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Foreword




Dear reader, 

This may strike you as a very odd story. It came to be during a discussion with some writer friends, as we challenged each other to come up with weird and extraordinary subjects to write about.

One of them was "a statue comes alive and tries to figure out what's going on." Another one was a story about space lesbians. There were other, weirder and more obscure topics that I won't even mention here. Suffice to say that I was the lucky winner of the space lesbians subject, so here it is. "Single Gender Team 1".

I hope you enjoy it.










  
  
Chapter 1




"We've established contact with the first object, ma'am. Sir. Colonel," Captain Markello of the Space Investigation Team reported. 

"Contact? What kind of contact? You didn't send anyone in, did you, Markello?" Colonel Yvette Brandish wouldn't put that beyond the rookie that some idiot had assigned this mission to.

"No ma'am. Sir. Visual contact."

Colonel Brandish could imagine Markello wiping his forehead, even though there was no sweat. She knew she had to go easy on him but he was out there in space, and she was down here. "Stop sir-ing and madaming me. Colonel will do, Captain Markello."

"Yes sir. Colonel We're sending a probe over right now," he reported

"Patch the visuals through," the colonel ordered as the screens at Mission Control showed nothing important.

"Yes, ma'am."

Yvette forgave him this one. He was doing his best and everyone had to learn. Too bad no one else had been needed to go up there with him. She'd have loved to be on this mission to intercept and investigate a swarm of objects which bore signs of alien origins. Telescopes had already picked up the fleet of nine objects, flying in a three by three formation, as they passed Jupiter.

The main screen in front of the hall came to life. It showed the view from the probe as it approached the closest of the nine objects. They were round and almost white, with dark green markings on them. The sunlight was perfect at this moment to give them a good view of the objects.

"They're round," a technician remarked. "We've officially encountered the Space Balls." Everyone laughed at his words, as everyone in the hall knew the silly Mel Brooks movie.

Even Yvette grinned. "What do we know so far?" she asked.

"Nine spheres," a crew member from the S.I.T. reported. "Light grey, green markings of unknown origin or meaning. Each sphere is about two hundred feet in diameter. No visible propulsion, no windows, no openings of any kind as far as we can see from this distance."

Everyone waited for the probe to get closer to the objects.

Captain Markello then announced that the spheres seemed to slow down. "No other activity," he continued, "and they're still decelerating."

"That's amazing," someone at Mission Control said. "We don't detect any engine activity. They're just slowing down, and doing it fast too."

The readings from the probe agreed with the words. The group of spheres slowed down rapidly now, and came to a full stop.

"Okay. This is weird," the same technician said.

"Captain Markello to Mission Control. Colonel, please advise."

* * *

Yvette didn't need to think. "Keep the probe going, captain. We need to see this up close. Do prepare to get out of there in case anything happens, and I mean anything."

"Understood."

The colonel nodded. Finally he was picking up what was expected of him. "Major Burns, please take over. I'll follow this from my office."

The man nodded and switched into the command channel, reporting to the ship that he was taking over from the colonel. After that, Yvette told him the worst of Markello's appearance was probably behind them. He grinned. "It was appalling indeed, that first bit."

The colonel left the command room. If the general hadn't asked her to do this, she wouldn't even have been here. Then she'd be up there for that close encounter. Now all she could do was hope that rookie wasn't going to do any stupid things. That was one of the reasons she'd handed this over to Burns. If something stupid happened, she wouldn't be there to watch the disaster unfold first hand, without being able to do anything. She'd seen that a few times too many in her career. Burns would keep her up to speed.

After locating a cup of green tea, her go-to drink for any situation, she went into her office and switched on all equipment. "You're an idiot, Yvette," she complimented herself as she set one screen up to follow what was going on in space. She should have known herself by now; she couldn't let this go.

Sitting down with her tea, she sighed. Leaving Mission Control had been stupid, and going back there now would be even worse. "Let's do this."

