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The best-laid plans of
mice and men often go awry.

 


John Steinbeck


Preface

 


 


In episodes one, two, and three, a
distant alien species whose home planet was in danger because of a
failing red dwarf star, tried to eradicate all life on Earth and
then terraform the planet to meet their needs.

Thanks to the exceptional talents of
two inspired physicist, who devised two unique weapons, each
tailored to repel the desperate and repeated alien assaults, the
world was spared not once, but twice. Humankind celebrated their
victories and felt safe from future aggressions, but those
celebrations were premature.

A renegade alien Commander, now
repelled for the second time, and against the orders of his Elders,
contrived plans to return to Earth with a world-destroying weapon
of his own — this time determined to succeed.

The third assault was also rejected,
and the aggressive alien flotilla returned home to rearm. However,
the President of the United States refused to wait for another
attack.

While uniting the world in an
unprecedented harmony of mutual cooperation, the visionary
President amassed an armada of futuristic space-going destroyers,
and using advanced wormhole technology, learned from a captured
alien, sent the destroyers to atomize the aggressive alien's home
planet.

Now positive the Earth was safe from
any future attacks, the President, in his last year in office, and
using the radical new technology learned from the captured alien,
proposed the construction of a deep space research vessel,
actually, a space navigating city. It was to serve as a research
platform with the intent of finding other worlds on which humankind
would leave footprints and possibly colonize.

That was nearly ten years ago and the
building of the deep space exploration vehicle, dubbed,
Messenger Two, is nearing completion
. . .


Chapter 1

THE HOME OF DOROTHY AND PHILIP
KEETS,

LAS VEGAS, NEVADA

 


 


"Hey, Dot, have you seen my other
shoe?" Phil, asked his wife, who was in the bathroom of their Las
Vegas home.

"No baby, it's probably under the bed
where you always kick them," Dorothy answered.

After a moment of searching under the
bed on his stomach, Phil said, "Thanks, baby, I found it. Come on,
the limo will be here soon."

"Will you calm down, Phil? We'll be
ready by the time it gets here. I'm making sure I haven't forgotten
to pack my toiletries." Dorothy came into the bedroom with her
overnight bag in hand, inspecting its contents.

"I know. I'm just a bit excited about
finally getting to see Messenger Two. Remember when we attended
that meeting a year ago, they said Messenger was a marvel of human
technology, and I can't wait to see it — that's all"

"Yeah, me too, but we have time.
Besides, we've waited almost ten years for this moment, a few more
minutes won't make much difference."

"I know, but I don't want to miss the
plane to Florida." He looked down at his penny loafers, and
wondered if he should wear a more comfortable to walk in, pair of
sneakers.

"Phil, they won't leave without us, so
relax, will you?"

"I can't. I'm too excited. Will you
hurry up?" He decided to not change.

"Just grab the bags, and take them
downstairs. I'll be down in a minute." Dot checked her closet to
make sure she wasn't leaving behind an outfit she wanted to take
with her.

Phil did as was told, having to make
two trips. As he got to the bottom of the stairs the second time,
the driver of the limo knocked on their front door. Phil opened the
door and told the driver to take half the bags out to the car as he
raced to the stairs to call Dorothy. "Dot, baby, the driver is
here, come on!"

"Cominnng!" she yelled down, as the
sound of a flushing toilet could be heard. Eventually, she came
down carrying her overnight bag. "Ready to go," she said, walking
past Phil as he gathered the remainder of the bags.

Now on their way, Dorothy asked, "Did
you remember to give our neighbor the spare key?"

"Yeah. She said she would pick up the
mail and newspapers while we're gone and keep a eye on the house.
That was nice of her, wasn't it?"

"Yes is was, but we would have done
the same for her. It's nice to have neighbors we can
trust."

"A-men, that, Dot."

 


"I wonder what our sleeping quarters
will be like?" Phil asked, during the ride to the airport, and his
mind racing while trying to imagine what it would be like to live
on the giant spaceship, actually, more of a small city.

"I don't have the slightest idea. I'm
more worried about the facilities — if you know what I mean? I've
heard going to the bathroom on a spaceship is not the most
pleasurable of experiences, and how do we shower in space?" Dot
asked, still searching through her overnight bag.

"Yeah, I heard the same thing, but I,
also, heard the ship has artificial gravity. That should make it
about the same as home, I imagine."

"Maybe so." Dorothy watched the driver
answer his cell-phone.

After a moment, the driver pulled to
the curb and turned to address the couple. "Pardon me, Doctors,
there has been a change in plans. I've been told to tell you that
you'll be flown to Area-51 instead of the Cape."

"Area-51?" asked, Dorothy. What
happened? Are the aliens back?"

"I don't know Doctor Keets," the
driver said. All I know is what someone named, Doctor Kim, told me
to tell you."

"Kim, huh?" Phil said, as he looked at
Dorothy. "Something pretty serious is up. I sure hope this delay
won't interfere with our chance to visit Messenger Two?"

Dorothy didn't say anything. She
turned to look through the side window and watch as the limo plowed
through the heavy afternoon traffic. Lord, she thought, I
sure hope it's not the aliens, again.

"Hey, Dot?" Phil said, getting the
attention of his worried wife. "Did you imagine way back when we
began working at Area-51 thirty-years ago, we'd ever be boarding a
spaceship and leaving Earth?"

"Messenger Two," Dorothy said,
absentmindedly, as she looked out at the passing desert, and
wondering if they'd ever return to their home, and ever see her
daughter again.

"What?" Phil, asked.

"Messenger Two," Dot repeated. "That's
the name of the research vehicle."

"Oh, yeah. But did you ever think
something like that would ever happen?"

"No, I guess not — not that it
matters," Dot answered, still peering through the
window.

"Not that it matters?" Phil sensed
something wrong with her. "What do you mean — not that it matters?
Ten years ago when we were told we would be part of Messenger Two's
crew, you were as excited about going as I am now. What's wrong —
have you changed your mind about going or something?"

"No, Phil. I still want to go. It's
just . . . Why do you think Doctor Kim wants us back at the
complex? It has to be because the damned aliens are back, don't you
think?"

"Ohooo. that's all? You had me worried
for a minute. Listen, baby, just because Kim wants us back at
Area-51 doesn't mean the aliens have returned. It could be
anything. Don't forget, George, our friendly alien, is still there.
Kim could need your help with something to do with him. It could be
anything."

"I hope you're right, Phil — I really
do," Dot, said, as the limo was waved through a special access gate
of the departure terminal of the North Las Vegas Airport, and onto
the tarmac where a designated 737 waited for them.

