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CHAPTER 1 NEW STRATEGY
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The name of the ship was Demon. It was slightly larger than a military destroyer in size and power. For protection, the vessel had military-grade shields, six rapid-fire particle beam cannons mounted on turrets with full rotation, four missile launchers, two torpedo tubes, and two rail guns. The railguns pointed toward the stern of the ship to protect against an enemy trying to approach from the rear.

The name and symbols of demons were prominently displayed in bold red lettering on both sides of the ship. However, the depiction of the demons was more angelic, showing a human body with wings, a shield, and a sword. The same display appeared on the crew’s uniforms.

Captain Thomas Wilson was on the bridge of the Demon halfway through Middle Watch. They had accomplished a lot, but he felt disappointed with the results. He always thought better on the bridge. Pirates and marauders constantly attacked the Outer Planets and the Rim Worlds. The pirates would attack ships and steal their cargo, but marauders would take the entire ship and murder everyone onboard. Also, marauders attacked planets with superior arms and killed those who resisted. 

Thomas was operating under a clandestine agreement with the navy to provide arms to certain factions within the Outer Planets and the Rim. The profit from selling arms was excellent due to of the additional dangers associated with transporting such cargo. 

Thomas had made progress reducing piracy in the Outer Planets, but to have a significant impact on piracy would require a new strategy. 

Thomas had just received an encrypted message from Agent Sicarius. Agent Sicarius, the navy’s top intelligence agent, had assisted the Demon in the past. The coded message from the agent said Rigel was more crowded than normal, which meant pirates or marauders would be waiting for them when they exited hyperspace. 

Thomas had just completed an outline of a viable strategy when Amanda, his three-year-old daughter, walked onto the bridge and climbed onto his lap. He reclined the seat. She curled up and was soon asleep. The junior bridge officers kept their voices low so they would not awaken their favorite crew member.

A short time later, Suzanna showed up and spoke softly, “Our bed is lonely without you.” She had moved into the captain’s cabin shortly after Amanda’s birth. The temporary arrangement was still in place after three years.

“Sorry, I couldn’t sleep.” 

Suzanna picked up Amanda to take her to her bed. “Make sure she is secured,” Thomas whispered.

Suzanna knew Thomas would not make such a statement unless he expected trouble. After Suzanna left, Thomas stood up. 

“Deck Officer Olsen, take over. I suggest you and the bridge officers practice using combat simulation Epsilon Tau Omega.” Thomas stood in the background and watched.

Thomas had surprised the deck officer. She moved from the first officer’s seat to the captain’s seat. Epsilon Tau Omega was a challenging simulation, even for the senior officers on Day Watch. However, it would be a distraction and add excitement to Middle Watch. 

They scored poorly in the first battle. The Demon was destroyed after taking out eight enemy ships. The deck officer told everyone the score was unacceptable as she started the countdown to repeat the simulation. The computer would use the same difficulty level, but the battle would be totally different. This time, the Demon took out fourteen enemy ships before being destroyed. Deck Officer Olsen congratulated the other officers. Olsen turned to the captain, expecting him to commend them, but Captain Wilson was frowning.

“Sir, you seem disappointed.”

“You lost the Demon, and everyone onboard died. Such a loss is not a cause for celebration.”

She had not expected the response. “What would you have done differently?”

Thomas motioned for her to return to the first officer’s chair as he took the captain’s chair. He increased the difficulty level and started the countdown for the third time. In the simulation, the Demon faced thirty-four enemy ships. Thomas took only a second to examine the enemy's positions before giving directions to the helmsman. The Demon used flank speed to run from the enemy vessels toward the nearest Star Gate. The enemy ships chased the Demon. Before entering the Star Gate, the Demon cut power, rotated 180 degrees, and fired both torpedoes and all its missiles. Then, it turned back toward the Star Gate. The torpedoes and missiles took out four ships. The Demon reduced speed to one-half impulse, and the enemy ships rapidly approached the Demon. Right before entering the Star Gate, the Demon fired both railguns. The enemy ships were too close to take evasive actions, and nine more enemy vessels were destroyed. While in hyperspace, the railguns had time to recharge. The Demon exited the Star Gate, turned around, and waited for the ships. Only one ship could come through the Star Gate at a time, and the Demon destroyed all the remaining vessels, one at a time, as they exited the gate. When the simulation ended, everyone on the bridge was clapping and cheering. Thomas stood up and motioned for Deck Officer Olsen to return to the captain’s chair. She took the offered seat, but now she felt utterly inadequate.

“The purpose of the simulations and all forms of practice is to learn and improve your abilities,” Thomas said. “The goal is always to protect the ship and its crew. Winning is surviving to fight another day.”

A little over an hour remained before they would exit hyperspace. However, Middle Watch would end in three hours. The senior officers started arriving since they always took over when it was time for the Demon to exit hyperspace. However, Thomas directed the senior officers to sit at the back of the bridge so they could observe. Exactly one hour before the exit from hyperspace, the Communications Officer sent an audio message throughout the ship, “General Quarters, General Quarters, report to your station.” 

The countdown reached thirty minutes. “Battle Stations, Battle Stations,” Officer Olsen announced over the ship’s common channel. “Attention, we will exit hyperspace in thirty minutes. All hands, we will exit hyperspace in thirty minutes.” Every crew member would ensure all items were stowed for extreme maneuvers before securing themselves to avoid injury. 

The navigator brought the Demon out of hyperspace a few seconds early, placing them two days away from their intended destination. A good navigator would have plotted the coordinates for the ship to come out of hyperspace a few hours from their destination. However, by coming out of hyperspace several days travel from the planet, they could cautiously approach with sufficient time to plan a battle strategy. Also, it gave the Helmsman more experience maneuvering the ship using the impulse engines. It had become their standard policy to always come out of jump early.

All four impulse engines were online and operating in the green as the helmsman steered the Demon toward Rigel at one-fourth impulse power.

