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Captain Alana Black shook her
head. All the years of training she undertook while in the Peace
Keepers may be of use dodging space craft once she lifted from the
planet, but at the moment that training was useless. What she
needed was patience and time to complete the resettlement of the
local aliens to a new stable cavern away from their current home,
now an active volcano. After that, she was free to collect her
missing passenger and android and set a course for the Peace Keeper
base.

While she understood the events
that led her to this beautiful unmapped planet somewhere near the
Cepheus system, she wracked her mind for the best action to take to
get back to her normal lifestyle of delivering small volume, high
value goods to the outer fringes of the human colonies as cover for
her intelligence gathering for the Peace Keepers.

She ignored the small black
box, a basic environment machine, slowly crossing the floor,
vacuuming dirt or other particles that could cause problems in
freefall. She also ignored the readouts on the control panel in
front of her, knowing her artificial intelligence program, Ship,
would advise her if anything needed attention. She even momentarily
ignored the fact she was transporting the old and weak locals to
their new location further down the coast.

Instead, she watched the main
bridge monitor displaying the healthy aliens swimming alongside
S.S. Escape while she tried to work on a viable plan
to alert the Peace Keepers to her two human passengers need for
protection, without broadcasting who they were. It would be unwise
to draw attention to the whereabouts of the grandchildren of the
current President before they were safely returned to Earth.
Especially if the kidnappers were as powerful as Byrne implied
before he disappeared.

Her mind drifted back to the
local aliens. She could do nothing until the locals were relocated.
What was surprising was their trust in her and her space ship. If
she was honest, she needed to help the locals, so that when the
illegal human mining on the planet was shut down, she could still
trade with them. It made business sense to establish that trust
now, before the planet was flooded with more unsavoury humans.

And, the Altien fascinated her.
Not that she would admit that to anyone else. Those swimming
alongside Escape certainly looked alien, with their ear
flaps folded forward to protect their ear canals from the water
pressure. Even their ability to compress the sides of their nose to
form a small ridge, commencing between their large round eyes and
ending just above their open mouths, was impressive.

Having observed them change on
entering and exiting the water for the past few days, she was still
fascinated by how much they looked like humans out of the water,
but totally alien underwater while using their gills to breathe.
She studied the closest swimmer, watching as three dark slashes on
the near side of each chest, opened and closed as he swam.

Not only were the Altien both
air and water breathers, they were intelligent and resided in small
communities. That also showed their similarity to humans, and their
understanding that working together afforded more protection for
the group.

The door to the bridge slid
open, drawing her attention away from the Altien and back to her
current situation.

Karen Purdy, one of the two
grandchildren of the President, took two steps onto the bridge and
stopped. “I demand you find Harry now.”

Alana noticed Karen had not
changed her clothes since boarding, nor had she removed the dust
and grit she collected while fleeing from the earthquake. What had
kept her so busy she did not even change her dusty clothes?
Probably sulking because Alana ordered her on board when she wanted
to wait for her brother to return.

“As soon as I deliver the
locals to their new cavern, I will return for Harry.”

“They are capable of swimming
to their new site without our help. After all, they have gills.
It’s not like they can drown.”

“Captain, the volcano is
erupting,” Ship announced. “Karen, I am still monitoring Harry. Sam
advised he is healthy. They are walking south to the beach. We will
collect them as soon as we offload our Altien passengers.”

“The aliens are not our
responsibility. It is more important to return for Harry and get us
home.” Karen clenched her fists. “You do not understand.
Grandfather will have to order an attack on Cepheus Four. He will
not negotiate with terrorists.”

“What is wrong?” Jelena, one of
the local aliens, almost looked human with her ear flaps folded
back, and her nostrils opened. Alana was thankful Jelena took the
time to learn English from one of the humans dumped on the planet
by Pung Wi and his thugs. It made communication much easier than
struggling with hand signals.

Karen spun around to glare at
Jelena. “You need to remove your people from this ship, so I can
return and collect Harry.”

Jelena remained calm. She
ignored Karen and spoke to Alana. “My people are settled. Most
remained in the water, but three are studying your food preparation
room.”

“We call it a galley.” Alana
smiled. “I hope they are not pushing buttons.”

“No. I told them not to touch
anything.” Jelena moved closer to the monitor and studied the view
of her people in the water outside the space ship. “Ship, you need
to alter course. See, the lead swimmer moves away.”

“Thank you, Al Jelena.” Ship
altered course.

“I see it.” Jelena pointed
beyond the lead swimmer towards the left of the monitor.

As Escape continued
forward, the watery view through the opaque front windscreen
displayed a looming darkness ahead. Alana flicked the dial to raise
the transparency until the windscreen was clear enough to focus on
the details of the uprising rock. She saw a wide cave opening close
to the surface. They had reached the new Altien site.

“Well, finally.” Karen moved
closer to Jelena. “Come and translate while I activate the rear
hatch. Your people can swim the rest of the way.”

