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This book is dedicated to the readers of Science Fiction. They are a diverse, open-minded group with sensibility. The genre is famous for attracting forward thinking people that strive to envision the bigger picture. A good story combining human interaction with the many variations of technology, whether in the past, present or future, can provide glimpses of the human condition rivaled by none.

Thank you for reading this fourth book in the Al Clark Series. It proves you are a true Sci-Fi fan with a thirst for understanding what might be if....
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Chapter One
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He is the low man on the totem pole. The newest member of the crew—and the youngest. In addition, he is the ship’s mechanic. For those reasons, it is his responsibility to repair the long range antennae. It is not a difficult repair, if you neglected to consider the required spacewalk in the hard vacuum of open space. Working outside the ship was his least favorite part of the job.

Robert Haley joined the crew of the Bluebird six months earlier, after a timely meeting in a small spacer bar on the planet Thera. The twenty-four-year-old with deep green eyes and short dirty-blonde hair was fresh out of the academy and in serious need of a job. With some effort, he impressed Captain Percelli and his pilot with his knowledge and enthusiasm. It turned out they needed him as bad as he needed them.

A tragic accident killed the ship’s prior drive system engineer two days before their departure for Earth. Robert talked them into taking him on. Since then, he discovered numerous problems plaguing the spacecraft that kept him busy, with the unexplained fault in the long range communication system only the most recent.

During his time onboard, he proved himself a capable technician and earned his place as a functional member of the crew. As the captain’s confidence in him grew, so did his responsibilities.

They were six months out from Clarksville, a small well-established colony on a beautiful world called Thera, where they picked up a paying passenger. They were currently closing in on the outer regions of our solar system and preparing for deceleration.

Captain Percelli’s ship was his pride-and-joy, and the result of many years of hard work and saving. A lucky throw at a casino put him over the top and put him in a position to realize his dream. He was proud of the fact she was only thirty years old, with upgraded plasma drives installed when he bought her four years earlier.

He named his spaceship Bluebird and loved to add—the bluebird of happiness. His ship, a thirty-meter freighter tug designed to haul multiple high volume cargo pods, was their home. With the help of the ship’s AI, he and his two crew members are able to make a fair living hauling precious minerals from the refineries scattered on the outer rim to the distribution facilities on Earth’s moon.

Sometimes, they took on odd jobs involving medical deliveries, or providing precious supplies to colonies nearby. In rare instances, they could be enticed to go out of the solar system to pick up passengers and deliver them to Earth. This trip was one of those.

The captain needed this repair completed quickly. Reasonable travel times required a steady thrust for the better part of any journey, with long stretches of deceleration towards the end. Every minute the engines are shut down added days to their journey. The captain knew the repair was necessary. Still, he was not happy.

The pilot/navigator/doctor, a young woman they called Sparrow, helped Robert into his suit. Before fear overcame him he picked up his tool bag, along with the spare antennae, and stepped into the airlock. He clipped his tether to the safety ring while the inner hatch closed, pushed the button to pump the air from the small room, and opened the hatch to the blackness of space.

Robert was tall for a spacer at six foot, four inches, with scars on his head to prove it. He learned to duck through hatches, and in time became comfortable navigating the cramped quarters of a spaceship. Going outside the ship was a different story.

Because Robert avoided situations like this, spacewalks were rare in his experience. While in training he endured only one true walk in space. Regardless of his fear, this task needed done. He forced his determination to overcome his fear and kept going.

To prevent looking at the void outside, he kept his eyes and hands locked on the safety bar when he stepped through the hatch. In slow motion he crawled aft along the outer hull of the Bluebird.

The ship’s relative speed did nothing to change the impression it coasted in the middle of nowhere, with the stars only pin pricks in the black. He tried not to consider the overwhelming vastness around him, instead focusing his attention on the ship and the job at hand.

When he reached the antennae the problem was easy to spot. A tiny undetected meteor drilled a quarter-inch hole through the slender rod of the mast; leaving a destructive sign of passage on its way to oblivion.

“How’s it going, Robert?” asked the captain through his helmet speakers.

So centered on his task was the young crew member, he delayed his response until his task was complete. “Packing up my gear and heading back, sir. I swapped it out and long range sweeps should be back online.”

“Affirmed. It’s coming up now. Good job. See you when you get inside.”

He was half way back to the hatch when the exterior lights went out, followed by the light shining through the portholes. The ship went dark, with his helmet lights illuminating only a fraction of the hull. A chill ran through him and he asked, “Hello? What happened?” No response. “Can you hear me?”

