
[image: cover]


[image: Image Missing]

 

 

 

 

 

 

[image: Image Missing]


Copyright © 2007 Cryptic, Inc.

The right of Jack McDevitt to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

First published in 2007 by Ace Books
A division of Penguin Group (USA) Inc.

First published as an Ebook in Great Britain by HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP in 2013

Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

eISBN: 978 1 4722 0330 4

HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

An Hachette UK Company

338 Euston Road

London NW1 3BH

www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk


Table of Contents

Title Page

Copyright Page

About the Author

Also by Jack McDevitt

Praise for Jack McDevitt

About the Book

Dedication

Acknowledgments

Epigraph

Prologue

Part One: Prometheus

Chapter 1

Chapter 2

Chapter 3

Chapter 4

Chapter 5

Chapter 6

Chapter 7

Part Two: Locarno

Chapter 8

Chapter 9

Chapter 10

Chapter 11

Chapter 12

Chapter 13

Chapter 14

Chapter 15

Chapter 16

Chapter 17

Chapter 18

Chapter 19

Chapter 20

Part Three: Outbound

Chapter 21

Chapter 22

Chapter 23

Chapter 24

Chapter 25

Chapter 26

Chapter 27

Chapter 28

Chapter 29

Chapter 30

Chapter 31

Part Four: Mordecai Zone

Chapter 32

Chapter 33

Chapter 34

Chapter 35

Chapter 36

Chapter 37

Chapter 38

Chapter 39

Epilogue



About the Author

Jack McDevitt is a former naval officer, taxi driver, English teacher, and motivational trainer, and is now a full-time writer. Eleven of his novels have been Nebula finalists. Seeker won the award in 2007. McDevitt lives in Georgia with his wife Maureen.


Jack McDevitt titles published by Headline:

The Alex Benedict Novels

A Talent for War

Polaris

Seeker

The Devil’s Eye

Echo

Firebird

The Academy (Priscilla Hutchins) Novels

The Engines of God

Deepsix

Chindi

Omega

Odyssey

Cauldron


Praise for Jack McDevitt:

‘You’re going to love it even if you think you don’t like science fiction. You might even want to drop me a thank-you note for the tip before racing out to your local bookstore to pick up the Jack McDevitt backlist’

Stephen King

‘A real writer has entered our ranks, and his name is Jack McDevitt’

Michael Bishop, Nebula Award winner

‘Why read Jack McDevitt? The question should be: Who among us is such a slow pony that s/he isn’t reading McDevitt?’

Harlan Ellison, Hugo and Nebula Award winner

‘You should definitely read Jack McDevitt’

Gregory Benford, Nebula and Campbell Award winner

‘No one does it better than Jack McDevitt’

Robert J. Sawyer, Hugo, Nebula and Campbell Award winner


About the Book

The year is 2255. The Academy that trained the starfarers is long gone and veteran pilot Priscilla 'Hutch' Hutchins spends her retirement supporting fund-raising efforts for The Prometheus Foundation, a privately funded organization devoted to deep space exploration.

But when a young physicist unveils an efficient star drive capable of reaching the core of the galaxy, Hutch finds herself back in the deepest reaches of space, and on the verge of discovering the origins of the deadly Omega clouds that continue to haunt her.


For Jamie Bishop


Acknowledgments

I’m indebted for advice and technical assistance to David DeGraff of Alfred University; Michael Shara of the American Museum of Natural History; and Michael Fossel, author of Cells, Aging, and Human Disease. Walter Cuirle and Travis Taylor helped out at the galactic core. Thanks also to Ralph Vicinanza, for his continuing support. To Maureen McDevitt, for her comments on an early version of the manuscript. And to my editor, Ginjer Buchanan. 


Out of the night they come,

Raining fire and rock,

Raking the cities of man*,

Living storms,

Shaped in the Devil’s Cauldron.

—Sigma Hotel Book

(Translated by Phyl)

 



* Editor’s Note: Poetic license. The term used by the inhabitants of Sigma 2711 to describe themselves is not translatable, other than as above.


Prologue

Cherry Hill, New Jersey. December 16, 2185.

The call came, as such things always seemed to, in the middle of the night. ‘Jason?’ Lucy’s voice on the other end. Tense. Excited. But she was trying to sound professional. Unemotional.

Jason Hutchins’s first thought was that Lucy’s mother had suffered another breakdown. The woman was apparently given to nervous collapses, and the family always called Lucy. Teresa, also awakened by the call, raised an arm in protest, then pulled a pillow over her head. ‘Yes, Lucy? What’s the problem?’