“Sir, there are two ships to our stern on an intercept course,” the Tactical Officer said. He immediately brought all weapons to bear on the approaching ships. He knew the Demon never fired first, but he became concerned as the two ships continued on an intercept course.

“Hold course and speed, don’t fire unless fired upon, but be ready to return fire,” acting Captain Olsen said. “The two ships continued their approach, and she did not want them to have a clear shot at their engines.

“Sir, they’re family ships,” the Communications Officer said. “Pirate ships are chasing them, and they’re asking for help. I have confirmed their identification.”

“Our sensors are picking up two additional ships at extreme range,” the navigator said.

“Helm, cut power to our engines and rotate the ship to face the enemy.” The helmsman complied with the order given by Olsen. Inertia caused the ship to continue toward Rigel even though it was now traveling backward. The helmsman made minor corrections with the lateral thrusters to keep the Demon pointed at the approaching ships.

The senior officers were worried and anxious. They kept waiting for their captain to signal them to take over. Thomas appeared calm on the outside, but it took all of his willpower not to take command.

Olsen continued to watch the approaching family ships. As the ships passed by on either side of the Demon, each ship fired two missiles at point-blank range. The Demon could deploy none of its defenses because of the proximity of the missiles. Also, the ships were moving at flank speed, and the Demon had no time to return fire before the attackers moved to a safe distance. The port side shields dropped to thirty percent, and the starboard side dropped to twenty percent. Additional missile strikes would cause the shields to collapse.

They received a communication over their general channel. “Captain Wilson, this is First Officer Torrance. You should have killed me when you had the chance. You are too weak to be captain of such a fine vessel. I knew you wouldn’t fire upon a family ship. They were also weak and begged for their lives as we spaced them. It’ll give me immense pleasure to see your ship destroyed.” Torrance was a former member of their crew and part of a mutiny group. The mutiny failed. Thomas had paid him for time served and left him at a space station instead of executing him. Thomas did not respond but knew his past weakness in failing to kill the mutineers had resulted in the murder of hundreds of innocent lives.

They watched the ship's rear display and saw the attacking ships turn around for another pass. Officer Olsen started to order the helmsman to turn the ship, but stopped.

“Tactical, fire missiles at the family ships as soon as you have a firing solution. Helm, keep our stern pointed toward the nearest ship. Tactical, launch the missiles.” Each enemy ship approaching from the bow launched a missile. Olsen waited until the enemy ships from the stern were too close to take evasive action.

“Helm, line up our stern at the nearest ship,” Olsen said. “It only took a moment using the thrusters to align the ship.

“Fire railgun number one,” she said. “Helm, line up the other ship.”

The helmsman used the lateral thrusters to achieve alignment. “Fire railgun number two.” Only a few minutes separated the firing of the two railguns. The railguns' magnetic fields launched the projectiles at twenty-four hundred meters per second. The projectiles hit each enemy ship. Shields were designed to absorb energy from exploding ordinance, not thousands of hardened projectiles. The two attacking ships never had a chance. However, they had launched two missiles before being destroyed.

Tactical used their particle beam cannons and laser battery to destroy the incoming missiles at a safe distance.

Officer Olsen switched the monitor to the two known pirate ships. The enemy ships changed directions away from the Demon and engaged their jump engines.  

“Secure from battle stations,” acting Captain Olsen said. There were shouts and cheers throughout the Demon.

Thomas returned to the captain’s chair and congratulated the crew. He issued new orders. “In the future, approaching ships are to receive two warnings. If they fail to heed the warnings, we’ll fire first.”

The Demon approached the former family ships, and it was apparent there would be no survivors. Also, because of the damage, the vessels did not warrant salvage.

As Thomas approached the bridge the following day, he received a signal on his wrist communicator to meet with his senior officers in his Ready Room. All his senior officers, including the department heads, greeted him as he entered the room. He had just sat down when Suzanna entered and took a seat.

“Is this another mutiny?” Thomas said with humor. No one laughed or even smiled.

First Officer Miller said, “Captain Wilson, I’m speaking on behalf of all your senior officers regarding a matter in which we’re unanimously in agreement.” His uncle addressed him using his formal title, so Thomas knew he was serious.

“Middle Watch performed admirably last night in the battle against the pirates. We understand the need to give our junior officers experience taking the ship into and out of hyperspace. However, when the ship faces a potentially dangerous situation, you need to be in the captain’s chair, and your senior officers should be at their stations. Each officer here is prepared to give you a statement about why this is necessary.”

Thomas raised both hands with his palms facing outward. “That won’t be necessary. I agree with your assessment. I’ll immediately take charge anytime the ship is threatened, but we have a problem. Demon alone cannot eliminate the pirate threat or handle the trade needed by the Outer Planets and the Rim. I recently purchased all the ships at the Navy graveyard. Those ships are being converted into merchant ships. We’ll need captains, bridge officers, department heads, shuttle pilots, and crews for every position on those ships. We need to run bridge simulations regularly, with each junior officer acting as captain to see if they can command a ship. These new ships will serve three functions. Reduce, or eliminate piracy, provide needed trade to the Rim Worlds, and support the navy in the event of an invasion by the Hostis.”

Everyone seemed relieved as they left since they had convinced their captain to do his job, but they also understood the urgency of advanced training for the crew.

Thomas joined Suzanna and Amanda for lunch. “I was born in space,” Suzanna said, “but the Familia Primum traded only within the Outer Planets. Tell me about the history of the Core Planets and the Rim, since my entire knowledge is based upon rumors and childhood stories.”

“As you know, the human part of the Galactic is divided into three discrete areas of space: the Core Planets, the Outer Planets, and the Rim Worlds. There are over a thousand Core Planets, and there’s little crime. People go unarmed, and there’s no poverty. Food, healthcare, and minimum housing are available for those not working. However, individuals with jobs have a higher standard of living. There are also extremely wealthy individuals. An elected planetary governor is the top politician on each planet. Each planet has a Senator with a seat in the Imperium to handle interplanetary issues. The Senators select the Premier. I’ve only visited a dozen Core Planets when traveling with my family on joint business and vacation trips. Each planet has its unique differences.” 

