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Chapter 1: Interview

C Ring

Pentagon

Washington D.C

 


Candidate One

Interviewer 1: “This photo was taken by the
space telescope. What do you see?”

Candidate 1: “It’s pretty blurry. I guess
these are stars here?”

Interviewer 6: “Look at the center of the
photograph.”

Candidate 1: “Is there something there? I
can’t…is this something here?”

Interviewer 1: “Thank you for coming. The
sergeant will escort you out.”

 


Candidate Seven

Interviewer 1: “Please examine this photo
from the space telescope. What do you see?”

Candidate 7: “There’s—an object.”

Interviewer 3: “Tell me about the
object.”

Candidate 7: “Is this the best photo you
have? It looks like space junk. What is it, orbital debris?”

Interviewer 6: “It’s not one of ours.”

Candidate 7: “Russian? Japanese?
Chinese?”

Interviewer 1: “It’s not from Earth.”

Candidate 7: “What the hell does that
mean?”

Interviewer 1: “Thank you for coming. The
sergeant will escort you to the transfer station.”

Candidate 7: “Transfer to where?”

Interviewer 1: “Sergeant?”

 


Candidate Eleven

Interviewer 1: “Please examine this photo.
It was taken by the space telescope. What do you see?

Candidate 11: “Where was this taken? I mean
where is this object?”

Interviewer 6: “It is well outside of
Earth’s orbit.”

Candidate 11: “On what trajectory?”

Interviewer 3: “It is inbound.”

Candidate 11: Long silence.

Interviewer 1: “What are you thinking?”

Candidate 11: “You’re going to send a
mission, aren’t you? How long is the mission?”

Interviewer 4: “The exact length of the
mission is classified but it could be as long as the Mars
mission.”

Candidate 11: “I’m sorry, I can’t commit to
that. I just got engaged.”

Interviewer 1: “You indicated on your
application that you had no close family.”

Candidate 11: “I didn’t know when I applied.
I mean, I knew that I was thinking of asking her, but last night I
popped the question. It just happened.”

Interviewer 1: “You were told to prepare for
up a three-year commitment.”

Candidate 11: “That’s why I can’t take the
mission.”

Interviewer 1: “The commitment is for three
years, whether you take the mission or not. Sergeant, escort the
Captain to the transfer station.”

Candidate 11: “You can’t do this. I just got
engaged.”

Interviewer 1: “Sergeant, escort the
Captain.”

Candidate 11: “Get your hands off of
me!”

Interviewer 1: “Sergeant, draw your
weapon.”

 


Candidate Seventeen

Interviewer 1: “This photo was taken by the
space telescope. What do you see?

Candidate 17: “This is in deep space?”

Interviewer 6: “Yes.”

Candidate 17: “Will it intersect Earth
orbit?”

Interviewer 3: “It is possible.”

Candidate 17: “Is there any wobble or
rotation to the object?”

Interviewer 2: “None.”

Candidate 17: “What is its speed?”

Interviewer 4: “Classified.”

Candidate 17: “How large is this
object?”

Interviewer 4: “Classified.”

Candidate 17: “Mass?”

Interviewer 4: “Undetermined.”

Interviewer 1: “What do you see?”

Candidate 17: “Somebody built this thing—I’m
certain. The curves are too perfect, and the angles here and here
are symmetrical. The surface is not pitted—at least not
significantly—this is too fuzzy for details. It certainly hasn’t
been cratered suggesting a young life for an interstellar object.
If you look at these objects hanging below the arms, here, here,
and maybe here, they look like weapons pods.”

Interviewer 2: “You are reading a lot into
one blurry photo.”

Candidate 17: “And so are you or I wouldn’t
be here. This thing may or may not be a threat but I sure as hell
would want to know before it dropped into a low Earth orbit and
opened those pods—whatever they are.”

Interviewer 1: “And if you commanded a
mission to find out what it is, what would you do when you got to
the object?”

Candidate 17: “I would investigate,
determine its purpose and function, collect samples and acquire
full intelligence and any on-board technologies. Then I would make
sure that the object never reaches Earth.”

Interviewer 1: “How?”

Candidate 17: “Blow the damn thing up.”




Chapter 2: Linkletter

 


Las Vegas, Nevada

 


As usual, the call came after midnight.

“Link, he hurt me. He hurt
me bad.”

“I’m coming,” Link said,
reaching for his pants as he spoke. “Do you need an
ambulance?”

“No, I can’t. He’s still
here. He said if I called anyone he would kill me.”

“But you called me,” Link
said, struggling into his clothes while holding the phone to his
ear.

“I’m afraid,” she said. “I
didn’t know what to do.”

“I’ll be there in a few
minutes.”

“Hurry, please. He’s real
mad and he’s drinking again.”

Link ran to the garage, impatiently waiting
for the door to open. Recklessly, he backed out onto the street and
floored it, shifting through five gears by the end of the block. At
two AM there was little traffic away from the strip and he made
good time. The top was down, the warm night air roaring past, loud
enough to drown the whine of his engine. In the daytime the trip
took eighteen minutes, but Link made it in ten, screeching to a
halt in front of her rental home.

Her boyfriend’s motorcycle was in the
driveway, lying on its side, leaking oil. Sun-bleached lawn
furniture sat in the middle of the yard, the webbing shredded. Her
rusty Toyota was under the carport, the left rear tire nearly
flat—he would have to fix that. One of her cats—the orange
one—scampered around the corner. The houses on either side were
well kempt, their windows dark. If the neighbors heard her
screaming, they ignored it. Somewhere inside stereo speakers boomed
country music. The neighbors ignored the loud music too.

