
  
  
      
        
          Silly Insane Humans

          Book 3 of The Robot Galaxy Series

		      
          Adeena Mignogna

        

        
          
          
        

      

    


  
  SILLY INSANE HUMANS 
Copyright © 2022 by Adeena Mignogna
All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or used in any manner without written permission of the copyright owner except for the use of quotations in a book review. 
This is a work of fiction. Names**, characters, places, and incidents are the product of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events, or locales, or actual robots, functioning or not, is entirely coincidental.
ISBN: 979-8-9855963-6-6 (ebook)
Edited by: Carolani Bartell
Book cover design by: Ebooklaunch.com
Published by Crazy Robot, LLC
(** except for the name/character Patrick Marsden. I know a Patrick Marsden in real life, and he said I could use his name for a character one day when I was stuck for a name and asked all my Facebook friends whose name I could use. Pat volunteered.)






  
  Also By Adeena Mignogna


The Robot Galaxy Series


Book 1: Crazy Foolish Robots


Book 2: Robots, Robots Everywhere!


Book 3: Silly Insane Humans


Book 4: Eleven Little Robots




…and the unrelated standalone novel: Lunar Logic








  
  DEDICATION


To all the Umans I’ve ever encountered or been inspired by: simple and complex; sensible and rational; insane and lucid. 






  
  Before We Begin


‘Are we alone in the Universe?’ has been one of the greatest unanswered questions of all time. It is right up there with other important unanswered questions such as ‘Why do so many people hate licorice?’ and ‘Why does the number of cats a person collects increase proportionally with the length of time they’ve been socially isolated as well as to their hoarding status?’ 
Over the years, all the great minds of science—and science fiction—have been asked to speculate on the status of not only whether or not aliens exist but what they were like, where they were located, and when and how first contact would occur.
Not a single human who lived on Earth, one of Earth’s colonies, or one of the human-made space stations envisioned that first contact would be with a group of alien robots. (With the exception of one obscure science fiction writer who published works in the early 21st century.)
Yet, many humans had looked to the stars with all manner of increasingly fancy technology to try and see if they could find evidence of life.
As of the year 2192, they had not. All of this changed on a regular Tuesday in 2192 when humankind received a message. The message was from one of their own, Ruby Palmer, a nineteen-year-old, who had been presumed dead for the last week and for the two weeks prior to that, known to be missing.
But on this Saturday, in a message intended for her uncles, on the space station Astroll 2, where she had lived since the age of seven, she declared to every human who was at that moment in front of a screen that she had spent the last several weeks in the company of robots. Alien robots.
On the other hand, these robots had been well aware for quite some time now that a multitude of biological life forms inhabited the galaxy.
Their opinions of Bios, as they not-so-lovingly called them, were that they typically did not seem to have a well-constructed program to execute, and hence, it was hard to predict what kinds of actions they would take. Not to mention all the processes they executed in order to continue functioning were, for lack of a better term, messy.
The robots followed their programming as provided to them through the various agencies and Halls that made up the Core of their society. 
But there was a ‘Special Projects’ department responsible for ensuring that a set of robots had programming related to finding their long-lost data storage.
Detailed Historian, known as Disto, was one robot who received this programming and had been on a mission to collect and test the DNA of various biological life to determine whose DNA was used as a storage mechanism.
The robots had one main unanswered question that plagued them: ‘Who created us?’ The difference between a robot asking that and a human was that the robots knew an answer existed and that it was likely tucked away in their long-lost data archive. 
Ruby Palmer, who had been with the robots for a few weeks, had her DNA tested and it was determined that humans did not carry any of the robots’ data in the section of their DNA that was ‘junk’ to humankind.
But Ruby explained that there were thousands of other species of animals on planet Earth, so maybe one of those were what they were looking for. Maybe more than one.
So, Disto agreed to accompany Ruby Palmer back to her home. Swell Driver, known as SD, and the robot that first whisked Ruby away to Location Zero, the robot’s home planet, was driving the ship. They were further accompanied by Ambitious Technician, AT, who simply wanted his adventure to continue.
In addition to being well aware of the common questions they shared as a conglomerate, each had their own questions they wanted answered.
AT wanted to know ‘what kind of things will I be able to fix? Will I be able to learn their new technology?”
Disto only had thoughts about testing DNA. He wondered how long it was going to take to test all of the various types of Bios on this planet. Ruby didn’t have an exact count but believed a couple million different species were left. Disto nearly had a circuit pop when he heard that number. While they had quite a bit of information on her home world, Planet Earth, the number of species in the robots’ database cut off somewhat arbitrarily at 4068. Even that was quite a number.
SD’s question wasn’t quite so specific, however. SD was working hard to not let his question surface to his working memory: ‘what is wrong with me?’ A question to which he had no idea where to begin.
And finally, Ruby had only one question on her mind: “How mad are my uncles going to be?” given she had run away, stolen a ship, and was bringing it back in pieces.