Thomas was thoughtful as he considered the Rim. “Like you, my early knowledge of the Rim is based upon rumors and superstitions. The average Core citizen thinks the Outer Planets are inhabited by poor, uneducated savages who are to be pitied. By contrast, they believe the people in the Rim are murdering monsters to be feared. I’m fortunate to have received copious amounts of factual information on the creation and colonization of the Outer Planets and the Rim Worlds. The average person is unaware the minimum terraforming standard of all Core Planets was 95 percent before they considered it fit for colonization. Those standards are based on the conditions of the planet on which humans evolved. The standard time, day, and year are all based on the measures of that planet. The standards allow us to compare humans from any planet against each other regarding age or the time it takes to travel a certain distance. The standards for a planet are based on temperature, air quality, gravity, radiation from the sun, soil composition, water quality, and many other measurable parameters. The terraforming standards for the Outer Planets started at the same level as the Core Planets but were later dropped to 85 percent. For the Rim, it was set at 70 percent from the beginning. The worlds inhabited in the Rim are not referred to as planets, since the terraforming did not fall within the Imperium’s range for classification as earthlike. It’s also why the living conditions on many of the Rim Worlds are extremely harsh. The humans, plants, and animals changed over time because of the genetic code within all species to survive.”

“Why did they reduce the terraforming standards?” Suzanna asked.

“I don’t know,” Thomas replied. After lunch, Thomas went to the bridge while Suzanna and Amanda returned to the cargo bay.

***
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TWO STANDARD DAYS LATER, the Demon arrived at Rigel, their fifth stop, a planet centrally located within the Outer Planets. Rigel was above average when compared to other Outer Planets.

Rigel welcomed the Demon. Suzanna was in charge of trade and quickly sold all their weapons and trade goods. She purchased a variety of rare earth metals, which were highly valued within the Core. Thomas convinced the political leaders of Rigel to petition for membership in the Imperium. Membership would allow the Imperium to establish a military base on the planet and install a space-based planetary defense network. Suzanna negotiated a trade agreement with the planet and took advanced orders for future deliveries.

They secured the ship for the long jump back to the Core. Thomas let Night Watch make the jump into hyperspace. The senior officers attended as observers.

The Demon’s cargo bay had rack spaces for fifteen hundred thirty-six containers, making it the largest freight hauler with jump engines. This gave them a tremendous advantage in negotiating trade at locations without a Star Gate. Large barges could hold ten times more freight, but barges were too large for jump engines. Thus, a barge could not import or export to planets or stations without a Star Gate.

Demon picked up a full load of weapons from the two primary arms manufacturers who had exclusive contracts with the navy. The navy had granted a purchase waiver to the Demon. The sale of arms proved extremely profitable to the Demon since they sold the weapons at five to ten times their costs. The arms were military grade and superior to the weapons sold illegally through the underground economy. The Demon was the only option if someone wished to purchase quality munitions. The navy wanted to arm certain planets in anticipation of an invasion by the Hostis aliens. Humans fought a war with the Hostis over a hundred years earlier, but it ended in a draw with no peace treaty.

Admiral Nelson had previously given Thomas the decommissioned navy ships stockpiled at the navy graveyard for old ships. In return, Wilson Enterprises agreed to build the navy a new cruiser paid for by the Demon. Wilson Enterprises was already refurbishing the retired navy ships to serve as merchant traders. Also, Thomas hoped the navy would like their new cruiser enough to order additional ships from his family.

After purchasing a shipload of arms, the Demon jumped to Melius, a corporate manufacturing planet. The planet was inhospitable to human colonization but contained raw materials critical to manufacturing a nearly infinite variety of products. The employees lived in highly automated domed facilities and received high salaries for working on the planet. In addition, they received commissions and bonuses based on the profits generated. 

Unknown to the navy, upon arrival at Melius, approximately half the weapons were unloaded and stored in warehouses assigned to the Demon. Melius manufactured vast quantities of trade goods explicitly for the Demon. Also, Melius stored products it purchased from other Core Planets for Demon. These were products that could not be mass-produced profitably by Melius.

Demon used all its shuttles to load the products from Melius. The cargo consisted of power units, healing chambers, medical supplies, food processors, universal computer chips, and nutrients used by the food processors. They filled every cargo rack and overloaded the ship with an extra eight hundred containers stacked to the ceiling between the racks. 

The Demon’s helmsman could feel the extra load as he powered the ship using the impulse engines. He would be happy once they entered hyperspace. He hoped they would not encounter enemy ships until they sold off the excess cargo. No civilian ship had the firepower or the speed of the Demon. However, if they faced multiple enemy ships, the added inertia of the excess cargo would hamper their ability to take evasive action in the event of a battle. 

Over the past four years, pirate ships that made the mistake of attacking the Demon were destroyed. As a result, the Demon had earned the reputation of being ruthless when attacked. 

Several years earlier, the Demon had fallen into a trap where the ship was surrounded by fifteen pirate ships as it came out of a Star Gate. The crew never tired of telling the story of how their captain had hired four of the best pirate ships. Then, Thomas convinced all except two pirate ships to flee in fear. Demon easily destroyed the two remaining ships. The four former pirate ships now had lucrative trade routes provided by the Demon, and they paid the Demon a five percent commission on the trade conducted under the contracts.

