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“Captain!”

Captain Alana
Black woke suddenly, still secure in her pilot chair. She looked
through the transparent window of her cocoon lid at the familiar
control panels along the front wall of the bridge of her space
ship, S. S. Escape. Even in the dim light of sleep
cycle, she could not locate any flashing lights on the main control
panels. She blinked before she returned her focus to the small
control panels inside her closed pilot chair. Every display
registered normal. The surrounding planets and traffic were slowly
growing larger as Escape hurtled towards Cygnus Port
Authority space station. “Ship?”

The bridge
lights slowly brightened before the artificial intelligence,
designated Ship, answered. “FTL engines are cooling. Commenced
braking sequence. Bridge pressure is normal. You may release your
restraints.”

“Thank you,
Ship.” Alana opened the cocoon lid, leaving her harness on. She
needed to use the refresher, but her stomach rumbled enough to
remind her to eat first. She retrieved a drink pack from the pocket
under the left armrest and sipped the juice while she studied the
readouts. “Any unusual activity in the area?”

“Normal
traffic close to the base, and nothing beyond the three moons.
Accessing data.”

Alana
waited.

“One Port
Authority vehicle changed course from C3, towards the moon
designated C2.”

Alana finished
the drink. She retrieved the food package and activated the heating
tab. “C2? Is that the closest moon?”

“Negative. It
is the second largest moon. It is also further from the Cygnus
Peace Keeper base and Port Authority space station than the other
two moons.”

“What is odd
about the change of course?”

“Captain,
there is no mining recorded on C2.”

Alana could
not see any danger in one Port Authority employee heading away from
the space station. He could be a maintenance worker for satellites
or other machinery. “Monitor. How long until we are
identified?”

“Should
already be identified but I will send the first message in three
minutes.”

Alana
swallowed a mouthful of bland tasting food. “Ship, make sure you
use the exact words, ‘Looking forward to having a drink with you,
Honest Tim and Gemma, after my visit to the base,’ in the message
to Ethan Birde.”

“Captain,
anyone can intercept that message. I could encrypt it.”

Ship sounded
worried. Alana wondered briefly how it managed to change the pitch
of its voice to achieve that. Still, it was programmed to learn and
grow, and she had listened to it long enough to be attuned to any
slight changes in sound and word choice. “I want everyone to hear
it.”

“I could
reword it for ease of understanding, such as placing the last
phrase first.”

“No. Exactly
as it is.” Alana relented. “It is a hidden message.”

Ship remained
silent for another minute. “Captain, I can not locate any hidden
message.”

“Ship, send
standard approach ID message. Then advise both the Port Authority
and the base that we request diplomatic status for two aliens
requesting a meeting with the Peace Keepers.”

Alana finished
her meal pack while she waited for a response.

“Response
received. The Port Authority requests the nature of meeting.”

“Advise them
that the Altien wish to negotiate an agreement for trade between
humans and them.” Alana released her harness and stood. She did her
normal routine of stretching while she waited for the next
response.

“Captain,
received response from the PKs. The exact words are as follows.
Please dock in your usual bay and await welcome party.”

“Good. That
was easier than I expected. We don’t need Port Authority
permission.” Alana finished her stretches. She rubbed her neck to
ease a slight muscle pain, then massaged her shoulder. It was
always the same muscles every time she slept through the FTL
portion of each trip. She should look for a neck pillow while she
was shopping for supplies. “That welcome had to be from Captain
Waldon. I wonder if he made Lieutenant Commander yet.”

“I will be
able to access their public information in another two hours.
Captain, should I wake our passengers?”

“No, leave
them sleep, until I hear back from Ethan.” She returned to her
pilot chair. “If I don’t hear back from Ethan, we may have to flee,
so they are all safer in their cocoons.”

“Captain, just
received a message from the Port Authority.”

“Read it.”

“Cygnus Port
Authority denies permission for S.S. Escape to dock at the
Peace Keeper base. S.S. Escape must take up a low orbital
park outside the outer markers and await escort to the base.
Acknowledge new orders.”

“Can they
override base orders?”

“Captain, the
message continues with the standard list of docking procedures and
welcome to base spiel, followed by costs and access to the
station.”

Alana waved
her hand. She was not interested in hearing docking procedures. She
had visited the station many times since the war and knew the
procedures word by word. “I am more interested in who in the Port
Authority deem an inspection of Escape supersedes a
diplomatic mission. After all, the base has state-of-the-art decom
procedures, and it is not like the Altien are a danger to our
immune systems, or I would already be sick.”

“Incoming
message.”

“Good, hope it
is Ethan.”

“Captain, new
message from Port Authority.”

“Read it.”

“New orders
from Cygnus Port Authority. Previous instructions are cancelled.
New instructions following.”

“They are
stalling!” Alana clenched her fists. She realised her nails were
pressing into her palms so released her clenched fists and
stretched her fingers. “Why?” She studied the velocity readouts,
waiting for Escape to slow enough to alter course.

“Receiving new
message. Encrypted.”

Alana waited
for Ship to open the message. “Artic Wolf advises Black Ice to
remember the role of honey.”

Alana reached
for her harness and locked it around her. “Ship, prepare for course
correction when advised.”

“Acknowledged
awaiting course correction. Message received from the PKs. Shall I
read it?”

Alana
nodded.