  
  Chapter 1


>Ruby<
Ruby entered the command center of SD’s ship. It looked as it had when she was first here—roomy for a single robot and human, sparse, with a single console indicating where a pilot might stand, and that was the spot SD occupied as he had that first day. She had previously been examining the parts of her own mini-R-pod,  Apple Pi, as it lay strewn about in the belly of SD’s ship. 
“We are approaching the heliopause,” SD announced.
“What is that?” AT asked. Ruby had come to learn in the short week she had known AT that he was very much the technician his name implied. If it wasn’t related to something he could work on or fix, his knowledge was not only limited but practically non-existent. 
To that end, they had to explain space travel to him. He knew the concept existed but didn’t know how it worked. He had never worked on or fixed a spaceship before. In the sector of Location Zero that AT was from, they didn’t have any outgoing or incoming ships.
But to prep for this trip, AT downloaded all the specs and diagrams, so he’d be prepared in case he needed to fix something.
In the short journey, nothing needed to be fixed, so AT occupied his time asking a large quantity of questions regarding anything space travel related.
“It’s considered the boundary of our solar system,” Ruby said. She was, in fact, well-versed in all things related to space travel, even ones that had been considered out of bounds. Her mini-R-pod, Apple Pi, was designed only for relatively short-range travel. Its general range was from her home on the Astroll 2 space station to various other asteroids in the asteroid belt. In a pinch, it could take someone a few million kilometers away. For example, to Titan, one of the moons of Saturn and her original destination when she had left Astroll 2 shortly before SD found her.
Ruby was pacing as she answered AT’s question. The nervous pacing prompted her to spew out everything she knew on the concept: “It’s a theoretical boundary, not one any human has passed through. A few space probes have gone further, so I guess we know a little bit about it. It’s where the solar wind and the interstellar medium meet.”
“What is the solar wind?” AT asked. 
Ruby shook her head. “Can I just give you a textbook to read? I can’t handle all these questions right now.”
Disto looked up from the computer console he had been engrossed in studying.
“Are you okay, Ruby?” he asked.
Ruby appreciated that Disto was able to ask her questions like that. At the right time, too. Thinking back to when they first met and how Disto was completely unaware, or didn’t care, or was utterly perplexed by her emotional state, Ruby was grateful for the robot’s attempts at meeting her halfway. She gave a little and they did too. 
“I’m just nervous,” Ruby said. “I wish I knew that my uncles got my message. I have no idea what they’re going to say.”
“Fearless Communicator assured us that his method to deliver your message was guaranteed not to fail.”
“I know. Then assume they got it. I just told them that I’m with a bunch of alien robots. What are they thinking?”
“You will be able to ask them shortly,” SD interrupted. “Please look.” SD pointed to the screen which was so large, Ruby envied it. It was mostly black, and there were several dots, ranging from tiny to large but not large enough to be anything other than a dot. Each dot that had some importance were bracketed by square braces, and a symbol appeared below.
“Are those…” Ruby began.
“Those are the planets of your solar system along with our default designations. Here, I will turn on the predicted orbits of them.”
Faint, but visible dotted lines appeared. From that, Ruby was able to see that the largest dot was really the Sun. She counted. All 8 planets were accounted for. A couple of the dwarf planets, too.
“Nice,” she said. “But where’s Astroll 2?”
Astroll 2 was located in the asteroid belt, near the Dwarf Planet Ceres. Ceres had been the source of a lot of contention to corporations and governments back on Earth over the years. As such, it was a designated ‘do not touch’ dwarf planet. As far as Ruby knew, everyone abided by that. So, the company that built, owned, and operated Astroll 2 mined other nearby asteroids. 
Over the years, there had been on and off plans for another active station, but none had popped up. Astroll 2, and its nearly 2,000 inhabitants, was the key facility in that region of space.
SD tapped his console, and another marker appeared on the screen. Given its location, Ruby clearly identified it as Astroll 2. They were close. Not close enough that Apple Pi, if it had been in the condition to fly, could get her there, but close in the sense that they were in the same solar system and not 54 light years away.
“Do you want to fly by any of the planets or moons on our way there?” SD asked. “I can program a variety of trajectories through the system.”
Ruby considered that. She was already the first human to meet an extraterrestrial—unless ancient alien abduction stories could be believed. Right now, she couldn’t be certain either way. As far as she knew, she was the first human ever to leave the solar system. Why not be the first to see all the planets up close?
“Sure,” she said. She knew deep down that what she was doing was, in fact, procrastinating from making contact with her family on Astroll 2.