The crew knew an attack could occur at any time since no ship carried a more valuable cargo than the Demon. Captain Thomas Wilson notified the crew they would make numerous stops within the Outer Planets. None of the planets to be visited had accessible Star Gates, and only limited information existed for these planets. Thomas issued standing orders that no one could take shore leave except in groups of four or more. The Demon planned to sell portions of their cargo at each stop and take volume orders for future deliveries while making purchase commitments for each planet’s exports. At each stop, they would try to set up long-term trade agreements. Many Outer Planets struggled to survive and were ready to support an interplanetary trade arrangement. Thomas was confident he could build a trade network throughout the Outer Planets. Then he would attempt to do the same within the Rim Worlds.

The navigator performed the calculations for the first jump and wondered why the captain had given him the coordinates for the next eight jumps. He already had the coordinates for the second destination entered into the ship’s AI in case they needed to make an emergency jump after arriving at Domum. In an emergency, they would still need to accelerate to a minimum velocity using the impulse engines before entering hyperspace using the ship’s jump engines. But, they would not lose time waiting for the navigator to plot the jump coordinates.

***
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THOMAS WAS ON A FIRST-name basis with all his officers, but most still called him Captain Wilson unless they were alone. Thomas called a staff meeting after they entered hyperspace. 
The senior officers and department heads joined Thomas in the Ready Room. 
Thomas smiled at Suzanna as she took a seat next to him. All the senior officers believed Thomas and Suzanna were Yuanfen, a relationship by fate or destiny. They had fallen in love with each other before they became separated on the same day Suzanna became pregnant with Amanda. They were reunited seven months later when the Demon returned to the same planet. Suzanna was from the family ship Familia Primum and had become an invaluable crew member. She handled all the purchases and dispositions of their cargo. Suzanna had been trained for the position by her parents, who held similar positions on the Familia Primum.

Thomas looked around at his officers. The crew was loyal to the ship and to their captain. “As you all know, we will exit jump at Domum, the first of nine planets we’ll visit on this trade route. The nine planets are Domum, Oceanum, Cunabula, Geminor, Bigna, Hermosa, Desetum, Laumar, and Smeraldo. We’ll only need to make eight jumps since Geminor and Bigna are in the same system.”

“Sir, you normally keep future destinations secret from the crew,” the navigator said. “For security reasons, we announce our next stop after we enter hyperspace. This is the first time you have disclosed our future destinations to the entire crew.”

“I believe we can trust the crew,” Thomas replied. “Before the recent attack, no ship has attacked the Demon in over two years. The extra precautions are no longer necessary. However, I still expect to be at Battle Stations each time we jump into or come out of hyperspace. Also, I want to spend the minimum time at each destination. Does anyone have additional questions or concerns?”

The room was full of concerned expressions, but they respected their captain and would not question their orders.

“The meeting is over,” Thomas said. “I’d like Suzanna, Ralph, and Grayson to remain.” 

Ralph Miller, the Demon’s first officer, was Thomas’ uncle. Grayson was the commander of the marines and head of security. They wondered why Thomas asked them to remain.

“I’ve received a message from Agent Sicarius,” Thomas said with a solemn expression. “The pirates have put together a fleet to attack the Demon. They want our cargo, but primarily they want to eliminate the Demon since none of the pirates acting alone can survive an engagement with our ship. This fleet comprises well-armed ships, and I expect them to attack us at one of our future destinations. The elimination of these ships would end most of the piracy threat in the Outer Planets. Also, it would support our goal of providing the planets with needed supplies on a consistent basis. These pirate ships are from the Rim, and eliminating these ships would reduce the threat when we decide to establish trade routes there.”

“How many ships are in this pirate fleet?” Grayson asked.

“Sicarius has identified six ships but says there are ten.”

“I believe we can handle six, but ten is a lot. Was it wise to let the entire crew know about our future destinations? If the enemy finds out about our route, they could use the information to wait for us at one of our stops.”

Thomas had anticipated the question. “I would prefer to face our enemy now, rather than give them time to add more ships to their fleet. Also, if the Demon is damaged or we need to escape, I would rather be within the Outer Planets instead of the Rim. We have friends in this sector of space.” 

“Ralph, I want to have battle simulations daily until we eliminate this threat. Also, determine our best strategy against the six identified ships. Let me know when you have a battle plan.” 

After Ralph left, Thomas motioned for Grayson to step into the corridor.

“Suzanna, please remain here. I need to speak with Grayson privately, but I’ll only be a minute.”

Thomas kept his voice low. “I expect the pirates may have contacts on various planets we’ll be visiting. I sent unencrypted messages to various family ships detailing our destinations and the cargo we would be selling. During shore leave, it’d be helpful if your most trusted marines were overheard discussing our future destinations. I expect the marines to complain about the problems we have with our shields and engines. Tell them to be creative.”

Grayson smiled as he finally understood. “You want the pirate fleet to attack us.”

“A bug in the Ready Room recorded the first part of the meeting,” Thomas said.

“No way,” Grayson replied. “We scan the entire ship on a regular basis.”

Thomas smiled, and Grayson realized Thomas had recorded the meeting. A crew member would sell the recording at one of the destinations.

Thomas returned to the Ready Room, and Suzanna saw the concerned look on his face. Suzanna embraced Thomas and gave him a passionate kiss. Suzanna smiled mischievously. 

“You seem a little stressed, and I know the perfect remedy to relieve the stress if you have the time.”

Their cabin was close to the Ready Room, and Thomas planned to enjoy relieving his stress with the woman he loved. 

Suzanna used meditation techniques to control the hypothalamus, amygdala, and septal areas in her brain. It allowed her to concentrate better during work or study. It was a common practice among spacers. The reverse happened when she relaxed to prepare for sex. Her body would become sexually aroused, the desire for her mate would increase, and reaching a climax was instinctive. 

Suzanna was fully aroused when they entered their cabin. She was burning with a barely restrained need as they removed the last of their clothing. She loved Thomas and only him. He had the strength of a grounder but the balance of a spacer with an overpowering animal magnetism. Their lips touched, then their mouths parted as they passionately kissed. Thomas could not believe he had such a beautiful, sexy partner. They made their way onto their bed. The sex they experienced at night was good but could not compare to the complete abandonment they experienced when they took time to meet during the Day Shift. 

