with a smile.

      The captain flinched, clearly not expecting the silence to be broken. "What's that? Oh, the dinner...you're welcome."

      "I truly had not expected such delicacies onboard."

      "As I said last night, I enjoy eating real food whenever I can."

      "Do you often eat with the crew?" she asked.

      "My officers—my friends—are always welcome," he replied, then leaned closer and whispered loud enough that everyone could still hear, "Cyrus is kind of a loner, though, so he doesn't usually join us. And Kublai refuses to eat Earth food."

      Kublai seemed unfazed by the comment, but Violet noticed Cyrus's head dip just a little bit and could see the fingers on his robotic arm twitch for several seconds before he looked straight ahead again.

      "We don't usually have a formal dinner when we are traveling at warp speed, though," the captain continued. "We cannot abandon our stations unless we stop."

      So last night was special, Violet thought to herself. "So why did we stop last night?"

      "As scenic as it was, the real reason we stopped there was to avoid detection while we slept," Mitch told her. "That sun that was so beautiful also fills that entire system with enough radiation that long range sensors can't pick up anything that might be hiding in that system."

      Maybe last night wasn't as special as I thought, Violet thought. For some reason, that had a decidedly depressing effect on her and she no longer had a desire to keep the conversation going. Fortunately, she didn't have long to sulk before Cyrus announced they were approaching Proxima and would soon drop out of warp to make their final approach to the outpost.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The galactic space station on Proxima was far busier than Violet had anticipated. There were people from countless races hurrying in every direction. Many of them were heading in the same direction as the crew of the Krim Sprinter: toward a large flashing sign that simply read Mozzie's.

      "Just because we are the only ones with niakrim warp technology doesn't mean we are the only ones who travel the galaxy," Mitch had told her when she commented on how busy the station was. "It just takes them a lot longer to get from place to place."

      As they approached the entrance to one of the galaxy's most famous—or infamous—establishments, traffic slowed to a halt as the Vim security guards checked IDs and turned away undesirables.

      Kublai led the crew through the crowd, pushing through when anyone failed to move out of his way. One look at the huge Vim was enough to turn away even the surliest of creatures with nothing more than curses muttered under their breath.

      "Kublai, Cooper, what are you doing here?" Two Vim security guards blocked their way, standing with muscled arms crossed over their chests. Kublai towered over them physically, but it was clear that the dark-blue-skinned men viewed the larger, but lighter-skinned, Kublai with contempt.

      "Come now, my good fellows, just let us pass," Captain Mitch Cooper said with authority, stepping in front of Kublai before the violence that showed in the large Vim's eyes could erupt. "You know we are welcome here, regardless of your personal feelings for Kublai or myself."

      For a moment, it looked like they would refuse, but they silently stepped back and waved the crew of the Krim Sprinter into the establishment. The site that greeted them was something that Violet had heard a lot about, but never could have imagined. Gaming tables and holographic slot machines stretched endlessly in every direction. People of every race imaginable, and some she could barely believe even after seeing them, filled the vast chamber. Above it all, seemingly floating in mid-air, were establishments of every kind. She saw pawn shops, money changers, restaurants, bars, tax-free shops, and establishments that offered all sorts of services, many of them likely outside the law.

      Once inside, Mitch took the lead as they weaved their way through gaming tables toward the only establishment not floating in the air. The building had a smaller, yet still brightly lit, Mozzie's sign above a door with two more dark-blue Vim security guards. These two were bigger than the men at the entrance, almost as large as Kublai, and had the same air of superiority. Unlike the guards at the entrance, they simply stepped back and let the crew enter without a word.

      Compared to the chaos outside, the quiet elegance inside was even more jarring. The large room was dimly lit with small tables throughout. A man in the far corner was playing the piano for the few patrons scattered around the room. There were very few other people inside—Violet only saw two tables occupied with patrons. The captain led them to a back room that was completely empty. Mitch invited Violet and his senior officers to join him at a booth in the corner while the rest of the crew took tables in small groups.

      "Welcome to our favorite hangout in all the galaxy," Mitch said to Violet. By the looks Kublai and Cyrus gave her, she guessed it might not be everyone's favorite place.

      She wanted to ask more about the place since it was clear there was far more to Mozzie's than what was common knowledge back on Earth. Not the least of which was that there were some that might not welcome a visit from one of the IMF's most renowned ships. Before she had a chance, the oddest creature she had ever seen approached their table with his arms open, spread wide as if he was going to hug everyone.

      "Ah, my friends, welcome back to my humble establishment!" The man was wearing a brown vest over a dark green, button-down shirt with brownish pants. Over the top of everything was a brownish jacket that matched the pants. The whole thing actually matched quite well with his mottled green and brown skin, even if it was centuries outdated.

      "Mozzie!" Mitch greeted. "It's so good to see you again."

      With his arms still spread wide, the strange man spun around and showed off his outfit. "Vintage twentieth century Earth apparel," he said proudly. "Cost me a fortune!"

      "What possessed you to buy that?" the captain laughed.

      "What, you don't like it?"

      "No, no, it's perfect," Mitch assured him. "It just doesn't look very comfortable."

      "Oh, it's horrible," Mozzie admitted as he dropped his hands. "It's terribly itchy and smells like something crawled into the storage box and died."

      "Then why are you wearing it?" Belzaire asked with a smile.

      "Well, I've been learning about ancient Earth business practices and decided to dress the part. You know, learn by osmosis...maybe."

      "So who are you trying to dress like?"

      "Oh, not dress like," Mozzie said seriously. "I've got a whole wardrobe that was genetically matched to one of greatest businessmen of the early twentieth century. Got his DNA off the clothing."

      "Ewww," Violet exclaimed.

      "Yeah, I know," Mozzie replied with smile. "That's probably why it smells."

      The captain couldn't contain his laughter any longer. "Okay, okay, enough about your secondhand clothing," he said good-naturedly. "We're all starving for some real food. Bring us whatever rare delicacy is currently your bestseller."

      That brought a smile to Mozzie's face. If it was rare, that also meant it would be expensive. "I have a delicious little snack that just came in from..."

      "I don't want to know where it came from," the captain interrupted. "Or if it is even legal. Just as long as it tastes good."

      "Of course, Mitch."

      "And bring me a galactic transponder. I need to report in to the IMF."

      "Sure thing."

      Violet watched the unusual man shuffle away and made sure he was out of range before she burst out laughing. "What the heck was that?"

      "Who, Mozzie?" Colin asked with a chuckle. "Physiologically speaking, he's a Mansana. Beyond that is anyone's guess. I'm not sure that he's not insane. He won't let me test him."

      "Don't let the good doctor give our host a bad name," Mitch said. "He's just a bit...eccentric."

      "Come on, he makes my robotic arm and computerized brain seem normal," Cyrus snorted.

      "Yeah, but not even your computerized brain could figure out how to create the most profitable trading station in the galaxy on a planet this remote," the captain chided.

      "But we're only five days from Earth," Violet said.

      "We might be, but without time warp technology, the next closest planet is months away," Belzaire explained. "Many of those people you saw out there gambling have traveled months, if not years, to get here."

      "That's why there are so many Vim security guards," Mitch explained. "I don't care what race you are, when you travel for months just to lose your entire life's savings at a gaming table, you tend to get a little bit upset."

      Mozzie returned with the galactic transponder before Violet could ask any more questions and she certainly didn't want to inquire more about the strange man’s affairs while he was present.

      "Here ya go, Mitch. The food should be ready by the time you finish making your report," he said as he dropped the transponder on the table and quickly left.

      "Are you sure you want to do this, Mitch?" Cyrus asked.

      "We've got no choice," he replied. "Besides, they already suspect we travel faster than is supposed to be possible. They just ignore that fact since it benefits them."

      Mitch activated the transponder. Mozzie already had it set to the Intergalactic Military Force's internal switchboard. Within moments, a hologram of a stern looking woman wearing a sterile white suit appeared.

      "You have reached the Intergalactic Military Force switchboard service. Please state your name, the party you are trying to contact, and the nature of your call."

      "Captain Mitch Cooper of the Krim Sprinter and I need to speak with Vice-Admiral Spiraculi. The matter is classified."

      "Please hold."

      A three-dimensional IMF suddenly popped up and slowly spun in circles while they waited to be connected to the vice-admiral. They didn't have to wait long before the hologram of the woman returned and announced that Vice-Admiral Spiraculi was joining the call.

      The hologram that appeared next was of a man in his fifties. He was well-groomed and had jet black hair streaked with grey. He smiled freely, but the smile didn't quite reach his eyes. "Well, this is certainly a surprise, Captain Cooper," he said with apparent amusement. "If you are checking in a full day and a half before you were supposed to arrive, something must be wrong. Or at least very interesting."

      The captain ignored the jab and went straight into his report. "We were attacked yesterday while traveling at warp speed."

      "That's nothing new," Spiraculi chuckled. "You have gotten yourself on the wrong side of a lot of people. Heck, I personally know of five attacks on your ship in the last year alone."

      "You're not hearing me, we were attacked while traveling at warp speed," Mitch said, raising his voice. "And we were hit."

      "If you were hit by something while traveling at warp speed, it was just random chance," the vice-admiral said. "Are you sure you didn't just get hit by a piece of space debris that made it through the warp field?"

      "No debris would ever hit a ship I piloted," Cyrus interjected forcefully.

      "Come now, Cyrus, even your computer-enhanced brain isn't perfect."

      "There's more," Mitch quickly interjected before Cyrus lost his temper and said something they would all regret. "After we made repairs, we were fired on again right before we engaged the warp field."

      That got the vice-admiral’s attention. "You allowed a ship to fire on you and you didn't destroy it? Whose ship was it?"

      "We didn't fire because we couldn't see the ship," Mitch sighed. He knew what he was going to say next would be hard to believe. He had lived it and still found it hard to believe. "The ship was cloaked, sir."

      "That's not possible," the vice-admiral insisted. "You must be mistaken."

      "We are not mistaken," Cyrus nearly shouted. Colin put his hand on Cyrus's non-robotic arm to calm him down.

      Vice-Admiral Spiraculi had clearly had his fill of the conversation. "Look, Mitch," he said as if he was scolding a child. "I tell you this as a friend. You are pushing your ship and your crew too hard. You're traveling too fast for too long. There's a reason restrictions are placed on warp travel. It messes with your mind. You need to stop pushing the limits before you get everyone on your ship killed."

      "Spiraculi, I know what we saw," Mitch growled.

      "What you think you saw isn't possible, Captain," the vice-admiral replied. "Relax for a couple days. The rest of your crew will be there in two days. Make sure you follow ALL of the regulations on this next assignment."

      The hologram of Vice-Admiral Spiraculi disappeared, leaving everyone at the table stunned or angry or both. Before anyone could speak, Mozzie suddenly appeared with a large platter of unidentifiable yet delicious smelling delicacies. Two trays of beverages carried by serving bots floated behind him.

      "The finest food this side of the galaxy has to offer," Mozzie announced. "Plus the most exquisite elixirs known to man...and woman."

      Food and drinks were quickly passed around the table and everyone nearly forgot about the fruitless conversation they had just had with IMF headquarters. Good food and drink had a way of making almost any problem go away—at least for a time.

      As their host turned to leave, Mitch called after him. "So who was this dead fellow you bought clothes off of?"

      "Some chap named Capone," Mozzie said with a grin that hinted at a side of him that you didn't want to cross. "Brilliant business man from what I can tell. A bit violent, but I can respect that. A man's gotta fight to get what he desires—and to keep it."

      "Sounds like an interesting fellow," the captain commented, but had already forgotten the name by the time the first bite of food touched his lips. It was truly fantastic, just as Mozzie had said.

      As the rest of the table began to devour the unidentified delicacies, Violet made a mental note to research this man named Capone. Her gut told her Mozzie would be a good man to have on her side and she would be well served to understand everything she could about him.
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* * *

      That night at Mozzie's was one of the most indulgent of Violet's life. It was literally the finest food and drink she had ever sampled. The fact that every member of the crew had been treated wasn't lost on her. Nor the realization that this was probably not unusual for Captain Mitch Cooper. She doubted the bureaucrats back on Earth had any idea of the lifestyle the crew of the Krim Sprinter apparently lived.

      Violet was certain of one thing. This type of lifestyle required a lot of power or money...or both. Despite the ITC's and IMF's apparent lack of regard for the lowly Captain Cooper, she was starting to think he might actually be one of the most powerful men in the galaxy. She just had no idea why or how. Yet.

      After dessert and a round of exotic coffees from the farthest reaches of the galaxy, the crew began to disperse. The fact that they casually scattered to pursue their own entertainment proved that this kind of indulgence wasn't unusual. When most of the crew had left, the captain excused himself as well.

