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            PROXIMA STATION

          

        

      

    

    
      The proximity alert to the hyperspace beacon indicated it was time. I had been sitting in the command chair with my legs draped over the armrest, my feet on the co-pilot station. I straightened up, like a normal person, as my mother had told me for years, sitting in my command chair.

      “Return to Normal space.”

      “Acknowledged,” the ship’s AI responded and triggered the Jumpgate sequence.

      The swirl of dark blue, purple, and black that was hyperspace began to clear on the holographic representation in front of me. I saw the familiar jump-gate vortex in the center, indicating the gate opening with an open star field in the middle. The ship shot out of the Jumpgate with enough velocity to clear the Gate in case someone was coming in right behind me. It was all according to established protocol.

      “Welcome to the Proxima Centauri Star system,” the recorded message said. “You are to report to the space station out-system from Proxima B. Please have your papers ready.”
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      No one knew who built the hyperspace Jumpgate Network. It took years to figure out what they were, when first discovered, and how to open them. Since then, several races have explored and mapped the network. Those races freely shared their information concerning the Gates.

      The Jumpgates opened a manufactured quantum singularity, allowing trade and travel between star systems. They also allowed for the movement of military ships.

      FTL—Faster Than Light— travel was a fantasy. The Jumpgates allowed entrance into hyperspace. Hyperspace was like a vast, raging river running outside the boundaries of Normal space. It magnified a ship’s velocity so that travel to other star systems would take weeks or months instead of years or, in some cases, generations.

      All Jumpgates were located at the furthest LaGrange point in any system to reduce the effects of the stars’ and planets’ gravity on the Gate. They had to be as stationary as possible.

      Any ship entering hyperspace had to have functioning defensive shields tuned to a specific minimum frequency and at minimum strength. Otherwise, the forces inside hyperspace would tear the ship apart.

      Tachyon relays are used as marker buoys for each Gate.

      Because of the complexity of hyperspace travel, a ship’s Artificial Intelligence—AI— had complete control of the vessel while in hyperspace. If not, a ship could be hopelessly lost, as there were no navigational reference points. No stars were visible inside hyperspace.

      Most races couldn’t look directly at the miasmic swirling of hyperspace for long periods. Some pilots would send a small charge through their canopies and ports to increase opacity, or the AI could display it on a screen or holographically render what was visible from the pilot’s position, or the sensors’ information, in front of the ship.
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      Another indicator flashed to inform me that incoming and outgoing messages were exchanged; this was also protocol. Interstellar communications were, at best, terrible. All ships entering or exiting systems uploaded messages destined for systems along their flight paths. Only the ship’s AI knew what messages were there. Once messages were successfully uploaded, they were purged from the ship’s system.

      “Greetings, ship Sho Lan Ru,” the speaker squawked again. “This is Proxima Station. Please lock your flight controls so we can dock your ship. Once you start moving under our control, do not attempt to unlock your flight controls.”

      I reached forward and locked the controls, effectively disengaging my consoles. “Acknowledged. Controls locked,” I said, knowing the AI would transmit my acknowledgment of the instructions.

      The Station AI handled docking maneuvers and hardly ever screwed up. The ambiguity always made me nervous. As a distraction, I checked the messages. There were many adverts, but only one personal message. There could have been millions of messages, but my ship’s AI sorted what was for me from the rest.

      After a quick scan of the personal message, I deleted it and the adverts.

      To leave a system, pilots had to file a destination. Otherwise, your ship wouldn’t know how to get you to your destination with the most recent information. Messages were transferred upon leaving a system.

      My ship moved slowly towards the square hole at the end of the double-wheel rotating Station.

      The Sho Lan Ru was a small private yacht, designed to fit inside. Most mid-sized freighters would also fit, but some big battle wagons, large cruise ships, or super-freighters wouldn’t. They had to use shuttles to transfer troops, passengers, and goods.

      The practice of internal mooring would save me quartering fees. I could quarter myself in my ship and have privacy and security.

      Sure, someone could scan the ship and see what’s inside. Hackers could try to hack your AI to gain entry, but my AI was top of the line. It was guaranteed to withstand ten thousand hours of sustained attack. I seldom spent ten thousand hours anywhere.

      Before the ship reached its berth, a question flashed asking about atmosphere requirements. I selected oxygen.

      When the ship stopped, the berth sealed, and the atmosphere pressurized, I grabbed my identi-card and documents data crystal and headed to the airlock.

      “Lan Ru, lock the ship. No visitors,” I said to the air. I didn’t need to, but any voice is welcome when you spend so much time alone in a can.