“Lieutenant
Commander Waldon wishes to advise Captain Black that word has been
received of criminals escaping from Cassiopeia system and heading
towards Cygnus. Please be prepared for boarding and searching on
arrival.”

“So Captain
Waldon is now Lieutenant Commander.” Alana smiled.

“Captain, is
that significant?”

“No, but Artic
Wolf is Lovell Waldon. He is warning me of a trap waiting at the
base.” She shook her head. So blatant and obvious. At least he
still believed in her. “Ship, please send message attached to my
next communication to Lieutenant Commander Waldon. The wording must
be exact. Message. Need communication relay from Floss to Gemma for
urgent transfer of package from Ship to Leader. End message.”

“Captain,
message ready to attach.”

“Ship, open
channel, voice only.” Alana took a breath and spoke as soon as the
light indicated the channel was open. “Captain Black wishes to
advise Lieutenant Commander Waldon that rumours abound but there
are no criminals on board S.S. Escape.”

Alana checked
the controls. Pressure was now normal throughout the ship, except
for the hold. She could use the head and refresher. At least she
would feel comfortable in a new uniform.

“Voice message
response to your last message.”

Alana
nodded.

“Lieutenant
Commander Waldon advises Captain Alana Black follow Port Authority
orders. Now recalling the closest patrol to escort S.S.
Escape to docking orbit.”

“Captain,
received new instructions from Port Authority.”

“What are the
new orders?” She needed to find a hiding place and wait for the
escort.

“Port
Authority orders S.S. Escape to take up a low orbit at the
planet’s second moon, designated C2, and wait for a boarding
inspection for contaminated goods or criminals.”

“So, Wi sent
word to the Port Authority that we have the kids. Now we have
confirmation that he has spies in the Port Authority. All I need to
find out is if he has spies at the Peace Keeper base, or if the two
PKs we ran into back at the Altien home planet are the only ones Wi
brought.”

“Captain, Port
Authority demand Escape acknowledge new orders.”

“Ship,
acknowledge understanding and intent of the new orders from Port
Authority.”

“Sent.”

“However, we
will not follow their orders. It is a trap. If we remain in orbit
around C2, the moon will block the station and base from witnessing
the extraction of the kids, before our destruction. We have no way
to defend ourselves against their weapons. Other than the remaining
cluster bomblets and emergency flares, we have no weapons to speak
of.”

“Captain, we
need to restock supplies before we manufacture any weapons. I
calculate we have less than five percent chance of evading
location.”

Alana thought
those were good odds, considering the circumstances. “Well, we
still have our wits. Between the two of us, we need to come up with
a plan to protect ourselves, while we wait to hear back from Ethan.
I trust him the most and he will have weapons equal to whatever Wi
has. I just need time to figure the best place to hide while we
wait.”

“Captain,
while you think, I will run inventory on all remaining raw
compounds, and search for solutions.”

Alana wondered
if Ship was suggesting she took a long time to think, or if Ship
was only trying to help. Well, there was nothing stopping her
thinking while emptying her bladder, or changing her uniform. She
left the bridge.

* * *

Alana checked
her harness while she studied the display map of the local system.
The harness was secure. No need to worry about getting thrown
across the bridge if Ship had to alter course, but she still had to
come up with a plan to keep Escape out of the Port
Authority’s grasp. “What we need is a friendly dreadnought in the
area. We could park in one of the bays and visit with the boys for
a week until the excitement settled and everyone stopped looking
for us.”

“Captain, two
bullets left the base and are heading towards C2.”

“Finally, our
escort from the base has arrived.”

“Negative,
Captain. Neither bullet is transmitting its ID.”

Alana sighed.
It was to be expected, but she had hoped it was not true. Wi must
be paying someone high up in the Peace Keeper staff. “I pray it is
not Lovell Waldon taking orders from Wi.”

“Captain,
braking sequence will cease in two minutes.”

Alana touched
her harness again, confirming she was ready for the manoeuvre to
flip Escape. “I think we need to head out to a spot beyond
satellite range, then hide behind the closest moonlet or planet,
while I think.”

“No need. I
have located a friendly dreadnought in the area.”

“Call ID?”
Alana hoped she knew whoever was in charge of the dreadnought.


“Deregistered.” Ship paused for three seconds. “The local graveyard
for decommissioned ships is situated near the fourth planet. I have
plotted a course to bring us out behind the smaller moon. We will
bleed speed until we are close enough to the small moon to hide
until it is safe to approach the graveyard.”

“Good work,
Ship.”

“Braking
sequence ceasing now.”

Alana waited
for Escape to reverse. Once Escape’s nose pointed in
the correct direction, she searched the database for the current
crew register at the graveyard.

“Attention
S.S. Escape. Reduce speed now.”

“The Port
Authority boys sound worried.” Alana ignored the request.

“Captain, I
suggest we request confirmation as to the identity of the two
bullets heading towards C2 while I increase speed.”

“Do it.” Alana
activated the lid of her cocoon. It swung up over her head and
locked into place. She listened to the hiss of air filling the
space while she waited for Ship to advise the IDs of the
Bullets.

“Port
Authority advises the two Bullets will be our escort once
Escape is cleared to approach the space station. They
ignored my request for IDs.” Ship continued to increase speed. “I
sent a second request for identification. Still no response.”
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