Robert waited, without reward. Beads of perspiration formed on his forehead. Not a squawk came from his speakers. The radios were down. Without the lights illuminating the outside of the ship he was swallowed by the dark and left floating in a vast blackness; his helmet lights illuminating only a four foot circle of the ship before him.

“Hello—Captain? Sparrow? Anybody?”

Nothing.

“DC—answer me.” The nickname, ‘DC,’ came from the captain’s frequent referral to the ship’s artificial intelligence as that, ‘Damn Computer.’

“Do you require assistance crewman Haley?”

The A.I. had an annoying habit of speaking only when spoken to.

Robert didn’t take the time to complain. “What has happened?”

“The primary transfer relay has malfunctioned. The ship’s main power is off line.”

With an independent power source, the A.I. would remain operational for days. However, it would lose control of ship systems and leave the Bluebird blind and dead in space. The lack of life support was not an immediate concern, as the ship’s air would remain breathable for several hours. His priority was the cryogenic chamber inside the cargo hold. It contained a passenger pod that relied on electricity to function. If the chamber lost power, it was possible the passenger inside could die.

“What’s the status of the stasis chamber, DC?”

“The unit has transferred to backup power. All readings indicate the chamber is functioning within normal parameters.”

Something the A.I. failed to mention was the backup power to the pod would only last for sixty minutes. He needed to get inside in a hurry. The dimly lit safety rail became his world until he was back at the hatch. His need to get through the airlock was all-consuming. Once inside, he took a deep breath, activated the manual handle to close the outer door, and pressurized the transition space. With great relief he opened the inner door.

He found the captain and Sparrow donning their space suits, as per standard procedure. Dim red emergency lights cast his crewmates in a red glow, as they followed ingrained training and the spacer’s mantra that a spaceship was no place for panic. Still, the situation was cause for concern.

The captain asked the same question that Robert asked the computer. “What has happened?”

“DC says it’s a primary relay, sir.”

As usual, the captain was direct and to the point. “Can you fix it?”

“I don’t know yet. I have to find out what happened, sir. Let me grab a flashlight and I’ll check it out.”

Captain Anthony Percelli knew he could be more help on the bridge than trying to help Robert. Sparrow, on the other hand, is trained to assist.

“You two go and do what you can. I’ll check on our passenger and then return to the bridge.” With complete calm he looked them in the eyes, nodded and left; trusting them to know what to do.

Sparrow and Robert did not have far to go. Their ship was not a large vessel. When they approached the smoky closet where the transfer relay is housed, the problem became obvious. The large module built into the bulkhead had a black hole burned through the middle.

A quick check of the logs showed the relay was original, and thirty-four years old. They were relieved to learn the ship carried a spare. While Sparrow retrieved the backup unit, Robert removed the burned out relay. After her return they worked like crazed robots to accomplish the repair. Sixty-five minutes later Robert tapped his comm. badge to ask, “Are you ready Captain? I am about to restore main power.”

“Acknowledged. Glad to hear it. I’m ready whenever you are.”

Robert pulled the final switch, and the lights came on, followed by the soft hush of the air circulators. They had light and air.

“Captain, you have power.”

“Hold on. I’m bringing systems online.”

For several long minutes the radio was silent.

“Is the crisis over?” asked Sparrow.

Robert did not like to judge prematurely. “You never know when you have a major fault like this. Keep your fingers crossed.”

The readings displayed by the new relay registering normal, allowing them to head back to the bridge. They were almost there when the captain’s puzzled voice reported, “The sensors just came back up—and we have a ship coming up behind us. A big one. I’ve never seen a ship like this.”

The news caused the two troubleshooters to rush to the bridge, with both believing there should not be another ship within a hundred thousand miles.

––––––––
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****

THE BLUEBIRD’S PILOT was Selena Tarrow. Everyone she knew, except the captain, called her Sparrow. As a sign of respect, he preferred to call her Selena. She was a tall girl at five-foot, ten inches and agile for her size. She was proud of her American Indian ancestry. As a young woman she was intent on proving herself. With her unusual blonde ponytail flowing behind her she ran like her ancestors, passing Robert in the narrow corridor to beat him to the bridge. Robert was taller and not as coordinated, forcing him to be more careful.

They found the captain frozen in his command chair staring at the main view screen. His complete attention was focused on a ship where one shouldn’t be, fast approaching from behind. The navigator sat at her station and scanned the information on her screens. She reported, “It’s on a collision course, sir. They have the same trajectory as we do.” She watched her superior and inquired, “Orders, Captain?”