      “Acknowledged, Captain,” the ship responded in a clear, feminine, contralto voice. It was almost enough to make you think another crew member was on board.
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      As I walked up the ramp to the embarkation area, leaving my ship behind me, I could feel the gravity increase slightly and smell the distinctive odor of reptilians. The Proxima system was primarily inhabited by Drakoians, a humanoid-reptile race characterized by red scales on their necks that extended up their faces. The one I was approaching had a military air about him.

      Local militaries operated all space stations, but some also employed civilian security personnel.

      I handed him my identi-card, and he inserted it into the security scanner. I pulled off a glove and inserted my left index finger into the DNA sampler.

      “Welcome back, Captain…Diaz? Anything to declare?” the security individual asked as I handed over the data crystal containing the documents necessary for admittance, along with a credit statement and banking records. He was a tall and well-muscled Drako.

      “That’s Daze. Captain Haptorian Daze and nothing to declare.”

      “Race?” he asked with a touch of superiority.

      “Human,” I responded. I swear his eyes narrowed.

      “Where is your Master?” he asked, not quite controlling his disdain.

      “I have no Master,” I explained, “not anymore. He died several years ago and emancipated me. It’s all in the documents.”

      “Damn smelly humans should not be allowed to run around loose, not unescorted anyway,” the Drakoian grumbled, looking irritated. “What is the Galaxy coming to? Purpose?”

      “A little business and a lot of leisure,” I responded cheerfully. I knew his first question was rhetorical. Speaking Drakoian hurts the throat. The human throat wasn’t designed for it.

      “No weapons allowed,” he said, indicating my sidearm.

      “Is that something new?” I asked as I unbuckled my holster and handed it over to him. “I expect that back.”

      “No, it is not new mandate. I have been here twenty years, and has been rule for that long. A missed shot could open Station to space. Your sidearm be returned when you return to ship and leave sidearm there,” he said, disappearing the weapon. “While docked, Station Security will guarantee safety. You wish quarters?”

      “No. I’ll quarter in my ship. Who do I contact to schedule refueling and resupply?”

      He tapped a few buttons on his Security console. “Done. You responsible for loading supplies, or can hire loaders, but you do that privately.”

      He handed back my data crystal. “May your visit be profitable and enjoyable,” he said, facetiously, waving me through.
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      From the outside, the Station looked like two wheels with spokes connected to the circular hub. The hub was zero-gee, or as close as you can get. Gravity increased the more outbound you went from the hub—the outermost areas were generally two-gravities. One wheel was for methane and other exotic atmospheres, and one was for oxygen-breathers. The majority of the Galactic races breathed oxygen.

      About halfway up the spoke, a female Drako was looking for a place to pin the language translator to my clothes.

      “Don’t need one,” I said, waving her off.

      “Required,” she said. “Station Security can track you, should some accident befall you.” She said that as if hoping I’d have an accident.

      I relented, only because I didn’t want to draw too much attention to myself or my business. Drakos, as a race, tend to be efficient and overly officious.

      At the top of the spoke, my ears were assaulted by the music of trade—the hawkers, the merchants dickering, and the conversations of primarily happy customers. Although this was the main level used by merchants, it was also the prime hunting ground for pickpockets, thieves, gamblers, and swindlers.

      Being familiar with the Station, I made my way through the crowd to the Tumblin’ Dice.” I needed something alcoholic and to partake of some…diversions.

      Upon entering the dimly lit casino, I found a table in a darkened corner and watched fortunes change hands. I was not opposed to gambling, but the House always has the advantage in these establishments.

      “Something?” a shapely blue-fur asked—I thought it was female, but you can never be certain with some aliens. I was unfamiliar with her race. I thought she was cute. She was striped blue—with dark and light stripes—feline features, yellow eyes, and pointed ears, complete with a tail that flicked about, seemingly with a mind of its own.

      “Do you have any whiskey?”

      She looked at me with a slight frown. “What is whiskey?”

      “Ethanol, brown in color.”

      “Ah, yes. S‘cuse, please, I am new,” she said with a slight bending of the knees and a giggle. Her trilling speech sounded as if she were purring while speaking, which would be fitting for her species.

      I had to admit, she was a head-turner, even if she was blue.

      It wasn’t long before she returned with something looking like whiskey. I inserted my identi-card into her handheld scanner, which debited my account, and she moved on to other customers.

      Before I took a drink, I scanned it with my hand-held scanner for drugs or poisons. It came up clean. I took a small sip and felt the burn all the way down. It was just what the doctor ordered.

      When I ordered a second drink, another blue-fur—I didn’t know if it was the same race as the waitress—came to my table.

      “Chair taken?” he asked. The deep voice made me think it was a male.

      “Help yourself.”

      “Much thanks, pink-skin,” he said. “Hoo man?”

