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            BANNED FROM PROXIMA STATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The Mintaka Mist, though old and outdated, was big for a light destroyer when I captured her. After our trip to the Valhalla, and being refurbished, its designation should have been pushed up to a heavy destroyer, at least, maybe even a small cruiser.

      The Mintaka Mist also carried a small frigate, the Black Star, a Lyran cargo and crew carrier, the Misty, and four top-of-the-line Valkyrie-class fighter craft.

      Crew-wise, the Mist has ten Valkyrie, one human, and a saucy, but matchlessly effective, in my opinion, AI that was a clone of the Black Star’s AI.

      The Black Star has a crew of four Valkyrie and an AI. It carries my private yacht, the Sho Lan Ru, and two of the same Valkyrie-class fighter craft.

      Weapons? The Mintaka Mist has four plasma cannons and four Point-Defense-Cannon batteries—a coilgun/railgun hybrid of two sizes. The Valkyrie fighters have three plasma cannons each, slightly less potent than the Mist’s. The Black Star has two plasma cannons, comparable to those of the fighters, and two batteries of coilgun PDCs.

      Shields? Both the Mist and the Black Star have shields that, when at full power, make the ships nearly impossible to target, rendering them almost invisible to scanners. The smaller vessels inherit the shield frequency of the bigger ships.

      Gravity generators? Both the Mist and the Black Star had gravity generators that allowed for five different and independent zones of gravity per ship. The Sho Lan Ru had its own gravity generator, but only one zone for the entire ship.

      Atmosphere Retention Fields? Yup. Both ships got ‘em, and there is still that new spaceship smell.
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      Bella and I decided that after the shake-down of the Mist, it would be a good time to visit Proxima Station. Just before the Mist was upgraded, Hilda, our head engineer, Gamora, our medical officer, Gilda, damage control, and Inga, also on damage control, made the trip to Proxima for supplies and some R&R. Bella and I didn’t go because of my injuries.

      This trip had me, Bella—first tactical, Aurora—our communications officer, Kali—second tactical, Skyla and Kayla—fighter pilots from the Black Star, and Lizza—Black Star tactical officer, aboard the Black Star as we headed to Proxima Station.

      I was in command, Aurora was crewing the communications station, Lizza was on tactical, Kalli was on engineering, Aurora was on environmental, and Skyla and Kayla were on damage control for the trip. This trip was a first-time experience for everyone but me.

      By way of preparation for this trip, all of the Valkyrie had to have a human-sounding last name. True, the Reptilians that operated Proxima Station were unfamiliar with human naming conventions, but they were aware that humans had last names. To be as accurate as possible, I suggested they use Wuotansdaughter as their last name. They liked it, and the AI created all the documents.

      Bella, however, needed a copy of a signed and thumbprinted marriage contract, and her identi-card needed to be changed. She was now Bella Dazenhaus, in human terms, my wife.

      We returned to normal space via the jumpgate.

      “Attention, unidentified warship,” the speaker squawked in Sylurian. “We are tracking you. State your intentions!”

      “Open a channel,” I said.

      “Channel open, Captain,” Aurora said.

      “This is the Black Star, Captain Henry Dazenhaus commanding. We are not a warship! Repeat, we are not a warship. Our intention is trade, resupply, and recreation.”

      There was a long silence.

      “This is Tanzier Synder, Commanding Proxima Station. You will take up a parking orbit to await inspection. Failure to comply will result in your destruction.”

      “They terminated communication, Captain,” Aurora said.

      Yeah, yeah, I heard all this before, I thought.

      Shortly after the station’s AI parked us in orbit, the Draco underling came aboard via shuttle.

      “Is this normal procedure?” Bella asked while we all waited in the hangar bay.

      “Unfortunately. This inspection is my second time. They just went through all this about six months ago. You’d think they’d learn. Probably erring on the side of caution.”

      The inspector came aboard, asked the questions by rote, and checked our documents.

      “Is this really necessary?” I asked impatiently.

      “You are the one insisting on coming here in a warship,” the inspector said. “Our system, our rules. Do not come here if you find our precautions offensive. Our digital system has flagged you as a troublemaker, so whenever you show up here, you will be inspected. What happened to your blue-skinned human?”

      “She died, but you knew that. You allowed her body to be launched into your primary.”

      “And now you have many more…humans. We do not like humans,” the inspector said, with venom. “And now, you come here with your mate. I suppose you will be trying to populate our system with more distasteful humans. You are getting close to an outright ban.”

      “I work out of the Proxima sector and need supplies.”

      “Your work is another issue,” the inspector said. “We do not like assassins either. If I ever see another human, it will be too soon. I am passing you through…this time, but you should find another base of operations.”

      The inspector signed his form and left. Now we waited for the station to berth us.
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      After the inspector left, we reconvened on the bridge, at our stations.

      “Have you antagonized the inspector in some way?” Bella asked.

