
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Amber Raine, captain of The Silver Viper, a scavenger and treasure hunter, sets out with her crew to find salvageable items to sell...

	 

	 

	The Silver Viper comes across a small, badly damaged vessel with one life sign. Captain Amber Raine brings the small spaceship aboard The Silver Viper to rescue the single occupant.

	Kael Yarrow was on his way into a dangerous nebula to seek a fabled treasure when he was attacked by space pirates and left for dead... Until The Silver Viper comes to his aid.
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Chapter One

	 

	 

	Captain Amber Raine’s gaze briefly locked onto the view outside her ship before focusing on her bridge crew. “Status report,” she commanded. Her gaze drifted over her officers with pride. Each had their own expertise, yet they were all trained in every aspect of spaceflight. Each of her crew could take over any of the ship’s operations in an instant if necessary, even Spozia, their chef.

	“Everything’s running smoothly, Captain,” Lysander Quarrel replied. He served as her chief engineer, fondly referred to as Lys.

	“Good,” Amber nodded, her gaze returning to the vast expanse of space.

	“Rook, any signs of trouble?” Amber inquired of her tactical officer, turning to the towering figure, his cybernetic arm gleaming in the dim light.

	“None so far, Captain,” Rook replied, his deep baritone reverberating through the bridge.

	“Excellent.” Amber turned to her medical officer, Dr. Cressida Warren, who adjusted her glasses as they slid down her nose. “How’s our medical supply, Cress?”

	“I could use more,” Cress replied. “If we run into trouble out there and I end up with more than two patients, I won’t have enough... of anything.”

	Amber turned to Seth Pollock, her science officer. “What say you, Seth?”

	“I suggest we stock up on more supplies before we head into deep space. If anything goes wrong and we end up having to sit idle in space for extensive repairs—”

	“Stop already with the negativity. But yes, we’ll set down on Gronika Two to restock before we take off on our biggest adventure to date. Don’t forget, though, we’re very low on galactic credits.”

	She turned to her navigator. “Tamsin, is our course plotted?”

	“Set and ready.” Tamsin gave her a thumbs up.

	Last but not least, Amber called out to her young, spirited red-headed spiky-haired pilot. “Mila?”

	“Ready for action, Captain!”

	“All right, team,” Amber said. “Let’s see what this corner of the universe has in store for us. Warp three!”

	As The Silver Viper soared through space, Amber couldn’t help but feel another surge of pride in her crew. They were a ragtag bunch from various worlds, but they were loyal to a fault.

	They had just sold the latest retrievals they’d salvaged from an abandoned, derelict spacecraft floating in space. It wasn’t much, but it brought in enough credits to pay for a few supplies and fuel crystals. While the Viper was docked and undergoing some repairs, they had spent a few days enjoying a much-needed reprieve. Now they were preparing to head toward the ever-beckoning Eclipsing Celestium Nebula...

	The nebula had been on their radar for a while, but until now, they had avoided it. The nebula was huge and more than dangerous. Of late, they’d heard gossip of legends referring to a coveted treasure hiding in the heart of the nebula amongst its forever-changing patterns and colors.

	 

	*

	 

	As The Silver Viper approached the vast expanse of the nebula, it unfolded before their eyes like a cosmic tapestry, its swirling colors weaving an ethereal dance of beauty and chaos. Amber stared at the galactic phenomenon and the otherworldly hues that painted the universe beyond the ship’s viewport. This nebula was a lawless realm, untamed and free of any governing force. A place where pirates, renegades, and treasure hunters like the Viper could roam freely among its treacherous cosmic currents.

	“Captain, I’ve never seen a nebula like this one,” Tamsin murmured in awe, her long, braided silver hair shimmering as she leaned closer to the viewport.

	Amber knew Tamsin had seen much of the cosmos as an experienced navigator, but even she appeared taken aback by the raw majesty of this display.

	“Neither have I,” Amber admitted.

	Navigating the cosmic currents would test their skills, but she was confident in her crew’s abilities. “Stay sharp, everyone. We don’t know what dangers lurk within these colorful mists.”