      I should have been offended, but with so few humans roaming the galaxy, I decided we were a curiosity.

      “Yes, I’m human.” He set a data crystal in front of me. “What’s this?”

      “Contract,” he whispered.

      “I haven’t agreed to anything,” I said, hedging.

      “Understood. I am messenger only,” Blue-fur said, looking around. “Contact information on crystal.”

      I spirited it away into my pouch. When I looked up, Blue-fur was gone.

      I remained at the table for a while. I finished my drink, watched some scantily clad dancers on the small stage close to my table, and decided on another drink. Once I finished that, I left the casino to return to my ship.

      On the way, on one of the ramps, I saw a tall, thin, rat-faced creature with human-length arms slapping around a small, blue-furred creature—a female, I think. She was cowering, trying to make herself small. She tried to wipe blood—which was also blue—from the corner of her mouth.

      “Hey, you!” I yelled, “Don’t do that here. Security will arrest you.”

      “Mind own business, you— the translator cut out. He must’ve said something beyond the translator’s ability. “You will get hurt if you do not.”

      When he turned to face me, I noticed the rat-like features were more than just his face: somewhat large, rounded ears, hairy arms and legs, claws, a bald tail, and a height of nearly six feet. I tried to reach the blue-fur by pushing past the rat-oid.

      He pulled a laser knife and swung it towards my stomach. I pulled my stomach out of the reach of the six-inch beam and grabbed the paw holding the knife. With some minor struggling, I got him in an arm lock, tripped him, and had him face down on the deck.

      My actions seemed slow and sluggish. I think the alcohol was affecting me more than I thought. We were on the half-gravity level, but still.

      It was then that Security showed up.

      “What goes on here?” the security person yelled. “Let him up!”

      “He was assaulting that blue-furred creature,” I said as I released my hold and got to my feet, brushing myself off.

      The security person grabbed the Rat-oid before he could scurry away.

      “This…thing was interfering with me and my property,” Rat-oid said.

      Another security person showed up and helped blue-fur to her feet.

      “Are you injured?” the security person asked her. “Do you require medical assistance?”

      “N-n-no,” she whimpered. Her thick tail was flicking nervously.

      “Is what the…hoo man says true?” the security person asked her.

      “Yes,” she said.

      “Congratulations, hoo man,” the security person said, turning to me. “You have managed to come close to death shortly after arriving. How long you be here? Two, maybe three hours?”

      I was dumbstruck. “That Rat-bastard pulled a knife on me,” I said finally.

      “He can use whatever means necessary to protect his property,” the first security person said. “You are lucky he did not kill you. He could have, with nothing happening to him legally for doing so.” He turned and talked to Rat-bastard at length.

      “I suggest you go sleep off your intoxication,” the second security person said to me. “If R’Flez Ah wishes to press charges, we know where to find you. We will try to discourage this, but if he insists⁠—”

      I was shoved unceremoniously in the general direction of my ship’s berth, where I was heading before the altercation.

      “I was just trying to help someone in need,” I said over my shoulder.

      “Keep your good intentions to yourself,” the second security person shouted to my back.
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      “Lan Ru, lock the ship,” I said as I entered my ship. I was having a bit of trouble navigating in zero-gee. Add to that, I was pissed off when I was told to “sleep it off.”

      “Captain, you seem…out of sorts,” Lan Ru, the ship’s AI, mentioned. “Are you alright?”

      “I don’t know. I’ve never had trouble moving in zero-gee, and definitely not in half-gee.” I ended up relating the entire altercation to Lan Ru.

      “Have you been partaking of ethanol?” the ship asked.

      “Some,” I nodded.

      “Go to the infirmary,” the ship said. “I need to perform an in-depth scan.”

      I moved to the infirmary area and lay down on the diagnostic bed.

      “Please, remove your shirt,” Lan Ru said after a few minutes.

      I complied and lay back down.

      “Captain,” the AI said after a few more minutes. “I have completed my scan. Your blood alcohol is up, but not by enough to cause you issues moving in low-gee. However, something on your shirt is interfering with your brain function.”

      “The only thing that changed since I entered the Station was the language translator they attached,” I said, looking at my shirt. “They said it was required.”

      “I recommend you place it in a shielded area when aboard and only wear it while in the Station. And limit your time in the Station,” the AI said. “They seem to be concerned with telepaths, or they intentionally want you to be unable to think clearly, possibly to gain an advantage over you. The translating device is scrambling signals from your brain. The more you wear it, the worse the effects will be.”

      I grabbed the shirt and put it into the weapons locker when I got to my feet. It had significant shielding. Passing through my quarters, I grabbed another shirt and put it on before plugging the data crystal into the data port at my desk.

