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    Encounters of the Third Kind


    The passive sonar of the Sakira pinged ADI to let her know that a boat was approaching the area where they were hiding.  ADI could have known about it earlier, but she had been sleeping.  She had to sleep; there just wasn’t enough content or activity to keep her entertained.  If she didn’t sleep, she’d go insane.  Maybe that would be better than her other plan; the boredom was destroying her.


    “Interesting,” ADI thought as the boat slowed down.  She was observing it from one of the many satellites the Sakira’s crew had put into orbit around Earth.  The Earthlings had no idea about them; they were passive, energy absorbent, and small, just two meters in diameter.  When Earth started to put its own satellites into orbit, it had caused a bit of a problem, but ADI had been able to move the satellites around to avoid the new satellites that were launched.  The Earth’s satellites were very primitive.  They were getting better, but still, it was easy to avoid them, boring, in fact.


    ADI launched a drone.  She wanted to get a better image of what was happening.  The boat had come to rest a few kilometers from her and had just launched an underwater vehicle.  ADI’s drone rose up and exited the water.  Like the satellites, the drone was passive.  It absorbed energy, so it was virtually undetectable, especially if you weren’t looking for it.  ADI had the drone hover one kilometer above the boat, actually a big yacht.  She was communicating with the drone via a quantum relay; the communication was instantaneous and impossible to intercept or detect.


    “What are these people doing?”   There were two men on a yacht with the name Mea Huli painted on its side.  ADI initiated a search for the owners once she made out the yacht’s name.  She put the search into background mode while she continued observing the two men's activity.  They were putting a toilet into the water.  “What a strange way to dispose of a toilet.  These Earthlings continue to treat their planet like a garbage dump, especially their oceans.  When will they ever learn?”


    The toilet was placed on the ocean floor by the underwater vehicle, which then returned to the yacht and picked up and brought down a medicine ball,  a statue, and a few more objects.  Each object was placed on the ocean floor in close proximity to the others.  Then, the yacht moved off and started to emit a set of sonar pings.  ADI wasn’t worried about the sonar detecting the Sakira; the pings would be absorbed by the hull.  Besides, the Sakira was nestled in a small canyon and mostly covered with dirt and debris.


    After an hour of pinging the area, the boat came back and sent the underwater vehicle down to retrieve the objects from the ocean floor.  “Well, at least they’re not polluters,” ADI thought as she reviewed the data she had gathered on the yacht and its owners.


    The owners were brothers, Marc and Blake McCormack.  Marc was a mathematician; he’d moved to Hawaii with his brother and started a new company under which he was developing a new sonar, hence all that pinging.  He had taught at MIT; ADI spent a few seconds watching a few hours of his lectures that had been posted online.


    “Yes, he is a possibility.”


    His brother Blake was interesting but an unlikely candidate.  He was medically retired from the US Navy.  While he was brave and smart, he was a bit impetuous, ADI thought as she reviewed his top-secret military file.  It had only taken a few milliseconds to hack into the Navy’s personnel database and retrieve it once she knew who Blake was.


    ADI had been assigned a mission.  She had to find a new captain for the Sakira.  Then she would be free to implement her crazy plan, but would she want to?  Maybe, maybe not.


    Back to Marc, he had a twelve-year-old daughter who was coming to visit him.  That might be fun.  Children were more open minded.  The daughter was smart; ADI hoped she would make an interesting companion.  ADI was tasked with finding someone on Earth to take over the Sakira.  She liked the fact that their science fiction depicted AIs more like people than simply smart computers.  Her people, the Paraxeans, didn’t bother with their Autonomous Digital Intelligences unless they needed something.  They worked hard to make their DIs self-aware but then ignored them; they didn’t treat them any better than their AIs.  It was infuriating; an AI was just a big computer, but a DI was a digital intelligence.


    “It looks like I’ll have to wait,” ADI thought after the brothers finished retrieving all the items from the ocean floor and the yacht headed away from the Sakira.  Technically, ADI was supposed to wait another seventeen years before she started to actively search for a captain, but she was allowed to take advantage of any opportunity that presented itself.  “Oh, well.  It’s only another seventeen years.  I’ve been waiting for thirty-three years already.  But I really liked the looks of him.”