The colonel tried to focus on a report, but that ended on the virtual pile on her computer screen again. She couldn't tear her eyes away from the big TV screen, following the proceedings in space.

The probe was now mere feet away from the closest sphere. Markello was smart enough to keep his mouth shut and let sensible technicians do the talking. At least they knew what they were doing.

Yvette moved her chair closer to the TV set and studied all the details the probe's camera could offer her. "No, wait, stupid thing!" She thought she'd seen something inside one of the odd green marks, and the probe had moved on. "Are you people blind?"

She grabbed her phone and called Burns. "Get that drone image back to the green triangle."

"Which one? And weren't you going to-"

"Shut up and make the go back The last one! Now!"

John Burns kept the line open as he contacted the Space Investigation Team, asking them to move the view from the probe back to the last triangle it had filmed.

It took a while, but there it was.

"John, do you see those thin lines?" she asked. "Does anyone, or is something wrong with my eyes?"

Commotion from Mission Control sounded through the phone. More people had spotted them.

"We see them. Would that be a door of sorts?"

Yvette told Burns she didn't know, but it would be smart to look at that more closely. To her surprise it was Markello who ordered the probe driver to take the machine closer and inspect the lines as slowly as possible.

It seemed to take forever as the probe slowly moved up and then sideways, following the lines.

"Those lines do look as if this is a kind of entry way," Markello said. "STOP!"

His shout even made Yvette jump, even though she'd seen it too. There was a small dark spot just below the line. It was hard to tell what it was, but Yvette would take a bet on that thing being some kind of button to open the door or hatch or whatever it was.

Markello asked advice from Mission Control again, where the unanimous vote was for someone to go out and have a closer look, if there was no detectable radiation.

All scanners were checked. There was no radiation that they could find. One of the people in space was ordered to suit up, go out and inspect the sphere in person. And to be very careful.

Yvette decided to return to Mission Control. Burns could stay on top of this, but she wouldn't be able to focus on other work, and in there she'd be more 'involved' with this mission.

* * *

As she entered the hall and found a spot to sit to observe the main screen, astronaut Jacky Wilson was about to exit the shuttle. Her cameras were on, and a window on the screen showed all the metrics her suit could provide.

The woman used a space chair, as the units were known. Expensive contraptions someone would sit in, giving them small thrusters and extra power and oxygen for their suit. Those chairs made longer extra vehicular trips possible.

"Moving out," Jacky said. "Approaching Space Ball 1."

Yvette chuckled. Even up there someone had caught the movie bug.

Jacky progressed slowly, continuously telling her invisible audience what she noticed. The screen showed how the probe moved away as she got closer to the dark spot at the top of the outline.

"Definitely a kind of push button," the astronaut reported. She used a handheld camera to get close up images of the button. "What course of action to follow?"

Markello contacted Mission Control and Burns looked over at the colonel he'd seen come in again. She just raised a thumb, indicating she was leaving this to him.

"Return to the ship," John Burns advised, "and let's use the probe to push that button. Let's not take any risks."

His voice was relayed to the astronaut's suit who complied and immediately started the journey back to the shuttle. As soon as she was safe inside, the probe operator moved the device back to the button and extended a mechanical arm.

"Pushing in 3… 2… 1…"

The probe's camera showed the action. Nothing happened.

"Well, that's disappointing," Markello reported. "Let's do that again."

The operator made the probe push the button again, with the same result.

"At least nothing explodes, and the hatch or whatever it is, isn't propelled outward," Yvette commented in a microphone.

"Wilson, are you still suited up?" Markello asked.

"Affirmative."

"If you feel like it, go out there and push the button."

Yvette felt a sudden appreciation for the rookie captain. He didn't order the astronaut to do something she might feel uncomfortable with. She'd never do that either.

Wilson however responded confidently. "Will do, sir."