      “I really don’t have the patience for these asshats and their games,” I growled to no one and began scanning the documents on the data crystal.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The following day, Station time, was spent searching for foodstuffs to resupply my ship. The Station would handle water replenishment and fuel for the attitude jets, which would be paid for before I left the system. As I wandered the Station’s main concourse, I looked at several types of trinkets and non-essentials. If I were being watched, which I knew was likely, I would try to appear to be a tourist.

      I spent the afternoon supervising the loading of the meager cargo hold for the food. I ensured that the ship’s AI had sealed most of the Sho Lan Ru to deter any sightseers while loading occurred. I stood on the dock with my headset tied to the ship wirelessly.

      The sellers would deposit their goods on the dock. I would read the labels—with the monocle—and the ship would scan them, stacking them in the hold via an articulating arm with heavy forks. If I needed to, I could speak to the AI through the microphone, and the ship could reply through the earpiece. It all plugged into my data port at the base of my skull.

      Everything needed to be scanned. I didn’t want any contraband or explosives. Explosions in the hold while in hyperspace could ruin your day, not to mention trying to dock at the next port-of-call.

      After everything was loaded and the hold secured. I studied the projected star map.

      “Lan Ru, plot a course for HD 114729.”

      “Acknowledged,” the AI replied. “Departure?”

      “Twenty-four to forty-eight hours. I have a few things to attend to before we leave. Calculate the course and file the flight plan. Allow the Station to top off water and fuel.”

      “Acknowledged,” the AI replied.
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      I spent half of my last day in Proxima Station securing a case of whiskey from the Tumblin’ Dice, as they were the only establishment that had anything resembling whiskey. Of course, I had to have a few samples before I left, carrying the case of alcohol.

      I stopped at the last Security checkpoint.

      “I’m leaving soon,” I said to the Drako. I couldn’t tell if he was the same one who had confiscated my pistol.

      “Oh? And when will you depart?” it asked.

      “As soon as I have clearance from the Station. I would appreciate removing the translator and returning my weapon.”

      He placed a device against the translator, and it buzzed. When he put the device away, the translator was gone. He then handed me my pistol and holster.

      “Not sorry to see you leave,” he growled. “Do not hurry back, human scum.”

      “And you have been just a little ray of sunshine yourself,” I said with a smirk and continued to the Sho Lan Ru.

      “Do we have clearance to leave?” I asked once I was back inside my ship.

      “We have tentative clearance,” the AI responded.

      “What the hell is ‘tentative clearance’?”

      “It is a protocol for high traffic conditions,” the AI said. “Currently, we are set to leave the system in thirty-seven hours. That time may be shortened or extended as the Station needs.”

      “Start a countdown timer,” I said as I draped myself over the command chair. I was sideways with one leg over the armrest. I was nursing a zero-gee bag of whiskey. After a few draws on the one-way straw, I realized that zero-gee containers aren’t for whiskey; the plastic taste ruined the experience.
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      “Departure countdown paused at 23 hours,” the AI said.

      “Now what?” I snapped. I was three sheets to the wind and was halfway through the fortieth rendition of Show Me the Way to Go Home.

      “What’s the problem?” I slurred.

      “Chief of Station Security requests Captain Daze to meet with him on the dock,” the AI said.

      I had already put on my flight suit, as per regulations, but the helmet was not yet activated. “Better get me a fly-rite,” I said after much cursing about wasted whiskey.

      I got to my feet and staggered to the infirmary. A fly-rite pill was waiting for me, and I took it. I could feel the pill’s effect on the alcohol content in my blood. I was almost entirely sober when I reached the hatch. Opening the hatch, I stepped out onto the dock.

      A couple of large Drakos were waiting with the rat-oid R’Flez Ah, or it looked like him, and his “property.”

      “Greetings, Captain Daze,” the Security Chief said. “I have to ask…what you call a favor…of you. R’Flez Ah has been suspected of attempting to defraud a casino. Since we have no proof, we cannot space him, as our law prescribes. He is to leave the Station on the first outgoing ship and never return. The first ship out is yours.”

      I stood there glaring at everyone. “And what am I supposed to do with him? He did try to kill me.”

      “We are aware, Captain,” the Security Chief said. “Once he is out of Proxima space, his fate is no longer our concern. By agreeing to my…favor…you will be rewarded on your next visit.”

      After thinking about it, I stood aside. “There are two cabins aft of this hatch,” I said to the Security Chief, “one each on port and starboard. Put them in them, one to a cabin.”

      “Lan Ru,” I said to the AI, “we have two, umm, guests. Lock them in their cabins and render them unconscious until I rescind the order.”

      I waited on the dock for the Security people to exit. The Security Chief bowed to me once the prisoners were secured.