	“Understood, Captain,” Tamsin nodded, her fingers flying across the console as she worked to coordinate their course.

	“Cress,” Amber continued, “I want you to assess the readiness of our medical supplies and equipment. Make sure we’re stocked and prepared to handle any injuries or emergencies.”

	“Already done, Captain. Though I did tell you I could use some more supplies,” Cress replied.

	Amber addressed the rest of the crew. “Lys, I want you to run system diagnostics and ensure our ship is in top shape. Rook, check our ammunition supplies, fuel reserves, and the integrity of our shields. We need to be on full alert for any potential dangers.”

	“Roger that, Captain,” Lys replied with a determined nod.

	“Captain, all systems are good to go,” Rook reported, his fingers dancing over his controls with practiced ease. “Shields and weapons are at full capacity, and we’ve got enough fuel crystals to get us quite a way through this cosmic labyrinth.”

	“Good work, Rook, though quite a way isn’t good enough. We need to stock up on more crystals.” Amber responded. “Tamsin, keep an eye on any potential changes in the currents. This nebula is unpredictable, and we need to be prepared for anything.”

	“Already working on it, Captain,” Tamsin replied as she made minor adjustments to their trajectory.

	“All right, everyone,” Amber announced. “We’re about to embark on a journey into the unknown. We’ll face dangers, challenges, and quite possibly some unsavory characters along the way. But I know we’re more than capable of handling whatever we encounter, like always.”

	“Captain, may I suggest we only enter the nebula briefly for now? We don’t have a clue what we’ll find in there, and we really need to be fully stocked before finally venturing into that colorful soup to search for the treasure,” Seth advised.

	“Yes, Seth. I agree and had already decided on that. We’ll remain on the outskirts of the nebula while we head toward the Tannhauser Nebula and then on to Gronika Two. Hopefully, we’ll come across some salvageable goods before we get there because, like I told you, we’re almost out of galactic credits.”

	“We can’t risk going too far into the Eclipsing Celestium Nebula unless we’re fully stocked, Captain,” Seth reminded her again. “It’s too dangerous, and we’re looking at a journey of at least a year or more to get to the heart and back, even at full warp speed. Just think about the amount of food we need to feed all twenty-four of us for that length of time. There are planets within the nebula, but are they life sustaining?”

	Amber glared at him, slightly irritated. Seth had a habit of repeating himself. “Yes, Seth. I know because you keep reminding me. I’ve already pointed out several times that I’m well aware of the dangers and our need for supplies and fuel crystals. Before we head off into the unknown, let’s see if we can find something decent to sell on Gronika Two that will bring in sufficient credits. We won’t set off on this mission unless we have sufficient supplies for at least one year.”

	As the ship sliced through the swirling cosmic currents, searching for derelict vessels, Amber couldn’t help but feel the thrill of exhilaration. The nebula loomed around them like an enigmatic challenge, daring them to unravel its secrets and face the dangers that awaited. Though she knew their voyage to find the mysterious treasure was fraught with peril, she also knew she and her crew wouldn’t have it any other way.

	 

	*

	 

	The blaring beeping of her comm jolted Amber awake. She jumped to her feet, adrenaline pumping through her veins as she hastily put on her bodysuit and boots, then sprinted to the bridge. She groaned when she glanced at the time. It was five a.m., but she’d been in a deep sleep after staying up half the night studying holographic maps of the nebula, which couldn’t really be trusted since the nebula was officially uncharted, but it was all they had managed to glean from others who had attempted to navigate the nebula and made it back to talk about it.

	Usually, only one crew member was on the bridge during the night shift. Most of the time, that was Seth, so she was surprised to see Zara already at her station.

	She threw a sidelong glance at Seth. He was from the planet Zarkunlium, and for some odd reason, that species rarely needed sleep, which is why he took the night shift most of the time. He had been her first officer for five years now and was loyal and steadfast but overly cautious at times.

	“Report!” she barked. “This better be good at this unearthly hour.”

	“Zara intercepted a distress signal, Captain,” Seth responded.

	Amber glanced at her communications officer. “From where?”