  
  Chapter 2


>Swell Driver<
While his companions talked about all the phenomena out there in the Universe, specifically in Ruby’s home system, Swell Driver was free to think about whatever he wanted while he computed a trajectory that would take them on a tour of Ruby’s solar system. 
He heard Ruby tell stories of the various planets, from the large to the small, gaseous to rocky. While she talked, SD ruminated on himself.
SD called up the memories from the last time he was here. It was the last time he could recall feeling like himself.
He used an appendage to plug into his computer console. That was the polite thing to do when others were around.
He remembered passing through a storm of radiation on his way here, which corrupted much of the data in his ship’s systems. But no, that wasn’t the problem. He still felt fine and himself. 
SD could recall a time not too long ago when the computer told him that Ruby’s kind were called ‘Umans’ and provided him the misinformation that they looked entirely different from Ruby. And he could recall that his primary algorithm, which involved piloting spaceships to ferry things across the galaxy, was intact then. It was intact now. 
“How far are we from initiating tour of the Bio-Muck system,” SD asked the ship’s computer. While Ruby had helped SD relabel much of the data he had on her system, planet, and its contents, the name for the overall system hadn’t changed.
“Less than 66 tics if we start now,” the computer responded. 
“Wonderful. Set for autonomous…”
“But there are several ships in the path between the fourth planet and the construction known as Astroll 2.”
“Interesting. Adjust course to take us…”
“And I can detect several locations that are scanning Astroll 2 and its vicinity. We will pass through those scanners.”
“Very interesting. We will adjust the trajectory to avoid that.”
SD instructed the computer to head along a trajectory that would take them parallel to the axis of spin of the majority of the planets, thus putting them at a vantage point that most would consider ‘overhead’ of the system. They would weave in and out by going ‘up and down’ from most lifeforms’ vantage point. Only the lifeforms in this system should not be expecting that, and hence wouldn’t detect them.
Not that a detection would be terrible in this case. They were going to make contact with Ruby’s relatives. This thought excited SD. Ruby was swell, and after all the stories she’d told about her uncles, cousin, and even her friends, figured they would all be swell, too.
“233 tics until new trajectory can be initiated,” the computer told SD.
“Excellent. Set for autonomous execution,” SD ordered the computer. 
To his companions, he said, “Would you like to see a live feed of each item as we pass by?”
“Yes, of course!” said Ruby. She disengaged from whatever she was talking about to Disto and AT and came over to SD’s side, putting a hand on his chassis. He was always comforted when she did that. That’s how Ruby would describe the feeling anyway. SD would use a more specific term such as, ‘certain,’ perhaps, or ‘secure.’ Certain that someone he enjoyed was nearby and secure in the fact that they weren’t going anywhere.
SD set the viewscreen to display live feeds of whatever entity they were approaching. A small spherical object appeared and started to grow in the screen.
“That’s Pluto!” Ruby said. “Everyone’s favorite not-quite-a-planet planet.”
“What does that mean?” Disto asked.
“It used to be a planet, but then it became a Dwarf Planet,” said Ruby.
“How does a planet undergo such a transformation?”
Ruby giggled. “It didn’t,” she said. “It was just a change in nomenclature.”
“Ah,” all three robots said in unison. 
“Yeah, it caused a big kerfuffle at the time. I read about it in a class I had to take on the history of the solar system. Apparently, people who had barely ever heard of Pluto came out of the woodwork to defend it as a planet.”
“Woodwork?” SD asked. He was used to asking Ruby about some of the odd phrases she used.
“It means that people who didn’t care before all of the sudden cared.”
“Why?” asked AT.
“I have no idea,” said Ruby. “They just did. It took forty or so years for it to settle out. I think I have a great-great-great-great-great grandmother who might have been involved in helping people to accept it. I can’t remember her name, but she would try and tell people the positive side of the situation. It got people to learn more about the dwarf planets, which apparently no one knew about before all of that.”
“Does anyone live there?” Disto asked.
“Oh no,” said Ruby. “In fact, I think I’m the closest any human has ever come to seeing it up close like this. It’s beautiful!”
“Beautiful?” all three robots repeated in unison.
SD was starting to look up the definition of that word, but Disto was a little faster. He added, “pleasing the circuits and algorithms.” 
Ruby’s face contorted in a way that made SD wonder if that was indeed the definition, but then she returned to watching the object she called ‘Pluto’ on the screen. Their trajectory had them encircle the planet at approximately three times its diameter before heading further inwards towards the next planet on the tour, one Ruby called ‘Uranus.’ They were not going to pass by all the planets ‘in order’ of their distance from the Sun, but rather along a path that aligned with the planet’s current positions. 
SD and the other robots were quiet for a moment and watched Ruby watching Pluto. SD identified his feeling as pity in that moment. He understood that Human spaceships were quite limited, and as such, this type of tour of their own solar system, their home, was impossible. Ruby, who was even a pilot like himself, had so little experience flying compared to him. He knew that she would love to pilot this ship herself if she could.
He wished that was something he could allow her to do. It was a wish that had been developing in his circuits for a while but there were still competing algorithms that computed that only he could pilot his ship. Once again, he began ruminating on his own failings as a robot, a habit that Explosive Healer had tried to break in him during their sessions together before she was destroyed. Explosive Healer tried to tell him that the things happening to and around him were not his fault. SD tried to incorporate her counsel into his algorithms, and the computational result was believing that if he executed his assignments, like a good robot, he’d get to do what he wanted afterwards. Although he wasn’t even sure he could compute what he wanted accurately… 