Using his key, Link entered through the
carport. The kitchen was brightly lit, the sink over-flowing with
dishes. A carton of milk sat on the counter next to the
refrigerator. Link could smell the sour milk across the room. A
stereo blasted from the living room. Not bothering to be quiet,
Link walked to the archway marking the end of the kitchen and the
start of the living room. Peeking around the corner, Link saw the
boyfriend in the recliner, his back to Link. He sat facing the
stereo, a can of beer in his hand. A pyramid of empties stood next
to his chair.

Link stepped back and moved down the hall to
her bedroom. The door was closed. Softly he tapped out the
shave-and-a-haircut-six-bits rhythm.

“Link?” a soft feminine
voice asked.

“It’s me,” Link
said.

Inside something heavy was dragged clear of
the door. When the door opened he barely had time to assess her
injuries before she wrapped her arms around his waist, pressing her
head against his chest. Dressed for work she wore the mini-skirt
and low-cut red blouse that was the uniform of the cocktail
waitresses at her casino. Link held her for a minute and then
pulled her loose, examining her face. Dried blood crusted both
nostrils, and her nose was swollen-possibly broken, her lower lip
split. One eye was blackened and a purple bruise surrounded a cut
on her right cheek. There would be bruises where he could not
see.

“You need to see a
doctor,” Link said.

“I can’t,” she said. “I
have to be at the casino three months before I can get
insurance.”

“I’ll pay for it,” Link
said. “And I’ll get you a plan to fill the gap until yours goes
into effect.”

“You don’t have to do
that,” she said, dabbing at a drop of blood dribbling from her
nose.

“I want to,” Link
said.

“What am I going to do,
Link?” she asked. “I can’t work looking like this. They’ll fire me
for sure.”

“I’ll take care of
everything,” Link said, and she believed him. He had done it
before.

She hugged Link again, embarrassed at
needing him but loving him for always being there for her.

“I’m going away for a
while so you can stay at my place,” Link said. “Put your rent money
in the bank. By the time I get back, you’ll have enough to buy a
decent car or for a down payment on a house.”

“Do you have to leave?”
she asked. “I’m afraid when you’re not around.”

“Yes, I have to go. This
is important.”

“You always say
that.”

“I know.”

Suddenly she pushed back, looking at
Link.

“What about Denny? He
laughed at me when I told him I had a restraining
order.”

“You won’t see Denny
anymore,” Link said. “Now pack some clothes. You can spend the
night at my house. We’ll get the rest of your things
tomorrow.”

“My cats,” she said,
wiping away another drop of blood.

“We’ll get them tomorrow
too.”

“But Denny,” she
said.

“I’ll have a talk with
Denny,” Link said. “I’ll be back to get you.”

Link retraced his steps to the carport and
then to the storage shed. He found duct tape and a hammer and then
returned to the kitchen and took the carton of sour milk. Denny was
still reclining in the chair, his right foot tapping to a country
rhythm. Link stopped behind Denny, leaning over. Denny’s eyes went
wide when he saw Link. Dropping the beer can, he started to get up.
Link hit him in the solar plexus with the flat side of the hammer.
Denny’s breath exploded from his body. Denny collapsed back into
the chair, nearly knocking it over onto Link. Link watched Denny’s
body arch, his hands gripping the armrests, his fingers digging
deep. When Denny started to fill his lungs Link struck again. Denny
convulsed, the little air he had managed to breathe in now gone.
Denny brought both hands over his solar plexus, protecting the
spot. Watching Denny’s chest, Link let the first few short gasps
pass waiting for the big breath. Then, as Denny’s chest started a
full expansion, Link reached over and stuck his fingers in Denny’s
nostrils, jerking up sharply. Denny’s mouth gaped open just as he
started to suck in a big lung full of air. Link poured in the sour
milk.

Denny gasped, choked, and shot chunky milk
out of his nose and mouth. Link let him roll out of the chair onto
his knees. Coming around the chair, Link kicked Denny in the side,
rolling him onto his back. Link kicked him twice more, forcing him
to curl and then roll onto his stomach. Quickly, Link taped Denny’s
hands together and then his mouth, forcing Denny to blow sprays of
sour milk from his nose. Lifting Denny to his feet, Link took the
hammer and the duct tape and dragged Denny to his car. When Link
opened the trunk, Denny ran. Link tripped him, sending Denny into a
sprawl, skinning his cheek and forehead. Picking him up by his
collar and belt, Link dropped Denny into the trunk. Sober as a
judge now, Denny rolled onto his side, his eyes wide with fear.

“Relax, Denny,” Link said,
slapping the hammer against his palm. “I’ll be as gentle with you
as you were with my sister.”

Denny was crying when Link slammed the lid.
Link found his sister packing a suitcase. She had wiped the blood
from her nose and pulled her brown hair back into a ponytail. She
and Link looked alike with brown eyes and hair, hers styled with
lighter streaks, his short and neat. Link was six foot tall and
muscular, his sister five inches shorter with an athletic build.
Their eyes were slightly almond shaped, features regular, hers soft
and his angular. Link’s eyebrows were darker than his hair; hers
plucked to match the curve of her eyes. Even with puffy eyes, a
swollen nose, and a bruised cheek, she was pretty and with a
generous nature and warm personality, she had always had a
boyfriend; too often the wrong kind.

“You won’t hurt him, will
you?” she asked.

“No,” Link lied. “I’ll
just make sure that he respects the restraining order.”

“I just don’t want to see
him anymore,” she said, hugging Link again.

“You don’t have to worry
about that,” Link said hugging her back. “I’ll be back for you in
an hour.”

“Thanks,” she said, trying
to smile with her split lip.

Link turned to go.