      "I have some business to attend to," Mitch announced as slid out of the booth. "Colin, Cyrus, please make sure Violet makes it to her quarters. I believe this is her first visit to Proxima and I would hate for her to get lost...or worse."

      "Sure thing, Mitch," Colin replied with a nod.

      Violet couldn't help but feel the captain had ulterior motives for making sure she went straight to her room.

      Belzaire and Kublai left the table shortly after the captain, leaving Violet alone with Colin and Cyrus. It was time to get some answers about the mysterious Captain Mitch Cooper.

      Colin beat Violet to the punch. "Let's say we order another round of coffees and let Miss Maciera ask all those questions that are undoubtedly running around in her head."

      "Am I that transparent?"

      Colin shrugged. "You wouldn't be human if you didn't have questions after what you have seen and experienced in the last two days."

      "Yeah, it's not quite what I expected."

      "Now, before you ask your questions, please understand I probably won't be able to answer many of them," Colin warned. "In some cases, the answers aren't mine to give. In others, I truly won't know the answer. The captain can be a very secretive man. I doubt anyone knows most of his secrets."

      "It's better that way," Cyrus interjected. "It's impossible to leak secrets you don't know. Less pressure than keeping secrets."

      Violet studied the man with a robotic arm and computer-enhanced brain. He was as much a legend as Captain Mitch Cooper, and even more of an enigma. Did he truly accept being left in the dark by the captain, or was it just a façade to cover his bitterness?

      "I understand," she said after a moment. "Can you at least tell me how the captain affords dinners like this? I have never eaten so many rare—and expensive—foods."

      "That's easy," Colin said. "He doesn't. This is all on the house. Even the luxury suites we stay in."

      "What?"

      "Mozzie and Mitch go way back," Colin said with a smile that clearly meant there wasn't anything else he was going to share on that matter.

      Violet wanted to know more about the captain, but there was something that she wanted to know about even more. The unknown enemy. "I know the vice-admiral doesn't believe we were attacked, but I was there. We were definitely attacked."

      "Oh, the vice-admiral believed Mitch, he just doesn't take the threat seriously," Colin said. "You have to remember, the IMF is the largest, most technologically advanced military force in the known galaxy. Men like Spiraculi believe they are invincible."

      "He thinks the IMF is the most technologically advanced military force," Cyrus snorted. "I would say cloaking technology changes things."

      Definitely bitter, Violet thought.

      "Are you sure that ship had cloaking technology?" Colin asked.

      "The ship was cloaked," Cyrus assured him.

      "It was invisible," Violet agreed. "Speaking of which, how did you know something was there, Cyrus?"

      Cyrus suddenly looked away and refused to make eye contact with her.

      "Come on, Cyrus. She's gonna find out eventually," Colin said. "Besides, it's not like it's a secret or anything."

      "I don't want to talk about it," Cyrus said as he got up from the table, still avoiding eye contact with Violet. "I'm going to bed. You can tell her if you want."

      Violet watched Cyrus walk away with a mix of pity and curiosity. "You don't have to tell me anything," she told Colin.

      "Nonsense," he said good-naturedly. "I'll walk you to your room and tell you all about our legendary pilot, Cyrus Jones."

      Colin offered Violet a hand as she slid out of the booth, then offered his elbow. As he escorted her out of Mozzie's, he began to tell the story of Cyrus Jones. She had heard much of it before. He had been the greatest pilot in the fleet; the only one capable of navigating a ship at warp three. Unfortunately, even his reflexes weren't infallible when traveling at three hundred times the speed of light.

      Cyrus was the only survivor when an uncharted asteroid field came through the warp field and destroyed the ship he was piloting. And the only way he had survived was through the use of cutting edge robotic technology. This was where things she had previously learned got fuzzy.

      "So the doctors that supposedly patched him up really didn't?"

      "Oh, they gave him his robotic arm and implanted synthetic organs," Colin said, "but when he showed up at the medical facility, he had already undergone significant restorative surgery. I've examined him and the technology used is beyond anything we have...or even know about."

      "What do you mean?"

      "From what I can tell, he suffered massive head trauma on the right side," he said. "Half of his brain is missing. It should have killed him instantly."

      "How did he survive?"

      "I don't know how he survived initially," Colin admitted. "Now, he survives because that half of his brain has been replaced by the most advanced computer I have ever seen."

      "You're telling me he has a computer for a brain?" Violet asked incredulously.

      "It's more than that," Colin told her with awe in his voice. "It's the most advanced artificial intelligence in the known galaxy. And his robotic eye is even more advanced."

      "Is that how he knew something was there?"

      "Honestly, he probably doesn't even know," Colin said. "His robotic eye is capable of taking in a vast amount of information, much of it outside of the visible spectrum. The AI is able to process it faster than humanly possible. Somehow, he—it—knew something wasn't right even if he didn't know what."

      "Oh, I think I understand,” Violet said. “It was a high-tech hunch.”

      “And his hunches are never wrong,” Colin added.

      “Sounds like a tremendous asset.”

      “I just worry about the day that whoever saved his life comes calling,” Colin said. “Nothing in life is free.”

      They walked in silence after that, each thinking about the miracle that had saved Cyrus’s life…and the unknown potential cost.

      "Well, here we are," Colin announced a few moments later, stopping in front of door with a basket of fruit on the door, apples by the look of it.

      "Thank you for the enlightening conversation, Doctor."

      "Don't call me that, it makes me sound old and stuffy," Colin said in mock indignation. "Call me Colin, even when we're in public."

      "Good night then, Colin," Violet said with a smile.

      Colin stood there silently, waiting for Violet to enter her room. "I promised Mitch I would see you to your room," he said after a moment of awkwardness. "That means I can't leave until I see you go inside."

      "Oh," Violet said. "I will see you tomorrow."

      As Violet turned and entered her luxury suite, she got the distinct feeling that Colin wasn't just there to make sure she made it back to her room.
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      Day 6

      Nothing I was taught on Earth prepared me for what I would find at my first space station. I have seen members of every major alien race as well as many others I have only briefly heard of. Some appear to be completely undocumented. I was even more surprised by the establishment known as Mozzie's. It was more of a lawless frontier outpost than the refined space station I expected. Yet, there was still a level of sophistication I also had not expected.

      It is apparent that Captain Mitch Cooper has a lot of influence here. I haven't seen anything worth reporting, but I am certain there is more going on than I am aware of. In fact, it is likely there is more going on than even the highest level crew members know about.

      

      Violet re-read the last of her journal entries before placing her tablet in the small galactic transmitter. She paused for a moment before encrypting the transmission then hit send. The miniature galactic transmitter her great-uncle had given her was supposed to be one of only two in existence. The other was on her great-uncle’s desk. She wasn’t sure if she believed that she had the only other one, but she knew it was a technology that wasn’t supposed to exist—at least not in a portable device.

      I'm not betraying anyone, she told herself. I'm just reporting on my first space mission.

      Violet thought about the night she had experienced at Mozzie's while she waited for message confirmation. It had been one of the best nights of her life, certainly the most interesting. She was already becoming very fond of the crew. Isolation in space travel was known to force people to bond, but she thought it was more than that. Violet was truly beginning to like the crew of the Krim Sprinter. And Mitch Cooper was a mystery she was determined to solve.

      After the "Message Received" alert chimed, Violet locked her tablet and returned it to the hidden compartment in her luggage. She knew she should get some rest, but there was still so much she wanted to know so she decided to go exploring.

      Violet expected Colin, or even Kublai, to be outside her room, but there wasn't anyone there to stop her from leaving. She soon found herself on an outside balcony that ran the length of the interstellar hotel. The scene before her could only be described as controlled chaos. Thousands of people of different alien races rushed in every direction. Dozens of starships were docked at the space station. Many were of standard design, but several were unlike anything she had seen in the space exploration books she had studied in the weeks before she boarded the Krim Sprinter for the first time.

      She was studying a very square ship unload cargo when a voice startled her. "It's an amazing sight, isn't it?" Belzaire asked as he joined her, leaning on the rail of the balcony. "When I look out at all those people, I can't help but hope that someday I will see another of my kind—one not wearing an ITC or IMF uniform, that is."

      Intrigued, Violet asked, "Do you really think there are more Jabuka in the galaxy?"

      "I can only hope," he said with a sad smile.

      Violet turned toward him, intending to comfort him, and was startled to see Kublai standing several feet away. "Oh," she exclaimed. "I thought you were alone."

      "I'm never really alone," he said with a forced smile, only slightly less sad than before. "Let's continue this discussion in my suite."

      Violet was way too curious to turn down the offer and followed Belzaire to the end of the balcony and an elevator that took them to the top floor. She could instantly tell that the rooms on this level were far larger and more extravagant than her own. Halfway down the balcony, Belzaire stopped at a door with a square black pad on each side. He placed a hand on each pad and the door suddenly slid open.

      "It operates on the same technology as warp fields," he told her. "The door can only be opened by someone of Jabuka ancestry."

      The room inside was stunning. "This is amazing."

      "It's the nicest prison cell in the galaxy."

      Violet started to laugh at the joke but when she looked at him, she could tell he wasn't joking—at least not entirely.

      "Don't get me wrong," Belzaire quickly clarified. "I am never treated like a prisoner, but ITC regulations require me to be constantly monitored...for my own protection. We are far too valuable because we are the only ones who can generate warp fields."

      Violet didn't know a lot about warp technology, nobody really did, but she knew that it required someone of Jabuka descent—that, warp fluid, and a niakrim warp field generator. Those were the three things that essentially allowed the ITC and IMF to rule the galaxy.

      "I never realized what it must be like for you."

      "No worries," he said. "We are all slaves to something...or someone. At least I get to live like a king."

      Violet wasn't so sure he believed those words. Instead of dwelling on it, she changed the subject. "Yesterday when I was helping you in the warp room, you told me you had made modifications to the warp field generators. Isn't that dangerous?"

      "Space travel is dangerous. Just ask Cyrus."

      "I know that, but modifying something that you don't understand seems foolhardy."

      "Who says I don't understand the technology?"

      "Do you?" she asked, hopeful she had finally stumbled onto one of the Krim Sprinter's secrets. Not even the scientists who studied warp field generators understood them—they could only reproduce them.

      "Well, no," Belzaire admitted. "But my people invented the technology before we almost became extinct. Who better to rediscover the secrets?"

      "Doesn't that put everyone on the ship at risk?"

      "Of course not," he assured her. "I would never do that. Mitch, Cyrus, and I test all modifications with an empty ship."

      "The captain tests them with you?"

      "Of course," he said. "The captain would never ask one of us to do something he isn't willing to do himself."

      "Hmm." A small piece of the Mitch Cooper puzzle slid into place for Violet. "I'm starting to see why the crew is so loyal."

      "There isn't a member of the crew that wouldn't risk their lives for Mitch," Belzaire agreed. "And him for us."

      For the next hour, Belzaire told her about his time on the Krim Sprinter and his experiences with the captain. They all pretty much had one thing in common: the Krim Sprinter pushed the boundaries of what was possible...and legal.

      When Violet returned to her room, she knew she was truly becoming part of the crew. And she couldn't wait to see what would happen next.
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* * *

      The crew of the Krim Sprinter gathered at Mozzie's again the next day for lunch. The captain wasn't present, but that didn't prevent them from being treated like royalty. Colin was more than qualified to order up one of the finest meals available in the galaxy. They were finishing the main course when Mitch finally showed up, clearly in a very good mood.

      The captain dropped a large piece of paper—it looked like a star chart—and started filling a plate. Cyrus reached across the table and grabbed the paper.

      "Twenty-seven niakrim deposits?" Cyrus questioned. "That's every deposit on the list the vice-admiral sent us, plus thirteen more."

      "You expected less?" Mitch asked with a self-satisfied smile. "And I acquired an experimental mining robot."

      "And how much did this one cost us?" Colin asked with a roll of his eyes.

      "Nothing. We're testing it."

      "So the inventor is too scared to test it himself?" Colin stated more than asked.

      "Pretty much."

      "How does it work?" Cyrus asked, clearly interested in the potentially lethal invention.

      "Not sure," Mitch said as he stuffed another forkful into is mouth. "Something about shooting a photon torpedo into a hole and blowing up the entire deposit. Little drones collect all the niakrim as it floats into space."

      "That's madness," Colin insisted. "We'll lose half the deposit."

      "But we'll get the other half," Mitch said triumphantly.

      As the table erupted into universal disagreement, Violet wondered for the first time if Mitch Cooper was losing his mind. How could any sane person consider blowing up the most valuable metal in the galaxy?