  
  Chapter 3


>Ruby<
“That was amazing,” Ruby said. “I have no words for the gift you’ve just given me.” The magnitude of what she just did, become the first human to see all eight planets and a handful of dwarf planets up close, was settling in. 
Saturn, with its moon Titan, along with Jupiter, had always been her favorites, especially since Titan was where she longed to be for the longest time. But seeing Earth up close, yet not too close, gave her a tingly feeling that tugged at her a little. She wasn’t going to admit out loud that it might have supplanted the others as her new favorite, but she appreciated its beauty when you couldn’t see what was happening on the surface.
“And really, it’s all recorded?” she asked.
SD nodded. “Yes. We’ll be able to provide you with an assemblage of the data.”
She was the first human to see the entire solar system up close, and she was going to be able to bring a record of the experience back with her. SD had told her that not only was she seeing things in a visual spectrum suited to her, but the ship had the capability to record all the way from low-frequency radio waves to gamma rays—pretty much covering the entire electromagnetic spectrum. That data would keep a handful of scientists busy for their entire careers.
Humans had colonized Mars and knew that planet pretty well, and also knew a few things about Titan and the couple of other places humans had been. Support for exploring the system, specifically the parts that would probably never be lived on, touched by humans, or made any use of, had waned over the years. It was hot and heavy in the early 21st century, but enough people complained about the amount of money being spent off of Earth that by 2050, there was nothing happening. The Mars colony was left over from the early days of human space exploration. Anything else that existed with a human footprint was purely the result of the trillionaires—they created The Company and started ZTEC, the organization that was only recently starting to explore Titan. 
Ruby had tried to learn everything she could about Titan, including old history—several missions had been planned in the early 21st century, but none of them materialized.
“We have one more object to see on our current trajectory,” SD said. “We’re headed to Ceres before we approach Astroll 2.”
Ruby gulped. The moment she had been anxious about was upon her.
“How long until we start our Astroll 2 approach?” she asked.
“Approximately six hundred and, no, calculating… ten minutes.”
Ruby smiled softly. She appreciated how the robots were attempting to talk in terms of the human time scale now that they were in her home system. On Location Zero, it made sense that they referred to any unit of time in their own scale, the tic, which was nearly one second. But it was nice that they were adjusting while here.
She was stalling from thinking about what she was going to say to her uncles.
As if the robots could read her thoughts, Disto said, “And approximately five minutes until we are able to initiate a communication channel.”
Ruby gulped again. 
“How do I look?” she said to no robot in particular. All three of the robots looked at each other and back to Ruby, and then back to each other.
“You look like your systems are functioning normally,” AT said.
“You look the same as the day I… met you,” said SD.
“The hue of your outer chassis is a slightly different hue from what is typical,” Disto said, “but I think you look… fine.”
Ruby appreciated Disto’s attention to language. In truth, she appreciated all the interactions she had with these robots up until now. After getting off to a rough start initially—after all, they did kidnap her—they were genuinely kind and took care of all her needs. They provided her interesting information about their planet and society. And, of course, their manner of speaking, at least how they processed her language and idioms, provided no end of entertainment.
And she was taking them home to meet her family.
“Has it been five minutes?” she asked, more because no one else had said anything, and she wanted to hear someone talk.