      “Not that I’m aware of. Understanding requires a lot of work. Hate is easy.”

      “This is my first time here,” Bella said, “and maybe it should be the last. My people would never maltreat others like that.”

      “Your people are more…evolved.”

      “Voice message coming in, Captain,” Aurora said.

      “Let me hear it.”

      “Attention, Black Star. You have been cleared to dock. Release your Conn to our AI.”

      “Star, release control to the station.”

      “Control released,” Star said.

      We watched as the Black Star was slowly guided into the station. Less than an hour later, we were berthed.

      “Star, idle engines and shields. Maintain gravity and life support.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Star responded.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We all gathered in the hangar bay close to the big bay door.

      “Does everyone have their nullifier?”

      They all unconsciously touched the nullifier that was attached to the inside of their coveralls.

      “Don’t let the station staff, or anyone else, know about it. It might get us kicked off the station.”

      “This better be good,” Bella said, “for all the trouble we have to go through.”

      “Everyone, remember your name. If there are no other concerns, then let’s go.”

      With the ship secured, I led everyone to the security checkpoint closest to the ramp leading up to the station proper. Each of us was DNA-checked, scanned for weapons and other contraband, and had our retinal patterns scanned.

      “Everyone, stay close,” I said as I led everyone up to the shop level of the station. I had transferred one hundred Galactic Union credits to their identi-cards at the first bank kiosk I came to.

      “I’ve got to make the rounds to our vendors, so you can all come with me or walk and look around on your own. Just keep a close eye on your identi-cards and stay together. If you have any questions, come find me, and I’ll help.”

      They all chose to follow me. It still allowed them to look around without worrying about getting lost.

      When I entered the ‘Tumblin’ Dice’, we found tables that covered a large area of the small casino. The owner saw me and made his way over to us.

      “Are these yours?” he asked. “Any for sale?”

      “They are my crew, and none are for sale.”

      “Shame. What want?”

      “Whiskey all around for us. Need a price on twenty cases of whiskey. And I need some advice.”

      “What advice?”

      “Those in power,” I said, keeping my voice down, “are making it hard for me to come here. Are there any other stations somewhere that may be…friendlier towards me?”

      “Shame! You my best customer for whiskey. Try Rana Station, Delta Eridani—less than half distance to Galactic Core,” he said as he wrote his price to me for twenty cases of whiskey.

      “Throw in one bottle for now, and join us for a drink, and you’ve got a deal.”

      He grinned and ran off to fetch a bottle and glasses. When he returned, he started pouring and passing glasses to all of us. Then he poured one for himself.

      He raised his glass and said, “Best customer! Slosh!” and tossed his drink back.

      I assumed ‘Slosh’ was his term for ‘skoal’ or ‘cheers.’

      “Slosh!” everyone repeated and tossed their drinks back.

      “Will deliver order personal tomorrow,” the owner said, privately, and then he went to the back room.

      “What would you all like to do or see?”

      “Is there a place to buy clothes?” Bella asked. The rest all nodded vigorously. “Maybe dinner?”

      I took the Valkyrie around to the shops that I was familiar with. I purchased triple the amount of food we usually get. At the clothing shop, I made a deal for dresses and jewelry for all of them.

      “I’ll be at the casino when you’re all fitted, and we’ll go to dinner.”

      I left to wait at the ‘Tumblin’ Dice’ for them to finish.

      Two hours later, they all showed up. They were all ogled by the customers when they entered. I had to admit they were all knockouts, as a human would say.

      At the restaurant, we all sat together, had some drinks while we waited for our meal, and then ate. We all enjoyed the food and the conversation.

      “Unfair that you have such as these.” The person who interrupted our meal had the look of a slaver about him.

      “How is it unfair?” I asked as I turned toward him.

      “You sell to me!” the slaver said.

      “Not likely!”

      All of the Valkyrie stood and glared at him. They all seemed to be bigger than they actually were.

      “This is my crew, not my property. They can freely choose with whom they wish to associate.”

      The slaver pulled a laser-knife, snapping it on as he pulled it.

      “I end you!” the slaver said, starting forward.

      “What goes on here!” the large security officer said.

      It was evident that someone at the restaurant had called station security.

      “I take his slaves,” the slaver said to security.

      “As I said before, they are not my property, they are crew!”

      The slaver and the security officer were engaged in some back-and-forth, which I couldn’t hear.

      “He says,” the security officer started turning me away from the slaver, “he will drop any accusations if you agree to⁠—”

      I saw the slaver move toward the security officer with the laser-knife. I pushed the officer out of the way, tucked my shoulder under the slaver’s arm, while gripping his wrist to control the knife. Then stood. Holding his wrist unmovable, my shoulder came up under where his elbow should be, and I heard a loud snap. The slaver screamed, and I took his laser-knife, turning it off.

      The security officer scowled at the slaver and promptly pushed my face into a tabletop and snapped cuffs on me.