‘We have a hit!’

That brought him fully alert.

It had happened before. Periodically they’d gotten a signal that had set off alarms. Usually it vanished within minutes and was never heard again. Occasionally, it was a human transmission bouncing around. Never during the two and a half centuries of the search had they gotten a legitimate strike. A demonstrably artificial transmission that could be confirmed. Not once. And he knew as he rolled out of bed, as he grumbled to Teresa that no there wasn’t a problem, that he’d be back in an hour or so, he knew that this would be no different.

It was at times like this, when he conceded that SETI was essentially a religious exercise, that it took a leap of faith to sit down each day in front of the screens and pretend something might actually happen, that he wondered why he hadn’t looked for a career that would provide at least the opportunity for an occasional breakthrough. Whole generations of true believers had manned the radio telescopes, some in orbit, some on the back side of the moon, a few on mountaintops, waiting for the transmission that never came. They joked about it. Waiting for Godot. I know when it happens, I’ll be at lunch.

‘I do it for the money,’ he told people when they asked.

A lot had changed since the early days of the project. The technology, of course, had improved exponentially. There were starships now. It was possible to go out and actually look at the worlds orbiting Alpha Centauri and 36 Ophiuchi and other reasonably nearby stars. We knew now that life existed elsewhere, even that intelligent life had flourished in a few places. But only one extant technological world was known, and that was a savage place, its nation-states constantly at war, too busy exhausting their natural resources and killing on a massive scale to advance beyond an early-twentieth-century level.

So yes, there were other places. Or at least there was one other place. And we knew there had been others. But they were in ruins, lost in time, and the evidence suggested that once you entered an industrial phase, you began a countdown and survived only a few more centuries.

But maybe not. Maybe somewhere out there, there was the kind of place you read about in novels. A place that had stabilized its environment, that had conquered its own worst instincts, and gone on to create a true civilization.

He wore a resigned smile as he left the house. It was a clear, moonless night. The skies were brighter, less polluted, than they had been when he was young. They were beginning to win that battle, at least. And, if there were still occasional armed arguments between local warlords, they’d gotten through the era of big wars and rampant terrorism.

With starflight, the future looked promising. He wondered what his daughter, Prissy, who’d still be young at the dawn of the new century, would live to see. Maybe one day she’d shake the mandible of a genuine alien. Or visit a black hole. At the moment, anything seemed possible.

He climbed into the flyer. ‘Where to, Jason?’ it asked.

Lucy was so excited when he walked in she could barely contain herself. ‘It’s still coming, Jason,’ she said.

‘What are we listening to tonight?’ He’d been gone several days, at a conference, and had lost track of the schedule.

‘Sigma 2711,’ she said. It was an old class-G located out beyond NCG6440, roughly halfway to the galactic core. Fourteen thousand light-years. If it turned out to be legitimate, it wasn’t going to be somebody with whom they could hold a conversation.

Lucy was a postdoc, from Princeton. She was energetic, driven, maybe a little too enthusiastic. Marcel Cormley, her mentor, didn’t approve of her assignment to the Drake Center. She was too talented to waste her time on what he perceived as a crank operation. He hadn’t said that to Hutchins’s face, of course, but he’d made no secret to his colleagues about his feelings. Hutchins wasn’t entirely sure he was wrong. Moreover, he suspected Lucy had come to the Center primarily because Cormley had opposed it. However that might be, she had thrown herself into the work, and he could ask no more than that. In fact, enthusiasm was probably a drawback in a field that, generation after generation, showed no results. Still, she was getting experience in astronomical fundamentals.

‘Does it still look good, Tommy?’ he asked the AI.

Tommy, who was named for Thomas Petrocelli, the designer of the first officially designated AI, took a moment to consider. ‘This one might be a genuine hit,’ he said.

‘Let me see it.’ Jason sat down in front of a monitor.

‘It repeats every seventeen minutes and eleven seconds,’ said Lucy. Light bars flickered across the screen. ‘The sequence is simple.’ Four. Then two clusters of four. Then four clusters. Then four clusters of eight. And eight of eight.

‘It keeps doubling,’ he said.

‘Up to 256. Then it runs backward.’

‘Okay. What else is there?’

‘You get about two minutes of the pattern. Then it goes away, and we get this.’ A long, apparently arbitrary, sequence began. He watched it for several minutes before turning aside. ‘Tommy,’ he said, ‘are we making any progress?’

‘It has markers. But ask me later.’