      “Your assistance in this matter is appreciated, Captain,” he said and turned to leave the dock.

      I went into my ship and sat at the Pilot’s console.

      “Cleared for departure,” the AI said, and I scrambled to activate my helmet and get strapped in.

      No sooner was I secured in my chair than the ship moved slowly away from the dock.

      “Did we get the most recent contracts from the Guild?”

      “Yes, we did,” the AI replied.

      “Move them to my personal partition space. Engage the gravity generator, half standard gee. When we’re cleared to jump, make for the Black Star. Best possible speed.”

      “Acknowledged, Captain,” the AI said.

      I took the jumper cable and plugged myself into the computer via my data port.
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      I was deep inside my personal partition, connected to the computer through a jumper cable plugged into the back of my skull, when the AI interrupted me.

      “Excuse me, Captain,” the AI said. “Black Star off the starboard bow at twenty thousand kilometers.”

      Reluctantly, I pulled my inner awareness out of the partition and back to me, sitting in the command seat.

      “Already? Very well. Initiate docking procedures. Status of our…‘guests’?”

      “Both are still unconscious,” the AI said.

      As I watched, we closed in on the Black Star. The frigate’s hangar bay opened when we were close aboard. There were several clangs on the hull as the Sho Lan Ru settled onto the deck and was secured. I began locking the controls.

      “Wake our passengers and transfer all supplies and information to the Black Star,” I said as I got up to fetch our “guests.” As I passed the weapons locker, I buckled on my phased plasma pistol.

      By the time I reached the hatches of the secured staterooms, the AI informed me they were groggy but awake.

      “Unsecure the hatches. If I lose control of them during the transfer, burn them down.”

      “Acknowledged,” the AI responded. I heard the ship’s defensive weapons lock into place.

      I plugged in my headset so the AI could interpret their languages, should they choose to speak. I wanted to avoid being ignorant of any communication between them that might lead to a break for freedom or to my being attacked.
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      Transferring our “guests” from the Sho Lan Ru to the Black Star brig was uneventful. Both knew I was in control of the situation, and they had no hope of escape. Both walked without speaking.

      “You not hear my side?” R’Flez Ah asked once the forcefield went up, confining him in his cell.

      “Not particularly.” The AI translated my words into the chitterings R’Flez Ah used for communication. “Star, quiet mode.”

      “Acknowledged,” the AI confirmed, cutting off anything further from the rat-oid.

      “Inside,” I said to the blue-fur, pushing, thinking it was a her, slightly to indicate what I wanted. She walked in, and the forcefield went up.

      “To avoid injury, stay away from the forcefield,” I said to both, assuming the AI translated for me through the cell speakers. Once we were underway, I may wish to interrogate them, but not now. I needed a shower.

      “Status?” I asked the air as I walked to my quarters.

      “Course laid in,” the AI responded. “Target, HD 114729. Ready to proceed.”

      “Transit time?”

      “Six weeks, ship’s time,” the AI answered.

      “Best speed. Also, search all Guild records for R’Flez Ah or any others of his kind. He may be using an alias. Do a comparative DNA analysis on any found records.”

      I felt the ship start to move.

      “Acknowledged,” the AI said.
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      My shower was long, hot, and relaxing. I liked taking the Sho Lan Ru; she was an elegant, responsive little ship, but the shower facilities were cramped, and water use was minimal unless I wanted to recover water from nearby asteroids or comets.

      Aboard the Black Star, water was used as radiation shielding. My ship, like most, was surrounded by compartmentalized water chambers. These chambers could be opened, closed, or cross-connected to allow the water level to change in response to usage. Waste was collected, the water evaporated, and the treated water was pumped back into the holding chambers. Any remaining solid waste was used in the fusion reactors, of which the Black Star had several.

      Gravity generators and defensive shields were notoriously known to suck a lot of power. Point Defense weapons were another power hog. They were coil guns that enabled the Black Star to defend against missiles and breaching craft, which pirates and some militaries often used. The two main guns fired high-energy plasma and were capable of opening huge gashes in larger ships as they burned through anything unshielded.

      Was the Black Star a warship? No, it was privately owned and too small to be of any notice to larger fleets. However, pirates and slavers would think differently if they chose to attack. Space stations would think it was a warship, but most could easily defend against a ship of her size. But its presence would make them nervous.
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      After my shower, I was dried and dressed in the standard shipboard coverall. I donned the headset.

      “The blue creature is asking to see you, Captain,” the AI said.

      “Have you determined what their nutritional needs are?”

      “I have, Captain, and I have fed them,” the AI said. “The rat-oid, as you call it, has been lodging his complaints by throwing his food everywhere.”