After pulling up near the jetliner,
the driver turned to tell Phil and Dorothy to go ahead and board
the plane, and he'd have their luggage taken care of. The couple
thanked him, and got out to climb the long steep stairs leading up
to the fuselage of the large jet as they had done countless times
before. Both the aging couple were slightly winded by the time they
stepped into the plane.

Inside the plane, Phil noticed how
Dorothy simply plopped in the fist seat she came too. Normally,
she'd walk forward to the empty fist-class section and grab a seat
up there, but not today.

"You're still worried about the aliens
being back, aren't you?" Phil took a seat across the
isle.

Before Dot could answer, the flight
attendant came down the isle and told the couple, the only people
on the plane, to fasten their seat-belts. Phil decided to leave Dot
alone. He knew when she was in this mood, it's best to let it go
until they knew why they were being recalled. He knew there was
nothing he could say or do to relax her, besides, he was a bit
worried himself.

As the jumbo jet began rolling towards
the runway, Phil wondered why they were never flown to the complex
in a smaller, less expensive, private jet. Hell, whoever set up this transportation, probably, doesn't
care how much it cost — it's not their money they're
spending, he reasoned, correctly.

In another five minutes, the jet was
airborne and heading north west towards Edwards AFB, the unofficial
airbase associated with Area-51.

Phil got up and moved to a window
seat. He liked looking down on the open, brown, desert, and the
ribbons of highways that seemed to being going nowhere. The plane
was flying just above the clouds, and he marveled at how they cast
shadows on the ground. "You know, Dot," he said, "I wonder if all
this open land will be filled with developments at some time in the
future? Look, every time we fly over this desert, I see more
developments popping up everywhere."

"That's progress," is all Dorothy
answered, before drifting back into deep thought.


Chapter 2

THE PENTAGON,

ARLINGTON COUNTY, VIRGINIA

 


 


"I don't think it'll be too hard a
sell, considering the problems we've had with those aliens," Arnold
Blakely, the Secretary of Defense, told President Gram Wadsworth,
as the men stood at the head of the large conference table deep
inside the Pentagon.

"I don't know," Gram ventured. "The
Canadians have always been more pacifist than anything else. If
anyone protest, it'll be them. They'll say armed troops on
Messenger Two might tend to shoot first and ask questions
later."

"I agree, Gram, but I still say we can
convince everyone some kind of close-quarter weapons should be
onboard the Messenger. You know what I always say . . .
"

"Yeah, I know — it's better to have it
and not need it, than to need it and not have it, and that's sound
reasoning, but I know they'll argue Messenger Two is more of a
research ship and should be considered as an ambassador of good
will from Earth."

"And it'll be all of that, but keep in
mind what George said about there being alien entities out there
that can be dangerous. We need some kind of armed protection on the
ship."

"You're preaching to the choir,
Arnold. I agree with you. Let's hope all the dignitaries agree as
well."

"Yes, let's hope, but you know how
politicians are — they always have their own agendas. Let's hope
this time will be different. I see the dignitaries arriving. We can
finally get this dog and pony show underway. I'll talk to you after
the meeting," Arnold said, as he took his customary seat on the
right of President. He, like Gram, didn't think anything productive
would result from the meeting, particularly, with some of the
members of the new world alliance. Now that all the world's nations
had a say as to how things would be done, some of those guys can be
awfully stubborn when they want to, if for no other reason than
they just had to say something whether it was important or
not.

President Wadsworth walked forward to
greet and receive the dignitaries as they filed into the large
conference room, with two of the pentagon's staff efficiently
directing them to their name placarded seats. On the walls around
the room hung large flat-screened, closed circuit, TVs, with the
faces of several other dignitaries who couldn't attend the meeting
in person. In all, there had to be thirty countries in attendance,
either via television or in person. There were several smaller
countries who didn't feel it necessary to attend. They were small,
impoverished, countries, with limited ability to contribute, but to
truly make the effort a worldwide undertaking, were included in the
construction of Messenger Two, regardless their minimal input such
as giving permission to decide the design of some minor,
decorative, artifact ensconced in some far-flung corner of the
Messenger.

 


After everyone was seated, President
Wadsworth began the meeting. "Good afternoon, ladies and gentlemen,
and members of our Global neighborhood," he began, looking out over
the different costumes, and uniforms of the guest. "I hope you
didn't encounter too many difficulties traveling here. In any
event, I'm glad you could attend. The reason I've called this
meeting is to discuss a proposition offered by my secretary of
defense, Mr. Blakely, here."

Blakely, a middle-aged balding fellow,
and retired one-star general, waved with a smile.

"As everyone is aware," Wadsworth,
continued, "the construction of Messenger Two is nearing
completion, and well ahead of previous projections, I might add." A
larger flat-screened television behind him began showing pictures
of the ship's exterior and interior in a series of snapshots. He
glanced behind at the slid show. "We are now in the provisioning
phase and are installing the many labs and living quarters,
churches, synagogues, temples, mosque, and other religious places
of worship needed to accommodate the diverse crew, while attempting
to consider all who have preferences. The anti-gravity drive, and
AGIN, or anti-gravity inertia negating, as well as wormhole
construction devises have been installed, leaving only a few items
left to attend too, which brings me to the subject of this meeting.
Mr. Blakely and I, believe there might be a need for close-quarter
weapons on the Ship. As you know, we will include a compliment of
modified X-37b space fighters as well as a platoon of special
forces operatives, who will serve as a security compliment. It has
been suggested we arm the security team with unique weapons
designed to provide resistance against any unknown evils we know
exist in the cosmos. The combination of the fighters, also,
similarly equipped, will provide the ultimate defense should the
need arise. Now, because the construction, provisioning, and
manning of Messenger Two is a worldwide collaborative endeavor,
I've called this meeting to discuss the need for additional
weaponry, actually, more to field and discuss any objections. I now
open the table for comments." Wadsworth remained standing behind
his seat.

Chalifa Bin Hayed Al Bahyan, a rotund
man dressed in his native garb, and the President of the Arab
Emirates, attending from Dubai, was the first to stand and ask a
question. "I, on behalf of all the my constituent emirates, are
pleased to be invited to this most important meeting, and thank the
United States of America for your contributions towards the
salvation of the world, however, we have received very little input
as to the nature of the weapons you intend to include in the
arsenal onboard the Ship. Can you elaborate on their nature, and
numbers?"