Lucy stood off to one side, her gaze tracking between him and the AI’s speaker. She looked as if she were praying. Yes, Lord, let it be so. She was blond, a bit on the heavy side, although she never seemed to lack for boyfriends. They were always picking her up and dropping her off.

Jason pushed back in his chair. He wasn’t going to allow himself to believe it was actually happening. Not after all this time. It couldn’t just drop in his lap like this. It had to be a system bug. Or a hoax.

Lucy, apparently finished with her entreaties to the spiritual world, returned to her chair, pressed her hands together, and stared at the screen. ‘I wonder what they’re saying.’

Jason looked around for coffee. Lucy used only soft drinks, so there was none available.

She read his mind, had the grace to look guilty, but said nothing. Had the evening been quiet, she’d have offered to make it.

He sat down in front of one of the displays and brought up Sigma 2711. It was seven billion years old, give or take a few hundred million. Maybe a quarter more massive than the sun. At fourteen thousand light-years, it was far beyond the range of the superluminals. But there was evidence of a planetary system, though nothing had been sighted directly.

If the transmission got a confirmation, he could probably arrange to have the Van Entel take a look. The giant telescope would have no problem picking up planets at Sigma, if they existed.

‘What do you think, Jason?’ she asked.

The first streaks of gray were appearing in the east. ‘It’s possible,’ he said. ‘Tommy, get me somebody at Kitt Peak.’

Lucy broke into a huge smile, the kind that says Do with me as you will, my life is complete. ‘And they told me,’ she said, ‘nothing ever happens over here.’

‘Kitt Peak,’ said a woman’s voice. She seemed oddly cheerful, considering the hour.

‘This is Jason Hutchins,’ he said. ‘At Drake. We need confirmation on a signal.’

‘You got a hot one, Jason?’ He recognized Ginny Madison on the other end. They’d been together at Moonbase once, long ago.

‘Hi, Ginny. Yes. We have a possible. I’d be grateful if you’d check it for us.’

‘Give me the numbers.’

‘I have a partial translation,’ said Tommy.

‘On-screen.’

‘Much of the text is an instructional segment, providing clues how to penetrate the message.’

‘Okay.’

‘Here are the opening lines.’

GREETINGS TO OUR (unknown) ACROSS THE (unknown). THE INHABITANTS OF SIGMA 2711 SEND THIS TRANSMISSION IN THE HOPE THAT COMMUNION(?) WITH ANOTHER (unknown) WILL OCCUR. KNOW THAT WE WISH YOU (unknown). THIS IS OUR FIRST ATTEMPT TO COMMUNICATE BEYOND OUR REALM. WE WILL LISTEN ON THIS FREQUENCY. RESPOND IF YOU ARE ABLE. OR BLINK YOUR LIGHTS(?).

‘I took the liberty of substituting the name of their star. And, of course, I did some interpolation.’

‘Thank you, Tommy.’

‘Considering their desire to strike up a conversation, it’s unlikely they expected their message to be received so far away. This was probably aimed at a nearby system.’

‘Yeah. I expect so.’

‘Jason,’ said Lucy, ‘what do you make of the last line?’

‘Blink your lights’?’

‘Yes.’

‘Metaphorical. If you can’t answer, wave.’ He stared at the screen. ‘The frequency: I assume it’s 1662.’

‘On the button.’ The first hydroxyl line. It was where they’d always expected it would happen. The ideal frequency.

Ginny was back within the hour. ‘Looks legitimate,’ she said. ‘As far as we can tell. We’ve got confirmations through Lowell and Packer. We also ran it through ComData. They say it’s not ours, and we can’t find a bounce.’ Another broad smile. ‘I think you’ve got one, Jason. Congratulations.’

Word got around quickly. People began calling minutes after Ginny had confirmed. Has it really happened? Congratulations. What have you got? We hear you’ve been able to read some of it? These were the same people who’d passed him politely in the astronomical corridors, tolerating him, the guy whose imagination had run past his common sense, who’d wasted what might have been a promising career hunting for the LGMs that even the starships couldn’t find.

But he was well beyond starship country now.

Within a few hours Tommy had more of the text. It included a physical description of the senders. They had four limbs and stood upright, but they were leaner than humans. Their heads were insectile, with large oval eyes. Bat ears rose off the skull, and they had antennas. No sign of an olfactory system. No indication of an expression, or even if the face was capable of one. ‘Are the features flexible?’ he asked Tommy. It was an odd question, but he couldn’t resist.