      “He’ll quit that when he gets hungry enough.” I poured myself a glass of whiskey and took it with me to the Brig.
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      When I entered the brig, the rat-oid was carrying on, waving his arms, and, presumably, yelling, trying to get my attention. Thankfully, I heard nothing as his sound was turned off. I had the AI turn on sound for the blue-fur’s cell.

      “Do you feel like talking?” I asked the blue-fur as I unfolded a chair and sat.

      “I talk,” the blue-fur said, nodding vigorously in a soprano voice. Her smiling face reminded me of pictures I’d seen, in my youth, of a three-toed Sloth.

      “Can you tell me your name?”

      “I E-E-Eashna,” the blue-fur said.

      “Okay, E-E-E-Eashna—” she interrupted me by shaking her head. She used her hands to indicate a shorter version of her name.

      “Eashna?” She responded with a nod. “Okay, Eashna, what is your species called? For example, my species is human.”

      “I E-E-Eashna,” the blue-fur said.

      Now, I was confused. “Is Eashna your name or your species?”

      “Yes,” Eashna said.

      I thought for a bit. “If fifty of your kind were here, what would they be called as a group?”

      “E-E-Eashna,” she repeated.

      I decided to let that part go for now, thinking there might have been a miscommunication somewhere. “Where are your kind from? What planet or Star system?”

      She shrugged her shoulders in a very human way, smiled, and shook her head.

      “You don’t know?”

      “Not know,” she repeated.

      “Star, ask rat-oid where she’s from and what her species is,” I said to the AI. For many years, I’d always referred to the AI of any ship by a shortened name of the vessel I happened to be in. Since I was in the Black Star, I named the AI for it 'Star' even though it was the same AI as the one in the Sho Lan Ru, just copies of itself.

      “Acknowledged,” Star said. “He says she is female, and her name and species are the same, Eashna. He has no idea where she originally came from. He purchased her from a slaver some time ago.

      “Regarding R’Flez Ah, it is his real name, and he has a small active contract for his elimination.”

      “Did the contract say what he did?”

      “Yes, he committed theft—a large sum of Galactic Union credits stolen from a Galactic Banking Consortium board member. Part of the bounty is the stolen credits.”

      “What do they need as proof?”

      “His head,” the AI said.

      “So, if we ship him in a stasis box⁠—”

      “No, sir. They want his head and only his head,” Star said.

      That would make things simpler.
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      After two hours of questioning, I hadn’t made any further progress with Eashna’s background than I had in the first ten minutes.

      “Star, have you sampled Eashna’s DNA?” I was sitting at my desk in my office. The whiskey seemed to be working its magic.

      “Yes, Captain, I have,” the AI responded.

      “What is the risk of letting her roam the ship?”

      “From what we know,” the AI said, “the risk appears minimal. I can ensure she cannot do anything to change, harm, or disrupt the ship's normal operations. The only other risk is to you, Captain.”

      “I know,” I responded. “I’ve been thinking the same thing. I should leave Eashna where she is, but it seems unduly cruel to me.”
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      “Eashna, what would you do if I let you out?”

      “You are Captain,” Eashna whispered and shrugged. “I do what Captain say.”

      “Would you let R’Flez Ah out of his cell?”

      “No, he bad,” Eashna said, shaking her head. “I be good E-E-Eashna. Good E-E-Eashna for Captain,” Eashna purred.

      “Star, open Eashna’s cell.”

      The force field that held Eashna in her cell turned off. She came out tentatively. When she got close, she reached up and took my hand. Eashna’s hand felt warm in mine, and I felt her squeeze it lightly.

      “Have you eaten today?” I asked Eashna when we entered the mess area closest to my quarters. I led her to a chair at my usual table, and she climbed into it and made herself comfortable.

      “No, no eat today,” Eashna said.

      “Star, two servings, if you please,” I said to the air and walked to the dispenser. Two plastic trays, piping hot, were in the dispenser’s pick-up chute. I placed one in front of Eashna and sat opposite her.

      I peeled back the plastic wrap covering the tray's top and took out my eating utensils. Eashna observed me and attempted to copy my actions. She became frustrated with the top wrapping. The steam wafted up from my tray.

      “Look, Eashna,” I said patiently. “This little tab of the top wrapping is for pulling the wrapping back.”

      She seemed to understand and carefully unwrapped the top. She then looked to me to demonstrate the utensils.

      “This is a fork,” I said, holding up the plastic fork. “You hold it this way,” and demonstrated how humans hold a fork, “and then, you eat.” I scooped some of the thick paste onto the fork and put it in my mouth. “Yum.”

      Eashna copied everything I did, including the “Yum.”