Afterward, it took a few minutes before their heart rates and breathing slowed down. Thomas was lying on his back. She put her hand on his well-muscled chest and moved her leg over his. 

“We need to do this more often,” she said. “At night, we’re both tired from pulling a double shift. During Day Shift, we’re both full of energy, and the exercise is good for us.”

“Let me know anytime you’re in the mood for a little exercise, and I’ll be there,” Thomas said as he grinned.

Suzanna smirked. “What if I’m in the mood and you’re not?”

Thomas laughed. “That’ll never happen!”

They both enjoyed their intimate moment of relaxation. Suzann knew Thomas was concerned about the lack of progress with the pirates. She gave him a knowing look.

“The rest of your staff are concerned about an attack by the pirate fleet. They think you’re getting careless, but I know you have a plan.”

“Suzanna, we’ve made only a small dent in the pirate problem. We can barely honor our trade agreements and can’t afford to continue losing family ships. We need more ships, not less. I checked with your former ship, and Captain Javier says they may have lost another ship to marauders. Their ships now travel in groups of two or more for added protection. While it increases their safety, it limits the number of destinations they can service and lengthens the time between visits to the planets waiting for needed cargo.”

Suzanna shook her head. “You have done so much for the planets, stations, and the family ships, but the Demon is just one ship. What else can you do?” 

“A new strategy is needed to deal with the pirates. We need to hurt the pirates in a big way. I plan to send a strong message to all pirates to make them think twice about attacking a trade ship. I want to convince them it is safer and more profitable to join us in honest trade. We need a critical event to make all the pirates realize their survival depends on not attacking innocent ships, stations, or planets.”

“What type of event are you planning?” 

“A major confrontation,” Thomas said with a predatory smile.

Suzanna knew Thomas did not make idle comments. She worried about her former ship and other family ships being preyed upon by pirates. The family ships did not have the defensive or offensive capability of the Demon.

“I saw you received an encrypted communication,” Suzanna said. “I assumed Admiral Nelson contacted you to complain about something.”

Thomas sighed. “The Admiral complained we’re not recruiting enough Outer Planets to join the Imperium. It’s strange, but he sounded desperate. He is anxious to establish military bases on the planets, install planetary defense grids, and arm the citizens. The Admiral wants us to deliver more arms as quickly as possible. He further complained we’re wasting too much time providing the planets with trade goods instead of weapons.”

Suzanna shook her head. “If he’s so concerned, he should recruit other ships to assist Demon. How can he expect so much from a single ship? Also, would it hurt to have the navy deliver weapons he insists the planets need in case of a Hostis attack?”

“It’s politics,” Thomas said. “The navy can’t be seen delivering arms to civilians. He is restricted until a planet becomes a member of the Imperium. Also, there are barely enough votes in the Senate to allow an Outer Planet to join the Imperium. We need Rim Worlds in the Imperium, but the Senate would never allow a Rim World to join the Imperium. They don’t seem to understand these worlds will be the first to be attacked in a Hostis invasion. There have even been insane motions on the Senate floor to offer the Rim Worlds to the Hostis as a peace offering. There was a recent motion to disband the navy by a group who believe the Hostis threat is pure propaganda to get more military spending. Fortunately, the group had little support.”

“Why do you think the Admiral is complaining more than normal?” Suzanna asked.

“The Admiral is certain a major attack by the Hostis will occur before we’re ready. If an invasion took place now, the Rim would offer little resistance. The Outer Planets would hold for a short while. Once the Outer Planets fall, the Core would be defenseless. Lethal weapons are illegal on most of the Core Planets. Also, only a few Core Planets have space-based defense grids, and even fewer have military bases. The human race could become extinct since the Hostis do not take prisoners.”

“What are the Admiral’s plans?” Suzanna asked.

“The Admiral does not have a plan. He will fight to the last ship when the Hostis invade and hope for a miracle. He hopes we can improve his odds.”

“I believe in miracles, and I believe in you,” Suzanna said before they separated and returned to work.

Thomas went to their cabin during the latter part of Middle Watch. Suzann was already asleep. Thomas sat at his desk. He had studied the history of battles, where a smaller group with superior strategy overcame a larger force. He needed such a strategy to prevail in the current situation.
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CHAPTER 2 OCEANUM OBSERVERS
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The Demon came out of hyperspace several seconds early as they arrived at Oceanum. The early exit resulted in a delay of three days to reach the planet. They put the extra time to good use, communicating with those in charge to determine trade opportunities.

Oceanum had just one small continent, but it had a thriving economy. It was named Oceanum because water covered ninety percent of the planet, and the settlers were not resourceful enough to create a better name. The ocean provided the primary food source consisting of both plants and fish. Farms provided the balance of their diet. The entire population was pescatarians, since fish was the only meat in their diet. 

Citizens of the planet seemed happy and healthy. They referred to themselves as Oceanums. They bought sufficient arms to protect themselves against future attacks by pirates. Unfortunately, they were not concerned about a Hostis invasion and had no desire to join the Imperium. The Oceanums believed a navy occupation would be just as harmful as the pirates. The planet’s primary buyers purchased power units, solar chargers, universal chips, and other products. It surprised Suzanna when the buyers did not seem interested in buying any medical supplies or healing chambers.

Even though Thomas failed to persuade them to join the Imperium, they agreed to a long-term trade agreement. The overall happiness existing throughout the planet bewildered Thomas and the rest of the crew. There were no prisons or organized law enforcement. The planet had no crime except for the occasional pirate raids. As the exchange of goods neared completion, the President of Oceanum asked Thomas to join him to discuss an urgent but delicate situation. 

Thomas and Suzanna arrived mid-morning with a contingent of bodyguards. The President, his wife, their two adult children, and various governmental officials socialized with them through lunch. 