“Link,” she said, stopping
him. “Does the health plan you’re going to get me have
dental?”

Working her tongue in her mouth, his sister
spit a tooth into her palm.

“It will,” Link said,
“and, Sis, it might take a little longer to explain things to Denny
than I thought, but I will come back.”

I know,” she said. “I can always count on
you.”


 





 





 





Chapter 3: Mission Plan

Groom Lake

Nevada

 


“Your launch window is
October 26 to November 9,” Dr. Wilma Cattell said. “You will
rendezvous with the Interceptor in a parking orbit 118 kilometers
above the Earth. Transfer and preflight will take 90 minutes, at
which point a burn will boost you into a geocentric escape
hyperbola. After 109 days, you will execute a series of three burns
to loop Venus and slingshot on a trajectory that will intersect the
UNOB (unknown object). At the UNOB’s current velocity, comet
Slaughter-Smirnova 2 will transect the UNOB’s trajectory, covering
a portion of your approach. It is possible, in the unlikely event
that the UNOB is not an inert mass, that the Interceptor will
appear to be nothing more than displaced debris from the
Slaughter-Smirnova 2’s tail. At that point your speed will
significantly exceed that of the UNOB. Your deceleration burn will
be timed to put you within any potential weapons array before any
UNOB defense systems can activate. You will then rendezvous with
the UNOB and investigate. For security reasons, on the sunward
flight communication with the Interceptor will be two-way bursts.
After the Venus transit you will be able to send us burst
transmissions but we cannot respond due to the risk of UNOB
interception. Communications will be configured so that telemetry
and other data will be downloaded to Mission Control automatically
and regularly.”

“Even if the crew is
dead,” Link said.

“Dead or incapacitated,”
Cattell said bluntly. “The Interceptor will carry a five watt laser
transmitter, giving you roughly ten times the data transmission
rates of radio. It will also give you the bandwidth necessary for
data-rich transmissions. By your launch date we will have orbited a
network of optical communication satellites to receive the bursts.
Once in contact, and your threat assessment complete, you will
resume two-way communication with Earth.”

Captain Cleveland Linkletter studied the
animation illustrating the mission, and then he tapped the screen
and flipped through pages of specifications. Everything from nozzle
thrust to the quantity of toilet paper were listed. All eyes were
on the wall screen, however, where the NASA animator portrayed the
Interceptor as a sleek craft attached to a large fuel tank. It
looked like a pregnant space plane. Link frowned.

“I have a few questions,”
Link said. “And there need to be some changes in the mission
parameters.”

Three men and two women sat around a long
oak conference table. Pop-up screens and keyboards sat in front of
each. All now turned toward Link. The director of the project, Dr.
Ernest Baum, sat at the far end, his face a perpetual frown. With
huge bags under his eyes, and sagging jowls, Baum looked half
melted. Baum said nothing, letting the presenter, Wilma Cattell,
keep the floor.

“Changes?” Cattell probed
suspiciously.

“If the UNOB is hostile,
approaching it at high speed is foolish. Popping out from behind a
comet and then firing up the engines is suicidal. We want to mosey
up to it and mate with it so gently it will still think it’s a
virgin.”

Cattell was a tall woman, with dark brown
hair worn in a mannish cut. Approaching forty, she had aged well
and could pass for younger if she cared to. She did not care and
dressed in dark colors and loose matching pants and jacket over a
white blouse. Tapping her laser pointer on her thigh, she gathered
her composure.

“The mission plan is set,”
Cattell said.

“Not if it’s my mission,”
Link said.

“You are the pilot,”
Cattell said sharply. “Mission planning is outside of your
expertise.”

“You are an aeronautical
engineer,” Link replied. “Military tactics are outside of your
expertise. As the mission commander, I am motivated to maximize my
chances of success. Flying up to the UNOB at high speed is
foolish.”

“The object is emitting
nothing in the electromagnetic spectrum,” Cattell said, still
thumping the pointer on her thigh. “It is most likely a relic
drifting through the system. Personally, I think it is a rock.
However, we have agreed to assume it is an artifact. If it is
active, our simulations indicate that the quick approach maximizes
the chances of a successful approach.”

“How long is the last
burn?” Link asked.

“Three hundred and sixty
seven seconds.

“So a giant blowtorch will
be aimed at the UNOB for six minutes at close range. If that
doesn’t wake it up, nothing will.”

“Your suggestion again?”
Dr. Baum said, his gravelly voice commanding attention.

“After the gravity boost
we execute the burn well outside any threat range to the UNOB.
Coming in thirty degrees below the UNOB, the further out we burn,
the less likely we will trigger a threat response. We drift up to
the UNOB gently.”

“Threat response? You talk
like the UNOB is alive,” Cattell said.

“Isn’t that possibility on
your list? It should be. Besides, it does not have to be alive to
defend itself. Some of our own defensive systems are activated by
artificial intelligence.”

“We considered a slow
approach,” Cattell said, “but if the UNOB is headed to Earth it has
to make a course correction. If it corrects course before you
intercept, then you made a long trip for nothing because you won’t
have the fuel to chase it down.”

“I’m betting the UNOB
designers think like you and won’t burn until the last possible
second.”

Cattell frowned, thinking.

“A slow approach puts the
UNOB closer to Earth,” Cattell added to her argument. “Even with
our mission plan the UNOB will be nearing its closest approach to
Earth by the time of intercept. Your plan negates the point of the
mission.”

“Not if we burn longer at
the Venus transit to get a bigger gravity boost. We’ll come up
faster, but brake earlier than your plan.”

“There is no fuel savings
in braking earlier, so the extra burn at Venus will leave you
short.”