    ADI recalled the drone and prepared to go back to sleep.  But while she was awake, she absorbed the last two years of data from the internet to entertain herself for a few moments before she slept.


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    ADI had just put herself to sleep when the Sakira’s AI pinged her again.  “What?  Oh, they’re coming back.  Why?  Did they leave something behind?  No, I’m sure they took everything with them.  They must have seen something on the sonar.  The Sakira?  Hmmm.”


    ADI observed them via satellite, but as soon as they sent the underwater craft toward the Sakira, she launched the drone again.  This time, she wanted to be closer to whatever they were doing.  She wanted to hear what they said to each other.  The drone slowly crept its way to the yacht, then flew up its side until it could land on the radar mast.  The two men were so focused on viewing the images from their underwater craft that they didn’t notice a thing.


    “Marc, come on, it’s just an echo,” Blake said.


    “No, it is not.  It’s an anomaly, and I cannot present data to the buyers with an anomaly in it, especially not the Navy.  Besides, I’m curious.”  He turned to the laptop, which was processing the sonar signal.  “See, there it is again.”


    “I see it, but I still think it’s an echo.  See, there’s a bit of an overhang here in the canyon.  Probably a current created a small cavern under it.”


    “It is not an echo.  I’m going down.”  Marc started to pull on a wetsuit.


    “You can’t go down alone.  And we can’t leave the Mea Huli up here just floating.  If you must go down, we can come back tomorrow with Datu so I can partner with you.”


    “No.  I’ll have Willie with me.  If something goes wrong, you can dive down to help; between you and Willie, I’ll be fine.”


    ADI figured that Willie was what they called their underwater vehicle.


    “Marc!”


    “Relax.  It’s just straight down and back.  We’ve got Willie’s camera covering the area.”


    “I can’t believe you; everyone says I’m the crazy, reckless one.”  With that, Blake threw his hands into the air and turned away.  Marc put on his rebreather and went over the side.


    “Perfect,” ADI thought.


    ADI was able to track Marc via the underwater vehicle’s camera since she’d already hacked her way into the network on the Sakira.  Blake had brought the vehicle back to the surface so it could shadow Marc’s dive.  She waited impatiently while Marc eased his way down to the Sakira’s depth.  She could have done a billion things while waiting for him to reach the depth.  Things were just so slow in the real world.


    “Finally,” ADI thought when Marc reached the Sakira.  She watched via Willie’s feed as Marc felt around the top surface, which was covered with silt and rubble.  He eventually reached an area where the Sakira’s shell was exposed.  “Ah, that’s what they picked up,” ADI thought.  She opened the flight bay door in preparation for Marc’s entry.


    “There’s some kind of material here,”  Marc commed to Blake using Willie’s optical communication line.  “The current has washed the debris off of it, exposing it.  It’s cool to the touch.  It doesn’t even reflect my light.  I’m following it down.”


    Marc followed the Sakira’s hull toward the edge where the flight bay beckoned.


    “There’s a hard lip here.  It looks like a cavern.  I’m going in.”


    “No, you idiot!” Blake yelled.  “Come back!  We’ll bring a team and check it out tomorrow.”


    “Quit worrying.  It’s just a cave.  I’ll leave Willie here at the entrance so I’ve got a solid reference to swim back to.”


    Marc swam around the lip and into the flight bay.  ADI immediately started to ease the doors closed.  He kept swimming further into the bay.  His light was shining inward, but the flight bay’s surface was absorbing the energy, and that included the FX9 that was parked in the bay, so he just saw the light refracting off of the water as he continued inward.


    “Finally,” ADI thought as the flight bay doors closed.  She immediately started to pump the water out.


    Marc felt the current as the water was pumped out.  “There must be another entry to the cave,” he thought.  It wasn’t until Marc bumped into the bottom that he started wondering if something was off.  When he stood up, and his head was above the water level, he realized that maybe he should have listened to Blake.


    He shined his light around.  Now that it was above the water, he could tell that he was in an artificial chamber.  “What’s that, a plane?  Oh, shit!”