      “Get back to the ship, and stay there,” I said to Bella while the slaver was being cuffed.

      Bella and the rest of the Valkyries paid the bill at the restaurant and left for the ship.

      The slaver and I were escorted to the Security Detention level.
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      When we arrived at the detention level, the slaver was shoved into a cell, and I was pushed into my own, several cells away.

      “Anyone want to tell me what I did?”

      No one answered.

      I sat there for two days. No food and no water.
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      “All stand,” I heard as I was led into a small chamber.

      At a raised dais, a Reptilian sat looking stern. As I was seated, I noticed my crew sitting in a gallery. I was seated next to the slaver.

      The slaver’s name must have been called because he stood. For some reason, I didn’t understand anything being said. I figured it was a different dialect. I heard nothing most of the time.

      “What do you have to say for yourself, slave?” the person I assumed was a magistrate said.

      I stood, just following along with what the slaver did. “First, I am no slave. I’ve been held for two days with no food or water, and I was never told what I’m being accused of.”

      “Food and water were to be provided by your master,” the magistrate said. “You have a complaint, take it to your master. You have been found guilty of two counts of assault, threatening security with a weapon, and causing a nuisance.”

      “I assaulted no one. I had no weapon. The knife was his,” I indicated the slaver. “The security officer was talking to me, and I noticed that the slaver was trying to injure the officer. I disarmed the slaver and handed the knife to the officer.”

      “You broke his arm,” the magistrate said.

      “I did what I had to do. The officer was going to be stabbed in the back, so I pushed him out of the way. Was I supposed to let the officer be stabbed? Was I supposed to let the slaver stab me? Did anyone get security cam footage from the restaurant? What about the witnesses? What about my rights? Don’t I get to talk to a lawyer?”

      “That was the officer’s job, to be injured. It was not up to you to protect or defend him,” the magistrate said.

      “Pst,” the security officer said disdainfully, “typical human. Doesn’t know, or bother to learn, our language or our customs, and he’s been here multiple times.”

      “Being a slave means you have no rights,” the magistrate said. “If you had a master, he would be responsible for your actions. He’d be the one stopping your violence, paying fines, and hiring a law interpreter.”

      “So, you’re saying because I am human, I have no rights to defend myself or obtain a…law interpreter? And how was I causing a nuisance?”

      The magistrate and the security officer spoke in hushed tones.

      “Your accuser, the one with the broken arm, tried to purchase slaves from you because you had too many. Your refusal made you a nuisance. He also stated that the knife was yours, and the security officer supports that statement.”

      “I’m no slave, and I have no slaves. I was taking my mate and my crew for a nice dinner. Does that make me a nuisance?”

      “It might,” the magistrate said, “and it might not. It would depend on whether I choose to listen to you. As a slave, I can choose to sentence you without a single word from you. However, we are not unfeeling monsters, so I let you have your say, but it does not mean I must listen.”

      “May I speak?” Bella said, raising her arm as she stood.

      “What? More human scum! No, and say one word, and you will be locked up,” the magistrate said.

      I could see Bella glaring at the magistrate. Her eyes darted to me, and I surreptitiously shook my head.

      “I decided, you pay one thousand Galactic Union credits, two days confinement, already served, lifetime ban from Proxima Station. Cannot pay fine? Out the airlock you go, without suit.”

      “Where do I pay the fine?” I asked the security officer as he led me out of the ‘courtroom’.

      “You have thousand credits?” the officer asked, incredulously.

      “At my ship, yes.”

      “Well, then! I take fine, and you get to leave and continue breathing oxygen, instead of vacuum,” the officer said as he roughly guided me back towards the Black Star.

      As we passed the ‘courtroom’ again, Bella and my crew were coming out. I glanced her way as we passed and saw the Valkyrie following us.

      “What ship yours?” the officer asked.

      “The Black Star,” I said loud enough to be heard by Bella.

      I caught sight of the Valkyrie passing the security officer as he roughly pushed me towards the Docking area.
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      It took us a while to walk the distance to the Black Star’s berth. It isn’t easy to walk with your hands cuffed behind you and being pushed periodically.

      Kayla was waiting on the dock when we arrived. I could see she had four of the large gold and platinum coins in her hand. The security officer took the coins, putting them into his pouch, and uncuffed me.

      “Your ship returns, it be destroyed before you get to station,” the officer said.

      “Can I get a receipt for the payment?”

      He hastily wrote something on an electronic pad and showed it to me. I signed and thumbprinted it. Once he turned to leave the berthing area, we piled in and secured the hangar bay. I noticed the supplies had already been delivered and were secured.

      “Let’s get the hell out of here!”

      We all ran to the bridge and secured ourselves.

      “Communications coming in,” Star said.

      “Put it on.”