	“It’s coming from a small craft just inside the nebula,” Zara told her.

	Amber’s pulse quickened, but she steadied her nerves and took command. “Onscreen.” She tapped the ship-wide comm. “All officers report to the bridge.”

	The viewscreen flickered to life, revealing a small, battered ship drifting amongst the swirling colors. One of its warped wings sputtered erratically, spewing sparks into the void. Amber wondered how the vessel was even holding together. What was such a small craft doing here in a dangerous nebula?

	“Life signs?”

	“One, very faint. I recorded no other life signs onboard,” Seth answered. “Engines are dead.”

	Mila, Rook, and Cress came rushing onto the bridge.

	“Autopilot off, Captain. Taking over controls,” Mila announced.

	Rook stood next to Amber, grunting and voicing her thoughts. “Small ship. What’s it doing out here? Such a small vessel could never withstand the nebula’s turbulence. But it wasn’t damaged by the nebula. This ship was attacked.”

	“Pirates or marauders,” Amber murmured. “But why? What attraction would such an insignificant ship have?”

	“Maybe it belongs to someone who got in their way?” Seth shrugged. “Or one of its crew got into a barfight with some unsavory characters while docked somewhere?”

	“Only one life sign.” Amber set her jaw. She couldn’t leave someone out there alone to die. “Mila, bring us in nice and easy. Rook, ready the tractor beam, we’ll pull it into the landing bay.”

	“Careful, Captain. It could be a trap,” Seth cautioned.

	“Did you detect any other ships in the vicinity?” Amber snapped.

	“No, but some of them have cloaking technology. A marauder could be hovering somewhere nearby, ready to pounce on us.”

	“Right.” Amber snorted. “As if we have anything onboard of any value.”

	“True, but we’ve got a damn nice ship compared to a lot of the rust buckets out there. I’m sure they’d like to get their sticky fingers on The Silver Viper.”

	“You’re being paranoid, Seth. Steady as she goes, Mila.”

	The Viper glided smoothly toward the crippled craft. As they got closer, Amber made out the ship’s name printed on its scorched hull. The Raven—a fitting moniker for a vessel this far out in uncharted territory. Her curiosity burned. What secrets did it hold? What had brought its captain all the way out here?

	“Lock on tractor beam,” she ordered.

	A faint hum filled the air as the tractor beam latched onto the ship, stabilizing it, and pulling it in. Amber let out a slow breath. Whoever was aboard now had a fighting chance. She only hoped they could hold on long enough to get them to safety. That’s if there was more than one survivor, but Seth had only picked up the one life sign...

	“Zara, patch me through to the—”

	“The vessel’s communication system has been disabled, Captain.”

	“Never mind. Let’s go to the landing bay.”

	Amber, followed by Seth, Rook, and Cress, hurried down to the landing bay, their boots clanging on the metal floors. As the bay doors slid open, she caught her first glimpse of The Raven’s survivor, who had somehow managed to get out of the mangled ship. He appeared young, likely close to her own age of mid-thirties, with unruly long dark hair. He had pointed ears that poked through his hair, the shells scalloped. On both sides of his nose were tiny ridges that ran up to the bridge and onto his forehead. Though he leaned heavily against the charred hull, his piercing green eyes radiated an intensity that belied his weakened state. It was almost as if they were lit from behind. An elf? No... elves were smaller in stature. Yet his pointed ears and unusual eyes led her to believe this man possibly had magical abilities.

	Amber approached cautiously wondering vaguely what planet he was from. “I’m Captain Amber Raine, and you’re on board The Silver Viper. We picked up your distress call. We only detected one life sign, but just to make sure, are there any other survivors aboard your vessel?”

	The man looked her over warily before responding. “Captain Kael Yarrow. No, I am alone. My ship took a beating, navigation is shot, and engines destroyed. If not for your timely arrival...” He trailed off, clenching his bruised jaw. “Thank you, Captain, for the rescue.”