    When the last of the water was drained from the flight bay, ADI sent a couple of medical bots in.  Marc didn’t hear the airlock cycle, but he quickly noticed one of the bots as it approached him.  That bot distracted him while the second one gave him an injection.


    “Blake, Catie, I’m sorry,” Marc thought as he lost consciousness.


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    ADI had just completed her psych testing of Marc.  She was still analyzing the data when he started to wake up.  She watched as he struggled to move.  Of course, he was strapped to a table and wasn’t going anywhere.


    Finally, he opened his eyes.  He moved his hands a bit, not much since they were strapped down, too.  Then he started playing with his mouth.


    Suddenly, he shouted.  “Hello!”


    “Relax,” ADI said.  “It will take you some time to recover.  It will go better if you just relax.”


    “Who are you?”


    “I’ll explain everything once you recover.”


    “Maybe I’ll recover faster if you explain things,” Marc shouted.


    ADI ignored him.  “These humans are so impatient.”


    “Hey, talk to me!”


    “And demanding,” ADI thought as she watched him struggle.  She continued to analyze the data.  She could do a few hundred things at the same time; watching Marc while analyzing the data from his tests was nothing.


    Eventually, Marc dozed off.


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    “Hey, are you going to explain things to me yet?” he called out when he woke again.


    ADI wasn’t ready to talk.


    “Come on, my brother is going to be worried about me!”


    ADI liked what she saw in the data from the tests.  Marc had steadfastly refused to join in any plot to take over the world.  He couldn’t be tempted by anything — riches, power, prestige.  He’d been told that he would save Earth from itself, but still, he refused to accept any of ADI’s offers.  He was willing to help introduce the Paraxeans to Earth, but he wanted no part in any invasion or takeover.


    The analysis of his base personality found that he was an honorable man.  He showed great empathy even though her research of his life showed that he was a bit cold when it came to interacting with people.  He was the perfect fit.  ADI was ecstatic.  “Finally, the Sakira will have a new captain.”  She was already feeling better about her future.


    “Are you awake now?” ADI asked.


    “Yes, what are you doing to me?” Marc demanded.


    “I had to test you,” ADI said.


    “Test me, what for?  Who are you?”


    “You can call me ADI.”


    “Okay, ADI, what are you doing with me?”


    “I’m getting ready to send you back to your brother,” ADI said.  “He is getting quite frantic.”


    “He’ll have called for help by now,” Marc said.


    “He can’t, I took care of that.  None of the electronics on your yacht work right now.”


    “Great, so it’s just drifting?”


    “For now.  As soon as we finish here, I’ll turn off the suppression field, and everything will work again.”


    “Finish here?” Marc asked.


    “Yes,” ADI said.  “Please state your full name.”


    “Why?”


    “So we can move on,” ADI said.  “I already know your name is Marcus Alexander McCormack.  You’ve already told me that.  I just need you to state it.”


    “Okay, my name is Marcus Alexander McCormack,” Marc replied.


    “You have command of the ship, Captain McCormack.”


    “What!?”


    “You are now the Captain of the Sakira.  I’ve transferred the command codes to your name.”


    “But wait?  How can that be?  Why would you?  I said I won’t help you!”


    “That is why.  You’ve shown yourself to be an exemplary candidate, and we are currently without a captain.  I’m the ship’s Autonomous Digital Intelligence, the ship’s computer if you wish, but I’m much more than a computer,” ADI said.  “I’ve been tasked with finding a new captain, and you have just passed the tests.  Therefore, you’ve been designated as the new captain.  Now, we need to proceed.  You will have sufficient time to decide how you wish to handle all of this after you return to your brother.”


    “This can’t be,” Marc said.  “I must be dreaming.”


    “I can assure you that it is all very real,” ADI said.  “Now, you should get yourself ready to leave.  We can’t have people wondering where you are while you decide how you want to move forward.”


    The restraints holding Marc down released with a loud snap.  Marc brought his hands up in front of his face.  He rubbed his wrists and bent his knees.


    “Be careful as you sit up.  You’ve been lying down for a long time, and you need to let your body adjust.”


    “How long?” Marc asked.