      “Attention, Black Star. Attention, Black Star. You have been permanently banned from Proxima Station. Per protocol, you will be launched immediately. You will make for the jumpgate at best possible speed. Any deviation from these procedures and you will be fired upon.”

      We barely secured ourselves when the ship started to move.

      “Well, that was fun while it lasted,” Bella said.

      “Star, shields to one quarter and make for the gate. Best speed to the Mist.” To the rest of the crew, I said, “Part of that was because we arrived in a warship. The fact that I am human and you appear human added to the situation.”

      “So, we’re just going to leave?” Kayla asked.

      “I don’t think we could attack the station and survive. The Mintaka Mist might be able to, but it isn’t worth it, and it isn’t here. It’s just better to leave and not come back. You may want to include that information to Wuotan so that he can pass the word to the rest of the Aesiri.”

      “Our people do not come to Proxima,” Kali said.

      “Really? Proxima is where we picked up Lo-rae-kor. When we get to hyperspace, I need a shower and something to eat.”
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      When the Black Star was docked with the Mist, I called the crew to the hangar bay before leaving the ship.

      “I wanted to thank you all for showing up at the court on Proxima. I’m also a bit miffed at you for not following orders.”

      “Excuse me, Captain,” Bella said, “but when we are in space in your ships, you are our captain, and we follow your orders. When we are in a station with you, you are not the captain. You are our friend, and we refuse to abandon you to injustice.”

      The entire crew yelled and cheered.

      “I knew it was what humans call a shakedown. I wanted the judge and security to get to the bottom line. I knew the slaver and the security officer were in on the scam. By the time the court was done, I knew the judge was in on it, too. I wanted you to stay out of it. I didn’t want anything to happen to any of you.”

      The entire crew laughed.

      “Captain,” Bella said, “you forget who we are. We do not require you to protect us. We are quite capable of taking care of ourselves.”

      I thought about what was being said, and I had to agree.

      “You’re right, I forgot. Seeing you all this way, I start to think of you as human females, and so my antiquated upbringing is showing. Add to that the promise I gave to your father to protect the Valkyrie. I was wrong. Please forgive my momentary mental lapse. I do thank you for the support you showed in the court. If there is nothing else, let’s join our shipmates and get this show on the road.”
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      “Mintaka Mist, arriving,” Minnie said over the one-em-cee, which was piped throughout the ship.

      “Minnie, get the Black Star emptied and the supplies stored. I need a course for Delta Eridani.”

      I started making my way to the bridge.

      “HD 23249 is a bit out of our normal sector of operations, Captain,” Minnie said.

      “The last three times the Black Star went to Proxima Station, we were made to feel increasingly unwelcome. This time, we picked up a permanent ban. So, now we have to find a new source to resupply the ship.

      “I’ve heard that there is a station at Delta Eridani, so we need to check it out. If not, maybe there is another one somewhere that will…tolerate us.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Minnie said.

      “Captain on the bridge,” Hilda said as she vacated the command chair.

      “Course to HD 23249, Delta Eridani, plotted and laid in,” Minnie said a few seconds after my arrival on the bridge.

      “Execute. Third level of hyperspace.”

      As I sat, I felt the ship begin accelerating.

      “How long?”

      “Nine weeks, Captain,” Minnie said. “Third level of hyperspace achieved,” the AI said a few minutes later.

      “Senior officers to my office.” I left the command chair and entered my office.

      Behind me, Hilda, Bella, Gilda, and Inga joined me. Inga closed the hatch behind her.

      “I’ve been thinking⁠—”

      “Uh oh! We are all in trouble now,” Hilda quipped.

      Everyone was shocked and looked to me to see my expression. I grinned.

      “Good one, Hilda,” I chuckled. “Our new tactics should be something I like to call nesting dolls.” That drew a blank look.

      “In my misspent youth, I’d read somewhere that there were Russian nesting dolls, a child’s toy. Essentially, several dolls are inside each other. If we’re attacked, we deploy the Black Star first, and then our fighters. If we need more, the Black Star will launch her fighters. That would bring six fighters and the Black Star into the fight. A total of twenty-four plasma cannons, plus the PDCs. That’s a lot of firepower.”

      “Are you changing your stance from defensive to offensive?” Hilda asked.

      “No, we’re not. We won’t be the aggressors, but if necessary, we will defend ourselves.

      “During our transit to Delta Eridani, we will be doing general quarters drills as well as deployment drills. We need to be prepared.

      “Since our upgrade, were the weapons made retractable?”

      “They have always been retractable, Captain,” Bella said. “Before our upgrades, the weapons retraction was not operational. Now, it is operational and is part of the firing sequence. Before they fire, they will deploy automatically, or they can just be deployed, to warn off aggressors.”

      “Very good. Anything else?” Everyone was silent. “Okay, then let’s get to it.”

      “Captain, a moment?” Hilda asked as the others left.

      “Yes, Hilda?”

      “I have something for you in the hangar bay,” Hilda said.