"Yes, Mr. Bahyan. I'm pleased you
could join us," Wadsworth, said, after looking up from the seating
chart. "As to the weapons we intend to place onboard Messenger, I'm
afraid I don't know much more about them than you. I do know they
will be individual shoulder weapons based on the same principle as
the larger orb weapons used to defeat the aliens ten-years ago.
However, how they work, I have no idea. Sorry. I know there will be
enough weapons to outfit a SEAL platoon of sixteen to twenty men,
in addition to the usual weapons and equipment the teams regularly
use, and as far as I know, the X-37b fighters will be similarly
armed." Gram looked at Basil Crawford, a tall, angular, soft-spoken
man with an expressive face, and then at the Prime Minister of
Canada, who was looking down at his clasped hands in front of him.
Gram had an idea he wanted to say something, but was holding back
for some reason. "Is there something bothering you, Mr. Crawford?"
Gram, asked, the surprised man.

"No . . . I, ah . . . Well, since you,
asked — I was wondering why weapons of any kind should be allowed
on the Messenger? After all, it's a research vessel and, although,
I know it'll venture throughout the galaxy as well as, possibly,
other galaxies, I feel if contact with an alien race should happen,
the presents of weapons might tend to steer the contact towards
violence, simply because of the presents of weapons, when a more
diplomatic solution would be sought in the absence of
arms."

"Yes, Mr. Crawford — a valid concern,"
Gram said, glancing down at Arnold, with a, we were right, smirk on his face, and Arnold
sitting back with much the same expression. "And," continued Gram,
"I must say I too had much the same concerns when the proposal to
include an armed SEAL team along with the 37b fighters was
suggested. However, because of the most recent encounters with the
aliens that attacked Earth, we know all alien species are not
benevolent, and peaceful. Combine that with the warnings we
received from our captive alien of other dangerous species out
there in the cosmos, I, like my Secretary of Defense said, and I
agree, 'it's better to have them and not need them, rather than
need them and not have them.'"

Yang Yamoto, the President of the
People's Republic of China, an Elderly gentlemen dressed in an
immaculate black suite with a broad sash running across one
shoulder, stood and asked, "You mentioned a captive alien with whom
you can communicate. I was wondering if scientist from my country
will have a chance to interview this alien? Because you proclaim
this a new global cooperative, I feel the United States shouldn't
be the soul benefactors of its wisdom and knowledge."

"Of course, Mr. Yamoto. I'm glad you
brought the subject to our attention. I was planing to discuss the
matter at the end of the meeting, however, I imagine now is as good
a time as any. Like I said, at the end of this meeting I was
planing to invite any and all scientist from around the world to
have access to the captive alien although he is not so much a
prisoner as he was when first captured ten-years ago. We, with the
brilliant talents of Doctor Dorothy Keets, have established a
comprehensive line of communication with him. He, George, as we
call him, is the reason we're able to construct a deep space going
vessel. He taught us how to manufacture wormholes as well as use
anti-gravity drives, and incorporate artificial gravity and inertia
negation on Messenger Two. Without his assistance we would still be
propelling our spaceships using antiquated conventional rockets. He
is presently housed in our top secret facility called Area-51. I'm
afraid I can't allow visitors to the complex, but we plan to move
George to Cape Canaveral in the near future to prepare his living
quarters for the transfer to Messenger Two. It's his wish he be
allowed to join with the Messenger Two's crew during its voyage,
and his wish will be granted. I'll notify everyone when the move
from Area-51 to the Cape has been completed, and I promise you'll
have free and unfettered access to him before he boards the ship,
or after, if it your wish. But pleas keep in mind — any knowledge
we gleam from him will be passed on to everyone. Any more questions
or concerns?"

"Yes, Mr. President," Yamoto
continued, still standing. "I understand your concern about
releasing the details of this new orb weapon you spoke of, and I
can't say I disagree, but I was wondering if we, I mean the other
members of the new global community, will be aloud a small
demonstration of its capabilities?"

"Yes, Prim Minister, Yamoto. There
will be a demonstration by the SEAL team, as well as a
demonstration of the X-37b's capabilities, and then you'll
understand why I think they should be considered an absolute
necessity on Messenger Two. Anything further?" Gram looked around
the table. He was tired and ready to end this pointless meeting.
The only reason he held it in the first place was because his
predecessor, President Wells, who in his opinion was an over
ambitious man with grandiose dreams of lasting world peace, began
this global community thing, and the meeting was the least he could
do to perpetuate the unlikely notion. If he had his way, he'd have
built, manned, and launched Messenger on his own, and that fat pig
of a man, Al Bahyan, who refused to lower the cost of oil to the
States, wouldn't have anything to do with it. But, to continue the
fragile world peace, he'd minimally go through the
motions.

"Yes, one more thing," Yamoto,
remaining standing, said. "I understand your desire to include your
crack SEAL team as bodyguards on the voyage, but I must add that
China, also, has qualified troops who are just as capable. Is there
a reason why my troops weren't considered as part of the defensive
team?"

Gram hesitated before answering. He
didn't want to step on anyone's toes at this late hour before the
launching Messenger, but this man was becoming just a bit too pushy
for his taste. After looking at the table for a moment, he said,
"Mr. Yamoto . . . When this venture was first conceived by my
predecessor, not long after the defeat of the alien attacks, we
were using an extremely powerful, top secret, weapon. We didn't
have the world peace we have now. At that time, no thought of
divulging, let alone, detailing, or allowing the use of that weapon
by another country was considered. Now that we've come together in
peace, I can't promise the U.S. will divulge all details, but can
at least display the weapon. Please Mr. Prime Minister, with no
offense intended, but changing the makeup of the Messenger's
defensive team never came up, mainly because too incorporate a
different team from another nation would require that team to
become familiar with the very weapon we are trying to keep under
wraps. And make no mistake about it — the orb weapon will remain
top secret despite this new global cooperative. However, because
you've broached the subject, I'll discuss with my Secretary of
Defense having your troops as part of the compliment, but keep in
mind we can not include members from all the armies of the world,
and believe me when I say, once I begin down that slippery slope,
there will be demands from other countries to include their troops
also. We must, also, consider the time it'll take to train the
troops, who are not accustomed to working with each other, to
become a cohesive, well oiled, machine, at the level of the SEAL
teams. I hope you understand, but to make such a change at this
late hour is not likely. Anything else?" Gram, asked, his
impatience showing.

"But, Mr. President — " Yamoto, began,
and was cut off by Gram.

"Mr. Yamoto," pushy bastard, can we discuss this at a later
time? It's getting late, and I'm sure my other guest have
arrangements to make."

"Of, course, Mr. President," Yamoto
said, and sat down, but with no intention of letting the matter
drop.