“Indeed,” Disto said. “Let’s try to establish communication. AT?”
AT had plugged himself into the console. Ruby had provided him with information earlier on the various communication frequencies that were used—including which ones to avoid since they were for emergency purposes only.
Ruby stood in front of one of the console screens, which came to life almost immediately. The face that greeted her was… she was trying to remember where she had seen him before.
It was the FUFE who tried to help, or rather, didn’t really try, but sent her to call the main care center on Earth the day she left Astroll 2.
At first, he was not looking at the screen, but seemingly at another console on his end and his expression was one of indifference as he talked from a script he had memorized, “We’re here to take care of you, if we don’t then…” as he looked at the screen that would have been showing him Ruby’s face, “holy amaze-balls! You’re Ruby Palmer! Just one moment!”
Ruby searched her memory but couldn’t recall this guy knowing who she was the last time they interacted. She also couldn’t imagine why she would spark such a reaction. 
“Ok,” he said after a moment of furious tapping on another device. “Robt Plampton is in his office, and your uncle, I don’t know which one, is on his way there. I’m going to route this call to the Director’s office. Stand by. Wow! Ruby Palmer! I’d love to have dinner with you later and you can tell me all about—”
He was cut off and his image was replaced by the current director of Astroll 2, Robt Plampton. Plampton’s face was round, in a way that someone who had spent nearly their entire adult life in space, mostly in the very low-gravity of ships, would look. His complexion, not pale, but not sun-kissed, also betrayed a life in artificial environments. His pug nose and large ears were not features that commanded respect, but his blue eyes worked over-time on that.
Those were the same eyes that went wide when he saw Ruby.
“Ruby Palmer! It is you! This is amazing!”
Ruby was not sure what to say. This over-the-top reaction was not what she was expecting. 
“Hi, Mr. Plampton,” she said, a little uncertain. “I really wanted to talk to my uncles. Are they there?”
“Blake is on his way,” Plampton said. He then looked around Ruby, moving awkwardly back and forth as one might while seeing something unbelievable displayed on a flat screen. As if he was struggling to accept the 2D image and needed to force perspective into it being 3D.
“Are they with you now?” he said.
“Wha… who?” Ruby looked over to her left at one robot and two others over on her right. He couldn’t mean… but before she had time to continue that awkward questioning, she saw a door swish open behind Robt Plampton and Uncle Blake appeared. 
He quickly replaced Plampton in the viewscreen as he moved Robt Plampton over to the side. Plampton was still ogling at every angle of Ruby’s image as he could manage.
“Uncle Blake!” Ruby felt like she was going to melt. “I am so happy to see you! I can’t wait to tell you! Wait… you got my message? You knew I was okay? And you shared my message with Mr. Plampton?” Ruby was finally catching on. That had to be it. Plampton knew about the robots, too. That would make sense. If it were a normal day, she might’ve caught on sooner. But Ruby hadn’t had a normal day since she was last onboard Astroll 2. The amount of new information and experiences she’d been taking in were beginning to feel entirely unmanageable. She had taken a mini-R-pod, so when her uncles got her message, they probably felt obligated to tell the station director. 
“Your message was shared, but I wasn’t the one who shared it. But, Ruby, oh, I’m so glad to see you!” Uncle Blake said.
“Wait a minute. Other people saw my message? That was just for you and Uncle Logan.”
“Ruby, it wasn’t only some people who saw your message. Everyone in the whole solar system got it. You’re, well, famous. Let’s get you back on Astroll 2, and I’ll explain everything that’s been happening since the MCE—the Moment that Changed Everything.”