“Karen,” Alana warned. “Do not
rush them.”

“Excuse me, Captain. I just
detected chatter from a passing ship. It would be safer to remain
at this depth to avoid detection.” Ship turned Escape
towards the east, swinging the rear of the craft closer to the
rocky cliff. “I can hold here until they are offloaded, but I
suggest dimming all exterior lights.”

“Chatter? Directed towards this
planet?” Since Alana assumed no humans knew of the planet except
Pung Wi and his organisation, it was also a logical conclusion that
whoever was approaching the planet worked for Wi. She did not want
to be around when they got close enough to locate Escape.
She stood. “Monitor. Advise if it changes course.”

“Yes, Captain.”

“Jelena, let’s organise your
people.” Alana paused at the bridge door and looked at Karen, then
at the control panels spread across the front wall of the bridge.
“Ship, keep Karen here. And if she touches any of the controls gas
her.”

 


* * *

 


Alana was in the galley when
Ship updated her on the approaching space craft. “Captain, they
changed course and are now hailing us.”

“They located us already?”
Alana almost pushed the last of the three air breathing Altien out
of the galley.

The three Altien chatted and
pointed towards the speakers above the galley door. Alana let
Jelena explain who was talking, while she herded them towards the
rear of the craft.

“No, Captain, it is a general
broadcast. But they are hailing Escape.”

“Do not answer the hail. Also
try to identify the craft.”

“Yes, Captain. It is almost
morning. If they fly over this position, they will locate us.”

“Remain silent for now. It will
buy us time to offload the locals.” Alana followed Jelena and the
three locals to the sealed door in the corridor next to
engineering. “Jelena, you have to remove the locals and all their
equipment without me. I have to return to the bridge.”

“I will do this.” Jelena placed
her hand on the door control.

“Wait until the light turns
green before you enter. It will mean Ship has pumped the sea water
out of the corridor between here and your people.” Alana waited
until Jelena nodded before she explained further. “I will lock this
door behind you, so when you open the next, the water will only
fill the space where you stand. Once you remove all the equipment,
lock the outer hatch. And please unload quickly.”

“Yes, Al Alana, I will explain
a need for haste.”

The light finally turned green
and the door swung open. Jelena entered the next section of
corridor behind her three companions. Alana waited for the seal to
activate before she palmed the lock and hurried back to the
bridge.

When she walked through the
door, she located Karen sulking on the couch. Alana fully intended
to collect Harry before leaving the planet, but did not have the
time to explain to Karen, so she ignored Karen’s silent glare and
settled into her pilot’s chair. “Ship?”

“Captain, the craft identity is
an authentic Peace Keeper Bullet, registered number 576, and called
Fire Storm.”

“So, the PKs already know about
the planet.” Alana nodded to herself. “That means our star charts
are not the latest available.”

“Our star charts were the
latest available only three weeks ago.” Ship advised. “Now, this is
interesting.”

Even after all the years of
living with the artificial intelligence as her companion she was
still surprised when Ship used one of her own expressions. “What?”
Alana leant forward and rounded her shoulders, waiting for Ship to
answer. She realised what she was doing, so deliberately squared
her shoulders and pressed her spine into the backrest.

Before Ship could answer, Karen
spoke. “Now can we return to collect Harry before something else
happens to delay you?”

“Captain, the Fire Storm
artificial intelligence is contacting me directly, using a hidden
packet inside the hail.”

Alana realised Ship raised the
pitch of its artificial voice to portray surprise. “Ship, it is not
common knowledge, but Bullet AIs have the ability to think for
themselves, just like you do.”

“I am aware of that, Captain,
even though I am a later model. What is unusual, is the AI is
requesting me not to respond to the hail if I am located near the
planet.”

“Can you find out why without
responding to the hail?”

“Analysing.”

Alana waited

“Captain Black. Can we leave
now?” Karen stood. “We are running out of time.”

Alana spun her chair around to
look directly at Karen. “If you speak again, I will lock you in
your cabin. Is that understood?”

Karen pressed her lips together
and glared at Alana. Alana glared back. Finally, Karen settled back
onto the couch, but did not remove her glare. Alana continued to
outstare Karen, until Karen broke eye contact.

Alana turned back to the
control panels and waited for Ship to answer.

“Captain, I used an old dot and
dash code and sent it on a wide trajectory. That will not allow
them to pinpoint our position even if their AI alerts them to
receiving it.”

Alana realised she would know
soon enough if they tracked the origin of the signal, because they
would change direction to get close enough to opened fire.

“Received. The AI suggests its
humans are operating outside its Peace Keeper parameters, therefore
the AI concludes it is illegal.”

Alana thought over that
statement. “Ship, my thoughts. First question. If a PK Bullet is in
the vicinity, then why is the planet not already mapped? If the
planet is mapped, why has the updated map not been made available
to the public. Third question. How do they know we are here? We did
not know we would be here when we left Cepheus
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