Almost immediately the cameras came on and the viewers could see the exit from the shuttle, as well as the second journey to the hatch. With the probe moving away, the astronaut reached the button. "Pushing," she announced as she did so.

A circle around the button lit up for a few seconds in bright green, then extinguished.

Yvette had gasped, already imagining something terrible happening out there, but as the light went off, all the excitement was gone as well.

"Nothing happened, sir. Except the light." Wilson pushed it again, with the same effect.

* * *

As Captain Markello asked for advice again, Major Burns turned to Yvette and asked her, off mic, what she'd do.

"Hell if I know, John. This is a first for all of us." She looked at the big screen where the astronaut made the light go on a few more times, all to no avail.

Then Markello spoke again. "Tom Jones is requesting to go out there and try."

Yvette nodded.

John Burns took the microphone. "Ground Control to Astronaut Tom. You have the green light. Wilson, return. No need to have two people out there."

"Will do, sir."

Yvette punched John on the arm. "Ground Control? I didn't know you were a Bowie fan." He just winked and looked at the main screen again.

It took a while for astronaut Wilson to return and for Tom to get onto the space chair, but the man set course to the Space Ball with confidence, reporting his progress in the same way.

Once near the ball, he didn't hesitate and pushed the button.

"That's odd." He reported what they all saw. "The light's not coming on." He tried again, but the ring around the button stayed dark. "Hey, Wilson, did you break it?"

Jacky Wilson came into the conversation. "I didn't. I only took out the battery. Was that wrong?"

"People, please, let's keep this professional," Markello said after everyone's laughter had subdued. "Tom, come back, this isn't working."

Tom tried a few more times before he returned to the shuttle.








  
  
Chapter 2




Captain Markello asked Mission Control for further instructions. After a short conference call, they decided the investigation team should visit the next Space Ball and see if that was identical to the first one. 

The journey took several hours, and the results were exactly the same as before. With Wilson pushing the button, the light came on, with Jones it stayed dark.

"Colonel Brandish, I have a request from one of the onboard scientists," Markello then announced. "Lindsey Larkin requests to go out and have a look."

"Brandish here. Do you think she's qualified?" Yvette didn't know that person, so she had to rely on other people's knowledge if the scientist would be able to keep her mind together in a space suit. She loved the idea of a woman cracking this mystery, to prove the masculine part of society once more that women were capable beings.

"I think so. She's quite levelheaded. And we can attach an emergency rope to the chair to get her back in case of anything unforeseen." Markello sounded confident.

Yvette nodded at John. "Let her give it a try."

"Major Burns here. Captain Markello, let Miss Larkin suit up. Make sure she's all safe in there, and we'll see if she can find out more."

"Roger, Major Burns. I'll be back as soon as she's ready to go."

The sound was switched off while the people at Mission Control handed over their places to the new crew. Many of them didn't want to leave but their shift was over.

The view changed to the room where the scientist was hoisted into the suit and all the checks were done. The helmet was attached and comms were activated.

"Hello? Hello? Is this thing on?" Lindsay tapped the helmet, which made a terrible sound in Mission Control.

"Miss Larkin, don't do that again unless you want all of us deaf, please," John said. "Yes, the thing is on. It's expensive enough to work."

"Thank you for confirming," Lindsay said. "I hope this suit has air conditioning because the window is fogging up."

An assistant guided Lindsay's hand to the control panel on her wrist and pointed at a button. "Air conditioning!"

"Wow. That helps. I guess I'm ready," the scientist reported.

John leaned over to Yvette. "Qualified…" He sighed.

She nodded. This was not a good start.

Lindsay was strapped into the space chair and as soon as the assistants had left the airlock, the outer door opened.

"Miss Larkin. You're cleared for exit. Please don't damage anything." Markello didn't sound too worried.

"Who do you think I am? I'm a professional," she replied. "And thank you." The cameras switched on as the chair floated out of the airlock. "Holy crap. That's big," the scientist commented at her first direct view of the sphere. She did surprise everyone by steering the chair straight at the object and quickly locating the mysterious button.