	Amber sensed there was more to his story, like what he was doing out here in such a small vessel. She chose her next words carefully. “My engineer will inspect The Raven to see if he can do anything to make it space worthy again. Though looking at it, I doubt that’s possible. In the meantime, you’re welcome to take respite here. We’re a salvage vessel and treasure hunters on our way to navigate the nebula to see what we can find.”

	Amber noticed his eyes widening. He seemed to consider her words, his gaze distant as if weighing some unseen risk. At last, he gave a small nod.

	Strange. Is he hiding something... trying to figure out if he can trust us? But he would have died had we left him out there... Unfortunately, I doubt Lys can fix what’s left of the guy’s ship. It would take more than a miracle worker, and though Lys can sometimes work miracles, this poor little ship needs magic...

	While Rook held the injured man by the arm and led him through the corridors toward the infirmary, Amber studied him from the corner of her eyes. He had introduced himself as captain, but he wore no uniform. Then again, neither did she... His bodysuit was shredded and hung in strips from his body, blood seeping through the material in many places. He was tall and muscular, though lean. He moved with a slight limp, but his back was straight, and he continuously scanned his surroundings. She noticed a leather pouch attached to his belt clutched in a white-knuckled grip, but no weapon. What could be so valuable in that pouch to elicit such caution?

	With Rook stolidly by her side, Amber stood back in the infirmary. Cress helped the man strip off the damaged suit and made him lie on a gurney. Amber couldn’t help but appreciate his sculptured physique. What was such a handsome young guy doing in the nebula by himself? Where was he going? It was weird...

	Shaking her thoughts off, she waited while Cress cleansed his wounds with disinfectant, quickly applied Cosmo healing spray to the lacerations and burns on his face, arms, hands, and legs, and ran a full diagnostic.

	“You’ve got a hairline fracture in your femur. I’ll fix that quickly,” Cress announced, then ran her cosmic ray device over his thigh. “There you go. Good as new. All you need now is a shower and clothing.”

	“Thanks, Cress.” Amber looked at Kael as he climbed off the gurney, hiding his groin with the pouch. “Come with me.”

	Kael hesitated. “Eh... like this?”

	“Oh, sorry.” Cress rushed away and returned quickly with a bodysuit. “Here you go.”

	Kael turned his back to them while he quickly put on the suit. Amber held her breath for a moment admiring his wide shoulders, broad back tapering down to a slim waist and hips and firm glutes. He turned around while fastening the belt around his waist, his gaze focused on her. Those green depths—she had never seen such electric green eyes—sent a strange thrill coursing through her body...

	“How long ago did the attack happen, Kael?” Amber asked while they walked to the bridge, Rook following behind.

	“Not sure. I passed out for a while and lost track of time. I hate to ask, but would you have boots to fit me? It’s rather uncomfortable walking on bare feet.”

	“Oh... yes. Sorry. I’ll have the replicator spit out a pair of boots for you. Your size?”

	“Twelve, wide.”

	She glanced at his feet and noticed he had six toes on each foot. “We’ll get you your boots shortly.”

	When they walked onto the bridge, her crew gazed at him, curiosity plain on their faces.

	“This is Kael Yarrow,” Amber announced. “His ship is severely damaged, so he’ll be staying with us for a bit. At least until we get to Gronika Two.”

	Amber’s gaze drifted to the pouch on Kael’s belt that he still clutched as if it held the royal jewels. “If you need somewhere secure for your personal items, I can show you to our storage lockers. I’ve also got a safe in my quarters.”

	Kael’s hand snapped protectively over the pouch. “I’ll keep this with me, thanks.” His sharp tone caused an awkward beat of silence.

	Amber cleared her throat. “Since you’ll be with us for a few days, how about a quick tour of our ship so you know your way around? How do you feel? Are you up for that?”

	He nodded. “Thanks to your doctor, I feel fine now. Yes, I’d like that. After boots?”

	Before taking him on the tour, she had the clothing replicator make him a pair of boots. After he put them on, Amber led him through the winding corridors of The Silver Viper, pointing out the key areas—the mess hall, the common room, the gym, sleeping quarters, the holodeck, and the pool. Kael took it all in silently.