“Then we need to carry
more fuel.”

“Not possible. The life
support needs of a nine person crew dictate the maximum fuel
capacity.”

“I’ll go with
eight.”

Surprised, Cattell looked toward the
youngest man at the table, who began tapping on his keyboard with
one finger. The young man was in a wheelchair. Link knew him to be
the boy-genius of the project. Twenty-seven-years-old, Scot
(Scooter) Ibsen, was a nerdy young man with greasy-looking black
hair that he swept across his forehead. With pasty-white skin, and
red lips, he had a slight feminine appearance. Soon, Scooter shook
his head no, and then cocked it at an angle, typing furiously on a
keyboard mounted on his wheelchair. Two monitors on swivels sat
above the keyboard.

“You cannot carry enough
fuel,” Cattell said. “We’re sticking to the original
plan.”

“He could do it with
seven,” Scooter said softly, as if afraid to interrupt Cattell. “Or
four, or one for that matter, but that would be foolish. Not nine,
though, well, yeah, not nine. Eight is iffy but I can make seven
work.”

Cattell scowled.

“Seven it is,” Link
said.

“We scenarioed this with
nine,” Cattell said.

“Is scenarioed a word?”
Link asked.

“No,” Scooter said softly.
“She verbed that noun.”

Link held back a smile. Cattell reddened.
With color in her cheeks, Cattell’s buried feminine qualities
peeked through.

“The mission is three
teams of three,” Cattell said, ignoring Link and Scooter. “If entry
is achieved—assuming it is hollow--one team secures the entrance
and the Interceptor. One team enters the UNOB and one team surveys
the surface. Nine gives you backup and redundancy. Nine also allows
you to spread the cross-training. You can’t cross-train seven in
the time remaining before launch since each would have to learn
nearly one third more.”

“We fly with seven; one to
hold the ship, two to secure a retreat path, and two teams of two
to explore the interior. With the slow approach, we’ll know the
exterior pretty well by the time of contact anyway. As for
training, we’ll cross train on the way. We have to fill nearly
eight months doing something.”

“You can’t single-handedly
change a scenario that a hundred people spent thousands of hours
working out,” Cattell said, leaning on the table, palms
flat

“I can when my life is on
the line,” Link said, leaning over the table, half out of his
chair, eyes locked on Cattell’s.

“Plan for seven,” Baum
said, breaking the deadlock. “We’ll discuss this later, Dr.
Cattell.”

Cattell tapped her laser pointer on her hip
but acquiesced.

“If there’s nothing else?”
Dr. Cattell said, glaring.

“Where are the weapons
specified?” Link asked, flipping through the pages.

“Weapons?” Cattell asked,
turning to look at Baum, then back at Link.

“Tell me you weren’t
planning to send us to an unknown object without a way to defend
ourselves?” Link said, not hiding his feelings.

“There will be a nuclear
device for destroying the UNOB if necessary,” Cattell
said.

“And for personal
defense?”

“Hand-to-hand combat?”
Cattell asked, incredulous, looking to the others for support.
“Surely, you’re kidding.”

“I’m losing confidence in
your mission planners,” Link said. “Did you honestly plan to send
an unarmed crew to explore an alien artifact?”

“You are not listening,”
Cattell said. “If I had my way we would be sending a team of
geologists, not soldiers.”

“But you didn’t have your
way,” Link said, “and I’m sitting here, not a geologist, and I’m
not going unarmed.”

“There is the issue of
weight,” Baum said, breaking up another confrontation. “What are we
talking about?”

“Rifles only, no heavy
weapons. Something like the XM8. It weighs only about six pounds.
Ammunition will be the bigger problem. A hundred rounds of 7.62
ammo weighs ten pounds.”

“So ten pounds for each of
your team?” Cattell asked.

“The XM8 fires seven
hundred and fifty rounds a minute,” Link said.

Cattell gasped.

“No less than a thousand
rounds a man,” Link said. “Two thousand rounds if we can carry
it.”

“You’re talking about
seven hundred pounds of additional weight,” Cattell said, turning
to Baum for support.

“Minimum,” Link
said.

“Scooter, is that
possible?” Baum asked his voice near a whisper.

“No, not really,” Scooter
said.

“We can get ammunition
with composite casings,” Link said. “That will save twenty percent
on the weight.”

“No can do,” Scooter said,
not even bothering to calculate the fuel expenditure.

“It’s for the best,”
Cattell said. “Even a single round fired in the Interceptor could
be catastrophic. What the conditions will on the UNOB are unknown,
but in space weapons would be useless anyway. They won’t
fire.”

Scooter began to type on his keypad.

“They will fire,” Link
countered, “even in space.”

Cattell started to respond but Link cut her
off.

“They fire underwater,”
Link said.

“It doesn’t matter,”
Cattell said. “The Interceptor can’t carry your weapons and chase
down the UNOB before it reaches Earth.”

“It could with a six
member crew,” Scooter said. “Or five, or four, or…well you get the
idea.”

Six it is,” Link said.

“You can’t-“

“We’ll look closely at a
six-crew mission,” Baum said, shaking his head at Cattell to end
the protest.

With a deep breath, Cattell turned back to
Link.

“If there’s nothing else,”
Cattell said.

“I want to talk about the
design of Interceptor,” Link said.

“What about it?” Cattell
asked, nostrils flaring.

“You have to change
it!”

Cattell thumped the laser pointer against
her thigh vigorously; so angry she could not speak.

“What’s wrong with my
design?” Scooter asked, elevating his chair, the motor nearly
silent. “It’s ninety percent off-the-shelf tech because there is no
time to develop new technologies. More like eighty percent, but
that is not the point. Maybe eighty-five percent.”