"I'm close now," she reported while everyone could see that. Slowly she reached out to the button. "Shit. What's that?" The inside of the dark circle lit up green and she hadn't even touched anything yet. As she pulled her gloved hand back, the glow vanished.

"Do we have any signs of activity?" Burns asked Markello.

"Nothing here, sir," the captain reported. "Miss Larkin, proceed at your own discretion."

"Right. Here we go." Lindsay reached out and ignored the green glow inside the ring. She put a finger on the button. The ring lit up too now. "Call me nuts but I'm closing my eyes," she shared over the microphone. She pushed the button.

* * *

Mission Control and everyone aboard the shuttle gasped as they saw the hatch move back into the sphere and slide aside.

"Am I dead yet?" Lindsay asked.

"No. Open your eyes, Miss Larkin," Markello ordered her. "I don't know how you did it, but the hatch opened."

As she opened her eyes and looked into the darkness in front of her, a spiral of little green lights came on, leading into the sphere. "That's… unexpected."

"What do you see?" the captain asked.

"Green lights in a spiral," she replied.

"And?"

"What and? I see a dark corridor with green lights inside. That's all. There is no and." Lindsay sounded a bit ticked off. "Remember, I'm a researcher. I'm used to doing good observations and I observe nothing of interest in there."

"Okay, okay," Captain Markello said. "I guess that's enough for now. I suggest you come back or we pull you back in."

"I know how to come back," Lindsay said. "There is no need to pretend you have me on a leash, captain." She made the space chair back up. As soon as she'd moved a foot away from the sphere, the hatch closed and the button was black again. "Okay, noted. The thing responds to a bodily presence."

Ten minutes later she was back inside the shuttle. As soon as she had peeled off the astronaut suit, she was asked to join the captain, because the colonel had a few questions for her.

"Colonel Brandish," Lindsay said. "Good afternoon. I think."

"Yes. It's still afternoon," said Yvette. "Do you have any idea why that hatch responded to your button press and not to the one from Wilkes?"

"None at all, ma'am," said Lindsay. "I've been wondering about that too and I can't think of anything. Except perhaps that the sphere doesn't like military people, but that's a bit far fetched, I think."

Someone near her snorted.

"Do you feel up to trying that first sphere, Miss Larkin?" Yvette was curious if that would responded the same way.

Lindsay frowned. "You mean I have to get into that stuffy suit again?" She grinned. "Of course! It's not every year I get to do this kind of thing, and now I know what to do."

"Fantastic. Captain Markello, you know what's next."

"Aye, sir. Colonel."

* * *

By the time the shuttle had returned to the first sphere, Lindsay had been helped into the suit again and was already waiting in the space chair.

"We've arrived, Miss Larkin. Are you ready for your next spacewalk?" Markello wanted to be certain.

"Open the door and I'm out of here," Lindsay said.

"Door opening," someone said in her helmet. She gripped the controls on the chair and waited for the robot arm to push her out of the airlock.

Smoothly she maneuvered to the sphere. On the way there she noticed and reported that the green spot with the hatch was unique on this side of the sphere, as far as she could see. "I wouldn't be surprised if that indicates an entry point."

Markello immediately ordered the probe operator to take the space drone out and scan the other side of the sphere for a similar marking.

Lindsay moved closer to the hatch and the dark circle. "I'm here. Reaching out." She reached out to the circle and, as with the other sphere, the inside of it lit up. "Same response," she noted, even though everyone saw it. "This is going to be easy."

She pressed the glowing button. The outer ring lit up, and moments later the hatch moved back and to the side. Again a spiral of green lights illuminated the inside of the dark corridor.

Lindsay waited a while. "Does this camera have something like infrared?" she asked.

"Yes." The technician told her which button to push. The view from the camera changed but it told them nothing new. She pushed the button again so the camera showed the normal spectrum.