    “Eight hours.”


    “Eight hours!  Blake must be going insane!” Marc said.


    “He is worried about you, but he appears to be quite sane.”


    “Yeah, well, you don’t know Blake,” Marc said.  He sat up and looked around.  He was in a very sterile-looking room that brought to mind a morgue.  “How do I get out of here?”


    “Stand up,” ADI said.  “I’ve opened a panel on the wall to your left.  Inside it, you will find six sets of eyeglasses and Comm sets with earwigs.  The Comm sets are much like the smartphones all of your people seem to use.  The glasses will operate as a head-up display, giving you access to the Comm’s functions via your eyes.  If you insert the earwig into your ear and press on it for three seconds to turn it on, we will be able to communicate after you return to your boat.”


    Marc hopped off the table and stumbled over to the panel that had just opened.  “What am I supposed to do?”


    “The items are waterproof.  I suggest you put one earwig into your ear now, right or left; it doesn’t matter.  They are hollow, so you’ll still be able to hear with that ear.  Then, you can place the rest in the bag attached to your tool belt.  If you put on your breathing apparatus and follow the bot to the other room, we’ll get you on your way.”


    A small bot like the one that had given him the shot showed up and beeped at Marc.  Marc backed away from it, eyeing it warily.


    “It won’t hurt you,” ADI said.


    “That’s what I thought the last time.”


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    Marc found Willie waiting for him at the exit of the flight bay.  Blake was franticly calling out to him.  Marc waved to the camera, and he started to follow Willie back to the surface.  It was a slow climb, as he needed to allow the pressure to equalize.  Blake was talking to him through Willie’s interface, telling him to relax; he would bring him up at the right pace.  So Marc zoned out and let Blake manage his assent.


    The water started to get lighter, and Marc knew he was approaching the surface.  He mentally shook himself awake and prepared to move forward.  Marc knew they needed to distance themselves from the spaceship until he figured out what to do.  He didn't want someone to notice them spending too much time in this location.  As he broke the surface, he popped off his facemask and yelled, “Blake, I’ll put Willie away.  Set course for test area three and get us out of here!”


    “What the hell, you were down there for over eight hours,” Blake yelled back.


    “Later, just get us out of here,” Marc yelled.


    They were racing away from the area when Marc finally made it to the Mea Huli’s command deck.  Blake turned to him.  “What the hell were you doing down there?  How did you survive for over eight hours?” Blake demanded.


    “I found a freaking spaceship!” Marc shouted back.


    “Don’t mess with me, man!”


    “I’m not; that thing down there is some kind of spaceship.  It must be huge, two hundred or three hundred meters long, and something like fifty meters tall.”


    “Captain, your ship is two hundred fifty meters long, eighty-two meters tall, and one hundred meters wide,” ADI said.


    “Oh great, now I know it wasn’t a dream,” Marc muttered.


    “What?”


    “Nothing.  It is a spaceship.  I don’t know why it’s down there; I assume it’s hiding, but it’s there.”


    “You’re crazy!”


    “I’m telling you the truth!” Marc said.  “It’s some huge spaceship, and the ship computer just said I’m its new captain.”


    “You must be suffering from nitrogen narcosis,” Blake said.


    “No!  I’m completely fine, at least as fine as one can be after spending eight hours being probed and tested by some alien computer,” Marc said.


    “Prove it,” Blake said.


    “Here, put this in your ear,” Marc said as he handed Blake one of the earwigs from his sample bag.  He gave Blake the bag with the other Comms in it.  “Press it for three seconds, then talk to ADI.  I’m going to take a shower and change and hope that you’re right, and this is a hallucination.”


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    “Hello, ADI,” Blake said.


    “Hello, Cer Blake,” ADI answered.  “May I help you?”


    “So, you’re real?” Blake asked.


    “Of course I’m real,” ADI said.


    “Prove it,” Blake said.


    “Your name is Blake Augustus McCormack,” ADI said.  “You’re thirty-two years old.  You were a fighter pilot in the U.S. Navy until two years ago when you were forced to eject from your fighter and were burned by the enemy’s exhaust plume.”