	They returned to the bridge, where the crew was abuzz with activity. “Course is set for the Tannhauser Nebula,” Tamsin reported. “We should arrive in fourteen hours.”

	Kael’s gaze snapped to Tamsin. “The Tannhauser Nebula? Why there? Didn’t you say you were heading into the Eclipsing Celestium Nebula?”

	Tamsin looked at Amber uncertainly. Amber nodded.

	“We are, but there’s an uncharted wormhole located close to the Tannhauser Nebula that could lead to unexplored territory and untold salvageable items that we can sell on Gronika Two. We need more galactic credits to stock up on supplies before we continue our journey.”

	Kael glanced down at the leather pouch on his belt, his jaw tightening. Amber’s curiosity was piqued.

	“This wormhole,” Kael said slowly. “You don’t know exactly where it leads?”

	Amber stepped forward. “No one knows. That’s what makes it so intriguing. Care to hazard a guess?”

	“Not guesses, but I’ve heard tales of this nebula.” He paused, waving at the viewscreen. “Stories about a legend of a treasure beyond imaginable value that hides at the heart of the Eclipsing Celestium Nebula, but no one has been able to reach it. The wormhole on the border of the Tannhauser Nebula is rumored to be a path to it.”

	Murmurs rippled through the crew about the dangers of entering wormholes.

	Amber raised an eyebrow. “What kind of treasure?”

	“It’s just a myth.” Kael shrugged evasively.

	“Oh, come on,” Tamsin cajoled with a grin. “You can’t leave us treasure hunters hanging like that! We’ve all heard of the legends, but you apparently know more.”

	Amber noticed his hesitation. He focused on her, his green eyes fixed on hers as if he was probing her mind, gauging whether he could trust her. Like before, his irises brightened as if a light switched on behind them, and she felt a strange, tingling sensation.

	Tamsin’s voice broke the moment. “How about it, Kael? Tell us what you know.”

	His gaze left Amber’s and he reached into his pouch, drawing out a small bundle of weathered cloth—very old by the look of it. As he unrolled it and spread it out, carefully smoothing the creases, she glimpsed a hand-drawn star chart marked with intricate symbols.

	“The legends call the treasure Fortune’s Fountain,” Kael said, his voice hushed, pointing at some symbols drawn near the edge of the tattered cloth. “It is a relic said to contain untold power and wealth.”

	Anticipation hung tangibly among the crew as they gathered around to peer at the mysterious map. Amber’s pulse quickened, wondering if this was the same treasure they had heard about via the grapevine. What riches might they find if the legends proved true? Perhaps this unexpected encounter would be the start of the greatest adventure of their lives...

	Amber looked around at her crew, seeing the intrigue and excitement in their eyes. This was the chance they had been waiting for—a true quest into the unknown to find something really valuable, a treasure that could set them all up for life.

	She turned to Kael. “It seems we have a shared interest in finding this unimaginable treasure. What do you say we join forces and split the profits of whatever we find?”

	Kael regarded her warily. “And why should I align myself with you and your crew?”

	“You can’t navigate this nebula alone, especially in a damaged small ship. And I doubt my engineer, Lys, or any engineer on Gronika Two, can fix yours,” Amber pointed out. “But with my ship and crew, we stand a fighting chance of getting there. You have a map, if it’s real... I have the transport and manpower. If you’re interested, tell me. Of course, I will need a private meeting with my officers for a final vote.”

	Kael appeared to consider her suggestion, glancing around at her crew with a thoughtful expression. Finally, he nodded. “Very well, Captain. The map is very real, and I accept your offer of alliance, at least for now, if your crew agrees. And I’ll pay my way. You need credits... I can provide them. No need to go looking for abandoned vessels or contraband on the other side of that wormhole.” He held out his hand to seal the deal.

	Amber grinned and clasped his arm. “Excellent. That will save us some time. Welcome aboard The Silver Viper, Kael.” She turned to her crew. “Looks like we have our heading, people. Tamsin, set a course for Gronika Two since our new crew member has kindly offered us credits. Saves us a trip into an uncharted wormhole to search for goods to sell.”