      Mitch gave the table a few minutes to voice their opinion, then raised his hand to silence them. "Look, it would take us a year to collect the deposits on this list alone. If we can make this robot work, we can mine a deposit in hours instead of weeks…"

      He didn't need to say more. Everyone at the table realized the implications of using robots—that no one in the ITC or IMF knew about—to collect niakrim that was also unknown. Violet suddenly had a very good idea why Mitch Cooper had as much power and influence as he did.

      As they resumed their meal, in a decidedly jovial mood, Mozzie approached the table. Today, he was wearing a sleek black pin-striped suit with a with a white shirt and black tie. A white fedora with a black band and matching black and white polished shoes completed the outfit.

      "Another relic from the twentieth century?" Mitch chuckled.

      "A Capone original," Mozzie confirmed.

      "What news do you have for us today?"

      "It appears the transport ship you were waiting for has entered the system," Mozzie said. "It dropped out of warp a few minutes ago and should arrive within the hour."

      Conversation suddenly stopped at the table. "We're not expecting the transport for at least another day," Mitch said with obvious concern.

      "Where are they coming from?" Cyrus asked.

      "Can't say for sure, but probably Earth," Mozzie said, not understanding what the problem was. "Where else would they be coming from?"

      "Not Earth," Cyrus said. "There were no ships in that quadrant when we came from Earth and it would take a week for any other ship to get here."

      Mitch looked at Cyrus for a moment, worry etched on his face. "Kublai, Colin, get everyone back to the ship. Cyrus, get to the loading dock and get that mining robot loaded up. We leave in thirty minutes."

      In all the excitement, Mozzie had slowly backed away and had nearly made good on his escape when Mitch leaped from the table. "Mozzie!"

      Mitch was on him in a flash. He grabbed Mozzie with both hands and lifted him off the ground and shook him. "Who's ship is that?"

      "How would I know? I have no way of knowing for sure."

      "Guess!"

      "I don't know what they call themselves, but there have been some...new...races lately. They bring some of the most delightful foods. I tried to tell you about them last night..."

      "Do they have warp capability?"

      "How would I know?" Mitch shook him again. "No... Yes... Maybe..."

      Mitch dropped him. "Mozzie, that's the ship that attacked us."

      "Lots of ships attack you."

      Mitch glared at him and Mozzie shut up. "Take care of your business. Don't act like anything is amiss. And we were never here. I'll be back in a few days."

      Mitch was already heading for the exit and didn't even see Mozzie nodding his agreement. "Violet, follow me. We've gotta a few stops to make."

      Violet hurried to catch up with him. "What's going on?" she demanded as they exited Mozzie's.

      "Cyrus and his computer brain know where every ship in the fleet is," Mitch explained as they ran. "If he says it's not one of our ships, I believe him."

      "Then why aren't we heading to the ship?"

      "I have things in my room I can't leave behind."

      The pace Mitch set made further conversation impossible. When they reached his quarters, Violet stayed in the sitting room, marveling at the assortment of interstellar collectables on display, while Mitch disappeared into his sleeping quarters. She had no idea what most of them were, but she could tell they were all very valuable alien artifacts. And she could tell this was a home—probably one of many—for Mitch Cooper, not just a hotel room.

      A moment later, Mitch returned with a stack of wrinkled papers and shoved them into her hands. The top one appeared to be an ancient star chart of some sorts.

      "These papers hold the keys to all of my—our—assets," he explained as he swept past her toward the door.

      “You keep all our critical records on paper?”

      "Paper records cannot be hacked."

      "But what if you lose them?"

      "Then I guess I would have a problem," he said with a smile. "Now let's go. We've still got another stop to make."

      Violet followed him as he rushed through the streets and headed in the general direction of the space dock. As they entered what appeared to be the market district, she muttered to herself, "Where the heck is he taking me now?"

      As if in answer to her question, Mitch veered into Ma'Chow Interstellar Market. He went straight to the counter where a...woman?...with four arms was struggling to control some sort of squirming eel. Suddenly, a large cleaver appeared in one of her hands and slammed down, severing the eel’s head and effectively ending the struggle.

      "Now, what are you squawking about, Mitch?" the woman asked in a nasally voice as she wiped her forehead with one of her now-freed hands.

      "I need the provisions we spoke about yesterday."

      "I haven't had a chance to prepare them yet, Mitch," she said. "You said you would pick them up tomorrow."

      "Change of plans, I need them now."

      "But they will not keep if I don't prepare them properly," she complained.

      "Maggie, I can prepare them. Just throw them on ice," Mitch said, starting to sound desperate. "I really need to leave...now."

      "You are impossible Mitch Cooper," she said with a smile. "I will be right back."

      "Maggie can get her hands on anything in the galaxy," Mitch told Violet as they watched Maggie disappear into the back.

      "So what is so important you just have to have it now?" Violet asked.

      "Kepler fillet steak," Mitch said. "They come from a cow-like creature with six legs on the outermost edge of the galaxy. The steaks must age for twenty-seven years then must be eaten within three days once they reach full maturity. I am not missing out on the chance to sample the rarest steak in the galaxy. I may never get another chance."

      Maggie returned from the backroom and set two coolers on the counter. She opened the first one, showing them eight neatly packaged steaks on a bed of ice. "You must wait twenty-four more hours before you eat them. After that, they are only good for two days since I did not prepare them for you. Understand?"

      "I understand."

      "Good," Maggie said with a satisfied nod then opened the other cooler. "And as a special surprise for my favorite space commander, three bottles of Tau Ceti Blue. A perfect pairing with Kepler fillet."

      "You are a saint," Mitch said as he leaned over the counter and kissed Maggie on the cheek. "I really do have to go, now. I will see you next time."

      Violet could only roll her eyes. The entire crew was in a panic, racing back to the ship before an unknown enemy arrived, and Mitch Cooper had to pick up steaks and wine. That settled it, the man was definitely insane.
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* * *

      By the time they made it back to the Krim Sprinter, the ship was ready to depart. They raced to the bridge, papers and coolers still in hand.

      "Status report, Cyrus," Mitch demanded as he set the coolers down next to the captain's chair.

      "Warp fluid is circulating. Belzaire is awaiting your command."

      "Kublai, where's that alien ship?"

      "Approaching fast, Captain. Should be here any minute."

      "Can you tell anything about the ship?" Mitch asked.

      "Nothing," Kublai sounded perplexed. "It's unlike any ship I have ever scanned."

      "Something tells me we shouldn't be here when it arrives," Mitch said. "Cyrus, as soon as we're clear of the space dock, jump to warp and get us out of here."

      Violet felt no need to point out the dangers of raising the warp field before clearing the planet's atmosphere—or the regulations against it. She could still see the photon torpedoes racing toward the ship the last time they had encountered this unknown ship and she was in no hurry to experience that again. She didn't feel safe until the time-warp field had formed and the Krim Sprinter was traveling away from Proxima at three hundred times the speed of light.
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      The Krim Sprinter was back in the Bellatrix System again, shielded from any long range scanners that might be looking for them. The senior officers were gathered in the Captain's Dining Hall again. Violet hadn't been specifically invited, but she followed when Mitch, Kublai, and Cyrus left the bridge after establishing orbit around the ringed moon of Bellatrix Prime. Belzaire and Colin were waiting when they arrived.

      There was a decided tension in the room, but that didn't seem to affect the captain as he took a moment to admire the view before he turned and addressed his senior officers.

      "What we need now is information," Mitch said as he took a seat at the table. "Cyrus, are you sure that wasn't one of our ships?"

      "There are no registered ships in the region," Cyrus answered. "Even if there are ships on missions I am unaware of, which is unlikely, there is no reason for them to approach without declaring intent to dock."

      "I agree," Kublai added. "We made the right decision to leave quickly."

      "But we lost a valuable opportunity to learn more about our mysterious enemy."

      "Not necessarily," Kublai said with a grin. "I left a man on Proxima. He will gather information for us while we are gone."

      "Good thinking."

      "Just doing my job, sir."

      Mitch nodded, knowing any further compliment would only belittle his chief security officer, at least in his eyes. He looked around the table at each of them, assessing each one solemnly before suddenly breaking into a grin.

      "Now that that's settled, who's in the mood to try the rarest steak in the known universe?" Mitch asked enthusiastically. "And it's not from Earth, so you can eat it too, Kublai."
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* * *

      Dak sat at a table in the corner of Mozzie's main room, socializing with a lovely Geminorum women. He was tracing one of the blue stripes that ran down her deep green skin, apparently oblivious to the delegation that had just burst through the main entrance. Dak had learned a long time ago that the best way to follow someone was to stay ahead of them, and this time was no different. The delegation paid no attention to them as they marched straight to the backroom.

      He made small talk with the pretty woman for a few minutes after the door to the backroom was closed and guards were placed outside to prevent intrusion. Dak would have loved to eavesdrop, but there was far more to learn so he took his leave, after setting up a rendezvous later that evening, and headed into Mozzie's Galactic Casino to play holographic slots and wait for the mysterious delegation to emerge.

      Dak was just beginning to win when the doors to Mozzie's opened and the delegation he had been tasked with observing emerged, still dressed in hooded cloaks. He decided to take a couple more spins so it wouldn't appear obvious he was following them. He wondered if he would have enough dedication to pass up a jackpot if he happened to hit. Two losing spins later, he cashed out his modest winnings, grabbed a drink from one of the server bots as it floated past, and followed the hooded delegation toward the docks.

      He lost track of his target several times, but was confident in their destination so he made his way to a cantina with an outdoor balcony overlooking the docks. Dak was well into his second drink when he spotted the hooded delegation heading toward an unusual ship that looked more like a large 'X' than anything else. A moment after the hooded figures boarded, it slowly raised into the air until it reached a height of five hundred meters above the space dock.

      Dak was beginning to lose interest as the ship hovered when he saw something that nearly made him think he was losing his mind. In fact, if he hadn't heard another patron exclaim, he would have assumed the drinks had gone to his head.

      The alien ship had suddenly vanished.
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* * *

      Captain Naethan Wayde looked out the viewport that stretched the width of the bridge on the IMF Enforcer. The Proxima Outpost was still only a speck of light on the planet below. The reports from the station were sketchy. There had apparently been an explosion, but there was very little information about the severity of the explosion, only that the transport ship carrying IMF and ITC personnel had been damaged.

      The rumor of a spaceship capable of cloaking nagged at him so the captain approached slowly. "Leave the warp drives enabled," he ordered. "Just in case something unusual is going on down there."

      Captain Wayde couldn't help but smile. He had been part of dozens of battles and it was always the same. Time-warp-enabled ships were virtually impossible to defeat. Being able to instantly move to another position on the battlefield allowed for even a poor strategist to emerge victorious from military conflicts.

      "Bring us around to the IMF and ITC space dock," he instructed the pilot. "I want to get a look at that damaged ship before we drop the warp field."

      As they approached the wreckage of the transport ship, years of battle-honed instinct kicked in. Something was definitely wrong. "Shields up, evasive maneuver Delta Four!"

      The starship instantly shot four kilometers across the city and four more straight up.

      As they studied the wreckage from the safety of their new position, they could see several holes had been crudely cut in the hull. Captain Wayde had no idea who had attacked and boarded an IMF marked ship in one of the busiest space ports in the galaxy, but he wasn't taking any chances on being the second ship to fall.

      Suddenly, an X-shaped ship appeared above the wreckage. Assuming he had ample time at his disposal, the captain ordered a full scan on the ship with a cross-reference to all known ships in the galaxy. Before the search could even begin, the situation quickly escalated.

      The ship was on them before the captain could even order the weapons to be energized. Dozens of harpoons shot from the enemy ship, which was now directly above them, slicing right through the shields. The thick cables attached to the harpoons pulled tight and reeled the Enforcer in like a whale in the ancient Earth oceans.

      "All personnel to battle stations. Prepare to be boarded."

      Captain Naethan Wayde had been in scores of battles and skirmishes during his distinguished career, but he had never been in ship to ship combat. Warp-enabled ships weren't supposed to be boarded. They were supposed to be able to outmaneuver any attack.

      Faster than he would have thought possible, the first alert sounded. "Hull breach in the cargo hold!"

      Four more alarms quickly followed.

      "Arm yourselves and follow me," the captain ordered. "We're not going down without a fight."

      The corridors of the IMF ship were chaos. Everywhere the captain looked, crew members were down. He took comfort in the fact that most appeared to still be alive, but was puzzled by the lack of phaser burns.