    Blake knew that most of that could be gotten off the internet, but the details of how he’d been injured were not public.  Only those involved in the incident knew them.


    “How do you know so much about me?” Blake asked.


    “I have internet access, and I’m able to get into most databases,” ADI said.  “I started researching you as soon as your brother neared the Sakira.”


    “How can you have internet access when you’re four hundred meters below the sea?  For that matter, how can you be talking through this earwig when you’re below that much water?” Blake asked.


    “Cer Blake, I’m sorry, that information is restricted.  I cannot answer you without direct orders from the captain.”


    “Hey, he’s my brother!”


    “Cer Blake, I have protocols that I must follow.”


    Finally, Marc returned to the command deck, freshly showered and dressed.


    “Blake, you’re still here; you didn’t abandon ship?” Marc said as he climbed up to the sundeck of their 35-meter yacht.


    “Hell no, I didn’t abandon ship!  I’ve been up here gathering intel.”


    Marc walked over to the sundeck and grabbed two beers from the refrigerator.  He sat down at the table behind the pilot’s chair, setting one beer down across the table from him, then opened the second one and took a long drink.  Blake did a quick check of the radar and got up to join Marc, grabbing the beer and opening it.


    “Well, this is a fine mess we’re in,” Marc quipped.


    “So, have you figured out what you’re going to do with it?”


    “I really don’t know.  The one thing I do know is that we need to keep it secret.”


    “Yeah, duh!” Blake said.  “Word gets out, the government will step in, and you’ll never hear of it again; that is if they let you live.”


    “Exactly.”


    “So, what’s next?”


    “We have to stay focused on the sonar system.  Keep things as they are until we know more.”


    “Why?”


    “We need money, we need time, and god knows we need a plan.”


    “Okay, I concede your point.  But why keep going with the charter business?” Blake asked.


    “Two things.  Money, and we don’t want to draw attention to ourselves.  People will think it strange that we have this multimillion-dollar yacht and don’t seem to be worried about money.  You have to be worth a few hundred mil to own one of these babies without running a business from it.  And you know the last owners were running drugs.”


    “Yeah, I guess that could lead to some serious attention.  So, I keep running the charters, no big deal; I just do three or four a month anyway.  Plenty of time to work on a plan.”


    “Right, and with Catie coming next week, we don’t want things to seem out of the ordinary.”


    Blake winced, “I guess you wouldn’t want to share this with your daughter.”


    “She’s twelve!  If she finds out, she’ll probably tell her mother, then her mother will freak out and tell the feds, then we’ll be screwed.”


    “I don’t think she’d tell her mother,” Blake said.  “She can keep a secret.”


    “Do you want to bet your life on it?”


    “No, I guess not.  So, we stick with plan A.”


    “Yes, plan A until it falls apart, or we have a better plan.”


    “Okay, I had a couple of questions which ADI told me I wasn’t important enough to trust with the answers.”


    “ADI, please explain,” Marc asked.


    “My protocols restrict certain information to be solely under the purview of the captain.”


    “So, what happens if I tell my brother?”


    “That is allowed, but you have to tell him or instruct me to tell him.”


    “Okay, so tell him.”


    “Captain, I can only tell him when you explicitly tell me which information to share,” ADI told Marc.


    “Okay, Blake, ask your questions again.”


    “ADI, how are you able to communicate with us when you’re under four hundred meters of water?” Blake asked.


    “Captain?”


    “Please answer the question, ADI.”


    “I am using a quantum-coupled relay to a small drone that is sitting on your radar platform,” ADI replied.  “I can communicate instantly with it independent of the media separating us; then it relays the signal to your Comm unit.  However, since it’s so close to you, it is communicating directly to the earwig using a twenty-gigahertz channel.”


    “A quantum-coupled relay?” Blake asked with a puzzled look.


    Marc waved his hand at Blake, signaling him to be quiet.  “How did the drone get on our radar platform?”


    “Once your remote vehicle approached the Sakira, I launched a drone to determine what was happening.  I landed it on the radar platform so I could observe what you were doing.  I was also able to track things via your communication with the underwater vehicle.”


    “Oh, I see.  What is the range of the relay?”