      “Star, I’m assuming my food is safe for Eashna?” I asked, concerned.

      “Yes, Captain,” the AI answered. “She and I had this conversation. When you ordered, I ensured Eashna’s was safe for her.”

      “Can you put an ‘E’ on Eashna’s food tray from now on?”

      The AI acknowledged my order.

      “What call you?” Eashna whispered. She was looking down, trying to manipulate the fork when she asked.

      “My name is Captain Henry Dazenhaus, but most people call me Hap.”

      “Captain…Hap?” Eashna asked softly.

      “Sure,” I smiled, “that’ll work aboard ship. If we’re not in the ship, call me Captain Daze.”

      “Cap Daze?” Eashna asked.

      I chuckled. “Sure, that’ll work.”

      “What you?” Eashna asked.

      “Like I said before, I’m human, from a planet called Earth.”

      “From…dirt?” Eashna asked.

      I laughed. “Humans call our home planet Earth, or Terra. There aren’t many humans out in the galaxy, so don’t worry about it.”

      “How you here?” Eashna asked.

      “You’re just full of questions, aren’t you? You eat, and I’ll tell you, but you must eat.

      “A long time ago, I was a happy-go-lucky teenager from a planet we called Earth. I was fourteen when I was abducted, abducted by Zeta Reticulians. We called them ‘Greys’. Who knew the small ones were cyborgs, a merger of mechanical and biological?

      “Anyway, they kept me for a few years, medical experiments, tissue samples, that sort of thing. They taught me ship handling and programming the shipboard AI to test me.

      “Then they sold me to some Insectoids. More medical procedures and tests. They gave me this,” I turned my head and showed Eashna my data port at the base of my skull. Her eyes got big, and it was apparent that I had her rapt attention.

      “After many years of being bought and sold, I was purchased by an old member of the Galactic Assassin’s Guild. He taught me all he knew of other races and how to…eliminate them. The Black Star was his ship, as well as the Sho Lan Ru. I know every system on both ships, mainly because I repaired and upgraded them. When he died, he emancipated me—freed me, and I inherited his possessions.”

      When I looked at Eashna, she had finished eating and was dozing in her chair, her head resting on her crossed arms on the table.

      “Star, is Eashna’s cabin close by?”

      “Yes, Captain,” the AI responded quietly. “Hers is the cabin next to yours. It is already prepared.”

      I picked up Eashna. For someone so small, she certainly was heavy. I carried her to her cabin and covered her while she slept on the bed. I quietly closed her door and stepped into the passageway. I went to my cabin and got into bed.

      “Star, sleep mode, entire ship.” The lights dimmed dramatically. They never went completely off.
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      When you sleep in a ship in space, you hear groans and pops as the metal surrounding you responds to temperature changes. After a while, you stop hearing it at all. But the slightest noise that isn’t familiar will bring you to full wakefulness.

      When I heard a soft mewling noise, my eyes popped open, and I got out of bed to see what the noise was. When I opened my door, I saw Eashna curled into a ball on the deck, and she appeared to be crying.

      “Eashna,” I said gently, kneeling, “are you okay?”

      She shook her head and looked at me. Her big brown eyes had the biggest tears I’d ever seen.

      “E-E-Eashna cold, scared,” Eashna said. “Strange noise. Lonely.”

      Humans are a strange lot. A cuddly ball of fur and big eyes will affect their emotions. Human males are affected by female tears. How could I resist when both are in the same creature?

      “I know,” I whispered. “Strange places affect me, too. Come on. Just for tonight, you can sleep on my bed.”

      I stood and went back to bed. Eashna followed me, jumped on my bed, and cuddled up.

      “Better?”

      She nodded. “Sorry, Captain. E-E-Eashna din’t want wake you,” she said softly.

      I swear she started to purr.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      When I awoke, Eashna had an arm draped over my belly, and her head was on my arm. Her purring was very soothing; consequently, I slept quite well and was refreshed when I awoke.

      “Eashna,” I said softly, “time to get up.”

      She stretched, and her actions appeared to me to be quite feline.

      I got up, jumped into the shower, and then dressed. When I entered my berthing area, Eashna was gone, so I went to the mess area.

      Eashna was eating and had a tray waiting for me. I sat and started to eat.

      “Did you sleep well, Eashna?”

      “Yes, Captain Hap,” Eashna said. “Sleep nice.” She grinned at me.

      “Star, how’s the prisoner?”

      “He is most unhappy, Captain,” the AI answered.

      “Good. Anything to report?”

      “Ship operations are nominal,” the AI responded. “We are on course and on schedule.”

      “Can you come up with a ship’s uniform for Eashna?” I asked Star. “Also, the shipboard routine will be modified to allow two hours of workout time in one gee.”