‘Information not provided, Jason.’

‘How big are they?’

‘No way to know. We share no measurement system.’

That brought Lucy into the conversation. ‘You’re saying they could be an inch tall?’

‘It’s possible.’

Jason propped his head on his hands and stared at the image. ‘Judging from the relative size of the eyes, it looks as if they live in a darker environment than we do.’

‘Not necessarily,’ said Tommy. ‘The smaller a creature is, the larger its eyes should be relative to body size. They have to be big enough to gather a minimum amount of light.’

There was more. Details of the home world: broad seas, vast vegetative entanglements, which eventually got translated as jungles.

And shining cities. They seemed to be either along coastlines or bordering rivers.

‘There are large sections of the transmission I still cannot read,’ said Tommy. ‘Some aspects of the arrangement suggest they may be sound patterns. Speeches, perhaps.’

‘Or music,’ said Lucy.

‘It is possible.’

‘Translate that,’ she continued, ‘and you could have a hell of a concert.’

Descriptions of architecture. Jason got the impression the aliens were big on architecture.

Accounts of cropped fields, purpose unknown, possibly intended as vegetative art.

‘They’re poetic,’ said Lucy.

‘You think? Simply because they like to design buildings and grow flowers?’

‘That, too.’

‘What else?’

‘Mostly, that they’re putting a bottle out into the dark.’

Jason called home to tell Teresa the news. She congratulated him and carried on about what a wonderful night it was, but the enthusiasm had a false note. She didn’t really grasp the significance of the event. She was happy because he was happy. Well, it was okay. He hadn’t married her for her brains. She was a charmer, and she tried to be a good wife, so he really couldn’t ask more than that.

Just before dawn, the transmission stopped. It was over.

By then all sorts of people had begun showing up. His own staff of off-duty watchstanders. The people who had for years not noticed that the Drake Center even existed: Barkley and Lansing from Yale, Evans from Holloway, Peterson and Chokai from Lowell, DiPietro from LaSalle. By midmorning the press had arrived, followed by a gaggle of politicians. Everybody became part of the celebration.

Jason broke out the champagne that had, metaphorically, been on ice for two and a half centuries and ordered more sent over from the Quality Liquor Store in the Plaza Mall. He held an impromptu press conference. One of the media types pinned the name Sigmas on the creatures, and that became their official designation.

After she’d gotten Prissy off to school, Teresa showed up, too, along with her cousin Alice. She was clearly delighted by the attention her husband was getting, and she sat for hours enjoying the warm glow of reflected celebrity. It was, in many ways, the happiest moment of his life.

Years later, when he looked back on that day, after the Sigmas had faded into history, it wasn’t the call in the night that stood out in his memory, nor Tommy’s comment, ‘This one might be a genuine hit,’ nor even the message itself: ‘Greetings to our (unknown) across the (unknown).’ It wasn’t even Ginny’s confirmation. ‘We can’t find a bounce.’ It was Prissy, when she got home from school, where she’d already heard the news. It was odd: Nine years old, and she understood what her mother had missed.

‘Daddy, are you going to send a message back?’ she’d asked. He was home by then, exhausted, but planning to change clothes and return to the Center.

‘No,’ he said. ‘They’re too far away, love.’

‘Even to just talk to them? They sent us a message. Why can’t we send one back?’

‘Do you know about the pharaohs?’ he asked.

‘In Egypt?’ Her dark eyes clouded with puzzlement. What did pharaohs have to do with anything? She was a beautiful child. Armed with her mother’s looks. But she had his brain. She’d be a heartbreaker one day.

‘Yes. Do you know how long ago that was? King Tut and all that?’

She thought about it. ‘A long time,’ she said.

‘Thousands of years.’

‘Yes. Why can’t we talk to the Sigmas?’

‘Because they’re not there anymore,’ he said. ‘They’re dead a long time ago. They were dead long before there were pharaohs.’

She looked baffled. ‘The people who sent the message died before there were pharaohs?’

‘Yes. I don’t think there’s much question about that. But they weren’t really people.’

‘I don’t understand. If they died that long ago, how could they send us a message?’

‘It took a long time for the message to get here.’

Her dark eyes got very round. ‘I think it’s sad that we can’t say hello back to them.’

‘I do, too, sweetheart,’ he said. He looked at her and thought how she had touched ultimate truth. ‘They’re starting to build very fast ships. Maybe one day you’ll be able to go look.’


PART ONE

Prometheus


1

Thursday, January 11, 2255.

