     The Astrid translated out of hyperspace into an uncharted star system.  Captain Shiro Takahashi and his crew had come to the system to harvest hydrogen from the gas giant their mass spectrometers told them had to be there.  Fuel was running low, and there wouldn’t be many other systems they’d be able to check.

     “The planet is orbiting at nine AUs as expected,” Brenna Kincaid said from her position at the helm.  “Size is two point five Jupiters.  Chemical make-up similar.”  She turned and faced the captain at his control console near the back of the bridge.  “Should be an easy refueling.”

     Captain Takahashi nodded, stroking his thin mustache.  “Good.  You know the procedures.”  He turned to Quent Regget at the communications console.  “Quent, send by ansible to Earth that we’re refueling and preparing to proceed to Beta Ceti.  Expect to leave system within forty hours.”

     Quent nodded.  There was little formality aboard the Astrid.  They’d spent more than two years together and discipline had become lax.  Everyone knew their job, and everyone did their job.

     The refueling went as expected.  The ship passed through the upper reaches of the gas giant’s atmosphere, drawing hydrogen into its massive fuel tanks; breaking orbit thirty-three hours after fueling had started.

     “Fueling complete,” First Officer Inessa Alexandrova said from her chair beside Captain Takahashi.

     “Good.  Prepare to translate back to hyperspace.”

     Brenna Kincaid nodded her understanding from her seat at the helm before she turned and began the necessary calculations to return the ship to hyperspace.  She was just about to verify the AI’s calculations when she noticed an anomalous gravitational signature approaching them.  She called up a visual display of the object to her console and froze in place, only her hands trembling.  “Captain Takahashi,” she finally managed to say.  “There’s a ship approaching at roughly .2C.”

     The bridge grew silent.  “We don’t have any ships out here,” the captain said unnecessarily.”

     “It’s not one of ours,” Brenna said.  The bridge remained silent while she called up a display on everyone’s console.  The unidentified ship wasn’t much more than a large cylinder with several protuberances which Captain Takahashi could only guess at the significance of.

     “It’s an alien ship,” Quent finally said.

     No one answered until the captain began to snap his fingers in Quent’s direction.  After five snaps, he got his voice back.  “Quent, send the greeting.”

     Quent nodded as he tried to direct the AI to do something none of them had ever thought they’d do.  “No response, sir.”

     “Are you sure?”

     “I’m scanning all frequencies.”

     “Captain,” Inessa shouted.  “I’ve got an energy surge headed towards us.”

     “What kind of energy?”

     “It’s…it looks like a deuterium plasma at an energy level of two million kilojoules.”

     “Brenna, take evasive action.”

     The helmsperson did everything she could to avoid the energy blast.  As it passed, it became obvious that the aliens had intended to miss them.  The blast passed more than two hundred kilometers from their original position, which wasn’t much different than their current position.

     “Sir, I’ve got something,” Quent shouted.  “They’re broadcasting X-rays.  I even have visual.”

     The captain took a deep breath.  “Let’s see it.”

     The image of an alien flashed onto their screens.  The creature had a brown bulbous body that was nearly circular except for a slight protrusion at the top of the body.  There were what looked like sensory organs of some kind mounted on the bulge.  The creature also had six multi-jointed limbs protruding from its body.  The torso rested on three of the limbs, which formed a tripod beneath the creature.  It was covered in shimmering scales that seemed to not touch the body.  It might have been clothing.

     “Can you make out anything they’re saying?”  Inessa asked.

     Quent shook his head.  “The AI’s working on it.”

     “Send our greeting back to them,” the captain said.  “Hopefully they won’t fire at us again.”

     After thirty seconds more of sending messages at each other, the translator aboard the Astrid began to sort out the words of the aliens.  “Unknown/ Aggressive/ Violent ship, you are violating/ intruding upon/ stealing the territory/ realm/ property of the Lemec.  What are your intentions/ aggressions/ actions?”  The brown shading of the creature seemed to be changing as it spoke.

     Captain Takahashi shook his head and looked at Quent.  “Is this the best the AI can do?”

     Quent shrugged.

     “Is this the way the creatures speak, or is it a flaw in the translation programs?”

     “I don’t know, sir.  This is the first alien we’ve ever tried to communicate with.”

     The captain glared at his communications officer.  “Get on the ansible and update Earth.  I want communication at my control.”

     “Yes, sir,” Quent responded crisply.  The bridge of the Astrid had taken on a level of formality it had never known before.

     “Alien ship, we had no idea we were in your space.  We have not had contact with any other species.  We are not aggressive.”

     There was a five-second delay before the alien responded.  “This is not/ is Lemec space.”

     The captain looked around the bridge, but no one understood the alien’s message any better than he did.

     “You have attacked/ stolen/ raped the Vintho.”

     “I’m sorry, but we are having trouble understanding you.  We may be having trouble with our translator.  What are Vintho?”

     “The Vintho are in/ on/ of the planet.”

     “Lifeforms?”  Inessa said from behind him.  She began a scan of the planet.  After twenty seconds, she shook her head and looked at Captain Takahashi.  “Sir, there seems to be an organization in some of the hydrogen and helium in the planet.  It’s possible there are lifeforms down there.”

     Captain Takahashi sat back in his chair and shook his head.  “And we just scooped them up for fuel.”

     Inessa nodded.

     The captain turned back to the alien.  “Are you Lemec, or is your species Lemec?”

     “We are Lemec.  I am Birnea.  We are the protectors/ saviors/ guardians of the Vintho and others/ many/ all (?).”  The creature’s skin darkened.

     Captain Takahashi began to rub his temples.  “This is beginning to give me a headache.”

     “You are new/ different/ dangerous to us.  We wish to know/ find/ absorb more about you.”

     “We would like to know more about you, as well.”

     “Your ship is capable of hyperspace/ trans-dimensional space/ (untranslatable)?”

     The captain shrugged.  “Yes.”

     “Will you return to our homeworld with us?”

     “A straight translation.”  Inessa said.  “That worries me.”