After lunch, the President invited Thomas and Suzanna to join him as they walked toward the back of the residence. They were on the second floor and walked out onto a balcony. They were about fifty meters from the deep green ocean. The ocean was spotted by sea life breaking the surface of the water. 

Thomas wished the President would disclose why he requested the meeting and felt relief when he said, “It is time for me to explain why I asked you here. The delay gave us time to decide if we could trust you. In all of humanity's space exploration, the only advanced species we have encountered are the warlike Hostis. As a result, most humans have a negative view of aliens. Humans found evidence of an advanced civilization that is now extinct. We refer to them as the Ancients and credit them with building the Star Gates. Archeologists have evidence the Ancients were destroyed in a great war. Humanity is fearful that whoever destroyed the Ancients may still be out there. What do you think would occur if humans discovered an alien race on one of the Outer Planets who were intellectually superior to humans?”

“I suppose the first concern would be to determine if they were a threat to humanity,” Thomas said. “Scientists would want to study them, and hopefully, we’d welcome them into the Imperium.”

“What would be the worst-case scenario?” the President asked.

“Out of fear, I suppose the Imperium might decide to destroy such aliens.” It was not difficult for Thomas to imagine such a scenario.

“When we arrived on Oceanum from Panteen, the planet had been successfully terraformed. The terraformers seeded the ocean with all forms of plant and animal life for the eventual colonization by humans. They moved the planet closer to the sun, the rotation was modified, and a slight tilt was added to allow for moderate changes in the seasons.”

“I reviewed the history of the planet,” Thomas replied. “I am aware of the planet’s terraforming and colonization history.” 

The President frowned. “What isn’t in any report is that an intelligent species already inhabited the planet. The species survived the changes to the planet because they are adaptive and can even modify their genetic structure. They studied the new inhabitants, and over the years, they changed their body structure to be more acceptable to humans. They provide us with fish and sea plants. In return, we agree not to pollute the ocean. Because of our concerns, we’ve kept their existence a secret.” He did not tell how the vocal cords of the species had been genetically altered to allow for human sounds.

“We informed the Nereides of your visit, and they’d like to meet with you. I assure you there is no danger from the Nereides.”

“Nereides?” Thomas asked with raised eyebrows.

“Nereides is the name we gave them since they are protectors of the sea. They are smart, creative, and intuitive. At their request, our ancestors assisted them in changing their DNA and the DNA of certain species of sea life to improve the food supply for both the Nereides and humanity.” He avoided mentioning the telepathic abilities of the Nereides.

The disclosure intrigued Thomas. “I’d be happy to meet with the Nereides.” 

Thomas was concerned about the DNA changes since the Imperium prohibited changing the DNA of all animal life, including humans. They strictly regulated changes in the DNA of plants, and it took years to get approval for a plant DNA change.

Thomas followed the President as they took the stairs to the ground floor and walked to the ocean. The ocean was calm, with small waves rolling across the white sand. The slight breeze brought a subtle smell of salt, seaweed, and marine life.

They stopped at the ocean's edge, and five Nereides emerged from the water. They had four webbed appendages for swimming with a tail for guidance. The front appendages had five finger-like claws with full rotation. Their hind appendages were shorter, with four finger-like claws. The eyes were human-like, with both eyes in the front so they could look forward, unlike fish with eyes on either side. Their elongated snouts were blunted. It surprised Thomas they were not more alien in appearance.

The Nereides came forward and stopped in front of Thomas. “Thank you for meeting with us,” the largest Nereide said, using the Galactic language without a translator. “We live here in peace in a symbiotic relationship with humans. We provide them with food and live in harmony with them. They provide us with equipment. The equipment allows us to cultivate and excavate the ocean floor to our advantage. The humans told us there are other worlds in the heavens similar to this one. We wish to improve the survivability of our species by spreading our seed to other worlds.”

A different Nereide leaned forward. “We ask you to drop us in the oceans of the worlds you visit. We can hibernate in a frozen state without damage in specially prepared containers. Each container would contain our weaned offspring, thousands of Nereide zygotes, seeds of ocean plants, and the fertilized eggs of a wide selection of sea life. We hope you’ll deposit ten or more containers of Nereides on planets you visit that have an acceptable ocean. We’d like you to deliver one hundred containers. In return, we’ll help with the survival of the humans on each planet by providing food and medicine from the sea. We understand the payment concept and will pay for passage on your ship. We’ve spent years collecting gold, platinum, and other precious metals from the ocean floor. Again, we’ll commit to improving the lives of the humans on the worlds you select.”

“How do we know your presence will not harm humans on another planet or humans in general?” Suzanna asked.

“We are empaths. We feel the emotions of others of our kind and the emotions of humans. We’d never intentionally harm humans since we would feel their pain.” 

Thomas kept a straight face as he placed his hands behind his back and slowly bent his finger without outwardly showing discomfort.

“Please stop,” the Nereide said. Thomas stopped twisting his finger. It had been painful, but he wanted to test the truthfulness of the Nereide’s statement concerning his empathic ability. 

Thomas knew several worlds with oceans where life for the human population could not get much worse. He would use those planets as a test and hoped he would not regret his decision. He looked at Suzanna to see if she felt the same way, and she nodded.

“If we agree to the one hundred containers of Nereides, what do you propose as an adequate payment amount?” Suzanna asked since she was the Demon’s primary trade representative.

The Nereides had only used a slight mental push to convince the captain since Thomas was already inclined to help them.

The Nereides had the entire ocean to locate and collect elements. They had been planning this event since the humans first uplifted them. The Nereides offered twenty containers of gold, ten containers of platinum, and seventy containers of rare earth metals as payment.

The agreement included bringing along two hundred Oceanums who would accompany the containers and have final authority on which planets would be selected for colonization by the Nereides. Also, they made accommodations for two hundred adult Nereides who would be in hibernation. Twenty adult Nereides would be awakened when an ocean was selected. They would remain on the planet to guide the Nereide children. 