François St John did not like the omega. It lay beneath him, dark and misty and gray. And ominous, like an approaching thunderstorm in summer. It was a vast cloudscape, illuminated by internal lightning. It seemed to go on forever.

They’d measured it, estimated its mass, taken its temperature, gleaned samples from deeper inside than anyone had been able to penetrate before, and they were ready to start for home.

The omega, despite appearances, was by no means adrift. It was racing through the night at a velocity far exceeding anything possible for an ordinary dust cloud, running behind the hedgehog, its trigger, closing on it at a rate of about thirteen kilometers per day. In approximately three thousand years it would overtake the object and hit it with a lightning strike. When it did, the trigger would explode, igniting the cloud, and the cloud would erupt in an enormous fireball.

The omegas were the great enigma of the age. Purpose unknown. Once thought to be natural objects, but no more. Not since the discovery of the hedgehogs twenty years earlier. Nobody knew what they were or why they existed. There wasn’t even a decent theory, so far as François was aware. The lightning was drawn by the right angles incorporated into the design of the hedgehogs. The problem was that anything with a right angle, if it got in the path of the cloud, had better look out.

He was surprised by the voice behind him. ‘Almost done, François. Another hour or so, and we can be on our way.’

It was Benjamin Langston. The team leader. He was more than a hundred years old, but he still played tennis on weekends. There had been a time when people at that age routinely contemplated retirement. ‘You got anything new, Ben?’

Ben ducked his head to get through the hatch onto the bridge. It was an exaggerated gesture, designed to show off. He enjoyed being the tallest guy on the ship. Or the most put-upon. Or the guy whose equipment was least reliable. Whenever anyone had a story about women, or alcohol, or close calls, Ben always went one better. But he knew how to speak plain English, which set him apart from most of the physicists François had been hauling around these last few years.

‘Not really,’ he said. ‘We’ll know more when we get home. When we can do some analysis.’ He had red hair and a crooked smile. He’d probably injured his jaw at some point.

‘I have to admit, Ben,’ François said, ‘that I’ll be happy to be away from the thing. I don’t like going anywhere near it.’ The Jenkins was supposed to be safe for working around an omega. The Prometheus Foundation, its owner, had rebuilt her several years ago, taking away the outer shell and replacing it with a rounded hull. No right angles anywhere. Nothing to stir the monster. But he’d seen the holos, had watched the massive lightning bolts reach out and strike target objects left in its path. The thing was scary.

He looked down at the cloudscape. It felt as if there were something solid immediately beneath the gray mist, as if they were gliding over a planetary surface. But people who’d done work around omegas said that was always the impression. One of the uncanny features of the omega was its ability to hang together. You would have expected it to dissipate, to blur at the edges. But the clouds weren’t like that. Ben had commented that they had nearly the cohesion of a solid object.

In fact, Ben admired the damned things. ‘It’s beautiful, isn’t it?’ he said. He sounded awed.

That wasn’t the way Francois would have described it. But he pretended to agree. ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Beautiful.’ Dead ahead, and deep within the cloud, a red glow appeared, expanded, brightened, and finally faded. It lasted only a few moments, then it was gone, and they saw nothing except their own navigation lights, captured and blurred in the mist.

It happened all the time, silent flowerings of ruby light.

They talked about incidentals, about the long ride home, which would take approximately three weeks, and how good it would be to get out of their cramped quarters. Ben admitted that he missed his classes. He was one of those very occasional academic types who seemed to enjoy the give-and-take of a seminar. His colleagues usually talked about it as if it were a menial task imposed by an unthinking university interested only in making money.

‘François.’ The AI’s voice.

‘Yes, Bill, what have you got?’

‘Cloud’s changing course.’

‘What?’ That wasn’t possible.

‘I’ve been watching it for several minutes. There’s no question. It’s moving to port, and below the plane.’

It couldn’t happen. The clouds stayed relentlessly in pursuit of their triggers unless they were distracted by something else. The lines of a city, perhaps. But there were certainly no cities anywhere nearby. And no gravity fields to distract it.

‘It’s picked up a geometric pattern here somewhere,’ said Ben. He peered at the images on the monitors. ‘Has to be.’ But there was nothing in any direction save empty space. For light-years. ‘François, ask Bill to do a sweep of the area.’

François nodded. ‘Bill?’

‘We need to get out in front of it.’

Ben made a face. ‘We’ll lose contact with the probe if we do that.’

François wasn’t sure what kind of data the probe was collecting. The only thing that had mattered to him was that it was the last one. He looked at Ben. ‘What do you want to do?’