      They navigated the hallways of the IMF Enforcer, always arriving moments after the conflict. Their first encounter with the unknown enemy came as they neared engineering. A small group of junior officers were attempting to keep the cloaked aliens from entering the warp room. Captain Wayde led the charge, but they arrived too late to prevent the aliens from slicing their way in. A moment later, the spaceship shook as the warp system dropped offline. They're after our warp engineer.

      "Set up a defensive perimeter," he ordered as everyone re-oriented to normal space-time. "Those bastards are not leaving with our warp engineer."

      A moment later, the door to the warp room opened and the captain got his first look at the enemy, at least as much as he could see beneath their cloaks. Four humanoid figures in black cloaks stood in the doorway. Behind them, a fifth figure carried the unconscious form of the Enforcer's warp engineer. They carried nothing but primitive weapons—swords, axes, and spears.

      "Open fire!"

      A dozen blasters opened fire on the four aliens, burning holes in the cloaks but having no other apparent effect. The four aliens stalked toward the armed IMF officers as if they were children shooting water guns. As the first cloaked invader reached them, he reached forward and with each hand, grabbed a man and hoisted them off their feet. He slammed them together and threw them down the hallway like discarded dolls. The last thing the captain saw was a gloved fist speeding toward his face, then everything went black.
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      The Krim Sprinter hovered above the space dock, warp drives enabled in case quick maneuvers were required. Two IMF ships lay in ruins at the Proxima Space Station, the repair crews already at work. It was clear that both ships had been attacked and that the attack was highly concentrated because there was no damage to other ships or the station itself, other than where the ships had crashed down.

      "Do you see anything?"

      "No, Captain," Cyrus replied. "Nothing like what I sensed when we were attacked."

      Satisfied that it was safe to dock, Mitch ordered the warp field dropped. "Take us into port as close as possible to the wreckage of the Enforcer."

      Once docked, the crew of the Krim Sprinter divided up to investigate both ships.  Kublai led Mitch, Cyrus, and Violet to the wreckage of the IMF Enforcer, where they found Dak and Captain Wayde on the bridge.

      "Report, Ensign," Kublai ordered, taking charge of the bridge before anyone else could speak.

      Dak immediately snapped to attention and addressed the group, focusing on Kublai as he delivered his report. "Two attacks by an unknown enemy ship. Most likely the same ship, but we cannot confirm that, sir."

      "Explain."

      "Well, sir, the enemy ship didn't show up on any sensors and there was no visual sighting prior to the attack."

      "I cannot speak for the first attack, but I believe I have an explanation for the attack on my ship," Captain Wayde interjected. "The ship appears to have cloaking ability. And yes, I know that’s supposed to be impossible."

      "What about your ship's sensors?" Mitch asked.

      "That's what I was discussing with Ensign Ramirez when you arrived," Captain Wayde responded. "We have scoured our computers and there is nothing in the sensor database before it suddenly appeared."

      "Have you reported this to Spiraculi yet?" Mitch asked.

      "No," Captain Wayde said, shaking his head. "I was hoping to have an explanation before I did."

      "I know what you mean," Mitch said with a smile. "He essentially called me crazy when I reported the attack on my ship. Maybe he will listen to you."

      "Maybe."

      "I will leave you to your report," Mitch said. "There’s someone I need to speak to. Kublai, get over to the transport ship and see if you can get any more information. Violet, Cyrus, see if you can find something in the database that was missed. Evidence of tampering, unknown readings, something...anything."
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* * *

      The backroom at Mozzie's was empty other than Mitch and Mozzie himself. Two Vim security guards were posted outside and an experimental sound shield Mitch had recently acquired was sitting on the table between them.

      "I swear to you, Mitch, I had no idea they were going to attack IMF ships," Mozzie insisted. "Come on, you know me. I would never sell you out…or the IMF."

      Mitch looked at Mozzie, elbows on the table and his hands clasped under his chin. "I know," he said. "But this is something entirely new. The IMF has a lot of enemies, but none bold enough to attack directly. At least, not until now."

      "If they are bold enough for a move like this, we all have something to worry about," Mozzie agreed.

      "So what did they want?"

      "They brought their usual shipment of delicacies," Mozzie replied. "My chef created this dish that is out of this world. You really need to try it..."

      "Mozzie, back to the point!"

      "Oh, right. But instead of the usual terms, they wanted to deal in niakrim."

      Mitch raised an eyebrow. "Niakrim, huh?"

      "I dealt what I had, but that wasn't enough to satisfy them," Mozzie said. "For a moment, I thought things were going to get out of hand, but then they thanked me for what I had and left."

      "Hmm."

      "I know, it didn't sit right with me either," Mozzie said, looking around conspiratorially. "So I had them followed...and bugged."

      "Of course you did," Mitch laughed.

      "Now, it's not gonna transmit voices," Mozzie admitted. "Those are too easy to detect. It will transmit location, though, but only when it's pinged at the proper frequency. Very difficult to detect as it's completely inert except during the millisecond when it transmits location after being pinged."

      "Brilliant, Mozzie," Mitch said. "So where did they go?"
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* * *

      Mitch walked through the shadier part of Proxima. He knew he should have brought Kublai, or at least one of his security officers, but that might have spooked his target. Besides, a man had to keep some things to himself.

      The building Mitch stepped into, a shop called Land of the Laux, was no different than any of a dozen galactic pawn shops on the strip...at least in outward appearances. There were display cases full of semi-valuable baubles from all corners of the galaxy, clothing racks of articles of questionable fashion, and shelves with other less valuable items of minimal interest.

      Behind the counter, a four-armed Ma'Chow man was sorting through jewelry, most likely knock-offs.

      "Laux, my friend," Mitch greeted loudly, startling the man, who dropped several pieces of jewelry.

      "Ahh, Mitch," the man replied as he scrambled with all four hands to slide everything he was examining into a drawer. "To what do I owe this pleasure? Looking for a trinket for a Geminorum mistress? I have just the thing."

      He wasn’t in the mood for banalities just then. "Cut the crap, Laux, I need to see Mattix," Mitch said as he slapped the counter. "Now!"

      "Okay, Mitch. You don't need to get nasty." Laux pushed a button and the counter he was working at slid to one side and the floor underneath slid the other. A stairway descended into the darkness below. A moment later, ancient fluorescent lights flickered on.

      As Mitch descended the rickety stairs, lights flickering, he couldn't help but feel he had been transported back in time. At the bottom of the stairs, a hallway stretched to the left and the right.  He looked both directions then crossed the hallway, stopping in front of the wall. Then he stepped through the hologram. On the other side, four men sat around a table playing cards and smoking cigarettes.

      "What do you want?" A man with slicked back black hair and a thin black mustache sneered, his skinny arms accentuated by the white tank top he wore.

      Mitch looked across the room at the man, knowing he was far more dangerous than his appearance indicated. The heavily muscled men that looked at him for guidance were proof of that. "I need to speak with you about a client of yours," Mitch said calmly. "It's important."

      The man smiled wickedly. "So the infamous Captain Mitch Cooper needs little old Mattix to save the day."

      In a flash, Mitch stepped forward and kicked the chair out from under the man closest to him. At the same time, he reached forward with both hands, grabbed the men on each side by the backs of their heads and slammed them into the table. He turned around as the first man was getting to his feet and slammed his fist into his jaw, sending him back to the ground.

      When he turned back to the table, Mattix looked back at Mitch, far less certain of himself now that all three of his bodyguards were unconscious. "As I said, this is important."

      "What-whatever you say, Mitch."

      "I need to know about the aliens you dealt with yesterday," Mitch said. "Who are they? What did they want?"

      "I don't know who they are," Mattix insisted. "They wore hooded robes. Their faces were in the shadows. I didn't even speak with them. They had a translator droid who did all the talking."

      "So what did you sell them?"

      "Information, that's all," Mattix said. "They wanted to know about niakrim deposits."

      "You sold them niakrim deposits," Mitch roared.

      "Calm down," Mattix said, patting both hands in the air. "I didn't sell them your deposits. Just a couple small ones that aren't worth your time."

      "Give me the coordinates."

      "I can't do that," Mattix insisted. "They don't seem like the kind of people that would take kindly to me selling their deposits a second time."

      Mitch pointedly looked at the three unconscious bodyguards. "Do I look like the kind of man who's gonna leave here without the coordinates?"

      "No," Mattix said dejectedly. He pulled a pen out of his pocket and wrote the coordinates on one of the cards scattered across the table. When he was done, he slid it across the table to Mitch.

      Mitch looked at the card and smiled. The ace of spades. "Thanks, Mattix. I knew I could count on you."
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      "Did you learn anything useful?" Mitch asked as he strode onto the bridge of the Krim Sprinter.

      "Same story on the other ship," Kublai reported. "The ship appeared out of nowhere, boarded the ship, and kidnapped the warp engineer."

      "Any casualties?"

      "Fortunately, no," Kublai responded. "It was a cargo ship. They didn't put up much of a fight."

      "Good," Mitch acknowledged. "Cyrus, Violet, did you learn anything?"

      "Nothing, sir," Cyrus reported. "They were in the process of starting a scan when they were boarded. The scan never initiated."

      "Other than the holes in the ship, it was like they were never there," Violet added.

      "Do we at least have a description?"

      "No, sir," Kublai told him. "The best we got was from Captain Wayde, and all he could tell us was they were hooded, impervious to phaser blasts, and they carried ancient weapons."

      "Sounds like a Sith."

      "What's that, Lieutenant?"

      "Nothing, just a joke," Violet smiled sheepishly. "Just something from an old movie."

      "I don't care where it came from," Mitch said. "If it's helpful, speak up."

      "Definitely not helpful," Violet said. "Sorry for interrupting."

      Mitch looked at her for a moment before returning to the problem at hand. "It sounds like we don't know much about them," he said. "But I think I know where they're going."

      "How's that?" Cyrus asked.

      "Let's just say I've got an ace up my sleeve," Mitch said with a smile as he handed the playing card to Cyrus. "Bring up those coordinates on the star chart."

      Cyrus just shook his head and punched in the coordinates scrawled on the playing card. A moment later, a star chart of the quadrant popped up on the forward viewing screen with three white dots. "They're relatively close, Captain. The closest is no more than a week away."

      "What about outposts?" Mitch asked. "Sanctioned ITC outposts as well as any underground establishments."

      Cyrus punched a few buttons and a dozen red dots appeared along with three blue ones.

      "How many of the underground outposts are common knowledge?"

      "About half of them are known to most smugglers," Cyrus said. "The other half are known to only a few. Two of them, we just learned about ourselves."

      "Just show the ITC outposts and any of the underground outposts that are large enough to deal in niakrim."

      All but two of the red dots disappeared. "Show our position now." A green dot appeared on the screen.

      Mitch walked closer to the screen and studied it for a moment. "I'll bet our next niakrim haul that this is where they're going." Mitch traced a line from the Krim Sprinter through four outposts, two underground and two ITC, to the closest niakrim deposit.

      "They've already got a head start on us," the captain said. "We're gonna have to fly long shifts. You up for an all-nighter, Cyrus?"

      "Always, Captain."

      "Good, I'll talk with Belzaire. Be ready to leave in thirty minutes."
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* * *

      Violet spent the thirty minutes she had connected to the ITC security database. Before her assignment on the Krim Sprinter, she had been given Alpha-2 level clearance which gave her access to virtually any classified information in the system. Her security clearance was only exceeded by her great-uncle and Admiral Ablack, head of the Intergalactic Military Force. She shivered just thinking about the admiral. He was not a pleasant man to be around.

      She started her search in the alien species database. From previous experience, Violet knew there were dozens, if not hundreds, of alien species that were not known to the general public. Some of them would cause galaxy-wide panic if the public knew about them, her uncle had told her. Fortunately, most of them lacked the technology or size to cause any real problems.

      After twenty minutes of searching the alien species database, Violet had found nothing that matched the limited descriptions they had received from the crews of the Enforcer and the cargo ship. With only a few minutes until the ship left the space station and her connection to the ITC database would be severed, she switched the focus of her search to warp technology.

      She quickly skimmed through the general information about warp technology and drilled down into the origins of it for ITC ships. If she could learn more about that, she might be able to figure out how another civilization could have gotten it.

      The information displayed was common knowledge. An alien race that subsequently became known as the Jabuka had crashed into the mountains. Their technology was harvested—and reproduced—and the Intergalactic Trade Federation was born. She typed in the name Aleksi Prozorski, distant relative who was one of the original scientists to study Jabuka technology. She was interrupted before any information pulled up.

      "Five minutes until departure," a voice suddenly boomed over the intercom. "All personnel report to your stations immediately."

      "So much for learning more about warp technology," Violet muttered to herself.

      As she returned to the console to log off, she was startled by a flashing message on the screen that she had never seen before.