“Scooter, the exact
percent does not matter,” Baum said gently.

“I know,” Scooter said,
embarrassed. “Really, I did know, sometimes I just can’t stop. Well
I can stop, but I don’t think about it.”

“Put the UNOB on the
screen,” Link said, ignoring Scooter’s rambling.

Scowling, Cattell clicked through the
images. The Interceptor appeared, a wingless spaceplane with a
large fuel tank. Attached to the fuselage were specialty pods,
arranged in opposing pairs, giving the ship visual balance. In the
artist’s conception, the Interceptor was painted white, flags of
allied nations stenciled on the nose.

“The UNOB shares one thing
with our own ship designs—symmetry,” Link said. “Symmetry shouts
intelligent design. We want to drift up to the UNOB like a piece of
space junk. You can still use existing technology but cut the nose
off that ship—it will never fly into Earth’s atmosphere anyway.
Aerodynamics are worthless in space, and worse, endanger the crew
because it’s a tell.”

“Tell” Scooter
probed.

“A ‘tell’ is an
unconscious indicator of what is in a poker player’s hand. It can
be anything from blinking more than usual, or less, holding your
breath, adjusting your glasses, hell, even picking your nose.
Aerodynamic design would be our tell. What I need you to do is to
take the Interceptor apart and put it back together with your eyes
closed.”

“The mission plan requires
four launches to get the components into orbit,” Scooter said,
clearly irritated. “Four—no---yes, four. At this late stage
redesigning the Interceptor will push the launch date back and that
means there won’t be time to assemble it in orbit.”

“We’ll assemble it on the
way,” Link said.

“That’s not possible…is
it?” Cattell asked, turning to Scooter.

Staring into space, Scooter was oblivious,
his eyes focused on something only he could see.

“Well…maybe,” Scooter said
after a minute. “Once in motion assembly would not be any more
difficult than in orbit.” Scooter paused, stared into space again,
and then was back. “But the weight of the tools will throw off the
fuel calculations again—of course we planned for tools to break
into the UNOB if it is hollow. I suppose they could serve both
functions. Or could they?”

Scooter realized he was rambling again.

“Give me an hour and I’ll
tell you if it can be done,” Scooter said. “Maybe ninety minutes.
Okay, two hours to be sure.”

“If you’d effort that, I’d
appreciate it,” Link said.

Cattell glowered. Scooter smiled.

“Is that it?” Cattell
asked, trying to wrap up the meeting.

“Not quite,” Link said.
“Your mission plan ends with the Interceptor docked to the UNOB. My
mission plan ends with us landing on Earth. How do we fill that
gap?”

Cattell avoided his eyes, cheeks still
pink.

“There is no plan to get
you home,” Baum said, taking the burden of telling Link the truth.
“Once docked with the UNOB, your trajectory will be inbound,” Baum
said. “If the UNOB corrects its course, you will be Earthbound with
it. If the UNOB is hostile, you will return to Earth but it is
likely that you will be dead. If the UNOB is an artifact, and you
succeed in exploring it and then destroying it, you will have
insufficient fuel to correct your course and brake.”

“So, in that scenario we
wave bye-bye as we zip past Earth on the way to oblivion,” Link
said.

Now Baum gave Link a saggy smile.

“The good news is that we
have nearly a year to develop a plan to recover you,” Baum said. “I’m confident
that we will be ready when the mission is complete.”

Link respected Baum’s honesty.

“I’d appreciate it if you
would scenario that as soon as possible,” Link said.


 





Chapter 4:
Crew Selection

Groom Lake

Nevada

 


Link was back in the conference room,
sitting across the table from three psychologists; doctors
Allegheny, White and Chin. Allegheny was white, middle-aged, bald,
pudgy, and dressed in a white shirt with a paisley tie. White was
black, wearing an expensive tailored suit—blue, with a red power
tie. White’s hair was cut short and his goatee trimmed neatly. Chin
was an elderly Asian woman with limp gray hair. Locks hung in her
eyes and she repeatedly shoved them behind her ear, where they
would hang for a second and then slide back. The holes in her
pierced ears were empty. Her blue dress resembled a lab coat but
less stylish. Wire rimmed glasses perched on the tip of her nose.
She studied Link over the rims. Cattell sat at the end of the table
in Baum’s chair--Dr. Baum was in Washington. Link noticed Cattell
was wearing makeup this time, although it could not hide her sour
expression.

Dr. White pointed to the screen in front of
Link. On the screen was a database with color-coded tabs. Across
the top of the page in bold font was “Personnel Selection Protocol
and Recommendations.”

“We’ve developed
guidelines for the selection and makeup of the Interceptor’s
team—with the emphasis on team,” Dr. White said. “Living together
in confined space requires a tight-knit community balanced for
personality traits, intellectual gifts, and both I.Q. and E.Q.
Emotional and psychological health must be within normative
parameters and those parameters are very narrow indeed. Touch the
blue tab for descriptions of the psychological batteries to be used
for screening candidates and the interview protocols.

“In the red section you
will find the optimum ethnic and gender mix. The black section has
brief bios of fifty potential candidates organized by gender, age,
and ethnic background. The colored stars indicate recommended team
combinations. For example, the nine yellow stars identify one team
and includes five women and four men—you would be one of the men,
of course. Our recommendations were developed before the decision
was made to reduce the size of the team. While the team will be
smaller, we will need to keep the prescribed gender balance. A
Female dominated team will reduce sexual tension during the long
voyage.”

Dr. White paused. Tapping the screen, Link
scanned pages, noting the colorful charts and numerous graphs. Now
he turned from the screen and opened his satchel. Taking a small
stack of pages stapled at the corner, he slid it across the table.
Dr. White caught them.