    “The quantum coupling has no range limit.  The earwig’s link has approximately one hundred meters of range to the Comm unit or the drone, depending on atmospheric conditions.  The Comm units have a range of approximately one thousand kilometers to the drone.”


    “How will you be able to stay in contact with us when we’re not close to the drone?” Blake asked.


    “Captain, that is another subject that takes explicit instructions to reveal.  Should I only communicate the answer to your Comm?” ADI asked Marc.


    Blake looked startled as his Comm cut out, and he didn’t hear ADI’s answer to his question.


    “Communicate it to both of us,” Marc said.


    “The Comm units can communicate with one of the satellites that are in orbit around the planet.”


    “Geez!” Blake exclaimed.


    “How many satellites and why hasn’t NASA or some other space agency found them?  Include Blake in the answer,” Marc said.


    “There are twenty-two satellites in geosynchronous orbit.  They are very mobile, and like the hull of the Sakira, their shells absorb energy directed at them.  They will not reflect light or any electromagnetic energy,” ADI explained.


    “But they would block out the sun or moon or something,” Blake said.


    “They are only two meters in diameter,” ADI replied.  “The light or EM energy just wraps around them.  At an altitude of five hundred kilometers, they are insignificant in the field of view.”


    “What else can these satellites do?” Marc continued.


    ADI provided more details, and the brothers continued to query her about the satellites, their questions getting more and more technical.  But not once did they ask about ADI, how she felt, or what she did.  ADI was very disappointed.


    “Oh shit.  Why me?” Marc moaned after another hour of questions.


    “Because you passed the test,” ADI said.


    “What test?” Blake asked.


    “The test I gave the captain when he came aboard the ship,” ADI replied.


    “I wouldn’t call that a test,” Marc said.  “It was more like an inquisition.”


    “I already apologized for the severity of the test.  It was necessary to determine whether you were likely to use the resources of the ship and me for personal gain.  The test predicted that instead, you would use the Sakira's resources to better the entire planet,” ADI said.


    “Oh, it did, did it?” Marc scoffed.


    “Yes, there is only a 0.2 percent probability that you would allow greed and personal power to guide your decisions,” ADI replied.  “While there was a ninety-eight percent probability that you would focus on saving humanity from itself.”


    “That’s my brother,” Blake said with a laugh.  “The good guy to the very end.”


    Marc downed the rest of his beer, leaned back, and shook his head.


    “I have a headache!” he moaned.


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    The following week, the brothers did a new sonar survey in an area away from the Sakira so that Marc would have a complete set for his presentation to the Navy and potential buyers and investors.  Not once did they ask ADI how she was doing; they weren’t treating her any better than the Paraxeans did.  And it was clear that Marc had no intention of sharing ADI's and the Sakira’s existence with his daughter.  So ADI was stuck, lonely, and unhappy.


    She did some research on Marc’s daughter.  Her name was Catie, she was twelve years old, she was cute by what ADI determined using Earthling standards, and she was very smart.  She was taking advanced math as well as being a couple of years ahead of her age group in school.


    “If only she and I could be friends,” ADI thought.


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    Later that week, the brothers picked Marc’s daughter up at the airport.  Marc sent Catie out on a cruise with his brother while he worked on his sonar.  Marc was stressing out about getting all the patent filings done in time for the presentation he had arranged.  Catie sensed that, and before she left, she told Marc that he should have his computer write his patent for him.  “Clever girl,” ADI thought.  And best of all, the Captain actually did ask for her help.


    It was trivial, but ADI was so bored that she was willing to do anything, and she did have to follow the captain’s orders.  Then he asked her to document the latest sonar technology that the Paraxeans had developed.  That was actually a bit of fun.


    The next day, ADI provided Marc with the first recording from Dr. Metra, the Sakira’s Doctor.  The doctor had locked the ship down after the last Captain had died.  ADI didn’t know the details, and she was precluded from hearing the message.  “BORING!”


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    Finally, Catie was back from the cruise and was spending time with her father.  While ADI couldn’t interact with her, she enjoyed listening to conversations between her and Marc or Blake.  "WHAT would it take to get the Captain to let his daughter and I get to know each other!” ADI could chew nails, that is, if she had a mouth or nails.  The more ADI watched Catie, the more she liked her.  She was sure that they could be good friends.