      ACCESS DENIED. YOUR ATTEMPT TO ACCESS CLASSIFIED INFORMATION HAS BEEN RECORDED.

      [image: ]
* * *

      The Krim Sprinter raced through the galaxy faster than Violet thought possible. And it wasn't just because they had flown for twenty-four hours straight now. She wasn't an expert at reading star charts, but she was relatively certain that they were moving faster than warp three, which was theoretically the fastest speed a ship could travel.

      The first time they stopped was in the Solari 421 System. Seven planets orbited a nearly dark star. A small moon orbited the second planet and was home to a small smuggler's outpost without a dock that could handle a ship as large as the Krim Sprinter, which wasn't really all that large.

      "Kublai, prepare the landing shuttle," Mitch ordered once Cyrus had established orbit around the moon. "Cyrus, you and Belzaire get some rest. Unless we get some unexpected information down below, we're back into warp in two hours."

      Two hours later, they were back in warp, chasing the mysterious enemy that was still almost a full day ahead of them. For the next thirty-six hours, the Krim Sprinter continued traveling through the galaxy faster than any known ship.

      Violet's presence wasn't required on the bridge the entire time, but she found it hard to sleep. It wasn't that she didn't trust Cyrus, but a tired pilot was prone to making mistakes and it only took a small mistake when traveling at warp speed to kill everyone on board.

      When they finally reached the smuggler's outpost on the ninth planet in the Solari 287 System, Violet was exhausted. While Kublai and the captain took the shuttle into the mountains on the hot and nearly-inhospitable planet, she took the opportunity to sleep, just like Cyrus and Belzaire.

      Three hours later, when Mitch and Kublai returned to the ship, Violet was back on the bridge but far from refreshed. Cyrus, on the other hand, seemed ready to fly for another two days.

      "We're gaining on them," Mitch announced when he returned to the bridge. "Cyrus, I want us back in warp as soon as Belzaire is ready."

      "Yes, sir. It should only be a few minutes."

      "Good," Mitch said. "I'm going to get some sleep. Wake me before we get to the Promethius System. I don't want a surprise waiting for us at Promethius Prime."
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* * *

      Promethius Prime was one of the most beautiful planets Violet had ever seen. It had a very Earth-like appearance and a similar climate. The sky was purple in color and the wispy pink clouds gave it the look of an eternal sunset. The Krim Sprinter landed several hundred kilometers from Proctar, the largest city on the planet, and the officers and security crew boarded the shuttlecraft.

      Despite the beauty, there was a high level of tension in the shuttle as it soared through the planet's atmosphere toward the settlement that was home to the ITC outpost. They had been unable to make contact and given the potential presence of an aggressive alien ship, that was troubling.

      "Take the ship down," the captain suddenly ordered just as they got their first look at Proctar.

      At first, Violet didn't see anything wrong, but as she studied the city on the horizon, she realized the city's huge communications tower had collapsed and wisps of smoke could be seen coming from the star port.

      "Now we know why we couldn't communicate," Mitch said to no one in particular. "Everyone gear up. We go the rest of the way on foot."

      Now we're getting into what I expected, Violet thought to herself, jittery with nervous excitement. It was finally time for her first expedition on an alien planet.

      The atmosphere on Prometheus Prime was similar to Earth but contained less oxygen. The ten kilometer hike through mountainous terrain was going to be strenuous, though, so they each carried a small oxygen tank and an oxygen supplementation mask. In addition to that, they each carried a weapon…or in Kublai's case, several. Violet chose a blaster, feeling more comfortable with a rifle than with a handheld phaser.

      "This planet is generally hospitable, but you never know what you'll run into in the wilderness," Mitch told the crew before they disembarked. "Keep your eyes and ears open."

      "Yes, sir," the crew replied in unison.

      "And whatever you do, step carefully. I haven't been on a planet yet that doesn't have a dozen kinds of snakes that can kill you," Mitch said, then added with a smile, "Sometimes I think that was God's original method of population control."

      Undeterred by the potential danger, Violet marched out of the shuttle with her head held high, both hands on her rifle. Finally, time for my first space adventure.

      An hour later and less than half way to the settlement, her enthusiasm had waned considerably. She sat on a rock with her elbows on her knees, head hanging low, trying to catch her breath after removing her mask so she could cool down.

      "Nasty buggers, aren't they," Dak said with a smile as he sat on a rock next to her. "I'd rather do without the oxygen supplementation than have to wear that mask."

      Violet looked up, surprised to see a man who was apparently completely unaffected by the hike and low oxygen levels. His hair even appeared to be perfectly combed. She ran her hands through her sweat-soaked hair, suddenly feeling self-conscious. "How do you do it?"

      "I'm not human," he said with a smile. "At least not entirely. My great-great-grandmother was Aus’Ti. Got the stamina of a bull."

      Violet looked at him, expecting Dak to start laughing. Instead, he just winked at her.

      "Oh," was all she could say.

      "Most people don't know," he said. "I have gone to great lengths to make sure my heritage isn't known. You wouldn't believe how much harder it can be for someone of mixed ancestry. The IMF is always questioning your loyalty—as if I was gonna sell out the human race because I'm one-sixteenth Aus’Ti."

      "I had no idea," she said. "I'm sorry you have had to deal with that."

      "No worries," he assured her. "Now that you know my secret, why don't you tell me yours?"

      "What do you mean?" Violet asked, suddenly on edge.

      "Everyone's got a secret," he said with a smile. "I want to know how a beautiful young woman like yourself winds up on the crew of the most notorious ship in the fleet."

      "Oh," Violet said, losing the edge. "I guess I'm just a space nerd who used her influence to get what she wanted."

      Violet was glad that the captain called an end to their break before the conversation could go any further. It wasn't that she didn't enjoy talking with Dak, he was quite handsome and intriguing, she just didn't want any more questions about why—or how—she wound up on the Krim Sprinter.

      The last five kilometers into Proctar was mostly downhill and much easier to hike. It was still more exertion than Violet had experienced in a long time. Dak walked beside her, chatting constantly about his journeys before and while serving on the Krim Sprinter. It was infuriating how effortless he made the hike seem. Especially since he didn't even use the oxygen supplementation mask.

      They were about two kilometers from Proctar when Kublai called a halt. "We are being followed," he said. Like Dak, Kublai was also breathing the planet's atmosphere without any aid. "Something, or someone, is up on the ridge above."

      "How many?" Mitch asked, removing his oxygen mask.

      "Unsure. Might only be one creature," Kublai replied. "It's been with us since we entered the canyon a kilometer ago."

      "Maybe it's only curious—whatever it is," Dak offered.

      "We're not taking any chances," Mitch said. "Weapons out, safeties off."

      Dak took point as they continued through the canyon. He proceeded cautiously with his blaster rifle raised, leading the way and constantly scanning the ridges above and the canyon ahead.

      It was slow going, and now that everyone was alert, they could hear the scurrying feet above. They were a hundred meters from the end of the canyon when the creature pounced.

      The beast charged down the canyon walls in an avalanche of rocks and small boulders. It came to a stop twenty meters in front of them. It resembled a huge spider. The creature stood on six black, jointed legs like a spider and had two wavy arms that resembled tentacles. The body, if you could call it that, was orange and appeared to be made up almost entirely of a huge mouth and one large eye.

      The creature danced back and forth, growling with a sound surprisingly similar to a guard dog. It completely blocked the canyon.

      "Should I blast it, Captain?" Dak asked.

      Before Mitch could answer, the creature lunged forward with a bark. Dak opened fire, knocking the creature backward. Each shot pushed the creature back, but did no other apparent damage. As soon as he stopped firing, the creature started barking—it was definitely very dog-like in nature.

      The creature barked incessantly for a moment then shook its head and growled. An instant later, it jumped forward with a yelp and Dak shot it repeatedly, again. The phaser blasts didn't hurt the animal in any way.

      The process repeated several times. Dak was able to keep the creature away, but they weren’t any closer to getting past it.

      Memories of her childhood suddenly flooded back to her. "He's playing," Violet said, putting her hand on Dak's rifle, forcing it down. "Just like a puppy."

      Violet walked toward the creature with her hand extended. Please be friendly, just like a puppy.

      The creature stopped barking as Violet approached and stared at her curiously. "You don't want to hurt us, do you, boy?" Violet asked in a playful voice.

      As she approached, Violet could see the razor sharp teeth inside the creature's huge mouth. Definitely a meat-eater, she thought as she stopped just a couple meters away with her hand outstretched.

      The creature suddenly jumped forward, knocking her to the ground. Violet fought for her life, pushing the creature back with both hands. As the creature opened its mouth, she closed her eyes and screamed. She could smell its breath as the monster's mouth descended toward her face…then licked her with a big, wet tongue.

      She opened her eyes and looked up at the creature. Its large tongue was hanging out of its mouth and it was panting. "Just like a puppy," she muttered. "A big, scary, man-eating puppy."

      The creature suddenly jumped off her and started growling. Violet looked over and saw that the rest of the crew had raced to her rescue—a lot of good it would have done—and were standing a few meters away with their phasers aimed at the creature. She stood up cautiously, not wanting to spook the creature, and approached it. When she reached its side, she gently put her hand on it. "It's okay," she said, both to the crew and the creature. "He just wants to play, don't ya, boy?"

      Violet's heart was still racing, and she wasn't positive the creature wouldn't eat them the minute they turned around, but the creature definitely acted more like a pet than a dangerous animal. She stroked its head and spoke gently, "You're not going to hurt us, are ya?"

      The creature looked from Violet to the crew then back to Violet. It leaned into her. As she stroked its leathery orange skin, the creature started to glow.

      "I think you made a friend," Dak said, lowering his rifle as he stepped toward the creature.

      The entire crew eventually lowered their weapons and approached too. The more attention they paid to it, the brighter it glowed.

      "Well, this is certainly one of the most unusual creatures I have ever seen," the captain said. "But we still have to get to Proctar. Let's see what this creature does if we keep walking."

      One by one, the crew stepped away from it and started walking toward the end of the canyon. As Dak disengaged and started walking away, the creature turned to follow and jumped right into him, almost knocking him to the ground.

      "He wants to play," Violet said with a laugh.

      "Okay," Dak said. He raised is blaster casually and shot the creature half a dozen times, which started it growling and barking again.

      “What are you doing?” Violet demanded.

      “Playing with it.”

      “Well, stop it!”

      The captain turned back with a disapproving glare. "Violet, make sure that thing doesn't try to eat us or something."

      "How do I do that?"

      "I don't know," Mitch said, "but he's your responsibility now."

      Dak and Violet walked at the rear of the group, keeping the creature occupied. The creature continued to bark and growl at them and Dak would occasionally shoot it with his blaster, much to Violet’s chagrin. She had to admit that the creature seemed to enjoy it so she didn’t say anything further.

      By the time they exited the canyon, Dak and Violet were a hundred meters behind the rest of the group. The creature suddenly stopped and started barking at them incessantly. "We have to go into the city," Violet told the creature. "Good-bye." The creature barked one more time then ran away.

      Dak and Violet were halfway to the rest of the crew when the creature came running back toward them. It stopped twenty meters away and barked at them then turned and ran away again.

      "I think he wants us to follow him," Violet said, reminded of a twentieth century television show she had once watched about a dog and a little boy.

      "We don't have time for that."

      Violet was intrigued by the creature's behavior, but knew Dak was right so they continued toward Proctar and the rest of the crew. The creature continued to follow them, barking constantly.

      "What does that thing want?" Mitch asked as Violet and Dak joined the main group.

      "I think he wants us to follow him," Violet said.

      "I don't think that's wise, Captain," Kublai said, suddenly appearing at the captain's shoulder.

      "And that's precisely why we're going to see what he wants," the captain said with a smile as Kublai frowned at him. "You take the rest of the crew into Proctar. I'm going to go with Lieutenant Ramirez and Science Officer Maciera and see what this thing wants to show us."

      "Captain, I must protest."

      "Don't worry, my friend, everything will be just fine," Mitch assured him. "That thing seems harmless. Besides, I have your best security officer and the dog whisperer with me."

      Kublai glared at Violet for a minute, as if it was her fault the captain was being impulsive. "Very well," he finally said and stomped back to the rest of the crew.

      "Let's go see if there’s a child in a well," Mitch said. Apparently, he had seen the same television show Violet had.
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* * *

      The terrain was hilly and the creature set a demanding pace, stopping at every hill to bark at them until they picked up the pace again. Mitch and Violet were forced to put their oxygen masks back on, which effectively put an end to all conversation. Violet couldn't help but notice that Dak was far less talkative in the company of the captain.

      After several kilometers, the creature led them to a large rock formation and sat down in the shade.