“You’ll have to share. I
only brought one copy.”

The three doctors leaned their heads
together as Dr. White lifted the cover page, reading.

“This is a list of the
crew I want for the Interceptor,” Link said. “At the back you will
find alternates for each position.”

While Dr. White read, Dr. Chin looked over
her glasses, saying, “May I ask the criteria you used for selecting
these….people?”

“Since we don’t know what
we’ll find once we get to the UNOB, combat skills are first
priority. I looked for the biggest, baddest, meanest sonsofbitches
on the planet. Second, since we have to assemble and fly an
untested spaceship, and then explore an alien object, the crewmen
need to be bright—geniuses, actually—with relevant experience. Not
one of these men has an IQ of less than 140.”

“Except you,” Dr.
Allegheny said. “I believe yours is 131.”

“Is it?” Link said. “I
never knew.”

“Captain Linkletter,” Dr.
White said, interrupting, “is there another list?”

“No, that’s it. Not many
names can sift through those filters.”

“There are no women!” Dr.
White said.

“There were three after
the first cut. None made the final roster.”

“You have only one
African-American,” Dr. White said, struggling to keep his
composure.

“That filter thing,” Link
said. “If it makes you feel better there are no
Asian-Americans.”

“This is not acceptable,”
Dr. Allegheny said. “Read the introduction to our report. Then
maybe you will understand why crew selection is better left to
those with the requisite expertise.”

“I am the mission
commander,” Link said. “Not only does the success of this mission
depend on who is selected but so does my life. Those with the right
skills, go. Those without, stay.”

“You are underestimating
the value of diversity,” Dr. White said. “The chance of needing
military training is remote, and in the highly unlikely event you
would find yourself in combat, that will be only one percent of the
mission. You must plan for the whole mission. Try to see the bigger
picture.”

“You may be right about
the likelihood of combat, but when you need combat skills there is
no substitute.”

“Dr. Cattell, please tell
Captain Linkletter that he must follow protocol,” Dr. Allegheny
appealed.

“Let’s adjourn until after
lunch,” Dr. Cattell said, glancing at Link. “That will give us time
to cross-check his list with yours. Perhaps there is
overlap.”

Frustrated, the three psychologists huffed
out of the room.

Three hours later, Link was back on his side
of the conference table, with Cattell back in Baum’s chair.
Allegheny, White, and Chin were lined up across the table,
red-faced.

“Well?” Link said, sitting
down.

“There was no overlap
between our lists,” Dr. White said. “However, we did some checking
into your candidates. We are astounded by your choices, to say the
least. For example, this man--Riley--was dishonorably discharged
after doing eighteen months in prison for assaulting a
prisoner.”

“Nelson Riley was Delta
Force and his team responded when terrorists took the Flying
Princess cruise ship,” Link explained. “They executed three
hostages before Delta Force managed to get aboard. They took one
terrorist by surprise and needed information--how many more
terrorists were aboard, where they were located, and where they had
placed the explosives? Their captive would not talk. Riley
volunteered to get the information and take the fall for the team.
He beat the information out of the terrorist and the hostages were
rescued with no further deaths and only three injuries.”

“It was illegal,” Dr.
Allegheny said.

“Yes, but the right thing
to do under the circumstances.”

“In your opinion,” Dr.
Chin pointed out. “A man who would ignore standing orders, as well
as the Geneva Convention Accords and simple human decency, could
not be trusted to follow your orders.”

“If you read his file you
will see that he has never been accused of insubordination. This
soldier not only follows orders but he will also follow orders that
might be…unconventional,” Link said.

The psychologists steamed, struggling to
control their anger.

“All of that is ancient
history,” Link continued. “Riley is currently chief engineer and
pilot for TourStar. They were the first corporation to fly tourists
on orbital flights.”

“A reckless endeavor,”
Chin huffed.

“With a perfect safety
record,” Link pointed out. Then looking at Dr. White added, “And he
is African-American.”

White glared.

“Another of your
candidates is a Christian Fundamentalist,” Dr. Allegheny
said.

“That’s Westbrook,” Link
said. “A few years ago he got the hots for a Christian girl and had
to go to church or she wouldn’t go out with him. Funny thing was
that it didn’t work out with the girl but it did with religion. He
answered an alter call and now goes to church twice a
week.”

“Religion and science
don’t mix,” Dr. Allegheny said. “He’s a living paradox.
Fundamentalism exists only among the irrational.”

“It hasn’t been a problem
for NASA.”

“If this IQ score is
right, I have to question his sanity,” Dr. Allegheny
said.

“No one that bright can be
religious, let alone a fundamentalist.”

“Apparently they can,”
Link said.

“This other
candidate—Carter Gains—I’m not sure he’s even physically fit enough
for the mission. His knee had to be reconstructed,” Dr. White said.
“He was shot by his girlfriend.”

“Ironic, isn’t it? He saw
combat in three theaters and never earned a purple heart. Don’t
worry about his knee. He ran a marathon last year,” Link assured
them.

“But his girlfriend felt
threatened enough to defend herself with a gun,” Dr. White
said.

“He didn’t threaten her,
they were just fooling around. They were killing
cockroaches.”

“With a nine millimeter
pistol?” Dr. Chin said, incredulous.

“There was some alcohol
involved,” Link admitted. “Neither of them was charged with a
crime.”

“But, but-“ Dr. Allegheny
sputtered.

“Look, after the military
he finished an M.D./Ph.D. program and was invited to join the
cardiovascular research team at the Oregon Health Sciences
University. He is chair of the Ultra High Definition Internet
project to link medical schools. He builds racing aircraft as a
hobby and represented the U.S. at the last Olympics in shooting.
What more do you want?