Chapter 3

 


 


When Dot and Phil arrived at Nellis
AFB, where they usually boarded a large bus with whited out windows
to be driven to the Area-51 complex, they discovered a change in
the itinerary. Instead of the bus, a large Hummer, decked in full
military camouflage, waited for them. A smart looking young Marine
stood next to the vehicle ready to drive them to China if asked
too.

"What happened to the bus?" Dorothy,
questioned the soldier as the couple walked up and Dorothy's
shortish brown hair being tossed in the warm desert
breeze.

"Ma'am, the bus was canceled." The
trooper held the rear door of the massive Hummer open for she and
Phil.

"Do you know what this is all about —
why were we called here?" She questioned the driver as he slid
behind the wheel and waited for their luggage.

"I wasn't told, ma'am. I only received
orders to pick you up and drive you to the complex, ma'am," the
Marine answered, as he started the engine, the luggage now loaded
in a rear compartment.

Dorothy gave Phil a quick glance as
the Hummer zipped off the tarmac and headed for an exit gate. Phil
saw the glance, but decided to remain silent. There wasn't much he
could offer in the way of explanation, anyway. However, the change
in transportation from the bus to the Hummer did indicate a
priority situation, and had him a little worried. Of the many times
he and Dot had been driven to the complex they were always inside
the bus with the whited out windows, and this was the first time
they got to see the road leading to the complex.
I wonder if Dorothy's concern about the aliens
returning is valid, he thought?

 


As the Hummer barreled along U.S. Rout
95 to connect to a dirt access road heading north-west through the
restricted access community of Mercury, and then on another 40
miles to the complex, the ride was quiet. Phil looked back behind
the vehicle and could see only a large cloud of dust kicked up by
the speeding Hummer, and none of the road they'd just traversed.
Looking off to his right, he noticed for the first time, several
large white SUVs parked up on distant hilltops, and an occasional
man standing outside his vehicle, watching through binoculars as
the Hummer passed. Part of the Area-51
security team, he guessed. I've heard this road is monitored by all kinds of sensors and
motion sensors as well, he thought, as he tried to
spot a well hidden or disguised security device and couldn't find
one.

Eventually, the Hummer pulled up to
one of the guarded gates to the complex, they were halted for just
a moment and then waved through. Down another innocuous dirt road,
across two long concrete runways, and then unto a circular paved
road, the Hummer approached a bland, unimpressive building with no
markings. To an uninformed observer, the building appeared as a
rusting warehouse that had long ago been abandoned with the only
indication of any recent activity a concrete plaza with several
small, round, concrete table and chairs out front. But its exterior
cloaked the nature of its modern, sophisticated, scientific,
complex, concealed behind the thick bombproof walls, and much of
which sheltered underground. Further down the road, several large
aircraft hangars and a massive satellite dish revealed there was
more to the complex than was obvious.

As the Hummer pulled up in front of
the disguised reception building of the sprawling compound, Doctor
Kim, an accomplished physicist, and the complex's administrator,
was seated at one of the small circular concrete tables out front.
He stood up with a smile, and an unusual Panama straw hat covering
his gray hair. Phil noted how tired Kim looked since the last time
he saw the affable fellow from Japan about a week ago.

"How have you two been?" Kim greeted
the pair, as they climbed from the Hummer.

"We're fine, Doctor, but a little
worried as to why you wanted us back." Dorothy gave Kim a hug with
the nearly shorter Kim returning the embraced and his large hat
being knocked askew and nearly dislodged by the warm
breeze.

"Sorry about that, Dot. I know you
were about to fly up to the Messenger to begin your tour, but I
have a special request from President Wadsworth. Come, let's go
inside out of this sun, and I'll fill you in." Kim lead Phil and
Dot to the four man golf cart he'd parked just inside. The young
Marine followed while struggling with Dot and Phil's
bags.

As Kim drove the couple along the
long, quiet, air-conditioned, fluorescent lighted, corridors of the
complex, Phil noticed how few the number of people racing up and
down the almost deserted halls as compared to when they were under
attack ten years ago. Back then, the place was a beehive of
activity with people dodging each other as they rushed to complete
their task. But now, only an occasional scientist passed leisurely
by in his white lab coat while driving his cart, and giving a
familiar wave as he passed.

"Would you two like to stop and get
something to eat before we get down to business?" Kim, asked. "I
know there wasn't much to eat on the plane."

"That sounds like a great idea," Phil
said. "How about stopping for something, Dot? I know you haven't
eaten since last night's dinner."

"If you'd like, but I want to find out
what this diversion is all about," Dot said, in a quiet voice,
while looking straight ahead, and worry all over her
face.

"Don't worry, Dot. I can explain while
you eat, okay?" Kim promised.

"Yes, Doctor, but I can't wait. Please
tell me the aliens aren't back."

"The aliens? Whatever gave you that
idea?" Kim pulled in front of the large cafeteria that never closed
and offered practically anything one might want in the way of
cuisine.

"So they're not back?" Dorothy seemed
to relax a touch.

"Of course not, Dot, my dear. I would
think we will have no more problems with them since we destroyed
their planet. Come on, let's chow down." Kim led the way inside the
cafeteria.

"It's not George, is it? There's
nothing wrong with him, I hope?" Dot, stopped, to ask.

Doctor Kim turned around to walk over
and put his arm around Dorothy's shoulders. "Dot, my dear, will you
please relax. There is nothing wrong with George. He's already
moved up to Messenger Two, and doing fine. As a matter of fact, I
was told he's so happy about the prospect of getting back out into
space, he won't quit talking and asking questions about when the
ship will get underway. The scientist working with him, say he's
driving them crazy with his non-stop chatter. Now come on, my mouth
is watering. Doesn't the food smell great? I think I'll order a
nice thick stake with a baked potato and sour cream."

"Thanks, Doc," Phil said. "I was just
trying to decide what I wanted, and you just made my mind for me.
I'll have what you're having. How about you, Dot?"

"I'm actually not hungry right now.
All this suspense has killed my appetite. I think I'll just have a
cup of coffee."

 


The trio seated and waiting for their
orders, Dot didn't waste any time getting down to business. "Okay,
if it's not the aliens or George as I feared, why were we brought
here?"

"Well, to be honest with you, Dorothy,
the President needs your talents one more time before you leave in
Messenger Two. I really didn't want to bother you, particularly in
light of all you've done for us, but he asked, and I must
ask."

"You don't need to say anymore,
Doctor. He wants me to modify my weapon, right?" Dorothy, guessed,
correctly.

"You never cease to amaze me, Dot.
That's exactly what he wants. Do you remember when George warned us
the universe is full of dangerous alien species?"