  
  Chapter 4


>Milo<
Milo’s heart was racing.  
“How can I help you calm down?” his communicuff offered.
“Delete notification,” Milo said. He was in the hanger prepping a mini-R-pod, Pecan Pi, for launch. It was bad enough that his communicuff knew how fast his heart was racing. He didn’t need his team to know as well.
But he admitted to himself that his heart was only half racing because he was going to see Ruby again. The other half was about that alien ship holding position a few hundred kilometers from Astroll 2. 
The ship was huge, larger than anything he’d ever worked on. It was larger than anything in any human ship fleet he was even aware of. As such, it was too big to fit in either hanger of Astroll 2.
Apparently, Ruby’s ship, Apple Pi, was inside it, but it was not functioning, so it couldn’t bring Ruby back to Astroll 2. Instead, it was decided, as he was informed by Robt Plampton, that he, Milo Jenkins, would take another mini-R-pod out, dock with the alien ship, and bring Ruby home.
Not just Ruby. Three alien robots were going to accompany her. He was still having trouble fathoming such a thing.
“I have multiple strategies,” his communicuff chimed again, “to help you reduce your heart rate. It is not healthy to maintain such a high resting heart rate.”
“Delete notification,” Milo instructed again. “Discontinue heart rate monitoring until further notice.”
“That is not recommended. Fourteen out of fifteen human and AI doctors recommend—”
“Delete.”
Milo looked around the mini-R-pod. Two members of his team were on the opposite side inspecting the phalanges. A do-nothing part, but every ship that carried humans had at least one or two. There was a law enacted in 2091 that stated every ship must have phalanges and the number was proportional to the number of people the ship could support. This mini-R-pod had two. Milo was now in a long line of technicians and other industry professionals who simply shook their heads, inspected the phalanges, and moved on with life.
Pecan Pi was the largest. It was actually a mini-R-pod-L. It was slightly bigger than Ruby’s Apple Pi, and Milo was assured that it would fit into the alien ship parked outside.
He felt his heart rate pick up speed once again at the thought. This time, his communicuff remained silent.
Milo looked at the tablet he had been carrying around. He reviewed the pre-launch checklist that was displayed.
“Hey, Domas, your part of the inspection complete?” As the words came out of his mouth, he saw that several steps in the procedure took on a green highlight. “Never mind,” he called out and walked around the ship, giving it a final glance.
“Ready to go rescue your girlfriend?” Domas Watkins snickered. His companion, Eryk Chung snickered as well.
Milo, never one who appreciated that kind of joking around, said, “Two things wrong with your statement. One, she’s not my girlfriend. I have a date with Inny later, remember? Two, I’m not rescuing her. She’s fine. Just doesn’t have a way to get back onto the station.”
“Fine, fine, she’s not your girlfriend,” Domas conceded. Although mentioning his date with Innogen gave Milo a sick feeling in his stomach. It was a date, but it wasn’t. Sure, since Ruby’s disappearance, they had become closer. Closer friends. Still, she called it a date, and he hadn’t disagreed. He tried to, but it came out as an odd assortment of stuttering ‘ums,’ and ‘ers.’ Inny asked him what was wrong, and he proceeded to shovel a much-too-large portion of his calci-cinna roll into his mouth to keep himself from saying something stupid.
“But,” Domas said as Milo opened the hatch to Pecan Pi, “I mean, she’s with aliens. Alien robots. How creepy-cool!”
“There’s a rumor going around that they’re coming back with you, too,” Eryk said.
“Well, that’s a rumor you should keep to yourself,” Milo responded. Director Plampton had indeed told him not to mention that. There were a lot of mixed feelings about alien robots coming to the station, and Plampton didn’t want things to get out of hand. He said he wanted to make sure they debriefed Ruby—and the robots—properly before it was well known.
Milo didn’t know how that would happen without creating more suspicion. Once he returned to the hanger, his whole team would know. And if four people knew something interesting, the whole station of 2,000 would, too, shortly after. Oh well, it was a noble goal on Plampton’s part, and he wouldn’t add fuel to that fire, but he wasn’t going to be able to prevent anything.
“It sounds like they’re perfectly nice. Ruby said she was well taken care of,” Milo said, hoping to ease any fears. 
“You talked to her?”
“No,” Milo admitted, “Plampton told me.”
“And you believe him?”
“No reason not to,” Milo responded. “Now, let’s get me out into space.” He walked into the ship and closed the hatch behind him. Since this was the shortest trip ever planned, he took nothing except the tablet he had been holding which he now stowed in a compartment over the second pilot’s console.
Through the cockpit window he saw his team head back to the control center and before he knew it, he was in space and on a heading to rendezvous with an alien ship.
He had taken an extra sweat-suppression pill before leaving his quarters earlier, and wished he’d brought a third pill since the next few minutes had the ability to leave him drenched in nervous sweat—something he wasn’t anxious for Ruby, or anyone, to see. 