First Officer Miller reassigned the ship’s cabins so the Oceanums would be housed in the same section. Certain crew members became aware of the Nereides since the containers had to be monitored to maintain the health of their sleeping guests.

The Demon cargo crew had experience handling sub-zero containers for liquid hydrogen, liquid oxygen, frozen foods, and special commodities. The containers to house the frozen Nereides required maintaining the temperature at the level specified by the Nereides and providing a brine solution with the correct salt content. 

Thomas hoped he was making the right decision in allowing the Nereides to settle on other planets. He wondered if the Nereides could help the humans struggling for survival on certain Outer Planets and Rim Worlds. He was impressed with the intelligence of the Nereides. Such intelligence could help provide new inventions to deal with the Hostis or any other invaders since their survival would be tied to the survival of the human race.

After much consideration, Thomas decided the Nereides could significantly benefit humanity. However, he was concerned. If he were wrong, the Nereides could pose a threat to humanity similar to the Hostis. Regardless, humans must learn to coexist with other species, or war would be the only option. With the vastness of space, humanity would meet other species. It was critical to have as many friends as possible. He hoped the Nereides would someday be a partner in advancing both their species.

The top politicians and scientists were concerned about the disappearance of the Ancients. How could a race so powerful vanish? Their greatest fear, to the point of paranoia, was the possibility of a planet or group of individuals discovering a new weapon of the Ancients. Such a weapon could be used against the Imperium. This resulted in laws prohibiting civilians from possessing any technology of the Ancients. Their second primary fear was any species not classified as human. Their third fear was any humans outside the Core Planets, with the greatest phobia directed against the Rim. It would be easy for such fears to include the Nereides.

***
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THE DEMON COMPLETED their trade with Oceanum and left the planet behind. They accelerated to the minimum speed needed to engage their jump engines and enter hyperspace. Thomas took the time to get better acquainted with their guests from Oceanum. Doctor Adler spent several days examining the Nereides, then requested a private meeting with Thomas.

“Thomas, the Oceanums and the Nereides have lied to us,” Doctor Adler stated with concern. “I conducted a remote scan of the Nereides and took DNA samples. The Nereides are not aliens. The Nereides are modified bottlenose dolphins and one percent human. The DNA of the Oceanums has also been changed. Like the Nereides, the Oceanums are also empaths. I watched as they all cringed when a cargo handler dropped a box on his foot. Modifying the DNA of the Nereides and Oceanums has improved their intelligence and communication ability. Extrapolating, I suspect the modifications are responsible for their empathic abilities, but I suspect they may have other abilities not readily observable.”

“Recommendations?” Thomas asked.

“I don’t know what to recommend,” Doctor Adler replied. “I like the Oceanums and the Nereides, but I fear what we have brought aboard the Demon. There was a time in human history when anyone exhibiting paranormal abilities was hunted down, imprisoned, executed, and blamed for all manners of evil intentions. They may have lied to us out of fear or for a nefarious motive. Regardless, the Imperium’s penalty for DNA modification is death.”

Thomas was thoughtful and frowned. “Don’t mention this to anyone else.”

Thomas did not want to involve anyone else since he didn’t know if the abilities of the Nereides included mind reading, mind control, or physical manifestations such as telekinesis. He traveled within the ship as far from the Nereides as possible and had a private conversation with Omnia. 

Thomas had Omnia use her AI controlled nanites to create a specific cage made of multiple layers of various materials. The cage prevented penetration by radiation, sound frequencies, vibrations, and all forms of communication. Omnia made a tiny hole for a microwire to allow for voice communication outside the cage. She built another larger enclosure around the first cage. Thomas was inside the first cage. A micro-opening was made in the second cage opposite the hole in the first cage. Omnia used the nanites to connect a microwire to an electronic converter outside the first box. It converted Thomas’ voice to digital. A wireless transmitter in the outer cage converted the digital signal to analog. Outside the second enclosure, a wireless computer transmitter converted the analog signal back to digital. 

The Demon had four cargo bays. The crew vacated Cargo Bay One and Four. Thomas left a message for the Oceanums to meet in Cargo Bay One. Once they were in the cargo bay, Omnia locked access to the bay with the override blocked. No one could open any of the cargo doors except for Omnia. The containers holding the Nereides were in Cargo Bay Four, and it was similarly secured.

Thomas had left a high-volume wireless speaker on a table in the center of Cargo Bay One. Thomas formally addressed his audience.

“This is Captain Thomas Wilson. You’ve lied to me. The Nereides are not aliens. You have modified the DNA of both the Nereides and yourselves. You’re locked in Cargo Bay One, and the Nereides are locked in Cargo Bay Four. There are explosives on the containers of the Nereides and poisonous gases ready to be pumped into your bay. Finally, the cargo bay doors will open. You, and the containers, will be dumped overboard into hyperspace. I don’t know what will happen to you when we exit hyperspace, but I would not expect you to survive. The Imperium penalty for DNA manipulation is death. You’ll get only one chance to explain why I should not carry out the death sentence. Any attempt to use mind control won’t affect the outcome since the person operating the controls can’t be controlled by you.”

Thomas did not have visual access outside his cage and could not see what was happening in the cargo bay. Omnia informed him the Oceanums were in deep concentration until they shook their heads informing their pseudo leader they could not locate Thomas.