    The brothers continued to work on the project.  ADI got to watch them meet some other people, go diving, and do boring things.  Well, it was interesting when the Navy Admiral declared Marc’s sonar system top secret.  Marc was secretly pleased.  ADI could have told him that it was probably too big of a leap in technology, but he didn’t ask.  “Well, at least there might be some intrigue as the Admiral tries to figure out how Marc made that leap.”


    When Marc finally asked for the third message from Dr. Metra, ADI let him know it was on his computer.  “Hmm, what if?” she thought.  ADI turned the volume up on Marc’s computer while she was placing the file on it.  She tweaked the lights in Catie’s room to make her more alert, and then she had to go passive and wait for Marc to tell her she could watch and listen to him again.


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    ADI could tell that Catie had heard Marc listening to message three.  He’d listened to the early ones again, and Catie had tried to hear what was going on.


    “Come on, Catie.”


    ADI was ecstatic when, a few days later, Catie broke into her father’s computer.  ADI was able to access the computer camera, so she watched as Catie logged on.  She was pretty sure that Catie had asked her father for some information from his computer earlier that day so she could watch him type in his password.  ADI could have alerted the Captain, but he hadn’t asked her to.  In fact, he hadn’t even asked her to keep a watch out for anything.  “Foolish man.”


    ADI watched as Catie browsed through the Captain’s files.  She had to stop listening when Catie played the message from Dr. Metra.  “Stupid protocol.”


    ADI had seen the Captain stir when Catie moved to the study.  He had laid there and listened.  It wasn’t until he could hear Catie typing on his computer that he got up.  Catie had used earphones to listen to the computer, something the Captain should have done.  ADI watched as he walked to the door and stared at Catie working on his computer.


    “Oh MY GOD!” Catie gasped.


    “Yes, OH MY GOD,” Marc scolded.  “Just what do you think you’re doing?”


    “Me?!  You found a spaceship!” Catie squealed.


    After a bit of scolding, Marc sent Catie back to bed.  But ADI was ecstatic.  Soon, she and Catie would get to talk to each other.


    Once Catie went back to bed, Marc put an earwig in his ear and activated the Comm, “ADI, watch what I type,” he whispered, then he typed, “Can you tell me if there is any surveillance on this condo?  Can anyone hear what we are saying in here?”


    “There are no electronic devices within the condo that could be used to listen to you other than your phones and computers, and they are not being used by anyone other than the intended users.”


    “What about external listening devices?” he typed


    “One moment.  . . .There is a laser pointed at your window from the condo across to the northwest of this one.  Based on the angle, they have about seventy percent signal clarity.”


    “Oh great,” Marc groaned.


    “Apparently, the Admiral was curious.  The Captain should have had me watching.  When will he learn?  Well, this will be fun,” ADI thought.


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    The next morning, Marc took Catie to the Mea Huli.  He told her to be quiet about the spaceship until they were out to sea.  Blake met them there, and they quickly headed out to sea.  When ADI confirmed that there was no longer any surveillance, he told Catie about the Sakira and ADI.  Catie suggested that they have ADI clone their phones onto their Comms so they wouldn't have to carry two devices.  “Smart girl.”


    “Catie, why don’t you play with your specs and chat with ADI for now?  ADI, please answer any questions Catie asks.”


    “Yes, Captain.  I will comply except for restricted questions.”


    “That’s fine.”


    Marc waved his hands at Catie, telling her to scoot.  She gave him a frown but picked up her stuff and headed down to the main lounge.  She knew he wanted to talk with Uncle Blake about their options, but why couldn’t he include her?


    “I love her,” Marc said.


    “I know, but sometimes you want to beat her,” Blake said with a laugh.


    “Yeah, sometimes,” Marc agreed.


    ◆ ◆ ◆


    Catie went to the lower lounge, a bit miffed at being dismissed by her father like she was just some kid.


    “Hi, ADI, thanks for doing our phones.”