      I looked at her for a second. “What?”

      “Follow me to the hangar bay, Captain, if you please,” Hilda said.

      I shrugged. “Lead the way.”
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      When we got to the hangar bay, I glanced around and saw nothing out of the ordinary.

      Hilda walked over to a fighter and opened the canopy.

      “Get in, Captain,” Hilda said.

      I climbed into the cockpit, trying to get settled without knocking something important. It was a tight fit, mainly because I was larger than Hilda. I knew the fighter was still attached to the launch cylinders even though it was off the deck.

      “This button,” Hilda touched one of the buttons, “lowers the canopy. Once it is locked, gently hold the flight stick.”

      “Okay,” I said with trepidation, “and then?”

      “Just sit back and enjoy,” Hilda said, grinning. She dropped out of sight, and I did as she said.

      Once the canopy was down and locked, it became opaque, and then I saw stars in the darkness. It appeared that I was moving in space. The control stick moved gently, as if it were steering the fighter.

      Over the next few minutes, I felt the fighter turn and accelerate. On one occasion, I saw the Mintaka Mist fly by and then reappear.

      This was a recorded flight, and Hilda had set it up for me to experience, in a limited sense, what it was like to fly their fighter. My heart was pumping hard, and I felt the gee forces when we pulled a few rolls or accelerated.

      This was my reward for continuing my lessons in Aesiri.

      All too soon, the recorded flight ended. I pressed the same button I’d pressed to lower the canopy, and it raised.

      “Whew! Man, what a ride!” I said as I tried to exit the cockpit.

      Hilda stood on the deck, smiling. “Did you enjoy that, Captain?”

      “Very much! Thank you, Hilda.”

      “Currently, Minnie is working on manufacturing you a flight suit, with a helmet, and I am working on the computer connections to turn this fighter into a temporary simulator. It will allow you to gain some experience, even if it is in a simulator.”

      She handed me an electronic tablet with a written note in Aesiri. I glanced at it.

      “Try to read it,” Hilda said.

      “Something…agile, dark, something…, leaping immovable canine. That’s all I got out of it.” I was suspicious that it could be a phrase I detested, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “Keep trying, you will get it,” Hilda said as she headed back to the bridge.
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      Aboard a starship, time is a construct. Most starship captains set their own time aboard their ships based on what they’re familiar with. If you’re on a planet, the concept of time has evolved to be dictated by the planet’s rotation and orbit. On Earth, from sunup to sunup is a day, and summer to summer is a year.

      I chose what I was familiar with: a twenty-four-hour day, sixty seconds to a minute, sixty minutes to the hour, twenty-four hours to the day. All displays showed the twenty-four-hour clock. I didn’t need it for the years, as I didn’t have a starting point. I knew what year, Earth time, I was abducted, but after that, I had no idea how many years I’d been away from Earth.

      Whenever we traveled, there was an elapsed timer showing the number of days, which was no more than a best guess, and was reset each time, as needed, when updated information became available. This trip would be nine weeks, or sixty-three days.

      Sixty-three days of random drills, all sorts of drills, designed to keep us all on our toes and not allow complacency to become part of our natural state. It has long been established that when a crew has little to focus on, complacency creeps into their performance of duties.

      Thanks to Hilda, I was able to log some hours on the Valkyrie-fighter simulator. I found the fighters to be responsive. Sometimes, it felt as though thinking about doing something was enough to cause it to happen. I had to resist the temptation to overcorrect actions I’d taken. I did get a flight helmet that projected readings onto the faceplate. I discovered that I still had a lot to learn about the Aesiri language to fully understand the projected readings.
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      In my free time, I knew my wife, in a biblical sense. Given that, I was still surprised when I was called to sick bay during Gamora’s assessment of the crew’s health, which had to happen before we were due to arrive at Rana Station. If not performed before arrival, we would be subject to a quarantine.

      “Yes, Gamora?” I asked as I entered sick bay. Bella was there, finishing dressing.

      “Captain, do you have time for a discussion?” Gamora asked.

      “Of course.” I sat in one of the chairs facing Gamora’s desk.

      “I have finished the crew’s health assessment,” Gamora said, “and found that everyone is healthy and has no underlying conditions that would warrant a quarantine…all but one.”

      “Which one and what’s the underlying condition?” I was suspecting which one.

      “Bella,” Gamora said. “She is pregnant. Four weeks, if I had to guess.”

      I was stunned.

      “I am temporarily suspending your Valkyrie flight status,” Gamora said to Bella.

      “Understood,” Bella said and made to leave sick bay.

      “Sit, please, Bella. How will that affect being under quarantine?” I asked after internalizing the information.

      “So little is known about Rana Station and those who administer it. If they are human or understand human reproduction, then there would be no issues. However, since there are so few humans roaming the galaxy, they may consider the unborn child an invasive species. I would recommend getting the regulations from Rana Station once we arrive.”