	The rest of the crew arrived sleepily, and the bridge burst into activity as they rushed to their stations.

	Seth clapped her on the back. “Here we go again, off on another wild goose chase.” He snickered.

	Amber smiled. “Fortune favors the prepared, and we’re going to be ready for anything this nebula throws at us. Kael, why don’t you go to the observation deck? Do you remember where it is? I’ll join you shortly. I have some more questions for you.”

	 

	*

	 

	After Amber discussed some strategies with Seth, she joined Kael on the observation deck. She joined him at the viewport, silently staring out at the swirling nebula.

	“Beautiful, isn’t it?” Amber finally broke the silence. “But beauty often hides danger.”

	Kael nodded. “The nebula will not give up its secrets easily. Anyone could pay a high price for attempting to wrest them away.” His voice held no fear, only grim determination.

	Amber studied his profile, trying to take his measure. “You really believe the legend, don’t you? That the so-called treasure holds untold power and wealth.”

	“The map and the legend have been passed down through my family for many generations. I feel deep down that the treasure exists and that it could hold power and possibly wealth.” Kael swept his electric-green gaze from the viewport to stare into her eyes. “The question is, Captain, are you just going by what I told you, or do you believe it strongly enough to risk everything—your ship, your crew, even your life? Like I told you, no one has ever been able to reach the heart of the nebula.”

	Amber didn’t flinch from his piercing gaze. “If I, or my crew, didn’t believe in the dream, we wouldn’t be out here at all. I’ll wait on my officers’ final vote on whether the risk is worth it.” She moved closer, keeping her voice low and intense. “But you’re right about one thing, Kael, this won’t be easy. So, if we’re going to succeed, we need to trust each other. You haven’t told us how you came to be in such a predicament. How did your ship sustain such extensive damage? You were attacked, that much is clear. What happened?”

	“A group of pirates aboard a ship called The Void Serpent. The commander is a pirate named Captain Voss, who is evil personified and leads a small fleet. They are hunting for the same treasure.

	“One evening, I was out for dinner with a friend. I’ve known Peskon since I was very young and would trust him with my life, so I felt safe talking to him about the map, the treasure, and my plans. The men closest to our table overheard everything I told Peskon. I found out later that they were pirates and that they’d apprehended my friend and interrogated him. Not too nicely. Peskon told me about the attack on him and that because of the pain they inflicted, he caved when questioned. Fortunately, they let him go. Though severely broken, Peskon was able to warn me that the commander of a ship called The Void Serpent, a man going by Captain Voss, was after my map.”

	“Wow. I hope your friend is okay?”

	“Badly bruised and beaten but alive. The incident didn’t deter me. I bought my ship and the supplies I would need for the voyage. Voss must have had his pirates spying on me the whole time because after I departed, they followed me. The Raven wasn’t powerful enough to outrun them, so I tried to hide in an asteroid field, but they found me anyway. Once I was in the nebula, Voss fired a torpedo crippling my ship, as you’ve seen. Then he and some of his pirates boarded The Raven and ransacked it, looking for the map. They beat me until I passed out, trying to get me to talk.”

	“Wow. Voss didn’t find it and just left you out there to die?”

	“I’m not sure why they left me alive unless they were going to wait until I died and then return to tear The Raven apart to look for the map. They never found my pouch, which was well-hidden in a secret compartment on the ship along with my credit stash, but had they taken my ship aboard theirs and ripped it apart piece by piece, they would have. And then the gods saw fit to have you find me,” he said. “Voss will probably return in a day or two and discover The Raven gone, but he’ll be sure to search for it. Now that you know of the danger the search for the treasure will put you in, do you still want to join forces with me to find it?”

	Amber nodded. “As far as I’m concerned, yes. No pirate captain scares me away. But I can’t make the final decision on my own. My officers have a say in the risks we take. I need to tell them about Voss.”

	Kael searched her face as if weighing her words. Finally, he gave a single nod. “Very well. I understand my own ship is ready for a cosmic graveyard...” He extended his hand.

	Amber clasped it firmly, trying
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