“He was shooting at
cockroaches while under the influence of alcohol,” Allegany said,
stuck on that point.

“He was hitting those
cockroaches,” Link pointed out.

“Perhaps it is time to
share your candidate,” Dr. Cattell cut in from Baum’s
chair.

“I’m listening,” Link
said.

Dr. White slid a manila folder across the
table. Inside was a dossier with a photo printed at the top. It was
a woman; possibly Hispanic.

“This is Nadine Ramirez,”
Dr. White said. “She did not make our short list.”

“Your fifty person short
list,” Link pointed out.

“She did not meet all of
our criteria, however, she may be acceptable to you.”

“She’s only
five-foot-seven,” Link said. “I said, I wanted the biggest and
baddest. If we run into something on the UNOB we’ll be the first
human contact. We need to be as terrifying as we can be. You don’t
get a second chance to make a first impression.”

“Dr. Ramirez is a
triathelete,” Dr. White said.

“That makes her fit, not
intimidating.”

“She is a three-time
national Cage Fighting Champion,” White said.

“Women’s division,” Link
said.

“Originally, we cut her
from our list because of an incident in Florida. A friend of hers
was groped in a bar by members of the Tampa Bay Buccaneers.
Offensive linemen, I believe. Dr. Ramirez put two of them in the
hospital. A third needed extensive dental work,” White
said.

“I remember the incident,”
Link said. “It ruined the Buccaneers’ season. Without those linemen
the quarterback spent half the rest of the season on his
back.”

Link studied Ramirez’s physical description
and then the incident report.

“This can’t be right,”
Link said. “Someone that size can’t take out a single three-hundred
pound lineman, let alone three. She must have had help.”

“Reports indicate that she
is very resourceful. When she fights, she uses anything and
everything within reach. She gashed one man to the bone with a
broken glass, and cracked the skull of a second with a pool cue. A
third lost three teeth when she jammed a cell phone down his
throat,” White said.

Link studied the photo. It was a headshot,
so he could not see her body, but her face was lean. Link
considered whether having a smaller human on board would be a plus.
Link also noticed that Ramirez was pretty and that could be a
problem.

“Introducing one woman
will create unnecessary sexual tension,” Link said. “It’s better to
have none, than one.”

“There won’t be sexual
tension,” Dr. White said. “The friend she was protecting was a
cheerleader. Dr. Ramirez is a lesbian.”

“Lesbian or bisexual?”
Link asked.

“Lesbian,” Dr. White said.
“Dr. Ramirez is a test pilot for…certain experimental aircraft here
at Groom Lake. She is also an accomplished rock
climber.”

“I’ll think about it,”
Link said.

With that minor concession the doctors
beamed as if they had won a complete victory.

“One more thing,” Link
said. “I was serious about preparing for the possibility of meeting
hostiles on the UNOB and about my crew prepared to deal with
whatever we find. To be ready I want a full spectrum of steroids
and human growth hormone. When I said we would be the biggest and
baddest, I meant it literally.”

The psychologists groaned. Link hid his
smile. Link noticed Cattell was hiding her own smile—a nice
smile.


 





Chapter 5:
Defense

Groom Lake

Nevada

 


Dr. Ernest Baum loosened his brown tie, took
off his brown jacket and hung it over the back of his leather desk
chair. Then he pulled up his brown trousers so they would not be
stretched out at the knees, and sat down at his computer. Dr. Baum
accessed his UNOB file, working through three layers of security.
His UNOB files had two primary divisions. One was labeled
“INTERCEPTION” and the other “DEFENSE.” Under INTERCEPTION were
files on ship design, crew selection, training, launch schedules,
security profiles, personnel rosters, FBI background checks, and a
vast list of purchase orders. All of that existed to put a small
crew into orbit and rocket them on a trajectory that might allow
them to intercept the UNOB before it breeched the threat zone.

Captain Linkletter had been selected from
twenty candidates to command the interception mission. Initially,
his military connection had kept him from the candidate list, but
the Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff unilaterally reordered
the mission priorities, overriding the bureaucrats who had never
served. Linkletter made the bottom quartile of the new list. One by
one, those ahead of him on the list were eliminated and he made the
interview list. There, his native leadership abilities, creativity,
and openness to novelty, led to his selection. Ever since, Baum had
been taking heat from the psychologists who disliked the choice.
Their objections had intensified after Linkletter’s performance
during crew selection. Since that meeting, hours of Baum’s precious
time had been spent on pacification of irate psychologists.

Baum opened the file marked “DEFENSE.”
Captain Linkletter, Scooter Ibsen, Dr.’s White, Chin, and Black,
knew nothing about these files. Baum had been honest when he told
Linkletter there was no plan to recover the team. While there was a
fair chance they would live to rendezvous with the UNOB, most
scenarios suggested a successful encounter would be fatal for the
crew. Encountering unknown technologies, alien microbes, or a
hostile craft and crew, was a recipe for failure.

Planners for the interception mission
assumed a high probability that the UNOB was a derelict. Defense
planners assumed the UNOB a fully functioning threat. Baum’s
inclinations put him with the defense team.

Baum opened the files detailing a layered
defense of Earth. Facing an unknown enemy, with unknown potential,
and limited preparation time, developing new technologies was out
of the question. Instead, existing weapon systems were adapted.
Using virtually every launch vehicle the planet could produce
before the UNOB arrived, these weapons would be boosted to orbit
and installed at Freedom Station and what sister defense platforms
could be deployed.