      “That is the usual protocol on stations I’ve been to. What restrictions are you placing on Bella’s bridge duties?”

      “Her pregnancy shouldn’t affect her bridge duties for quite some time, but that is a personal call, hers and yours, Captain,” Gamora said.

      “As far as the pregnancy goes, what can we expect?”

      “For all intents and purposes, they would be the same as any typical human female. Forty-week gestation, weight gain, that sort of thing.”

      “I mean, what kind of anomalies? She is Aesiri, and I am human. Anything along those lines?”

      “None that I can foresee,” Gamora said. “Aesiri are not that different from humans. Much larger and naturally more long-lived, with some advanced brain functionality, but not much else. Some Aesiri believe humans originated with them and were created by them. If true, then it would make sense that there would be no physical restrictions for crossbreeding.”

      “If you are overly uncomfortable,” Gamora said to Bella, “you can always revert for periods of time. I want to see you in a few weeks, though, so we can discuss it further.”

      “Thank you, Gamora,” I said, getting to my feet. “Bella, meet me in my office.”

      I left and proceeded to my office off the bridge. I was both scared and excited. I’m going to be a father.
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      It didn’t take me long to get to my office. Bella was right behind me.

      “Captain on the bridge!” Hilda sang out as I entered.

      “No, I’m not. I’m going to my office. You still have the bridge, Hilda,” I said as I passed through.

      I didn’t close the hatch after entering, but Bella did after she entered.

      Bella flowed into my arms, and I held her close.

      “A kid,” I whispered. “We’re having a kid!” I had to say it to make it more real for me.

      “You are not disappointed?” Bella whispered.

      “Why would I be disappointed? I’m still in shock and disbelief, but I’m not disappointed.”

      “What about the crew?” Bella asked.

      “What about them?”

      “Do you not think they need to know?” Bella asked.

      “Right now? No. I’m busy holding my wife and getting used to the idea of being a parent. Perhaps in a couple of days, then we can make the announcement. Right now, this moment is ours, and I want to keep it that way.”

      Bella grinned at me and gave me a soft kiss.

      “Okay, Captain,” Bella said, breaking the embrace with a smile, “whatever you think is best.”

      Bella exited my office. I remained for a few seconds. I’m going to be a father, ran through my mind again.
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      “Minnie, I want to arrive at Delta Eridani via the local jumpgate,” I said after taking the bridge from Hilda. Bella was at her station, and I caught her glancing my way and grinning several times.

      “Aye, Captain,” Minnie said. “That will add an extra day.”

      “That’ll be fine, Minnie. Also, suspend all drills for the duration of this jump.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Minnie responded.
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      “Aurora, open the one-em-cee,” I said three days after learning Bella was pregnant.

      “One-em-cee open, Captain,” Aurora responded.

      “Attention all hands, this is the captain. Bella and I would like to announce that she is expecting a child. Consequently, her Valkyrie flight status has been temporarily suspended by Gamora. She will, however, have her duties on the bridge until we determine that she is unable to continue. Hilda will make the necessary changes to her pilots. Thank you for your attention.”

      “Close the one-em-cee, Aurora.”

      “One-em-cee closed, Captain, and congratulations,” Aurora said, smiling.

      For the next few hours, the entire crew came to the bridge to congratulate Bella and me. It did allow me to tamp down my trepidation about being a father. I was both excited and fearful at the same time.
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      “Captain, we are within a day of the jumpgate at HD 23249 and currently in the first level of hyperspace,” Minnie reported.

      I had felt the ship slow over the last two days. “Fine. When we are an hour out, go to battle stations.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Minnie said.

      When Hilda came to relieve me, I filled her in on the plan of going to battle stations an hour before exiting hyperspace.

      “Why, Captain?” Hilda asked.

      “Several reasons. One of which is that I’ve never been here before, and so I’m unfamiliar with any of the species that may be present. For all we know, we could get fired upon as soon as we exit hyperspace. I prefer being prepared for anything to being surprised. I hate surprises.”

      “Seems reasonable, Captain,” Hilda said, nodding her head slightly. “I disagree with your assessment about surprises, though. When you have lived as long as I have, surprises keep things…interesting. They give me a reason to get out of bed in the morning.”

      “Yellow alert!” Minnie said as the klaxon sounded. “Yellow alert!”

      “What is it, Minnie?” I asked, sitting back down in the command chair.

      Hilda had gone to her engineering station.

      “Two vessels, one each fore and aft,” Minnie reported.

      “Where did they come from?”

      “Presumably, the same place we did,” Minnie said. “I had transitioned to the first level of hyperspace, and shortly after, they appeared.”

      “Seems a little too coincidental. How close are they?”

      “Both vessels are at the extreme range of my sensors,” Minnie said.

      “Looks like my plan is out the window, Hilda.”

      “Not entirely, Captain,” Hilda said.