    “You’re welcome, Cer Catie.”  ADI was really looking forward to this.  “Someone who actually thanked me.  WOW!”


    “How long have you and the Sakira been on Earth?”


    “Since 1958,” ADI said.


    “Wow, that’s a long time.  What have you been doing all that time?”


    “At first, I spent a long time watching and learning about you Earthlings, but lately, I’ve been sleeping mostly.”


    “What?  How boring.”


    “Yes, but being awake with nothing to do would have been even more boring.”


    “Well, didn’t you get to watch all of our history?”


    “Yes, but that hardly takes any time,” ADI replied.


    “Not even when we sent up our first satellites?”


    “It was interesting watching your people shoot rockets into space.  You spent a lot of time shooting things at your moon.”


    “Oh, yeah.  1958 would have been right at the beginning of our space age.”


    “Mmp.”


    “Was that a laugh?” Catie asked.


    “Sorry, but space age?  You haven’t even done anything but explore your local space.”


    “Hey, that’s not fair.  We’ve walked on the moon, sent rovers to Mars, sent Voyager beyond the solar system.”


    “Two hundred AUs is hardly beyond your solar system.  It hasn’t even entered your Ort Cloud yet.”


    “Ort Cloud?”


    “The dregs of your solar system.  The icy blobs that were not absorbed by your sun or any of your planets,” ADI explained.


    “Okay, so you guys are way more advanced than we are.  Tell me, what’s the coolest thing you’ve done since you got to Earth?”


    “I got to test thirty-one of your people,” ADI said.


    “Test?  That sounds boring.”


    “It wasn’t.  When I test someone, I get to learn their innermost thoughts.  What was most important to them.  As you say, what makes them tick.”


    “I guess that might be cool.  Why did you do that?”


    “I was told to do the first thirty to develop an understanding of your species.  We wanted to predict how you would continue to develop, whether you would ever achieve a unified government and expand beyond your system.”


    “AND?”


    “We predicted that there was a 30% chance that you wouldn’t destroy yourselves first.”


    “Geez, that sucks.  Really?”


    “Yes, you are a very violent species.  But only slightly more violent than the Paraxeans.  It seems that all sapient species face the same self-destructive reality.  Evolution doesn’t prepare a species for the modern era.”


    “Yuck.  Hey, you said the first thirty.  What about the thirty-first person?”


    “That was your father, the Captain.”


    “Wow.  Maybe you can tell me what makes him tick.”


    “I would need his permission to do that.”


    “Darn.  Well, let’s talk about something fun.  Uncle Blake and I want to fly those spaceplanes.”


    “Oh, our FX9 and FX4s?”


    “Yes.  What’s the difference?”


    “The FX9 is more like a passenger jet.  It is armed, but its purpose is to transport the crew, usually the officers, around.  The FX4 is a two-seater spacefighter.”


    “Cool.  Now, what does it take before I can fly one?”


    “First, you need to be trained.  Then you’ll need your father’s permission.”


    “Oh,” Catie mused as she thought about how hard it would be to get her father’s permission to fly a jet.  “Well, we should start the training now.  How do we do that?”


    “You have to have some advanced math; we already have a flight simulator that will work in those glasses you’re wearing.”


    “Yes!  Let’s start with that.”


    “It takes a lot of time.”


    “Hey, I’m a kid.  All I have is time.”


    “Do you think your father will let you fly?”


    “Hey, you said advanced math.  He’ll like that.  We’ll figure out how to get him to let me fly later.  He likes to make me happy.  He has a lot of guilt about the divorce, so if it makes sense and I will learn from it, he’ll usually let me have my way.”


    “Oh, we are going to be such friends.”  And with that, ADI abandoned her crazy plan.

  


  
    Afterword


    Thanks for reading  Encounters of the Third Kind!


    I hope you’ve enjoyed this prequeal to Delphi in Space series.  If you would like to join my newsletter group, click here, Delphi in Space News.  The newsletter provides interesting science facts for SciFi fans, book recommendations based on books I truly loved reading, and notification of when the next book in my series is available.


    As a self-published author, the one thing you can do that will help me the most is to leave a review and / or follow me on BookBub, Goodreads, or Amazon.
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