"I sure do, and have thought about
that many times, but I understand we'll have a compliment X-37bs
with us, and I felt they'd protect us if needed."

"Yes they would, however, the
President wants more. He, and someone in his cabinet, decided a
close-quarters, individual, shoulder weapon, based on your orb
weapon, might come in handy on the ship, and he wants you to
downsize your weapon to fit those needs."

"That's all?" Dorothy said, leaning
back in her chair, and giving Phil a smiling glance. "Jesus, I'm so
happy what I was thinking hadn't happened. However, to downsize my
weapon might be a bit more complicated than you might
think."

"Oh, and how so?" Kim,
asked.

"Well, to change the output only
requires a simple adjustment to the array generator without a
change in the weapons size, however, to change downsize the weapon
to the size of a projectile that'll fit in a hand-held, rifle, if
you will, will require the components to be remanufactured in
miniature but engineered in such a way as to generate the same
force fields. However, it might be easier to design an entirely new
weapon system that would fire a slightly larger version of my orb
weapon. Something that would shoot a projectile the size of, let's
say, a soda can."

"Well, I don't think the President
wants to go in that direction. So let's discuss downsizing the size
of your weapon to fit a conventional weapon, maybe, down to the
size of a fifty-caliber round. If I understand you correctly, what
you're telling me is all we have to do is take apart one of your
weapon's housings, downsize the parts to the dimensions we require
and then install them in a rifle sized round, correct?"

"Well, in a way, yes. But, don't
forget, once it's fired, there is a delay time before the orb
weapon has an affect on the target. That delay time must be
modified, also. We may have to design a totally new
generator."

Kim sat back in his chair thinking
about what Dorothy said. His and Phil's stakes were delivered and
placed on the table. Phil dug in immediately, while Kim ignored
his. Eventually, Kim asked Dorothy, "Are the adjustments to the
delay timer complicated?"

"No," Dorothy answered, "All I need to
know is the mussel velocity of the projectile, much the same as
when I made the adjustments for the orb weapon to be placed in the
Bradford missiles."

"Now, this is getting complicated.
Dorothy, the velocity of the projectile depends on its size. How
small can the weapon be and still be effective?" Kim,
asked.

"That would depend on the size of the
target, Doctor." Dorothy took a sip of her coffee.

"That makes sense. Let's say a human
sized target. We already have weapons large enough to deal with
larger targets if needed."

"Man sized, huh?" Dorothy repeated
under her breath. "Sure, that can be done, I imagine. I don't think
we should have a problem downsizing the weapon small enough to fit
inside a projectile no larger than a forty-five or fifty-caliber
bullet."

"Great. I think that's exactly what
the President wanted. Do you think you can draw up a blueprint for
my people to use while building a prototype?"

"Whoa, Kim. I'm not a weapons
engineer, I'm a physicist. I wouldn't have the slightest idea how
to draw up plans. You'll need an engineer for that, but I can tell
him what I need, and he can decide how to draw it up. Is that
satisfactory?"

"Dorothy, that is more than
satisfactory. Listen, I have to make a few calls and see if I can
get a weapons engineer in here. Will you spend the night here, or
will you fly back home?"

"I don't know. What do you think,
Phil?" Dorothy turned to ask her husband, who'd finished his meal
and was wiping his mouth with a napkin.

"Whatever you want, baby. You know me,
I kind of follow your lead." Phil drank the last of his
lemonade.

"Well, Doctor Kim, I was looking
forward to touring the spaceship. I guess it's too late to do that
huh?" asked, Dot.

"Yes, I'm afraid so, well, for today
anyway. Listen, I'll arrange transportation down to the Kennedy
Space Center for you and Phil where you can go on your tour,
tomorrow. In the mean time, I'll round up an engineer. After you
return from your tour, you can come back here to assist the
designer. How does that sound?"

"That sound fabulous, Doctor, thank
you." Dorothy got up and hugged Kim from behind while he remained
seated.

"You're welcomed, Dorothy, and no — it
is I who thank you. I know you're getting tired of us always
depending on you and I don't blame you."

"No, Doctor Kim, I love doing stuff
like that. Like my daughter told me a while back, this is what I do
and I accept it. It gives me a purpose in life and I'll never tire
of it."

"You, know, Dot — I believe you're
right. Now, let me make a few calls to arrange your transportation
down to the Cape." Kim stood. "I'll be back in a moment. Why don't
you grab a bite to eat like Phil? You know there won't be much to
eat on the flight down to Kennedy."

"Doctor Kim, I think I'll do just
that. Thanks." Dorothy turned to search for a waiter.


Chapter 4

THE KENNEDY SPACE CENTER,

CAPE CANAVERAL,

MERRITT ISLAND, FLORIDA

 


 


"We've come a long way since the days
of the space shuttle, haven't we?" Dorothy asked Phil, as they sat
in the spacious cabin of the X-37b space fighter, which, because in
space the size and shape of a vehicle doesn't affect it's
effectiveness, can also serve as a shuttle.

"We sure have. No space suites or
booster rockets. This is almost like boarding a 737 on our way back
to Las Vegas, except there aren't any windows in the cabin. Where
is the flight attendant?" Phil, joked. "Do you want your usual
coffee?"

"Funny," Dot said, "But I bet they'll
have flight attendants at some time in the future."

"Naw. Not on this thing. Keep in mind
this is actually more of fighter than a shuttle. We're sitting
where they usually store the missiles. It's been reconfigured for
passengers right now, but it can hold its own in a dogfight in
Earth's atmosphere or in space. Remember how one of these fighters
knocked out that alien ship near the moon?"

"Maybe so, but it sure is much nicer
than the shuttle we were on last time. Hey, look at that poor man
over there. He looks scared to death, doesn't he?" Dorothy
whispered into Phil's ear, indicating a middle aged man about their
age, clasping his briefcase in a desperate bear-hug.

"I don't blame him. I remember my
first trip into space. Hell, back then that scared me,
too."

"Really? I don't remember you looking
scared."

"Well, I was, but after we were in
orbit, I liked the experience. Say, do you think we'll land inside
the Messenger?"

"I'd think so. I've heard it's huge.
Maybe four or five-miles across. Once they discovered the size of
the craft didn't matter as long as it's powered by anti-gravity
engines, they built in plenty of room."

"The extra room sounds nice until you
consider how much air it'll take to fill a space like that. I guess
they've got that all figured out, huh?"

"I imagine so. Hey, are we moving?"
Dorothy tried to look through the front windshield.