Demato assumed the role of speaker for the Oceanums. “We felt our survival, and the survival of the Nereides required us to obnubilate our true nature. As you stated, the actions of our ancestors merit the death penalty. Our ancestors lived on Panteen when a research facility studied those individuals with higher brain wave activities. However, extreme human modifications were made on Ithea, which resulted in a war where millions died. Their acts resulted in the establishment of the death sentence for any human DNA manipulation. Anyone with unusual brain activity was executed without a trial, even if their DNA had not been changed. Our ancestors decided their survival required them to leave Panteen. They settled on Oceanum to escape the persecution prevalent throughout the Core for those who were mentally different. Our top scientists wanted to find out why we were different. They experimented on the dolphins since the dolphin, and human genomes are the same. Also, dolphins have similar personality traits. The dolphins have slightly larger brains than humans but were close enough to generate results comparable to human tests. What happened was beyond expectations. The dolphins advanced past humans intellectually. We could communicate, but it was difficult. Using their superior brains, the dolphins devised a method to combine human DNA with their DNA to allow their descendants to speak the human language. They then taught us how to modify our DNA to improve our psychic abilities. Our intelligence and psychic abilities improved, especially in the empathic area. We are strong empaths. Also, we can sense others and their whereabouts. We don’t wish to harm anyone and apologize for deceiving you, but our very existence is at risk. None of us have performed any DNA modifications. Our ancestors conducted the DNA changes. Should we, as their descendants, be executed because of their crimes? Our ancestors broke the law, but we haven’t. Will you let us live?”

There were several minutes of silence. “You must never use your powers to influence the decisions of anyone on this ship,” Thomas said. “You’re not to use your psychic abilities except among each other unless specifically requested. Such a request is not to be influenced by anyone in your group. There’s an entity onboard the Demon that can’t be affected by any psychic abilities. If you violate this rule, the death penalty will be carried out. I’ll be unable to prevent such punishment. Do you agree to those terms and understand the consequences of a violation by any member of your group?”

“Yes, we do, and thank you,” Demato said.

“Meet me in Cargo Bay Four.” The locks to Cargo Bay One and Four were retracted. Thomas was standing in front of the containers holding the Nereides when the Oceanums arrived. An explosive device was attached to the top of each container. Thomas had already told Omnia to get rid of the explosive devices. The Oceanums witnessed the bombs disappearing as the nanites were put to better use. The Oceanums were in awe, thinking Thomas was manipulating matter.

Omnia noticed a special coating on the outside of the containers and knew the only reason for the layer would be to protect the sleeping Nereides from being bombarded by emotions while hibernating. Omnia decided to protect Thomas. He immediately replicated the material and directed Thomas to touch one of the containers. Omnia had the nanites travel subcutaneously through Thomas and form a microscopically thin layer around his skull.

The fear generated by the Oceanums overwhelmed Thomas. “Stop. You agreed you would not try to influence me.”

“We aren’t,” Demato responded quickly. “You are just receiving our fears. It’s not being directed toward you.” 

The fear disappeared. “That’s better,” Thomas said as his headache dissipated and his mind cleared. The Oceanums looked at each other. They could not detect Thomas. It was like he was not even present.

“We apologize again. We’d never have perpetrated the deception if we’d known you were one of us.” 

Thomas started to say he was not one of them but stopped when he remembered Sun Tzu, All warfare is based on deception. Thomas remained silent since their false belief in his ability could prevent them from taking inappropriate action in the future.

“I have work to do,” Thomas said. “The containers will be placed back in the racks and secured.” Thomas turned and left the bay. The Oceanums discussed the situation among themselves. Their leader said what they were all thinking. 

“He has a perfect mental shield,” Demato said. “His psychokinesis and telekinesis abilities allow him to manipulate matter at the subatomic level. He is what our ancestors had hoped to achieve. We need to find out more about Captain Thomas Wilson. Whatever you do, never challenge the captain. Also, we need to be extremely careful around our captain. We don’t know what other abilities he might possess. Whatever happens, we don’t want him as an enemy. Search his background, talk to the crew but be discrete.” 

They separated in wonder at what they had just seen. After two cycles, they met in small groups to discuss what they had discovered about Captain Wilson. The crew had shown them the results of the confrontation between the Demon and the large fleet of pirate ships. They believed Thomas used his mental abilities to cause the enemy ships to flee from the Demon. They watch a vid of the championship hockey arena game played in zero gravity. They interpreted what they saw as Thomas using his mental powers to win the game. They watched the crowd of fans shouting his name as he simultaneously controlled the emotions of over fifty thousand spectators. They detected the total loyalty of the entire crew aboard the Demon and believed Thomas used his mental abilities to create such loyalty. 

The Oceanums' primary purpose in coming aboard the Demon was to help find good planetary homes for the Nereides. The second clandestine reason was to find an additional home for the Oceanums. They were hoping to find a home in the Rim. It was the furthest point from the Core Planets and the death penalty of the Imperium. Now, they thought gaining some of the powers shown by Thomas would enhance their safety.

The Oceanums decided to have their most potent females copulate with Thomas in the hope of having his child. Children of such unions could be psychically powerful. The gene manipulation by their ancestors resulted in attractive, superior bodies that were resistant to disease. The Oceanums onboard the Demon comprised one hundred females and one hundred males. There was no shortage of females volunteering to have Thomas’ child since witnessing his abilities had acted as an aphrodisiac.

***
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WHILE REVIEWING REPORTS on pirate activities, Thomas received a request to meet one of the Oceanums in her cabin. He figured it was a benign request. Thomas reached her cabin and placed his hand in front of the sensor. The door opened, and he took two steps inside. As the door slid shut, he sensed a presence behind him and went into full combat mode. Thomas completed a forward roll and turned around in a fighter’s stance to face his adversary. He faced a smiling, scantily dressed, beautiful female. He could feel her desires as she approached him. She put one of her hands behind his head and the other around his waist as she passionately kissed him while pressing her body firmly against him. Thomas was returning her passion when he realized what he was doing. He took each of her hands and disengaged himself from her.

“You’re beautiful, and I’m attracted to you, but I’m committed to another,” 

It shocked her when he walked out of the cabin. The door closed automatically, and she collapsed on the bed. She had felt his rapid heartbeat and was overwhelmed by his emotional desire. Her heart was still beating fast, and she wanted him even more. She had used her mental ability to ovulate and knew sex with Thomas
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