‘Are we sure the cloud’s really changing course?’

‘Yes.’

‘Then let’s find out why.’

‘Okay,’ François said. He gave instructions to the AI, and the sound of the engines began to intensify. He switched on the allcom. ‘Leah, Eagle, Tolya, strap down. We’re going to be executing a maneuver in a minute.’

Leah was Mrs Langston. Like Ben, she was a specialist in various aspects of the clouds, physical structure, nanotech systems, propulsion. The objective of the mission was to learn something about their makers, who they were, what their capabilities were, why they sent the damned things out into the Orion Arm. Into the entire galaxy for all anyone knew.

Eagle’s real name was Jack Hopewell. He was a Native American, the mission’s astrophysicist, the department chairman at the World Sciences Institute. He claimed to be a full-blooded Cherokee, but he always smiled when he said it, as if he didn’t really mean it. François thought there might be a German back there somewhere, and maybe an Irishman.

Tolya was Anatoly Vasiliev, a nanotech specialist from the University of Moscow. She was on the verge of retirement, had never seen an omega, and had pulled every string she could find to get assigned to this mission.

Leah responded with that very precise Oxford voice: ‘François, what’s going on?’

He explained, while – one by one – the three indicator lamps brightened. Everybody was belted down. Ben slipped into his seat, and the harness closed around him. ‘All right, guys,’ François said, ‘I’ll let you know when we’re done. This is going to take a few minutes.’ He switched back to the AI. ‘When you’re ready, Bill.’

The Jenkins was, of course, moving in the same direction as the cloud, pacing it. François extracted the yoke from the control panel and pushed it gently forward. The engines grew louder, and the cloudscape began to move aft. Swirls of mist accelerated, swept beneath the glow of the ship’s lights, and blurred. Bill announced he’d lost contact with the probe.

It took a while, but eventually the horizon approached.

‘The omega is still turning,’ said Bill.

More electricity flashed through the depths. To François, the cloud seemed alive. It was a notion that had respectability in some quarters. No one had really been able to demonstrate the validity of the proposition one way or the other. And François would readily have admitted he had no evidence to support his impression. But the thing felt alive. That was why he didn’t entirely trust the assurances of the engineers who told him the Jenkins, because of its rounded edges, was safe. Who could really predict what one of these monsters might do?

They soared out past the rim, the leading edge of the cloud. ‘See anything yet, Bill?’ he asked.

‘Negative. But the turn is slowing. It’s settling in on a vector.’ Bill adjusted course and continued to accelerate.

François looked out at the stars. There was no nearby sun. No nearby planet. Nowhere it could be going. ‘You figure that thing can see farther than we can, Ben?’

Ben sighed. ‘Don’t know. We still don’t know much. But it has potentially a much larger reception area than we do. So yes, it probably can see farther. Maybe not optically, but in some sense.’

The cloud was dwindling behind them, becoming part of the night, a dark presence blocking off the stars, illuminated only by periodic lightning. It could have been a distant storm.

‘Still nothing?’ asked François.

‘Not yet,’ said Bill. ‘Whatever it is, it’s dead ahead. The omega has begun to decelerate.’

He eased back on the yoke and opened the allcom: ‘Going to cruise, folks. If you need to get anything done, this would be a good time, but don’t go too far from your couch.’

Minutes later Leah’s head pushed through the hatch. ‘Nothing yet?’

‘Not a thing,’ said Ben.

Leah was in her nineties. She was tall and graceful, with dark brown hair and matching eyes. A good partner for Ben, given to trading quips with him, and easily, as far as François could see, his intellectual equal. ‘Okay,’ she said, starting back. ‘Let us know if you see something.’

François had known Leah for thirty years, had hauled her to various destinations during his Academy days, before she’d married Ben. Before she’d known him, as a matter of fact. He’d made a play for her once, in those halcyon times, shortly after his first marriage had gone south. But she hadn’t been interested. He suspected she’d thought she wouldn’t be able to hold on to him.

A half hour slipped past while Bill sought the reason for the omega’s course change. François began to wonder if the AI had misread the omega. Ben had fallen silent, was going over some notes, and François was sitting with his head thrown back, half-asleep, when Bill stirred. You could tell Bill was about to deliver an announcement of some significance, because it was inevitably preceded by an electronic warble, the AI’s equivalent of clearing his throat. ‘François, object ahead. Range 3.4 million kilometers.’

Ben immediately looked up. Studied the display. ‘What is it?’ he asked.