"That is so strange," she said, more to herself than to anyone else.

"What is strange, Miss Larkin?" That question came from the colonel.

"It's as if I feel something. I don't know what it is but it's…" She tried to find words for it, but the ones that came to mind would definitely be misinterpreted by everyone listening to her. The feeling was tender. Caring. Loving. Welcoming. All of that together. "It's hard to explain," she finished her sentence, lacking a better way out. The feeling intensified. It was as if arms were stretched out to her, ready - no - longing to hold her. The arms of women.

No one knew that women were Lindsay's soft spot. She loved women instead of men, but she'd never told anyone 'at work'. That wasn't why she was there. She was there because she was one hell of a good scientist. Her being up here instead of many others made that clear.

"Miss Larkin. Abort the mission. Come back."

"What?" Lindsay shook her head to push that longing feeling away.

"I told you to return, Miss Larkin. Are you feeling okay?" Captain Markello's voice sounded rough compared to the sensation that tried to take over again.

"Yes, I'm fine. I'm… coming back." Lindsay had to force herself as she made the space chair float away from the sphere. The hatch closed and the sensation ended abruptly. It felt as if someone poured ice into her veins. She wanted that feeling back and she had to fight herself so she wouldn't scream.

* * *

Once Lindsay was back aboard the shuttle, the feeling faded fast. She let the techs peel her out of the suit and told them this was the last time today. "It's warm in there despite the air conditioning."

"We know, but it's necessary. It's pretty cold out there," one of the men said. "There, all done. We'll iron the suit for you, for next time."

"Have fun." Lindsay knew what ironing was but always failed to see the purpose. Wearing something for an hour would negate the whole ironing effort. She made her way to the main module again.

A medical officer asked her how she was doing and if she felt special in any way.

Lindsay recalled the feeling from and tried to explain how something had made her feel differently. She knew she had to say that, being a professional, but she kept the details to herself. Those were no one's but her own.

After that inspection, the captain asked if she had any explanation why the hatch had opened for her.

"I can't tell, sir. I guess I pushed the right buttons." Lindsay left it at that, but her heart jumped when Markello announced the shuttle was going to return to Earth. She wanted to go back to that sphere, but asking for that would also invite lots of questions she didn't want to answer.

The crew was prepared for the trip home, the people at Mission Control were already informed of the decision, and soon the shuttle started its journey back to Earth's atmosphere.

Lindsay had managed to find a seat near one of the little windows and kept looking at the nine spheres for as long as she could.








  
  
Chapter 3




The shuttle made it safely to the ground. Lindsay hated every moment of re-entry, as usual, and was relieved when they could leave the craft. 

At the end of the gangway into the building, a sergeant was waiting for the crew. Captain Markello, Tom Jones, Lindsay, and Jacky Wilson were ordered to follow him, and they were taken straight to a debriefing room where Colonel Brandish was waiting.

"Sit down, please. There's coffee and tea, and water," Yvette said, pointing at the tray. She waved the sergeant out of the room. After all invitees had found a seat, she announced that this conversation would be recorded, and switched on the machine. It was a routine debriefing for Tom and Jacky. Captain Markello hadn't been through one before, so he was a bit nervous. Lindsay had done this a few times already and was mostly bored, until the attention came to her.

"Do you have any idea why that hatch opened for you, Miss Larkin?" Yvette was very curious about that, as were all the others.

"No, ma'am." Lindsay felt safe in omitting the woman's rank. She was a civilian. "Maybe the system inside that sphere got fed up with visitors. Honestly, I don't know." She noticed her fingers fumbling with the water glass. Stop that, she told herself. All that talking about those spheres made her mind run back to that incredible feeling of longing. The invitation from inside that sphere to 'join' who or whatever was in there.

There were several more questions which all led to no real answers, so Yvette sent all of them away except the scientist. She switched off the recording device and told the other woman she'd done so. "Everything we say will be you and me only."