      "Now what?" Dak asked.

      "I'm not sure," Violet answered, taking off her mask. "Is there something around here he wants us to find?"

      Dak and Violet began exploring the area, but Mitch stood there studying the wall. After a few minutes, they returned to his side.

      "What's wrong?" Violet asked.

      "I'm not sure," Mitch answered. "Something doesn't seem right about this wall. It's too perfect. Even the imperfections in the rock are perfect."

      The creature suddenly jumped to its feet and started barking and running around in a circle. A moment later, a section of the wall slid open with a swoosh and revealed three androids, all with blasters pointed directly at them. Behind the androids stood an old man with a well-groomed white beard. A pair of goggles hung around his neck and there were faint lines around his eyes where the goggles had recently resided.

      The old man looked at them then looked at the creature standing next to Violet, nuzzling her playfully. "What have I told you about bringing home strays, George?" he asked, crossing his arms as he spoke to the creature playfully.

      He turned his attention back to the crew, losing all trace of good humor. "So why are you here?"

      "Well, sir, we followed your—George?—here," Violet said, petting the creature.

      "But why are you here?" he asked again, motioning to the desert that surrounded them. "IMF officers have no business out here that I am aware of."

      "We are investigating an attack on the Proctar settlement," Mitch said, stepping forward. "We came across your...pet as we approached the city."

      "That explains why you are on Promethius, but why are you at my front door? Surely you have better things to do than explore the desert outside of a remote settlement."

      "Call it a hunch," Mitch said with a smile.

      The creature chose that moment to break away from Violet and hop over to Mitch. It reared up on it's hind four legs and wrapped its tentacles around him. It opened its mouth wide and prepared to swallow him whole.

      Mitch remained calm and stared into the huge, sharp-toothed mouth. Hoping he wasn't making a terrible mistake, he barked at the beast.

      The beast—George— responded with a low growl...then it licked his face and left him dripping saliva.

      "You are an intriguing man, Captain Mitch Cooper," the old man laughed, motioning for the androids to lower their weapons.

      "How did you know his name?" Violet asked, suddenly on edge.

      "I know many things, Miss Maciera," the old man answered. "If you care to join me inside, I will share some of those things with you."

      The old man turned and walked into the rock structure. He didn't look back to see if they followed. George bounded after him.

      "Well, I'm intrigued," Mitch said as he followed him.

      Once inside, the door slammed shut, sealing them inside. They followed the old man as the dimly lit tunnel twisted and descended into the ground.

      The tunnel abruptly ended after several hundred meters. The old man stopped in a huge, well lit cavern and turned toward them. "Welcome to Intuor," he said, spreading his arms wide. "Introductions are in order. I already know who you are. I am known by many names, but you can call me Corbin Sotar."

      It was a name that Violet hadn't heard since she was a small child. Could this be the Corbin Sotar? She glanced at Mitch and Dak and neither one of them seemed impressed—or concerned— by their host's name. Of course, it was unlikely that anyone outside her family would know of the man her grandfather had thought was the most brilliant man to ever live. Besides, that Corbin Sotar had disappeared seventy years ago so it was virtually impossible that this man was him.

      "Are you okay, dear?"

      "What's that?" Violet asked, shaking herself from her thoughts.

      "I asked if you would like a tour of my facility."

      "Oh, yes, that would be wonderful."

      "Are you sure you are okay?" Corbin asked.

      "I was just thinking of my grandfather. You remind me of him," she said, studying his reaction, but the man gave no indication he knew him.

      "He sounds like a wonderful man." Corbin smiled.

      "He was," she agreed. "I miss him dearly."

      Corbin went on to show them around the central room of his compound. He pointed out several of his robotic creations, some were mounted to tables while others roamed the chamber freely. When they had nearly completed a circuit of the room, Corbin stopped at a doorway opposite the one they had entered through. An android stood motionless next to the door.

      "This is C-9," Corbin said. "He will show you two around the rest of the complex while the captain and I speak."

      "But..."

      "Come on, Violet," Dak said, grabbing her by the arm. "Let's go see what other cool things Mr. Sotar has down here."

      "C-9, have them back in an hour for dinner," the old scientist directed.

      "Of course, sir," the android replied, suddenly coming to life. "This way, Miss Maciera, Mister Ramirez."

      Violet reluctantly followed the robot from the room, glancing back at the captain and the mysterious scientist who were already in quiet conversation.
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* * *

      Violet couldn't stop thinking about Corbin Sotar as she followed the android through the underground settlement. She didn't see any people, but there were dozens of humanoid robots performing all manner of tasks, including tending to a litter of creatures that looked like the creature that had led them to Intuor. It looked like George was a...father?

      By the time C-9 led them back to where they started, Violet and Dak were ready for a good meal. Mitch and Corbin were already sitting at a dining table in one of the rooms off of the main chamber.

      "Think about what I said, Captain Cooper," Corbin said. "I can't stress how important it is."

      "I will consider it," Mitch said, "but we've got bigger problems right now."

      "It's all related," Corbin nodded, "but we can talk more about that particular problem over dinner."

      Violet and Dak joined them at the table just as three serving robots floated into the room with trays full of food and drink. Violet had learned in her short time around Mitch Cooper that it was best not to ask what was being served and just enjoy the unknown. Given how hungry she was, that wasn't going to be a problem.

      "So how did you two like my facility?"

      "It was amazing," Dak answered enthusiastically. "I have always loved robots. My fifteen-year-old self dreamed about places like this...and I have done my best to never lose my inner child."

      "I am glad you enjoyed the tour," Corbin smiled. "How about you, Miss Maciera?"

      "I didn't see any other people," she said. "Doesn't it get lonely?"

      "I have my robots...and George," he said. "And now there's a whole new batch of Georges. Did you see the nursery?"

      Violet nodded. "So what exactly is George?"

      "I don't really know," Corbin admitted. "About ten years ago, a ship crashed into the desert. The entire ship was destroyed, but George survived. He's impervious to just about anything. In fact, I haven't seen anything that can hurt him."

      "Even with a super pet, it still seems lonely."

      "That's the price of the decisions I have made in my life," Corbin said sadly. "Now, enough about me, let's eat."

      The meal was as good as any Violet had eaten. Apparently, the robotic chefs were very skillful. When they had finished the main course, a serving robot floated into the room and cleared the table. A second robot offered them desserts.

      "I hope you enjoyed your visit," Corbin said as they finished dessert. "I would like to help you on your mission."

      "I haven't accepted your mission," the captain pointed out.

      "War is coming, Captain," Corbin said seriously. "Despite what your superiors are willing to admit, there will be no avoiding this conflict. Ultimately, that means my mission and yours will almost certainly intersect."

      "I am afraid you might be right," Mitch admitted. "And I would be grateful for any help you can give."

      "Take C-9 with you," Corbin offered. "I have installed technology that will allow my C-series robots to communicate from anywhere in the galaxy. Instantly."

      Just like the transponder great-uncle gave me, Violet thought to herself. "How is that possible?" she asked him.

      "It is something recovered from an alien shipwreck," Corbin said. "I haven't figured out how it works, but I have figured out how to replicate it."

      The implications were staggering if these devices could actually be reproduced, despite what Violet’s great-uncle thought. Being able to communicate from anywhere in the galaxy without having to be near a galactic communications tower could change everything. And some other civilization already had this technology.

      "So, is this just a way to spy on us?" Mitch asked with a smile that showed he wasn't entirely amused.

      "Let's just say I think it's in both or best interests to keep an open line of communication."

      After a moment of thought, Mitch realized the benefits of having the technologically advanced robot with them outweighed the downside so he agreed to bring C-9. "We best be going, though," he said. "I will consider your request when this whole thing is over."

      "Thank you," Corbin said. "But I do think you will see I am right sooner rather than later."

      "Let's hope not."

      The newest member of their crew, the C-9 robot, led them back up the tunnel to the surface. Somewhere on the trip, Corbin disappeared and they soon found themselves outside in the sun with the door to facility closed again. They had only made it about thirty meters when the door slid open again and Corbin came racing out.

      "Miss Maciera," the scientist shouted. "I have a gift for you too."

      He was carrying one of the creatures from the nursery. "I think George would want you to have one of the pups."

      "I'm not sure I will have time to take care of a...puppy," Violet said, hesitantly. The idea of having a pet, especially one that was so unique, was appealing, but she definitely didn't have time to take care of a puppy.

      "Don't worry, he's genetically engineered to be self-sufficient," Corbin said proudly. "And he will be full grown within a month."

      "We appreciate the offer," Mitch said, "but Violet is right. We don't have time to take care of a pet."

      "Oh, he's no pet," Corbin said. "Think of him as a guardian. You're gonna need all the help you can get when facing these creatures who are, by your own reports, impervious to phasers."

      Mitch shook his head in disbelief. For some reason, he trusted this Corbin Sotar. "But that's it," he said. "No more gifts."

      “Okay, no more gifts,” Corbin agreed. “Oh, and his name is Didder, but you can change it if you want.”

      Dak had already gathered the creature into his arms and was talking to it as if it was a baby. "I think Didder is a perfect name."

      They said good-bye one more time and started the trek back to Proctar. Mitch seemed to shake his head all the way into Proctar, incredulous that he had accepted a robot and a pet into his crew. Violet couldn't stop wondering if this was the same Corbin Sotar that her grandfather idolized as a youth. And Dak spent the entire trip bonding with Didder as if it was a newborn baby.
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* * *

      "It's the same as Proxima," Kublai told the senior officers. "The ship appeared out of nowhere. Nothing picked up on any sensors. They struck quickly, boarded the ship, and kidnapped the warp engineer. On the way out, they destroyed the communications tower."

      "How long before they have the tower repaired?" Mitch asked. He wanted to report in to IMF as soon as possible and get back into space. If Corbin was right, things were going to escalate quickly.

      "It will be weeks before the tower is repaired," Kublai said, "but we should have a temporary galactic transponder operational by the end of the day."

      "Perfect," Mitch said. "That will give us the rest of the day to see what Proctar has to share with us. We'll reconvene this evening."

      Mitch was gone before Kublai could say anything else. The rest of the crew stayed near the space dock where there was ample entertainment and refreshments. They weren't exactly on shore leave, but the crew knew to take advantage of any recreational opportunities presented and quickly dispersed. Violet was soon alone with her thoughts as Dak played with Didder.

      Was it possible that the old scientist was the Corbin Sotar her grandfather had spoken of? She didn't remember a lot of details, and honestly, she didn't know if her grandfather had ever really told her anything substantial or just spoke of the man fondly. She did know that some considered him a genius and others a traitor. Maybe he was both. That would certainly explain why he would be hiding in the desert on a remote planet.

      What it didn't explain was how a man that would be at least a hundred and twenty years old now still looked like he was in his sixties. Most likely, it was just a coincidence.

      Except Violet didn't believe in coincidences.
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* * *

      "The range isn't great, but we should be able to contact the nearest IMF switchboard," Kublai said. "Are you sure you want to do this?"

      "We've got no choice," Mitch told him. "They've hit three IMF vessels and taken three warp engineers. That ship needs to be stopped."

      "How are they going to stop a ship that can't be seen?"

      "They aren't, we are" Mitch said. "I just need them to be a distraction."

      "You're the captain."

      "Let's get this over with."

      Kublai put in the coordinates of the nearest IMF switchboard into the makeshift galactic transponder. A moment later, the switchboard operator appeared in holographic form.

      "This is Captain Mitch Cooper and I need to be connected to Vice-Admiral Spiraculi immediately."

      The holographic switchboard operator disappeared and was replaced by a spinning IMF logo. They didn't have to wait long.

      "Where the hell are you, Cooper?" Vice-Admiral Spiraculi yelled before his hologram had even completely rendered.

      "Good to see you too," Mitch said.

      "You've got a lot of nerve, Cooper, leaving the scene of an attack on IMF vessels before Galactic Military Police arrived."

      "Somebody had to chase the enemy vessel," Mitch explained. "And it's a good thing we did. They've struck again."

      "Where are you now?" the vice-admiral asked, starting to calm down, at least a little. "There's no signature on your transmission."

      "We're on Prometheus Prime," Mitch reported. "They struck Proctar and destroyed the communications tower. And they hit another IMF ship."

      "How long ago?"

      "About a day."

      "So what aren't you telling me, Cooper?" the vice-admiral demanded. "There's no way you are there by accident."

      "You're right," Mitch admitted. "I thought we could catch them, but I've come to the conclusion that this is job for you."

      "It always was," Vice-Admiral Spiraculi glowered. "The Krim Sprinter is not a combat vessel, despite all the trouble you seem to get into. Now tell me where they’re going and I will handle it."