Captain Percelli shook his head as if breaking from a trance and took action. “Full port thrusters. Let’s get out of their way.”

Sparrow repeated the order. “Port thrusters at full, DC, for two seconds.”

“Acknowledged.”

The Bluebird shot sideways, with Sparrow watching the two separating flight paths on her screen until she believed they were clear. “Station keeping, DC. This should do it.”

Starboard thrusters activated and stopped their slide.

Sparrow anticipated the captain’s wish to attempt communications. Before he could issue the order she was already hailing the wayward spaceship. After several attempts she informed the captain, “No response, sir. I am also getting no sign the ship is under power. I think she’s coasting.”

Robert was still standing by the hatch, mesmerized by what he saw. The six-foot view screen followed the unusual spaceship as it floated by. It was like no spaceship he had ever seen. It was elliptical like a bean with flattened edges; without a right angle anywhere—and big, as the captain had mentioned. Small running lights circled the black craft and gave them reference. Their proximity allowed for a better view as the starship floated majestically by them. The outer skin was smooth and without seams or obstructions, as if cast from an enormous mold.

When the view screen reached the point where it showed the rear of the ship, a single bright beacon began to flash.

“Still no comms?” asked the captain.

“No, sir,” answered Sparrow. “Either they can’t hear us, they don’t understand, or they don’t care.”

“Robert—what do you think?” Captain Percelli knew that whatever actions he took affected them all. He appreciated input and ideas.

“The flashing light was not there until they got past us. It might be some kind of signal.”

The captain was on a tight schedule. He had three full modules of refined ore waiting in the asteroid belt, and a passenger that paid a substantial amount of money to get to Earth. He shook his head and reminded himself of the oath all spacers had to follow. Never leave another ship stranded.

“All right, let’s catch up and have a better look. Hold your distance at one thousand feet on their starboard side. Let’s see what happens.”



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Chapter Two
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He woke in a box not much larger than his body. It was an experience that was not new, but this time differed from the last. He could see through the plastic lid to a metal ceiling.

The last time happened in the dark, with only a pinhole to provide light. In this awakening the room beyond was lit, and he knew where he was. While he was figuring all this out, the pod in which he reclined shut down entirely. He decided it was time to exit. Either they had arrived on Earth or something had gone wrong. He needed to know which it was.

The lid of the container lifted easily, allowing him to sit up and run a quick status check. Everything indicated he was unharmed. The jumpsuit he wore appeared as if he fell asleep only moments before. However, the dial on the pod told him he was asleep for six months and four days. The reading alarmed him. We can’t be there yet. Something must be wrong.

It was a six-foot tall, blue-eyed man with short brown hair that climbed from the stasis unit to step down onto the deck. Now that he knew there was no immediate danger, he checked on his robot companion. Located in the same compartment, his old, three-foot service bot was plugged into a nearby alcove. It relieved him to find the indicators monitoring the robot’s status were all in a nominal state.

The air handlers were circulating the faint odor of smoke. It was an alarming smell that increased his anxiety. Al Clark left his little assistant safely secured in its maintenance station and headed to the bridge—the one place on the ship that guaranteed him answers.

––––––––
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****

AL ENTERED THE BRIDGE to a crew entranced by the image on a big view screen. The belief that power was restored in time to keep Al’s pod operating resulted in surprise when the bridge hatch slid open and Al stepped through. To the shocked crew he asked, “What’s going on, folks?”

Robert, still standing by the hatch, took a step back from the six foot stranger. Al looked up at the tall, thin young man to ask, “Who are you?”

The new mechanic signed on after their guest boarded and hadn’t met Al. He was more surprised by his appearance than the others. Robert was almost certain he restored power to Al’s sleep chamber in time. The only response he managed was to stand there speechless with his mouth open.

“I am so sorry, Mister Clark,” interrupted the captain. “Your pod appeared fine when I checked, so I assumed your stasis unit was unaffected. I guess not—huh?”

His unexpected guest gave him an understanding smile. The unit he traveled in was not a standard stasis chamber. It was, however, made to resemble one. He did not correct the captain. Long ago he learned that it was sometimes necessary to hold some cards back.

The village of Clarksville was good to Al. Money was not a concern. When Elizabeth, his wife of thirty-two years passed away, there was no reason to stay, so he decided to leave the community he co-founded and return to Earth. His new purpose was to investigate his unknown beginnings.