      “I had hoped that we would be able to eat and sleep before exiting hyperspace.”

      “Such is life,” Hilda said. “It does not matter what we plan. Things happen.”

      “You had to say something about surprises.”

      Hilda smiled. So did I.

      “Are they exiting at Delta Eridani?”

      “Unknown,” Minnie said. “The HD 23249 jumpgate is on the way, but so are other jumpgates. For example, Epsilon Eridani is close by. There is a cluster of jumpgates in this sector.”

      “Have everyone stand easy at their stations,” I said to Hilda. “Minnie, time to the gate?”

      “Ten hours, Captain,” Minnie said.

      “Bella, any changes on the scanners?”

      “None, Captain,” Bella answered. “Both vessels remain at the extreme range of our scanners. Right now, they are approximately five hours ahead. If Delta Eridani is their target, they should be at the gate soon.”
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      “One hour to HD 23249 jumpgate,” Minnie reported.

      “Go to battle stations.”

      The klaxon sounded briefly.

      “Power up the weapons.”

      “Main weapons powered, but not deployed,” Bella reported.

      “PDCs powered, but not deployed,” Kali reported.

      “Full power to the shields.”

      “Shields at full power,” Minnie reported.

      “Bella, what’s the status of the other vessels?”

      “The one in front of us passed by the HD 23249 jumpgate,” Bella reported. “The one following us is still at the edge of our sensors. They have not advanced nor retreated.”

      “Black Star reports ready to deploy,” Aurora said.

      “Minnie, jump to normal space when ready.”

      “Thirty minutes to the jumpgate,” Minnie reported.
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      It seemed to take a long time to pass through the jumpgate at Delta Eridani. The gate’s support structures had to expand for the Mist. Not to its maximum, but when you’re used to them not being expanded at all, it was impressive.

      “Message burst sent and received,” Minnie reported when we were sixty percent through the gate.

      “Transmitting registry information,” Aurora said after we were through the gate.

      “Move to port off-axis from the gate.” I wanted to keep the gate clear for any incoming ships.

      “Activate main screen.”

      The two-dimensional screen activated, and we all could see what looked to be a huge nail in space.

      “Incoming transmission,” Aurora said.

      “Activate the translator and let me hear it.”

      “Welcome to Eridani Confederation space at Delta Eridani,” the voice said. “This is Rana Space Control. We are tracking you. Please state your intentions.”

      “Aurora, open a channel to the station.”

      “Channel open, Captain,” Aurora responded.

      “This is the Mintaka Mist, Captain Henry Dazenhaus commanding. Our intentions are business-related, resupply, and recreational. We are not a threat. Repeat, we are not a threat.”

      “Greetings, Mintaka Mist. Your vessel is unknown to us. We are sending the station Regulations. Please read them before entering the station, as you will be held responsible for any breaches.

      “Rana Station is a safe harbor, so firing on any ship in aggression is grounds for destruction. Is it your intention to dock with the station?”

      “It is.”

      “When you reach the outer marker, release control of your vessel to the station AI.”

      “Communications closed, Captain,” Aurora said.

      “Minnie, start analysis of the Rana Station regulations. Gamora, search through the regulations for any health restrictions.”

      “Aye, Captain,” both Gamora and Minnie responded, nearly simultaneously.

      “Power down all weapons and reduce shield power to one quarter. Go to condition yellow.”

      “Station control established,” Minnie reported.

      As the ship neared the station, I could see that what had appeared to be a nail hanging in space had several large, circular dishes—one inverted and atop the other—at various levels, attached to the central spire. The flying-saucer-shaped structures varied in diameter, with the largest diameter at the top of the spire.

      “Minnie, what is the diameter of those dishes?”

      “According to the description in the regulations,” Minnie reported, “Rana Station has several dish-shaped structures. The largest has a diameter of ten miles, and the smallest has a diameter of one mile.”

      As we got closer, I could see several ships attached to the central spire.

      “Are those docking areas off of the central spire?”

      “Rana Station has sixteen docking positions—four per level— on four levels,” Minnie said. “They can accommodate much larger ships than Proxima Station could.”

      “Captain?” Gamora asked.

      “Yes?”

      “I have concluded my assessment of the health restrictions from the regulations,” Gamora said. “I have to certify that there are no ongoing health concerns among crew or passengers, and I have already submitted a report stating that. Bella should be able to go aboard the station without them questioning her manner of gestation.”

      “Thank you, Gamora.”

      “Captain, I have finished the regulations assessments,” Minnie said.

      “Go ahead, Minnie.”

      “For the most part,” Minnie said, “it is mostly common sense. If you behave civilly, you should be fine. Station Security can detain anyone for any activity they deem prohibited.

      “They recommend being armed, as long as the weapon is not a projectile type—a phased-plasma pistol would be fine, as the energy released would not penetrate the hull or other structures. But not your Gauss pistol. A laser-knife or a metal sword is fine, mainly because muscles power them.