      “Where will you be working out?” Star asked.

      “Forward hangar bay,” I answered. “After eating, I need a wheeled cart with a stasis box just outside the Brig. Also, can you give Eashna headphones to help with learning? I would like you to help her with her vocabulary.”

      While I was giving orders, I watched Eashna handle her fork. She was improving quickly.

      “What is vo’cab’ary?” Eashna asked.

      “Vo-cab-u-lary,” I repeated slowly. “I want the ship to help you learn more words. It would make it easier to talk to you.”

      She screwed up her nose and then said resignedly, “E-E-Eashna learn if Captain Hap wants.”

      “Also, teach her to use the facilities in her room. She needs a shower before she dresses. Keep her busy while I’m dealing with rat-oid.” With that, I left for the Brig.
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      I walked into the Brig, pushing a wheeled cart with the stasis box.

      “Star, display the contract to R’Flez Ah to read.”

      Part of the forcefield turned opaque, and I could see the document displayed. R’Flez Ah looked at it.

      “You make paper say anything,” the AI interpreted his chittering.

      “Did you read it?” I asked, pacing in front of the forcefield.

      “No need,” he said.

      “According to the document, you stole⁠—”

      “I steal nothing!” R’Flez Ah interrupted.

      “You stole a large number of credits from the wrong people. You may as well tell me where it is. You didn’t have it on you when Proxima Station Security detained you. And you haven’t had a chance to hide it here. So where is it?”

      “I steal nothing!” R’Flez Ah vehemently insisted.

      “Star, did you perform a detailed scan of R’Flez Ah when he was brought aboard?” I asked.

      “Yes, Captain,” the AI replied. “Nothing was abnormal.”

      “So, he didn’t swallow the credits?”

      “No, Captain.”

      “Does Eashna have them?” I asked R’Flez Ah.

      “I steal nothing!” R’Flez Ah repeated.

      “Star, did you perform a detailed scan of Eashna when she was brought aboard?”

      “Yes, Captain,” the AI replied. “Nothing was abnormal.”

      “So, she didn’t swallow the credits?”

      “No, Captain.”

      “R’Flez Ah, you’re going to die anyway. Why don’t you tell me?” I walked over to the atmosphere controls for R’Flez Ah’s cell and reduced the oxygen level.

      “I say nothing,” R’Flez Ah said. “I steal nothing.”

      “I reduced your oxygen level, so breathing should become difficult shortly. There will be a point of no return. Tell me what I want to know, and I’ll restore your oxygen.”

      R’Flez Ah stood stoically, refusing any further conversation. So, I waited.
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      For the next three hours, I watched R’Flez Ah labor to breathe. I reduced his oxygen supply more every hour. Finally, he suffocated. He never said another word.

      “Open R’Flez Ah’s cell, Star,” I said once he had expired.

      I entered his cell and, with a laser knife, cut off his head and put it in the stasis box.

      “Star, put his body in the disposal unit,” I said as I wheeled the stasis box and the cart out of the brig area. I stored the stasis box in the Sho Lan Ru cargo hold.

      “Star, fill out whatever paperwork is needed to claim the bounty and ship R’Flez Ah’s head. When we arrive at our destination, I’ll have it delivered.”
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      I was entering the forward hangar bay to start my workout.

      “Star, increase gravity to one Earth gee,” I said as I warmed up.

      I could feel the gravity gradually increase. That was when Eashna came into the space.

      “Doing?” she asked.

      “Getting ready to run some laps. You’re welcome to join me if you wish.” Then, I noticed she wore a coverall with a hole cut for her tail. I looked over the fit of the coveralls and noticed her fur was only poking out around the collar.

      Eashna shook her head. “Too heavy. Eat soon?”

      “Are you hungry? If so, then go eat. I want to run a few laps first.”

      “E-E-Eashna wait,” she said.

      “Suit yourself,” I said as I started jogging around the circumference of the hangar bay.
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      A few hours later, I walked onto the mess deck, freshly showered and in clean coveralls. Eashna served the meals.

      “Eashna, did you make my bed and clean my room?” I asked as I ate.

      “Yes, E-E-Eashna clean you cabin, my cabin, and this,” she said with a grin, indicating the mess area.

      “Eashna showered and cleaned while I helped her understand how you want it done,” Star said.

      “Any issues?”

      “None, Captain,” Star said. “I had to give some detailed instructions, but no issues.”

      “Good job, Eashna!” I said excitedly, which made her sit a little straighter and perk up. I could tell she liked the praise.

      “E-E-Eashna like help Captain Hap,” she said.

      I could see that she was still having a little trouble with her cutlery, but she was improving faster than I expected.
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