The ex-security officer paid a large sum of money for transportation back to the planet of his origin while in stasis. After her death he was depressed and lost, and his life became meaningless. He decided to spend the seven months of the journey in a form of deep sleep so he would not have to live it. His conscience was soothed by telling himself it cut down on resources.

“I’m not known for sleepwalking, so—no. My guess is I’m awake.”

The captain had more pressing concerns to deal with. “Well, maybe it’s a good thing you’re up and about. We have a bit of a situation.” He pointed at the view screen and asked, “Ever seen anything like that?”

It took a second for Al to comprehend what the screen displayed. The image blocking the stars resembled a black oval with tapering sides. White running lights ringed the equator and a pulsing beacon flashed on and off; transmitting some unknown message.

When he could speak, he answered, “No. I have not seen anything like that. How big is it?”

Sparrow provided the answer. “When it passed us, sensors indicated it is a little over three hundred feet long, and one hundred feet thick. It is a rather large vessel, sir.”

“Let’s make a nice easy circle around it,” suggested the captain. “So far, it hasn’t acted hostile.” While his pilot began the maneuver he expressed an observation, “I haven’t seen any openings or equipment on the hull or anything. It can only be a spaceship. The problem is—how do you get inside.”

Robert held out his hand to Al, “I’m Robert Haley. You were already onboard when I got here, so we didn’t get to meet.”

Al tore his gaze from the view screen and shook the offered hand. “What happened to Terence?”

Robert grimaced and replied, “A freak accident killed him right before we left. I took his place. The captain and Sparrow are still upset about it.”

“Terence seemed like a good, experienced spacer. It will be hard to fill his shoes. Are you any good?”

Robert turned red and looked down. When he lifted his head, he had a smirk on his face. “I think so. No one has said otherwise.”

Al smiled and nodded. “That is usually a good sign.”

He then returned his attention to the mysterious spacecraft on the view screen.

The ship was featureless on all sides, and their cautious inspection revealed little but the indicator lights and the persistent beacon. When the slow circle was complete, they matched speed and flew alongside, with a thousand dark feet separating the two ships.

The captain sat in his chair gazing at the mysterious craft, trying to decide their next move. Sparrow watched the captain. Robert looked down only long enough to find his seat and man his station. They were all transfixed with the image on the view screen.

On the side of the dark ship the outline of a hatch appeared, and a panel slid open, revealing a small void bathed in a pale blue light. Someone was extending an invitation.

––––––––
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****

“DO YOU THINK THEY WANT us to come inside?” asked Robert.

The captain ignored the question to ask Sparrow, “Still no answer to our hails? Have you tried all frequencies?”

“I’ve tried every way I know. They are not replying, sir.”

“Move us to five-hundred feet of that opening and let’s put some light on the subject.”

Sparrow slid the ship closer and turned on the outside work lights. The black hull absorbed the light, adding little detail. The hatch was a small rectangle towards the front of the craft. Inside was a small compartment leading to another hatch.

“Looks like an airlock,” suggested Al.

Sixty seconds later the light inside the hatch went out and then came back on.

Sparrow exclaimed, “It’s a signal, Captain! They want us to come over.”

Captain Percelli did not like the way events were unfolding. There were too many unknowns. The design of the ship was unlike anything he knew, and after many years of space travel he knew of most. Why the starship was here was anybody’s guess. Unfortunately, he was duty bound to assist a crippled ship; no matter where it came from. He had to admit he was intrigued by the mysterious ship and its actions.

“DC. Identify the spacecraft on our port bow.”

“The vessel is of unknown origin,” came the A.I.’s reply.

In its extensive memory banks the ship’s computer stored information on all known ships. It was clear they were dealing with something new. For the sake of science alone, the captain had to learn more. His decision made, he began preparations to investigate. “Are you all right, Mister Clark? I imagine your revival was a somewhat rude awakening.”

Al grinned. “Believe it or not, I’ve had worse. No, I’m fine. No harm done.”

“Good. I need you to stay here and help Selena mind the Bluebird. Robert and I will suit up and jet over to see what this is all about.”

“Are you taking a weapon?” asked Sparrow. “We know nothing about these people.”

Al suggested another possibility. “We could send my robot over to scout things out. That way, we’ll get a better idea of what we are dealing with and not risk anybody.”

The captain appeared doubtful. “Do you think it’s capable? I’m sorry, but your service bot looks pretty old.”