    
  >Milo<
Before this moment, Astroll 2 was the largest manufactured object Milo had ever seen in space. But the ship parked in front of him, which looked like it came right out of an old, animated children’s movie, was nearly half the size of Astroll 2. Larger than any ship he’d ever seen or read about. 
The ship was stationary, at least with respect to Astroll 2, which was good. But without a place to attach himself, he figured the best he could do was to put himself in a circumnavigational path around the ship.
This had the extra benefit of allowing him a good look at the thing. Besides being huge, the other word he'd used to describe it was whale-like. It was boxy, but there was a clear seam where a whale’s mouth would be. He couldn’t make out any windows, nor determine where thrust would expel to move the ship. None of the features that he recognized on human-made ships seemed to present itself on this… blob. His brain was back to large and boxy but whale shaped. Perhaps it was this that made him feel as if he was about to be swallowed whole.
“Computer, are you recording the object in front of us?”
“Confirmed. Ship’s cameras are recording.”
“Are we in danger of running out of data storage space?”
“Storage is at 5.3% and increasing at a rate of 0.1% per minute.”
Once Milo determined that his orbit around the monster ship was stable, he initiated a communication link. Well, he turned on his communication link and hoped that it was one that the alien ship could receive. 
“This is Pecan Pi calling…” he wasn’t sure what he was calling. Standard greeting was to identify the other ship, but he hadn’t been given a name. “This is Pecan Pi calling the alien ship.” He closed his eyes and squished them. He sounded like a dorky kid from one of those animated movies. He was starting to think that he was part of one. Or maybe this was a dream.
“What’s cooking, Pecan Pi?” Milo heard a familiar voice but would have sworn on his entire meme archive there was a high-pitched crack on the word ‘what.’
“Ruby!”
“Hi, Milo. Come to rescue me and bring me home?” Ruby said with a chuckle. Milo didn’t know what the chuckle was. Was she flirting with him? No, that couldn’t be. If he chuckled back, would she think that he was flirting with her? Milo definitely didn’t want that. But she chuckled, so maybe if he didn’t, she would think something was wrong and wouldn’t feel welcomed.
Milo attempted a subtle chuckle that turned into a wheeze and a throat clearing, “I’m going to try! What’s the plan? How do I get you out of that thing?”
There was a pause, and then Ruby said, “Cut your thruster power, try to minimize any remaining thrust. SD says once your momentum is at a minimum, we’ll,” there was another pause, “we’ll scoop you up. Easy peasy.”
Milo blinked. “SD?”
“Yeah, that’s the name of, uh, one of my new friends. You’ll meet him in just a few minutes. Drop that momentum, ok?”
“Understood,” Milo said and then went to work on his console applying specific impulses to the different maneuvering thrusters all over Pecan Pi until he was as still as he could be relative to the alien ship.
He looked out the window. The ship started to rotate until the mouth of the whale was facing him. Then it opened up and enveloped his ship.
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