‘It appears to be a ship.’

‘A ship?’

‘Yes. An artificial construct of some kind. It is not under power.’

Ben turned to look out the viewport. ‘François, who else is out here?’

‘Nobody. Not supposed to be anybody.’

What the hell? ‘Bill, what kind of ship?’

‘I don’t know. We’re too far away.’

It looked like a collection of cubes, or boxes, of varying sizes connected by tubes. Some of the tubes ran straight from one box to another, others angled off in various directions. None curved. It was all right angles, a target made for an omega.

The thing resembled a child’s toy, a puzzle to be manipulated until all the cubes lined up one way or another. Despite Bill’s assessment, it was most definitely not a ship. ‘I was in error,’ said Bill. ‘I see no visible means of propulsion. Furthermore, if there were a method not apparent to us, I doubt the thing would hold together under acceleration.’

‘A space station of some kind?’ asked Ben.

‘Possibly a habitat,’ said François. ‘I really don’t know what to make of it.’

‘What’s it doing out here?’

François gave them a ride. With the cloud coming up in the rear, he wanted to get to the object as quickly as he could. So he accelerated, then threw on the brakes. He burned fuel heedlessly. Ben grinned down at him. ‘That’s good, François. You’re learning.’

‘Bill,’ he said, ‘how much time do we have?’

‘The omega is still decelerating. If it continues to slow at its present rate, after we arrive, we will have approximately twenty-three minutes before the cloud comes within strike distance.’

Ben stared at the object and looked pained. ‘François, it’s alien.’

‘I know.’

‘It’s priceless.’

‘I know that, too, Ben.’

‘Can we save it? Push it aside?’

‘How big is it, Bill?’

‘I am not able to estimate its mass. But the largest of the segments is eleven times the diameter of the ship. It dwarfs us.’

‘Couldn’t we accelerate it?’ said Ben. ‘It’s big, I know, but it’s adrift.’

François counted nine boxes. ‘It wouldn’t matter. We have no way to control its flight. The thing would just roll off to the side when we started pushing. All that would happen is that the goddam omega would adjust course.’

Eagle and Tolya had crowded into the hatchway. Leah was behind them. ‘We have to do something,’ Tolya said. ‘We can’t just let this happen.’

‘Damn right,’ said Eagle.

François raised his hands. ‘We don’t have much choice. For what it’s worth, we’re recording everything.’

‘That’s not worth much,’ Leah said.

‘There’s nothing else we can do.’ He pulled at one ear. ‘Bill.’

‘Yes, François.’

‘Is the thing hollow?’

‘It appears to be.’

Leah broke in. ‘When we get there, we’ll have a few minutes. We need to find a way in.’

François squeezed his eyes shut. ‘No,’ he said. ‘Absolutely not. That’s the last thing we want to do.’

‘Look, François.’ She was trying to sound reasonable. ‘We can probably find a hatch or port or something. We can get in, take a quick look around, and clear out.’ She was already opening the storage locker and grabbing for air tanks and an e-suit.

‘No,’ said Ben. ‘Absolutely not.’

Tolya looked frantic. ‘I’ll go, too.’ All the women on the flight were deranged. ‘What do you want to do,’ she demanded, ‘just give up?’

François wanted to remind her she was only a student. Not here to give directions to anybody. But Ben took care of it with an icy look. ‘Forget it,’ he said. ‘Nobody’s going anywhere. Twenty minutes won’t be enough time.’

‘He’s right,’ said François.

Ben was a bit too daunting for her, so Tolya turned on François. ‘What the hell do you know about it? What are we going to do? Just stand by and watch the idiot cloud blow that thing up? Spend the rest of our lives wondering what it might have been?’

It was tumbling. Slowly.

‘I wonder how old it is?’ Leah checked Ben’s air tanks. ‘You’re all set.’

They were in the airlock, carrying lasers and tool belts, ready to go. Eagle and Tolya had wanted to go along, too, but unfortunately there were only three e-suits on board, and nobody got to use the captain’s. It was a violation of regulations.

‘You guys go over,’ said François, ‘cut your way in, take a quick look, and get back here.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Ben.

‘Look, Ben, so you know: There really isn’t time to do this, and I’m not going to put the ship at risk. When it gets close, I’m clearing out. Whether you two are back or not.’

‘Understood,’ said Ben.

‘Goddam it.’ Leah shook her head. ‘You worry too much, François.’

He saw no advantage to the design of the object. The cubes seemed to be connected in a totally random fashion. Purely aesthetic, he thought. Somebody’s idea of art.