      Mitch bristled at the rebuke, then pushed his irritation aside. "They’re heading for a black market niakrim dealer on Solari Prime," he told him. "After that, I have no idea so you better stop them there."

      "We'll take care of it."

      "And I know you don't believe me," Mitch said, "but they do have cloaking technology and warp technology."

      "Let me worry about that," the vice-admiral said arrogantly then ended the communication.

      "You withheld information," Kublai stated, no question in his voice.

      "Of course."

      "So where are we going?"

      "We're heading to that first Niakrim deposit," Mitch said. "They're taking warp engineers and that can only mean one thing. They’re building warp-enabled ships and that requires more niakrim than they will ever buy on the black market."
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      Captain Alec Ducote sat on the bridge of the IMF Star Dust, one of the largest star cruisers in the fleet, surveying the outpost on Solari Prime below. It wasn't the largest space port in the region, but as the second closest outpost to Earth, it was one of the busiest. He had six gunships circling the outpost and twenty surface-to-space photon cannons manned on the planet below. Mitch Cooper was notoriously unreliable, but Alec Ducate wasn't taking any chances with this unknown enemy.

      "Captain, a ship just dropped out of warp a hundred thousand kilometers out," a young officer reported from the front console.

      "Prepare photon torpedoes, full power to shields," ordered the captain. "Let's spring this ambush."

      Every officer on the bridge sprang into action. The captain surveyed his crew with a smile. He had been to battle with these men and women before. They had never lost, not even close. This time would be no different.

      Suddenly, a panicked voice broke through. "Captain, the ship disappeared."

      "What do you mean, disappeared?"

      "It just disappeared," the young man shouted, pressing buttons like crazy. "It was seventy-five thousand kilometers out and it just…disappeared."

      Maybe Mitch Cooper wasn't so crazy after all, Alec Ducate thought. "Alert all the gunships and surface cannons to keep alert. Fire on anything out of the ordinary."

      "What are we looking for, Captain?" the weapons officer asked.

      "I'm not sure," the captain admitted. "You'll know when you see it. Don't hesitate, open fire."

      They didn't have to wait long. A large X-shaped vessel suddenly appeared over the space port. As ordered, every ship and surface-to-space photon torpedo launched. Time seemed to stand still as hundreds of photon blasts slammed into the ship at once. The explosion was blinding.

      The smoke hadn't even dissipated when the first missile emerged from the cloud. Five more followed almost simultaneously. The captain watched, unconcerned, as each missile flew toward one of his gunships. A single missile wouldn't penetrate the shields of an IMF gunship, and would do no damage even if it did.

      Captain Alec Ducate's attention was firmly focused on the enemy ship which was emerging form the cloud of smoke, completely unscathed, when the sky lit up from six simultaneous explosions. He scanned the sky, not comprehending what he was seeing, as all six of his gunships disintegrated in nuclear-powered explosions. When he looked back, the X-shaped ship had disappeared again.

      "What just happened?" the captain screamed. "I want answers. Now!"

      There was no time for answers. A moment later, the X-shaped ship was right in front of the star cruiser. Alec had not been prepared to face a warp-enabled vessel and could only watch helplessly as a dozen harpoons shot toward his ship.

      The bridge exploded in a shower of glass and metal and the Star Dust was suddenly pulled toward the enemy ship. Alec watched, trapped under a beam, as a dozen aliens boarded his ship. They wore hooded cloaks and breathing masks. They didn't carry phasers, or modern weapons of any sort. Their ancient swords and axes did just as much damage. His officers quickly recovered and scrambled to defend their ship, but their phasers had no effect on the enemy boarding party. They shrugged off the phaser blasts and strode through the bridge, dispatching anyone in their way.

      The captain struggled to free himself to no avail. He was completely unarmed, not that phasers seemed to do any good, and watched in terror as one of the aliens walked toward him while the rest of the boarding party left the bridge and entered the main ship. The remaining alien stopped a meter away and looked down at him, a battle-ax with alien symbols etched into the blade in its hand.

      An explosion suddenly ripped through the bridge, sending the lone alien flying. A moment later, Stasny, his chief security officer, was there, lifting the beam off of his leg.

      "Let's get you out of here," Stasny said.

      "No, get me a phaser," Alec said. "We are going to defend this ship."

      "Phasers have no effect on them," Stasney told him. "The ship is lost, Captain. We've got to get to an escape pod. Someone needs to report this to the vice-admiral."

      Captain Alec Ducate looked around the bridge. He and Stasney were the only ones to survive the assault. He was forced to agree that they couldn't fight the unknown aliens. As they made their way from the bridge, they found the lone alien who had stayed on the bridge laying on the floor, impaled by his own weapon.

      "So those bastards can be killed," the captain said. "Bring his weapon. And keep an eye out for other survivors."

      They made for the shuttle bay, but Alec refused to abandon his ship as long as there might be other survivors so it was a slow journey. They were almost to the shuttle bay when the alien ship suddenly disengaged. With no engines, the star cruiser fell from the sky like a brick dropped off a tall building.

      "Brace for impact," was the last order Captain Alec Ducat gave before the IMF Star Dust crashed into the space port in a massive explosion.
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      Mitch hired a shuttle so they could avoid the ten kilometer walk in the dark. That also allowed them to get back to the Krim Sprinter hours faster than they would have otherwise. Preparations to leave began as soon as they landed in the shuttle bay.

      "Belzaire, I want the warp system online within the hour," Mitch ordered as they left the bay.

      "I'll do my best, Captain."

      The captain doled out orders as they walked and by the time they reached the bridge, only Cyrus, Dak, Violet, and C-9 remained.

      Before entering the bridge, Mitch turned to Violet and Dak. "I don't want that thing roaming the ship. You two get some sort of kennel set up to keep it contained."

      "Yes, sir," Dak replied, then turned to Violet with a silly grin. "Looks like we're parents."

      Mitch just shook his head as he watched them walk away. He could still remember the school project where he had had to take care of a robot "baby." There had been an uneven number of girls and boys so he had been partnered with Ivan. Stuck with a science prodigy and a star athlete, that robotic baby never stood a chance. It hadn't lived through the first night. Mitch would never forget the look on that poor teacher’s face when they brought their baby back in a thousand pieces.

      Mitch pulled himself back to the present and entered the bridge. "Plot a course to that niakrim deposit we identified earlier," he told Cyrus, who was already sitting in the pilot’s chair. He then turned to the android. "So what skills do you bring to my crew?"

      "I am programmed to operate all functions aboard any Intergalactic Trade Federation manufactured vessel," C-9 answered, then continued sharing unrequested information. "Did you know that the term intergalactic is a misnomer? Since no ITC vessel, or any other for that matter, has ever traveled to another galaxy and returned, the term intergalactic is categorically incorrect."

      "So you’re one of those robots?" Mitch sighed.

      "I have no idea what you mean, sir."

      "One that corrects every little mistake."

      "I am programmed for perfection, Captain," C-9 responded. "Do you want me to be less than perfect?"

      "No, of course not," Mitch replied. "Just try not to correct things that don't matter."

      "How will I know what matters?"

      "I don't know," Mitch muttered. "I guess I will tell you. From now on, ignore any references to the incorrect use of the word intergalactic."

      "Consider it done, Captain. What is your next order?"

      "Just wait in the back until I need something."

      "I will await your next order."

      Mitch took a seat in the captain's chair and waited for the crew to prepare the ship. He thought back to the conversation he had with the old man who called himself Corbin Sotar. The scientist sure seemed to have the intellect, but the Corbin Sotar had disappeared seventy years ago and would be well over a hundred and twenty by now. He didn't believe in coincidences, though, and meeting that man seemed way too farfetched to be anything other than pre-ordained. And if the Creator of the Universe wanted him to meet Corbin Sotar, he was sure He could prolong his life to make that happen.

      Time will tell.
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* * *

      The Krim Sprinter raced through the galaxy toward the niakrim deposit that Mitch was betting was the next stop for the unidentified alien ship. They had been traveling for two days now and had only stopped for three hours to let Cyrus and Belzaire rest.

      Everyone on the bridge was lost in thought or dozing when C-9 startled everyone awake. "I know you haven't given me a command, Captain, but I think I have news you will want to hear," C-9 said, moving from his spot at the back of the bridge for the first time since taking up position there two days ago.

      "What news? How?"

      "I can communicate with all of my C-series siblings instantaneously, Captain," he reported. "C-73 is stationed on Solari Prime and..."

      "C-73?" the captain asked. "How many siblings do you have?"

      "Master created four hundred and thirty-two of us," C-9 replied. "I guess you could say I have a very large family."

      "And where are your four hundred and thirty-one siblings?"

      "Some of them have perished," the android said, actually sounding sad. "Five still reside with Master. The rest are scattered throughout the galaxy."

      The implications were staggering. With hundreds of robots that could instantaneously communicate with one another scattered throughout the galaxy, Corbin Sotar would have better information than any intelligence agent in the IMF. Mitch would definitely have to figure out how to use that to his advantage.

      "So what is the news?"

      "As you predicted, the alien vessel went to Solari Prime," C-9 reported. "The IMF Star Duster and six gunships were waiting in ambush. They were all destroyed."

      "How?" Mitch asked, not surprised at the news.

      "The enemy ship was cloaked until the last minute. Once it uncloaked, it was bombarded by the gunships and dozens of surface-to-space photon torpedoes. They had no effect."

      "What do you mean, they had no effect?"

      "The photon torpedoes had no effect on the ship," C-9 responded. "After withstanding the barrage of photon torpedoes, the ship destroyed the gunships by nuclear-powered rockets."

      "Are you sure they were nuclear?" Mitch asked. Nuclear warheads hadn't been commonly used in over a hundred years.

      "C-73 reports they were definitely nuclear. We are equipped with sensors for all types of known radiation."

      "What about the star cruiser?"

      "The IMF Star Duster was boarded and destroyed."

      "Did they abduct the warp engineer again? Were there any survivors?"

      "Unknown on both accounts."

      The news was far from unexpected, but Mitch had hoped the result would be far less devastating. There had been minimal loss of life in the previous raids. Why had this encounter turned so violent?

      "It's time we put an end to this unidentified alien vessel."

      Mitch only hoped they would be capable.
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* * *

      Mitch Cooper sat in the Captain's Dining Hall with his most trusted advisors. They had less than a day to figure out how to defeat a ship that was simultaneously invisible and impervious to conventional weapons. Their only advantage would be the element of surprise.

      "Have there been any further updates from Solari Prime?" he asked.

      "C-73 has reported that they found a survivor in the wreckage of the IMF Star Dust," C-9 reported. "He was the chief security officer on the ship."

      "Did he provide any useful information?"

      "He was badly injured but was able to give a statement," the android replied. "He reported the same invulnerability to traditional weapons, but also reported that they killed one of the aliens. It was killed by its own weapon."

      "What kind of weapon?" Kublai asked. "If we know what killed the alien, it might give a clue as to how we can destroy the ship."

      "C-73 described the weapon as a battle-ax with a large blade," C-9 reported. "It was coated with niakrim."

      "What?"

      "Niakrim, sir," C-9 repeated. "C-73 also reports that traces of niakrim were found in the wreckage of the gunships."

      "That's it," Belzaire nearly shouted. "Niakrim interferes with the shield generators."

      "IMF gunships aren't warp-enabled, they are transported on larger ships," Mitch said. "If there were traces of niakrim, it must have come from the missiles that destroyed them."

      "Historically speaking, civilizations war amongst themselves before attempting to conquer others," Violet said. "If they are using niakrim in their weapons, there's a good chance that is what they used to defeat others of their kind. If we can create a weapon similar to what they are using, we may be able to defeat them."

      "Traditional weapons certainly haven't worked," Mitch said. "Now the only problem is creating a similar weapon while having almost no information other than it contained niakrim and a nuclear bomb."

      "If I may make a suggestion, sir," C-9 interrupted. "I have spoken with my master and he believes he has a solution."

      "Go on."

      "I can enhance one of your existing torpedoes using niakrim," the android told them. "If it can penetrate the hull of the ship, we can deliver an explosive and destroy it from the inside. Master will upload schematics for me to work from within the hour."

      "So, now we have a weapon—maybe," Mitch said. "How to do we hit an invisible ship?"

      "That's easy," Cyrus said with a smile. "We can use the transponder Mozzie slipped onto one of the aliens...as long as they still have it."

      "Last question, and this one is important," Mitch said. "How do we defend against an enemy we cannot kill and a weapon that can penetrate current shield technology?"

      Everyone in the room stood silent, glancing uncomfortably at one another. Even the robot was silent.