Defense protocols were organized in three
layers. The most distant layer was the “Threat Zone.” Missiles
armed with modified nuclear and conventional warheads would provide
the first layer of defense. The nuclear weapons would subject the
UNOB to a barrage of X-rays, neutrons, electromagnetic pulse, and
the heat and concussion of fusion explosions. Those carrying
conventional weapons were given limited maneuverability, since they
would need to get closer to be effective. Since actually hitting
the UNOB was unlikely, the warheads were designed to fragment,
spreading out like a shotgun blast, delivering lethal fragments or
shaped charges.

If the UNOB survived passage through the
Threat Zone, it entered the Attack Zone, which included Earth
orbit. There, anti-satellite technology would be deployed against
the UNOB. Space mines, anti-satellite weapons, space-based lasers,
and rods-from-god, would be directed at the UNOB. Freedom Station’s
last layer of defense included an Israeli point defense missile
system, the Barak. Barak fire control computers automatically
tracked incoming targets, and could launch Barak missiles from two
eight-missile pods.

Two weapons made up Freedom Station’s last
resort. Designed for close-in ship defense, the MK15 Phalanx
consisted of two six-barreled Gatling guns firing twenty-millimeter
rounds. Looking like R2D2 with an erection, it was old technology
with limited range and adaptability. With a maximum range of two
thousand meters the Phalanx had seconds to identify, track, target
and destroy supersonic projectiles. More promising for close-in
defense was the newer technology of the Metal Storm stacked
projectile weapons. With no moving parts, except the projectile,
the multi-barrel weapons could fire sixteen thousand rounds a
second. Potentially, the weapon could deliver a million rounds a
minute. However, since the Metal Storm was a close-in weapon
system, once engaged the battle would be over in much less than a
minute. While the Metal Storm would engage for only seconds, it
would project a wall of supersonic metal.

The third zone was suborbital. Aircraft
based anti-satellite weapons, surface-to-air missiles, air-to-air
missiles, and ground-to-air lasers, would be massed against any and
all targets. If these technologies did not stop the UNOB, then God
help the people of Earth.

After a sharp rap on the door, Wilma Cattell
came in. She and Baum were friends and long-time colleagues. They
had no secrets, and she walked up behind him, hands on his
shoulders, massaging his neck.

“You are worrying yourself
into an early grave,” Cattell said, looking at the plans on the
screen. “No intelligent species would travel light years to attack
another planet—except maybe us, and I doubt that even we are that
dumb. And even if another such perverted species existed, how would
they accomplish such a thing? The resources needed to conquer
another planet are staggering and surely outweigh the gain. All you
have to do to know that I am right is look at the size of the UNOB.
It is not built for invasion. You could not get even a thousand
people inside that object. Are you going to take over a planet with
a thousand people?”

“With the right people and
the right weapons, yes,” Baum said. “The Incas had a thirty
thousand man army, yet Pizarro conquered them with two hundred men,
a few primitive rifles, crossbows, and horses. Cortez did the same
thing to the Aztecs.”

“Nonsense,” Cattell said.
“The conquistadors allied themselves with subjugated peoples. The
conquistadors led the army; they were not
the army! Besides, their weapons and
horses were technological marvels to the native peoples. They were
thought to be gods.”

“That’s one of the
scenarios we worked up based on the UNOB’s arrival,” Baum
said.

Scrolling through the scenarios file he
found the one he was looking for.

“In this scenario the
aliens orbit Earth and feign goodwill and a desire for friendship.
Meanwhile, they contact one of the nations on Earth—say Russia—and
broker a deal for the Russians to provide the foot soldiers needed
for occupation. Then, using space-based weapons and technology
beyond our ken, they destroy U.S. and European military capability.
Nation by nation, the Russians invade, supported by alien orbital
weapons.”

Baum scrolled to an appendix of the
document.

“This scenario predicts
alien control of industrialized nations within three years. They
would invade across the Bearing Strait, taking Canada and then the
U.S. Europe would be held at bay by the promise of peace and a
place at the table once the aliens finish us off. Only after the
United States is secured would they invade Europe.”

Cattell continued to massage.

“That is reckless
speculation,” Cattell said. “Europe would not sit on the sidelines
while the U.S. did the fighting.”

Baum snickered and immediately regretted it
since the massage ended.

“Linkletter may be a
mistake,” Cattell said, changing the subject.

“How so?”

“He’s insubordinate,
opinionated, egotistical, over-confident, meddlesome, and
congenitally irritating.”

“All of that was in his
psych profile,” Baum said.

“Yes, but the profile
underestimated the severity of these traits.”

“He is also decisive,
creative, flexible, competent, and a natural leader,” Baum
said.

“But he’s impossible to
work with. His demands are unreasonable and taxing our resources.
He’s putting the mission at risk.”

Cattell came around now, sitting on Baum’s
desk and crossing her legs. Baum leaned back, his brown jacket
falling off the back of his chair. There was no sexual intent and
no sexual tension. Baum was old but not too old to notice
attractive women but he and Cattell were colleagues and nothing
more. At home Baum had a loving wife, six grandchildren, and a
Springer Spaniel pup. Wilma Cattell was divorced, devoted to her
career, and a cat lover with three cats that showed up on her
doorstep one at a time and adopted her. If she dated, she never
talked about it and none of the male predators on the staff dared
flirt with her. Men saw her severe looks, felt her icy stares, and
missed the woman underneath.

“Linkletter sees it
differently,” Baum said, studying his friend.

Cattell was not as old as many people
assumed and was an attractive woman if she cared to be. While she
rarely wore makeup, she was wearing it today. He also suspected her
hair had been recently trimmed, although Baum was not good at
noticing those things.

“I have new information
about
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