Al thought back to all they’d been through over the years and smiled. It was true the little bot had many years behind it. The robot looked good to Al, even though it was at least eighty years old. A close friend of his, an amazing roboticist, provided first class upkeep and upgrades for the little bot for many years. Edward Florida died three years ago. It was another reason he decided to leave Clarksville.

“Don’t you worry about Robot Nine. He can take care of himself.”

Al’s suggestion eliminated the risk to his crew, plus the confidence Al exhibited helped the captain decide. “All right, Mister Clark, your offer is the logical choice. If you’re willing to risk it, I appreciate having the option.”

The short, three foot robot with a large red number nine painted on his chest was equipped with tools and capabilities that far outmatched his original design. The robot attached itself to Al many years earlier and grew to be a reliable ally.

He has security officer markings and is shaped like a blunt nose bullet standing on end, with three surprisingly strong arms spaced equally around his torso. For most of his early service he navigated on a specially coated ball. However, with his last upgrade Doctor Florida replaced the rolling ball with a magnetic levitation system. This new capability allowed him to float two inches off the ground or ten feet in the air.

They gathered in the storage bay and Al punched in the code to activate his friend. Robot Nine rose from the deck, repositioned his arms, rotated his head, and gave his usual greeting. “Hello, Al Clark. May I be of assistance?”

There was a grin on Al’s face as he replied, “Hello to you, Robot Nine. How do you feel?”

“I am fully charged with no anomalies indicated. All systems are functioning within normal parameters.”

“Good—because we need your help.”

To simplify the explanation they had the robot follow them back to the bridge. Al pointed to the view screen and asked, “Can you identify that ship?”

The robot took a moment to process what his sensors revealed, along with all other available information. “I have no information on that craft, Al Clark. Is it abandoned?”

“Oh—no. There is somebody on that ship. They are sending us signals. I want you to go over to that ship and determine if they are friendly.” Al added a note of caution. “Try not to make any sudden moves. We don’t want to frighten them.”

“I will attempt to appear non-threatening.”

“That’s a good idea. Don’t go shooting anybody if you don’t have to.”

Robot Nine produced an odd beep and replied, “My protocol prohibits me from allowing harm to come to humans. We have discussed this before. Do you not remember?”

Al enjoyed teasing his assistant because of responses such as this. But now was not the time for joking around. He explained what they required of the robot.

The versatile service bot was equipped with small thrusters for navigation, allowing him to manage short trips through space. They directed him to jet over to investigate the open hatch and record his findings, complete with descriptions of his progress. The loyal robot vowed to do his best, established a solid channel of communication with the ship, and floated to the airlock to disembark.

“Good luck, Robot Nine, and be careful,” directed Al.

The mechanoid rotated its head to address Al. “To repeat a phrase you have used in the past—what could possibly go wrong?”

––––––––
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****

CAPTAIN ANTHONY PERCELLI is forty-six years old and a seasoned spacefarer. He is considered a little tall for a spacer at six foot, but he is a natural leader. His ability to remain calm during trying times came more from years of experience than his Spanish background. Even though he has the curly black hair, ocean blue eyes, and passion of his ancestors—he learned long ago to temper his decisions with facts.

He wouldn’t admit it to the crew, but their present circumstances was making him nervous. Procedure dictated that he board the ship. Because there were only four of them, he was hesitant to leave the ship short-handed unless absolutely necessary.

The captain asked, “Any progress on identifying what we are looking at?”

Everyone on the bridge knew he was asking the ship’s computer—except the computer.

The captain added, “DC?”

“As I stated previously, the vessel is of unknown origin.”

He allowed himself a frown and watched the screen.

The robot came into view. Tiny puffs of mist directed it toward the open doorway. Slowly, it closed the distance. When it came within twenty feet it stopped its momentum and floated outside the blue light of the airlock. Robot Nine reported the interior of the room beyond the hatch to be five feet wide, eight feet tall, and six feet deep.

“There is a small square panel next to the inner hatch of an unfamiliar design. I assume it is a means to operate the airlock.”

The captain turned to Al and asked, “Should we have it go inside?”

“I don’t know why not? He’s the perfect scout. Trust me, he’s better equipped to handle this than most humans.”

Al addressed his longtime companion, “Robot Nine, enter the airlock and assess the possibility of gaining access to the ship.”

The robots small thrusters redirected themselves, nuzzling him past the outer door into the blue light. The control panel was a simple silver square that expanded until the robot stopped three feet from the four inch panel. There were no markings, buttons, or visible sensors.

“There does not seem to be a way to interact with the mechanism. I will attempt physical contact.”