      After several moments of silence, Mitch finally spoke up, "I guess we need to fire the first shot then."

      "And we better not miss," Kublai added.
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      Captain Mitch Cooper sat on the bridge of the Krim Sprinter with his senior officers. They floated through space, anchored to an asteroid that was fifty kilometers from the asteroid that had the niakrim deposit. All power was off, other than basic life support systems. He hoped the alien ship wouldn’t scan the asteroid field before un-cloaking and heading for the niakrim deposit.

      It had been twenty-four hours since they arrived and scouted the deposit. C-9 had worked around the clock to modify one of their torpedoes and was now hidden on the asteroid with the niakrim. Mitch hated that he wasn’t taking the one shot they had, but he couldn’t risk being detected. The android stood the best chance of going undetected.

      The plan was simple. Wait until the enemy ship de-cloaked and approached the niakrim deposit then fire the niakrim-plated, plasma bomb-enabled torpedo. What wasn’t simple was what to do if the plan didn’t work.

      They had no real way of fighting a ship that was impervious to standard weapons. Not to mention the fact that it could cloak itself to avoid detection until it was too late. Kublai had used their hidden stash to fashion niakrim coated weapons, but there was no guarantee that they would actually kill one of the aliens. Not to mention the fact that none of the crew had ever trained with ancient handheld weapons.

      No, their best bet if C-9’s modified weapon failed was to flee. If they hurried, they might have enough time to get the warp system online before being detected. This might be their only chance to stop the enemy ship, though, and Mitch was loath to give that opportunity up. Besides, Mitch Cooper never left a crew member behind, and C-9, even though he was a robot, was still part of the crew.

      Nope, Mitch would just have to pray that their plan would work and deal with the consequences of failure if it came to that.
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* * *

      C-9 stood motionless in a cluster of rocks overlooking the spot where the niakrim deposit penetrated the surface of the asteroid. He held niakrim-plated missile on his shoulder. If this plan failed, the Krim Sprinter, the ship he had been programmed to protect, would likely be destroyed. No matter how many simulations he ran, their chances of surviving were still very low.

      There was no turning back, though. He had been programmed to follow orders, and Captain Mitch Cooper had decided this was going to be their last stand. C-9 would record everything, though. He had also set up a subroutine that would automatically transmit that recoding to his siblings back on Promethius Prime if he failed. His master would have all the information C-9 could provide, even if he himself was destroyed.

      Time meant nothing to the android and he remained alert and ready to respond whenever the alien ship appeared. It was seventeen hours, thirty-two minutes after he took up his position when he got the first warning.

      A ship suddenly appeared fifty thousand kilometers from the asteroid field, presumably dropping out of warp. It disappeared a moment later.

      Interesting. The ship had to drop out of warp before engaging cloaking technology. C-9 made a note on the recording.

      C-9 calculated the arrival time to be fourteen to seventeen minutes. Fifteen minutes, forty-eight seconds later, the ship appeared directly above his position. He pinged the transmitter that the Mansana merchant had planted on the ship to verify targeting information. His simulations indicated there would be approximately thirteen seconds after the ping until he was discovered, so C-9 began scanning the ship, gathering as much information as he could collect in ten seconds.

      With three seconds left before his likely discovery, C-9 launched the niakrim-coated torpedo and sent the transmission to Promethius Prime. He would send another update if he survived the encounter.
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* * *

      Seventeen hours may have passed virtually instantaneously for the robot, but it was torture for the crew of the Krim Sprinter. Most of the crew hadn’t slept the previous twenty-four hours, which made the seventeen hours of waiting in the dark with nothing but basic life support even more excruciating.

      The naked eye was barely able to see the enemy ship when it appeared above C-9 on the asteroid fifty kilometers away. If Cyrus’s computer-enhanced senses hadn’t spotted it, they may have missed it all together, but once identified, every set of eyes was focused on that tiny speck. Time seemed to stand still. Ten seconds seemed to last for hours as they all stared, unblinking.

      The explosion temporarily blinded everyone on the ship. Just as their eyes began to adjust, the Krim Sprinter was pelted with debris. The subsequent shock wave knocked them loose from the asteroid and they began to spin out of control into the asteroid.

      “Power on, shields up,” Mitch ordered. “Cyrus, get us clear of these asteroids.”

      The Krim Sprinter was powered up in a matter of seconds and Cyrus expertly guided them through the asteroid field to safety.

      “I need a visual on C-9’s position,” Mitch said as soon as they were clear.

      The image that appeared on the viewport showed an asteroid charred black in the explosion.

      “Zoom in!”

      Upon closer inspection, the surface of the asteroid appeared to have melted into black glass. There was no sign of C-9 or the enemy ship.

      “Search the asteroid field,” Mitch said. “There has to be debris from that ship…and maybe a robot.”

      “Captain, we’re being hailed.”

      He wasn’t sure if that was good news or bad. “Let’s hear it,” Mitch said.

      “Captain, I believe we destroyed the ship.”

      The bridge erupted in cheers.

      “Cyrus, let’s go pick up our robotic hero,” Mitch ordered.
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* * *

      Mitch sat alone in his luxury suite on Solari Prime, staring at the galactic transponder. He had been putting off this transmission for two days. Normally, he couldn’t wait to let Vice-Admiral Spiraculi when he was right about something. Especially when it meant that Spiraculi had been wrong. His gut told him there was more to this story, though. His gut also told him that this conversation was going to leave him frustrated and discontent.

      He exhaled forcefully one more time then typed in the switchboard coordinates.

      The hologram of the sterile woman dressed in white popped up a moment later. “Please state your name, the party you are contacting, and the nature of your call.”

      “Captain Mitch Cooper for Vice-Admiral Spiraculi, the matter is classified.”

      The IMF logo seemed to spin for a long time before Spiraculi appeared. The man that appeared looked far different than the man Mitch usually spoke with. He had the look of a man that hadn’t had a good night’s rest in weeks.

      “Cooper, at least you survived,” he greeted.

      “I heard about Ducate,” Mitch said. “I’m sorry for your loss. I know you were close.”

      “It’s more than just that,” Spiraculi told him. “We lost seven ships and over three hundred men. At least the loss wasn’t in vain.”

      “The information we learned from that battle was invaluable,” Mitch agreed.

      They spent the next half-hour discussing everything that happened. Vice-Admiral Spiraculi seemed to perk up as they spoke. By the time Mitch finished sharing what they had learned—most of it anyways—the vice-admiral was mostly himself again.

      “I will send you the technical specs of the torpedo we used to destroy the enemy ship,” Mitch said.

      “It will be good information for the archives,” Spiraculi agreed.

      “No, not for the archives,” Mitch said. “You need to start production on these weapons.”

      “We are not going to use the rarest metal in the galaxy to create a stockpile of weapons that may never be needed.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “You destroyed the enemy, Mitch,” the vice-admiral told him. “There is no evidence of a further threat.”

      It was what Mitch had expected would happen, but he couldn’t give up without making an attempt to convince Spiraculi that he was wrong.

      “Vice-Admiral, you are making a mistake,” Mitch said firmly. “They abducted at least three warp engineers. They were actively seeking niakrim. Those are the actions of someone building an army, not a single warship. We need to prepare for war.”

      “That is my decision, not yours.” Vice-Admiral Spiraculi had fully recovered his arrogant nature. “Your job is to follow orders, despite what you might think. And your orders are to continue on your previous mission. The ITC is still demanding niakrim—to build more ships, not weapons. Are we clear?”

      “Crystal,” Mitch said with a sinking feeling in his stomach. The vice-admiral was wrong, and it was going to cost a lot of people their lives. Maybe even their entire way of life.

      Mitch was so busy planning his next move, he didn’t even notice when Spiraculi ended the call.

      If the IMF wasn’t going to save humanity, Mitch Cooper would.
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      Captain Mitch Cooper walked toward the brig, frustrated at the lack of support—and belief—from IMF headquarters, and full of unanswered questions. Kublai, as expected, was standing outside when he arrived.

      "No one other than Cyrus has went in or come out, sir."

      "Good," the captain nodded. "I'm sure we are breaking all kinds of regulations. I seem to remember something about a convention at a place called Geneva...but for the life of me, I have no idea why."

      Kublai shrugged. "I've never known you to worry much about regulations."

      Mitch just nodded at his chief security officer and entered the brig.

      Inside, a severely wounded being was strapped to a sturdy metal chair. He was alive, but at the moment appeared to be unconscious. The worst of his injuries had been crudely bandaged, but hundreds of small cuts were still visible. Mitch marveled at the fact he had survived the complete destruction of his ship and nearly an hour floating in the vacuum of space. Whatever this race was, they were definitely tough to kill.

      "Any luck getting the translator programmed?" Mitch asked.

      Cyrus looked up from the terminal, his robotic eye glowing red. "I'm getting close. Every time he comes to and speaks, I get closer. I'm pretty sure he's insulting me... I just don't know exactly what he's saying yet."

      Mitch studied the unidentified alien being; he assumed it was male. He had seen alien races in all shapes, sizes, and colors, but this alien was something completely different. He was practically identical in size and shape to an average human, but his skin was a leathery grey. It reminded him of the skin of an animal he had once seen in a holographic zoo—a rhinoceros, if he remembered correctly. His skin was obviously very tough to survive the explosion that destroyed his ship.

      As Mitch approached, the alien suddenly jerked awake. He looked at Cyrus then at Mitch and began speaking in what Mitch could only describe as a haughty tone. Mitch looked from the captive to Cyrus, who just shrugged.

      The man continued to repeat what he was saying, each time growing louder and bolder. After several repetitions, Cyrus exclaimed, "I've got it."

      Cyrus hit the engage translator button and they could suddenly understand what the prisoner was saying. The man stopped speaking as he, too, realized the translator was working. He smiled the most malevolent grin either man had ever seen before continuing.

      "You humans are so stupid. For thousands of years, you thought you were the only ones in the entire universe. Even now, with your stolen technology, you think you are the only ones with the power to travel the galaxy at warp speed. There are forces out there that you cannot even imagine."

      The captive alien looked from Cyrus to Mitch, looking each man in the eye before continuing.

      "We are the Kalimutaw and you will all perish."

    

  


  
    
      Thank you so much for reading Discovery, the first book in the Niakrim War series. I am so excited you took the chance to read it and I really hope you liked it. If you could leave a review for me, I would really appreciate it. It will help me tell others about my books.

      If you want to be the first to hear about new releases and special offers, be sure to sign up the Science Fiction Newsletter. I have several fun things planned that will only be available to newsletter subscribers and can’t wait to share those with you too. Here’s a link where you can sign up.

      fairfieldpublishing.com/sci-fi-newsletter/

      

      Oh, and if you wanted to know a little more about alien species, turn to the appendix where I included a list of alien species.

      

      
        Thanks again. I hope you like what I’ve written!
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      Alien Species

      
        	Aus’Ti – Alien race that is very human-like in appearance. They have very high metabolism and great stamina—as long as they are properly nourished.

        	Geminorum – Alien race from Tau Geminorum. Very human like except with green skin with blue stripes. Women are considered exotic and very beautiful by many men.

        	Jabuka – Alien race that crashed on Earth whose skin is a deep maroon color. Males typically have dark black hair and are the only ones who can control niakrim warp drives. Females typically have lighter hair, often blond. The location of the original Jabuka home world is unknown and it is presumed to have been destroyed. They have a very low reproductive rate which makes them scarce which limits the number of warp enabled ships.

        	Kalimutaw – Alien race with tough, grey skin. They typically wield archaic weapons, but they are very effective—and deadly. They are the only non-human race with warp technology. They also have the ability to cloak (become invisible) using a similar, yet unknown, technology to warping.

        	Ma’Chow – Alien race of merchants. They possess four arms with three fingers on each arm with suction cup finer tips. The suction cups make them adept at handling slimy and/or squirming food items which comes in handy when dealing with legal (and banned) live foods. It also makes them very good at moving around objects very quickly, and deceptively.

        	Mansana – Alien race that is found throughout the galaxy.   They typically have green and brown mottled skin and are short by human standards which is compounded by short arms and extra girth (ie. big in the belly). Their civilization does not have access to warp technology, yet they are unexplainably present throughout the galaxy. They are business savvy and are always looking to make a buck. They run many of the outposts and trading centers throughout the galaxy.

        	Vim – Alien race encountered during the ITC’s first hundred years of galactic exploration. They are larger than most humans and have a violent nature. They have an affinity with all weapons, even those they have never encountered before. They sell their services to the highest bidder. They are highly sought after as bodyguards but command a very high price. They are predictable in that they will do anything for money, more specifically anything for the person who pays the most money.
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