"We sure are, but I didn't hear the
engines start."

"What engines? Have you forgotten its
powered by anti-gravity, now?"

"Jesus, Dot. I sure did. I can't wait
to see the Messenger Two… Whoa, that was quick. I didn't even feel
us accelerating." Phil saw they were already in space.

"Christ, Phil, didn't you read any of
the material they sent us about this fighter and the Messenger Two.
Why do you think we're not wearing seat-belts? You didn't feel any
acceleration because they have inertia negation."

"Whooo, Star Trek come to pass," Phil,
joked.

"Well, you wanted to see the
Messenger, there it is. Can you see it through the
windshield?"

"Holly Crap, cat woman, that is one
big mutha."

"Will you cut that out, and behave
yourself before someone hears you. We're honored guest on this
flight."

"Sorry, but that is bigger than I
thought. Look, a portal is opening in the side. I guess we will
land inside.

"Yes, it does appear that way. I know
what I'm going to want to see first when we get inside."

"Yeah, what's that?"

"The toilet facilities." Dorothy,
confessed.

"You mean to tell me we're about to
tour the world's first galaxy class exploration vessel, and you
want to see what the crapper looks like?" Phil asked, as the
shuttle slid slowly into the giant airlock. The outside door
closed, and after a few minutes, the hangar side doors opened and
the shuttle glided silently into the massive hangar.

"It's a girl thing — you won't
understand."

Christ, look at the size of this
hangar. It huge, and look at all the X-37b's parked in here." Phil
pointed out.

"That's our government at work
overspending our tax dollars, all right. Look, the artificial
gravity must be on," Dorothy said, now excited. "Everyone is
walking around as if they're on Earth. Isn't that nice?"

"Yep. It looks like they're nearing
completion, all right. Come on, everyone is getting off," Phil
noticed, as the ten other passengers stood to disembark. "Now that
you mentioned it, I have to go," Phil, whispered, into Dorothy's
ear.

"Uh-huh. Now, who's in a hurry to get
to the crapper, as you called it?"

"The head, the can, the library, the
John, the crapper, or whatever — I've got to go. Jesus, it seems
like the older I get the more often I have to go."

"Yeah, I know," Dorothy said, as they
had to back through a small, improvised, hatch, which seemed out of
place in the side of the spacious, but sleek, fighter. The climbed
down a short latter to a small step stool.

Now standing on the metal decking of
the ship, the other ten passengers already gone, Phil and Dorothy
looked around trying to figure which way to go with no one coming
to greet and guild them as Dorothy expected. The activity inside
the hangar was a madhouse of motion with people of, what seemed
like, every race on Earth going about their task with deliberate
intent, and no one paying them the least bit of
attention.

"Well, I guess we're on our own," Dot
said.

"I'll say one thing about this thing,
we won't feel cramped as I feared. This is one big hunking ship.
Look at this place — how the hell are we supposed to know where to
go?"

"It is large, that's for sure," Dot
said, as he looked up at the ceiling fifty-feet overhead and
bristling with recessed lighting.

"Look, there's the pilot that flew us
up here," Phil said, "Maybe he can point us in the right
direction?"

"Maybe so," Dot said, as she hurried
over to get the attention of the disturbingly young looking pilot
as he hurried away, obviously knowing where he was going. "Pardon,
me, Captain," Dot called.

The athletic young man stopped and
turned to face the approaching Dorothy. "Colonel, ma'am," he
said.

"I'm sorry, Colonel. I was wondering
if you could direct us to the passenger quarters?"

"Yes, ma'am, the passenger quarters
are two decks up near the rear of the ship. Hold on, I'll get
someone to guild you." He looked around and found a private with a
clipboard walking toward the shuttle they arrived in. "Private,"
called the Colonel.

"Yes, Sir." The Private snapped to
attention.

"Guide these civilians to the
passenger deck."

"Yes, Sir." He handed his clipboard to
the Colonel. "The post flight check list, Sir." To Dorothy and
Phil, he said, "Please follow me." He waved a hand towards a, now
obvious, bank of elevators on the far side of the expansive hangar
a couple hundred yards away.

"Come on, Phil, this nice soldier is
going to guide us," Dorothy called to her husband, who was still
looking around the hangar and fond it hard to believe something
that large was actually going to fly into deep space.

To the still standing Colonel, Dot
asked. "Colonel, we're only here for a short tour and not permanent
passengers yet. We need a ride back to Earth. Will you be returning
soon?"

"Yes ma'am. I'll be returning to Earth
in eight hours. My plane is one of eight modified to transport
passengers. If you want to return with me, go to the departure part
of the hangar and I'll fly you back. If you wish to return sooner,
there are a flights leaving every hour from that end of the
hangar." He pointed towards the far end of the massive space. "You
can also hitch a ride on any number of cargo shuttles leaving
regularly from departures. Enjoy your stay. I must leave you now, I
have several reports to file, and find someone else do the
preflight checks on my plane."

"Thank you, Colonel. You've been most
gracious and helpful." Dot tired to see where the Colonel pointed,
but was too distant to make out anything.

"My pleasure." The Colonel turned to
hurry away with a quick, measured, stride of a confident
warrior.

"Nice fellow," Phil said. "Okay,
Private, show us the way."

"Yes, Sir. Follow me." The young
private, too, began walking with the same, quick, pace of the
Colonel.

"Whoa, slow down, lad" Dorothy said.
"As you can see, we're not as young as we once were, and we'll have
a hard time keeping up with you, besides, I want to ask you a few
questions as we walk."

"Yes, ma'am. I'm sorry, ma'am. What
would you like to know?" The young soldier slowed and walked beside
Dorothy.

"Can I ask your name, Private?" Dot,
asked.

"Yes, ma'am, I'm Private, James Gibbs,
ma'am."

"Would you mind if I call you James,
instead of Private Gibbs?"

"No, ma'am."

"Good, James. My name is Dorothy
Keets, and this is my husband, Phil."

James stopped and turned to stare at
Dorothy for a moment. "I know you. You're the person who helped
save the world way back when I was a little boy, right? I learned
about you in school."

"What, I'm being discussed in schools
now?"

"Yes, ma'am. You and your husband and
Doctor Kim are national heroes."

"I had no idea. That was a long time
ago. What I want to know is do you have any idea how large this
ship is?"

"Yes, ma'am. It's circular in shape,
and almost five miles in diameter. It's two and a half miles from
top to bottom, ma'am."

"See, I told you," Phil said to
Dorothy. "Its almost five-miles across — just about as big as the
alien ships we blew up with your orb weapon ten years
ago."