One of his arms reached for the square panel. When his claw touched the device, the blue light went out; plunging the robot into darkness. A half second later Robot Nine’s work lighting activated to relight the chamber. A second after that, the blue light returned.

“The control panel appears to be malfunctioning,” reported the robot.

The light blinked again.

“There are slots opening inside. I believe the airlock is being....

Air poured from the slots, ejecting the robot from the chamber and into open space. The robot reacted with his thrusters to counteract the expulsion, which left him floating forty feet away and awaiting new orders.

The captain thought the message was obvious. “Whoever is inside doesn’t want the robot. I think they want us.”

“Maybe they don’t want anybody,” suggested Robert.

Al asked, “Then why open the hatch and blink the lights?”

Captain Percelli sighed and summed up what they were all thinking. “We can’t leave without knowing if they need help, and we won’t know whether they do until we can get inside. Let’s prepare to board. We have to find out what’s going on over there.”
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Chapter Three
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They ordered the robot back to the Bluebird and left the black ship silently waiting, with the beacon in the aft section now blinking faster.

Robert was slowly turning green. The thought of suiting up to investigate an unknown spaceship was making him feel ill. Al saw the look on his face and understood. If someone is not comfortable in space, the added stress of entering a giant unknown ship can be upsetting.

“How about I take Mister Haley’s spot? I have some experience with unusual circumstances.”

“I cannot allow that, Mister Clark,” objected the captain. “You are a paying customer. This is the responsibility of me and my crew.”

The captain didn’t know it, but Al could not allow Robert to accompany the captain. The look on the kid’s face told him he would not be much help if there was trouble. If anyone was going over there, it needed to be the captain and Al.

“I don’t mind.” He pointed to Robert and added, “I’m not sure your engineer is up to it, and besides, I have nothing better to do.”

“You just woke up from six months in stasis. Are you sure you’re up to it?”

Al smiled. “I’m fine. I wake up easy.”

Robert helped Al into a suit, while Sparrow assisted the captain. They hurried through the preparations and gathered at the airlock hatch. Al instructed Robot Nine to remain aboard the Bluebird. He wanted him on standby to assist if needed.

They performed a quick radio check and exited the ship. In slow motion their thrusters emitted short bursts to propel them towards the waiting access hatch. The captain marveled at the view. Tiny far away stars sprinkled the black surrounding him, with the dark ship blocking an increasingly larger piece of the universe. He was not uncomfortable in the least. Space was meant for exploration, and the reason he was the captain of a spaceship. “It’s big out here—isn’t it?”

Al was less enthusiastic. His experience with space suits was limited to a couple short trips outside the Excalibur, the colonial starship where he began his new life. “Too big,” he replied. “If you think about it going on in all directions, almost forever, it is mind boggling. I think I’ll be happier once we reach the airlock.”

The rest of the trip was accomplished in taught silence. Side by side they stopped outside the open hatch and gathered their nerve.

“I guess it’s now or never. Are you ready, Captain?”

“We’ve come this far and nothing bad has happened, Mister Clark. We have to assume they want our help.”

“Just call me Al, Captain. Everyone else does.”

The officer turned his helmet to look at Al, to say, “As you wish. You can call me Tony.”

Al chuckled, “I’ll try. I’m kind of used to calling a captain—a captain.”

The seasoned leader checked with Sparrow about any response from the ship, to which she reported, “None, sir. I’m not even getting static.”

“Looks like we are going inside. Are you ready for this, Al?”

“I was made for this kind of stuff, Captain.”

As soon as they were inside the compartment the outer door slid closed. It appeared someone was waiting for them. Before they could think to react, the airlock pressurized and the inner door opened. Inside a large rectangular room stood a dozen tall yellow space suits lined up along one wall. When the suits did not move, the intruders realized they were empty. However, they were not alone.

In the center of the room stood a tall, slender humanoid dressed in a one-piece outfit with orange sleeves, red legs, and a bright yellow torso. The tight fitting clothing made it appear stick like, and somewhat comical. Its bald head and thin, straight body led the humans to assume it was male. The being stood facing them with restless hands fidgeting against his chest.

Below his oversized deep blue eyes was a hesitant smile.

––––––––
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****

HE MADE MOTIONS MIMICKING the removal of their headgear, the whole time watching for signs of understanding.

“What do you think, Captain? Should we take off the helmets?”

“The readings I’m getting say the air is breathable. The temperature is a little high, although not enough to bother us. I’ll take my helmet off first. If I turn blue—leave yours on.”
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