      “They do have a restriction on beings with both organic and biomechatronic body parts in excess of forty-five percent mechatronic. My androids would be fine, but those that mimic thinking beings are highly restricted.”

      “Any species restrictions?”

      “None listed, Captain,” Minnie said, “but that does not mean there is none in practice.

      “They are deploying the gangway to the starboard side, lower aft of the superstructure.”

      “Message coming in, Captain,” Aurora said.

      “Let me hear it.”

      “Mintaka Mist, the gangway and temporary airlock have been attached and tested. Please have the captain, first officer, and medical officer meet with station security at the end of the gangway with all the proper documents.”

      “I guess we’re up. Hilda and Gamora, you’re with me. Everyone else, standby.”
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      Hilda, Gamora, and I left the bridge. Gilda took the command chair. I went to my quarters to grab my headset and plugged it in.

      “Minnie, transfer any communications to my headset.”

      “Aye, Captain,” Minnie said in my ear.

      Next, I grabbed the data crystal with the ship’s documents and went to the starboard-side lower hatch and opened it.

      Hilda and Gamora joined me there.

      “Are we ready to do this?”

      “Ready, Captain,” Hilda said.

      We walked out onto the gangway towards the station. I could feel the gravity fluctuate as we approached the central spire, and we stopped at the podium set up by security.

      “Captain…Dazenhaus?” the security person asked. It had green, leathery skin with fleshy tendrils instead of hair. He wasn’t speaking Galactic Business Language, but I heard it as Minnie was translating.

      “I am.”

      “And I assume these others are your second in command and medical officer?

      “They are.”

      “What species are you?”

      “Human.”

      “Planet of origin?”

      “Earth.”

      “Excuse please…dirt?”

      “It’s what Earthlings call it,” I shrugged. “We sometimes refer to it as Terra.”

      “Medical information?”

      Gamora handed her data crystal to the security officer, and he plugged it into a reader. When it finished, the security officer passed the crystal back to Gamora.

      “Ship’s documents?”

      I handed over the data crystal, and the security officer plugged it into the reader. When it finished, the security officer handed it back to me.

      “It is not often we see a Lyran ship of any age, but this one is old,” the security officer said.

      “We like it,” I said.

      “How did you obtain it?”

      “Spoil of war.”

      “War? War with who? I not hear anything about war.”

      “Zymbarnians,” I said.

      “These…Zymbarnians…will be hunting you?”

      “Unlikely.”

      The security officer looked at me skeptically.

      “We get Lyrans here on occasion. They may have questions about ownership.”

      “I’ll be happy to discuss it with them.”

      The security officer chuckled. “You are cleared to enter the station. Your medical report has been sent to our medical chief. If he has questions, he will contact you. Enjoy your visit to Rana Station.”
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      An hour after clearing security, Bella and I were walking through the central spire towards the elevators, intending to go to the merchant level. As we approached the elevators, I noticed the gravity lessening.

      “According to the brochure I read, the elevators are zero-gee,” I said. We were strolling, holding hands.

      When the elevator arrived, we stepped into the car, hooking our feet into straps on the deck to help hold us down. I pressed the button for the third-level saucer section. A light came on, warning us to hold the handrail. Once we did, the door closed, and we started our ascent.

      It wasn’t an uncomfortable sensation, but it was strange to be lifted in a zero-gee tube. A few minutes later, the door opened at the level we’d selected.

      The noise of business reached our ears; various languages were spoken during transactions.

      This particular saucer had three levels and was five miles in diameter. It was designed for oxygen-breathers and housed all the shops, restaurants, and casinos, with some residential quarters located on the upper two levels. It catered to those comfortable with one-gee gravity.

      We spent some time browsing the shops and examining the wares available. There were a few restaurants that catered more to what I’d call working-class customers. They were more banquet-style with larger portions and a more common fare. The fancier restaurants were located on the second level.

      Bella and I decided to enter the Para-Dice casino for drinks, so I could check whether they had whiskey. We sat, and shortly after, our waitress came over.

      “What get you, hmmm?” The waitress was one of the feline races that seemed to be everywhere in the galaxy. She was human-sized, with pointed ears close to the top of her head, a flattened nose, and blue, feline eyes. To me, she looked like a seal-point Siamese and sounded like she purred when she spoke. It gave her voice a pleasant trill.

      “Do you know whiskey?”

      “What…ahh…whiskey, hmmm?” the waitress asked.

      “Ethanol, brown in color.”

      She looked confused and left.

      “Wish I’d thought to bring one of our bottles,” I said to Bella. “It would make this a lot easier.”

      “Maybe we should come back later with a partial bottle,” Bella said. “It might eliminate the trial-and-error part of the transaction.”

      It was then that another cat-person came over. This one had black fur and golden eyes.

      “Ahhh…you ask
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