"Yes, it is very large, isn't it."
Dorothy looked back at the expansive hangar.

"It sure is. Say, James — I've got to
go. Can you take us to the facilities on the passenger deck?" Phil
looked down on the metal deck covered with a non-skid
coating.

"Yes, Sir," the grinning young soldier
said, as the trio stepped onto one of the large
elevators.

As they road up, Phil questioned more.
"How many in the crew?"

"Civilian, or military,
Sir?"

"Oh, ah . . . Let's say,
military."

"Well, we have five hundred flight
support crewmen to maintain and prep the one-hundred X-37bs, and
will soon be joined by a platoon of twenty or so Navy SEALs. And I
think there will be a contingent of military police boarding before
we launch, but I don't know how many."

"Jesus, this is a space going aircraft
carrier. How many general crewmembers are onboard?"

"Well, I'm not exactly sure, but I
think the ship's compliment is made of five hundred maintenance and
their support, as well as a few hundred science support members, a
medical staff, the cooks and kitchen staff, and of course the
Captain and his support staff. I'm guessing, but I'd say around
four or five thousand," the young Marine said, as they stepped off
the elevator into a wide, well lit, metal walled, corridor, the
metal walls, deck, and ceiling having a light green
tent.

The first thing Dot and Phil noticed
was a steady stream of people on one and two-person electrical
carts going in both directions. Only one shortish, scrawny, little
man, dressed in the uniform of the crew walked the corridor. He
walked kind of hunched over with his head drawn down between his
shoulder blades. He passed Dot and Phil, and gave them a
half-smile, and with shifty eyes, continued on his way with his
hands in his pockets. He seemed absolutely our of place, being the
only individual walking, and by the way he walked with his head
down and not seeming to be in any hurry to get to wherever he was
going, he seemed kind of creepy.

After the man passed, and none of the
trio thinking twice about him, Phil said, "I'll be damned if this
isn't just like inside Area-51," while speaking of the wide
corridor and the people riding by on carts, some in lab
coats.

"I wouldn't know, Sir. I've never been
inside Area-51. Until now, I wasn't sure it even
existed."

Phil looked at Dorothy, knowing he may
have said something he shouldn't, and quickly decided he wouldn't
worry about it. Besides, once the
Messenger was launched, who was the Private going to tell about
Area-51, he thought?

Across the corridor that extended out
of sight in both directions in a gentle curve, were several
single-person carts plugged in and waiting to be used.

James led Dot and Phil across the hall
and climbed onboard one of the carts. "Where would you like to go
later? The toilets are equal distance in either
direction."

"Well, maybe we can take a quick look
at the passenger quarters," Dot said, as she unplugged her cart and
checked the charge on the battery.

"Okay. We'll go to our left and then
on to the passenger quarters. Don't forget, each cabin is
identical, and has its own, ah, facilities. Would you rather visit
an unoccupied passenger cabin and examine the facility in
it?"

"Excellent idea, James," Phil said.
"Lead the way, my man."

As the trio leisurely drove down the
corridor, Phil thought it a good time to quiz their escort. "How
long have you been on the ship?"

"I've been here a few months, Sir. I
volunteered the same as most of the folks onboard. We were told we
might not return to Earth, and that's all right with
me."

"No family, huh?" asked,
Dorothy.

"Yeah, I got a mom and pop back on
Earth, but we don't get along too well — if you know what I mean?
After joining the Airforce, and when I told them I've always wanted
to get on a spaceship and see the stars up close, they wouldn't
hear of it. They wanted me to do my stint in the service and then
return home where it was safe. I told them I was grown and I was
going anyway, and my pops told me if I signed up to be a
crewmember, he'd disown me. So I told him nothing lost and I signed
up, and here I am. I love it up here and can't wait to get
underway."

"I understand, James," Dorothy said.
"I feel much the same way. I guess we're adventurous souls,
huh?"

"Yes, ma'am, I guess we are," James
said, with a contemplative expression on his face as if this was
the first time he'd thought of himself as being
adventurous.

"Aren't you a little afraid . . . I
mean, afraid of what might be out there — the unknown and all?"
Phil, asked.

"Well, I guess I was when I first got
here — this place being so large and all, I was worried about how
they were going to keep a ship this size with all these folks on it
filled with air to breath and afraid I might mess up some how, but
now that I've been here for a while, I'm cool."

"Well, I don't mind telling you I'm
scared as hell. I keep imagining we will run across some hostile
alien race that will kill us all," Phil, admitted. "Or even worse,
run smack dab into a black-hole that will rip us limb from limb or
get demolished by a fast moving meteor.

"I guess that can happen, Mr. Phil,
but I'm not too worried now, especially since Ms. Dorothy is
onboard. I'm sure she'll be able to handle any situation we might
encounter, and we've got all this military onboard. Hell, I'm sure
they can whoop ass if the time comes. And as far as black-holes is
concerned, I think the ship has some kind of black-hole detector
onboard."

"Black hole detector?" Phil asked.
"You mean there is a way to detect black-holes?"

"Why not?" Dorothy said, to Phil. "A
black-hole is no more than a massive gravity well, and detecting
them wouldn't be difficult," and to James, she said, "Thanks for
your confidence in me, and I promise, I'll not let you down, James,
if there is anything I can do. But tell me, is there a way to
quickly learn the layout of the ship?"

"That ain't too complicated. Each
colored coded deck is designated for a specific use and there are
about twenty or so. As you can see, we're on the passenger deck and
it's tented green. All you have to do is remember which deck is
what, and you'll have it down. Besides, there will be an
orientation meeting in the auditorium before we leave, and if you
take notes the same as I did, you shouldn't have any problems.
Actually, and I'm not sure, but I think a pamphlet will be handed
out describing different aspects about the ship. All I can tell you
is if you get off an elevator and the corridor is tented red, get
right back on the elevator because that is the military deck, and
from what I hear, those Seals don't play. But you shouldn't make
that mistake. The floor buttons on the elevator are color-coded and
labeled so you know which deck you are going to."

"Thanks for the warning. I think you
said something about an auditorium?" asked, Phil.

"Oh, yes, Sir. When you think about
it, this is like a space going city. There's a recreation area with
swimming pools, a theater, the labs, a farming deck, the
electrical, oxygen, and water producing decks, and a whole bunch of
other stuff you'd find in any city, even sewage processing. Believe
me, there's plenty to keep you from getting bored."

Phil whistled, and then said, almost
under his breath, "Now, I see why it took ten years to build this
thing."

"Yes, Sir. She's a beaut, all right,"
James said, as they continued down, what seemed like, an endless
corridor. It seemed as if they were driving in circles — everything
looked the same except for the one foot square signs sticking out
from the wall near the ceiling with area numbers on them. They
passed several more banks of elevators with the same carts parked
across from them. Jesus, there has to be a
way to tell where you are on this behemoth, Phil
thought, as he looked back over his shoulder and saw they'd just
passed a sign reading AREA 45-P. Oh well,
he reasoned, maybe they'll explain the layout during the
orientation meeting? I'm guessing the P stands for passenger
deck?

After a few moment of silence as they
drove, James admitted, "You know — the only problem I'm having is I
can't sleep more than an hour or two — too excited, I
guess?"

Phil looked at Dorothy, and she at
him, and while sharing smiles only a couple would understand —
neither said anything. They both knew how Dorothy always had a hard
time sleeping when excited.


Chapter 5

ONBOARD MESSENGER TWO

SIX-MONTHS BEFORE THE MESSENGER
LAUNCHING

 


 


As, Albert Garner aimlessly walked the
corridors of Messenger Two, he didn't appear any different than any
of the other crewmembers. His uniform was clean and pressed, the
peach-fuzz on his young face, recently shaved, and his hair
meticulously combed. There was nothing about him hinting at the
demons tormenting his deranged mind, except, maybe, the way he
walked hunched over with his shifty eyes taking in every detail
around him, but never focusing on anything long, and the way he
kept his hands in his pockets everywhere he went and when around
other people.

Now hired as a galley mate, he'd
completed his first step towards stopping this insane attempt by
the humans to contact more alien races, and possibly bringing down
more wrath from God. How he would stop the launching of the ship,
or failing that, destroy the ship once it was launched, he didn't
know, but any way he could, he was determined to save humankind
from making another mistake. In his demented mind, It was
humankind's fault the aliens kept coming back, and he was going to
make sure they didn't do it again.

Albert nearly didn't get the assistant
cook's position. During his psyche evaluation, one of the three
shrinks that examined him, felt he had mental issues. The other
two, after listening to him tell of how much he wanted to be a
member of the crew, passed him, with stipulations that if he posed
any problems during his six-month stay and orientation on the ship
before it was launched, he'd be replaced, and that he was to be
assigned a task away from any critical operations on the
ship.

Once onboard, he made a point of
staying away from everyone. He went about his daily chores in the
galley, washing dishes, moping floors, and disposing of trash. Off
duty, he always returned to his room, read his porn magazines by
penlight, and masturbated. He refused the opportunity to have a TV
placed in his room, and wouldn't have turned it on even if there
was one.

There were many nights he laid awake
looking up at his dark ceiling, and thinking about why he was
there. Even now — even after the aliens in
their giant ship, blasted my neighborhood with that ray thingy, and
killed my dog, he'd thought,
they've brought one of the murdering creatures on this ship. How
can they be so naïve? Don't they know those sneaky aliens can
control our minds? I've got to stop the humans — save them from
themselves. I've got to kill that alien. He has control of
everyone's mind on this ship, except mine. I can hear him trying to
make me do his will, but he can't trick me that easy. I'm immune to
his mental suggestions. I'll show him Albert Garner can't be
fooled. But I know it's too late for the rest of the weak-minded
crew. It's not their fault, and I don't blame them for wanting to
contact this alien's friends, so they can go back to Earth to
destroy it, but I'll stop them even if I have to blowup this entire
ship, he often thought, lying on his bed, not able to
sleep.

 


Now off duty, and as he ambled
aimlessly down the long, curving, green passenger corridor, he
passed three people, a middle aged couple, and a soldier dude,
getting off an elevator. Actually, he shouldn't have been on the
passenger deck. He belonged on the orange colored crew deck, but
didn't like being on that deck — too many prying eyes.

Look at the way they stare
at me, he imagined, as he walked pass Dorothy, Phil,
and James. Do they know what I have planed
for them? Even as they smile at me, I know the alien must have told
them — yes, told them through mental telepathy what I intend to
do, he thought, looking back over his shoulder after
passing. I've got to keep my hands in my
pockets. If they can't see my hands, they won't be sure,
he, insanely, thought, as he continued on his way to his
stateroom on the crewmembers deck one deck below.
Did they see something in my eyes? Damn, why did
I look at them? I must act soon, or should I? Maybe I should wait
for them to tip their hands, and make contact with the alien's
friends, and then blow up the ship and the alien's friends at the
same time? No, I can't blow up this whole ship, it's too big. I
think I'll just kill the alien the first chance I get. Yeah, if the
alien is dead he can't lead his friends back to Earth, and he can't
control our minds anymore. Yes, I'll wait. They must leave the alien alone at some time, and then I'll
strike, but I've got to be more careful. I can't look anyone in the
eyes from now on, and I've got to remember to keep my hands in my
pockets. I'll be okay in the galley, I always wear rubber gloves in
there, but I must remember the eye thing at all times. The alien
can see into my mind through someone else's eyes if I let him, but
I won't. He can't read my mind if I don't look into someone's eyes.
Yeah, that'll stop him cold, but I gotta act pretty soon,
he thought, as he got off an elevator, and stopped in front
of his stateroom door and look up and down the corridor before
unlocking and entering the dark interior.

He didn't turn on the lights. Instead,
he found and turned on his small penlight, cleared his bed of
several porn magazines, and plopped down to catch an hour's sleep
before he had to go back to work after spending nearly all of his
off hours walking the corridors of the ship.

That shrink back on Earth
who said I had mental issues didn't know what he was talking about.
It was the alien trying to make me act crazy. It knew what I had
planned for it. But it didn't work. I got on the ship, and I'm
coming for you, you alien crap. Did you hear that, I'm coming for
you, he thought, as he laid in the dark of his
room.

He didn't turn on the light for a good
reason, or so he thought. He imagined his room was bugged with
hidden microphones and cameras, particularly, the television, if
he'd had one installed. However, he was positive he was being
watched by someone on the crew who would report back to the alien
that was being kept inside a laboratory and swimming in a giant
swimming pool, or so he'd heard. He hadn't had a chance to get into
the lab and make sure.

As he tried to sleep, he listened to
the traffic in the corridor, and wondered if someone had stopped to
press their ear to his door. He heard several voices as a few of
the crewmembers were on their way to their rooms. Eventually, the
voices quieted as the crewmen went into their cabins, which made
him suspicious.

He got up and went to the heavy steel
door, actually more of an airtight hatch than a door, and snatched
it open, knowing he'd catch someone on the other side — there
wasn't, just as there never was the countless other times he'd
repeated the same
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