He looked at the rear view. The black patch was growing, systematically blocking out stars.

‘Hatch locations,’ said Bill, marking four sites on the display. François picked one that allowed easy access from the Jenkins and maneuvered alongside. It was located on one of the smaller cubes, on the outer rim of the cluster. It was less than average size, but it was larger than the Jenkins. He eased in as closely as he could, lined up the hatch with the ship’s air lock, and instructed Bill to hold the position. ‘Okay,’ he told Ben.

His navigation lights played off the surface of the object. It was battered. Corroded. It had been there a long time.

Ben opened the outer hatch. ‘It’s pretty worn,’ he said.

‘You’ve got seventeen minutes to be back here,’ François said. ‘Okay? Seventeen minutes and we take off. Whether you’re on board or not.’

‘Don’t worry,’ said Leah. ‘Just keep the door open.’

Right.

An imager picked them up as they left the ship. Followed them across the few meters of open space to the hatch. Whoever’d used it had been about the same size as humans. Which meant Ben would have a hard time squeezing through.

‘Incredible,’ said Leah. She was examining the hull, which was pocked and scored. ‘Cosmic rays. It is ancient.’

‘How old do you think?’ asked Ben.

Bill sighed. ‘Use the scanner, Ben. Get me the hull’s composition, and I might be able to give you an answer.’

Ben wasn’t sure which of the devices he carried with him was the scanner. He hadn’t used one before, but Leah knew. She activated hers and ran it across the damage.

‘Good,’ said Bill. ‘Give me a minute.’

Ben made an effort to open the hatch. There was a press panel, but it didn’t react. Leah put her scanner back in her belt and produced a laser. She activated it and started cutting. ‘This is a disaster,’ she said. ‘What were the odds of finding something like this? And then to have it sitting right in front of that goddam avalanche back there?’

Ben drew his own laser out of his harness, but François cautioned him not to use it. Two relatively inexperienced people cutting away was a sure formula for disaster. So he stayed back. Leah needed only minutes to cut through. She pushed a wedge of metal into space, put the instrument away, and stepped inside the ship.

‘Turn on the recorder,’ François told her.

Each wore an imager on the right breast pocket. The auxiliary monitor came to life, and François was looking down a dark corridor, illuminated by their headlamps. Shadows everywhere. The bulkhead looked rough and washed-out. Whatever materials had originally lined it had disintegrated. The overhead was so low that even Leah couldn’t stand up straight.

Something was moving slowly down the bulkhead. Ben saw it, and the picture jumped.

‘What is it?’ asked François.

Dust. A hand, Leah’s, scooped some of it up, held the light against it.

‘Scan it,’ said Bill. Leah complied. The AI’s electronics murmured softly. ‘Organics,’ he said.

‘You’re saying this was one of the crew?’

‘Probably,’ said François. ‘Or maybe they kept plants on board.’

‘I wonder what happened here?’ said Ben.

After a long silence, Bill said, ‘I’ve got the results on the cosmic ray damage. It’s hard to believe, but I’ve double-checked the numbers. The object appears to be 1.2 billion years old.’

Ben made a noise as if he were in pain. ‘That can’t be right,’ he said.

‘I’ve made no error.’

‘Son of a bitch. François, we’ve got to save this thing.’

‘If you can think of a way, I’ll be happy to make it happen.’

Leah broke in: ‘There’s something on the wall here. Engraving of some kind. Feel this, Ben.’

He put his fingertips against the bulkhead. Then he produced a knife and scraped away some dust.

‘Careful,’ she said.

François couldn’t make out anything.

‘There is something here. It’s filled in.’

Leah moved to her right. ‘More here.’ She ran her fingers down the bulkhead, top to bottom. ‘Not symbols,’ she said. ‘More like a curving line.’

‘Nine minutes,’ said François.

‘For God’s sake, François. Give us a break.’

‘What do you want me to do, Ben?’ He was having trouble keeping the anger out of his voice. Did they think he wouldn’t have saved the thing if he could? Did they think he didn’t care?

He listened while they tried to get a better look at the bulkhead. The object was tumbling slowly as it moved, and the dust had been crawling around inside it all this time. It would have long since wedded itself to any apertures, openings, lines, anything on the bulkheads. ‘It’s hopeless,’ François said.

It wasn’t going well. He heard mostly invective, aimed at the dust, occasionally at the omega. ‘Can’t be sure of anything,’ Leah said. She looked around. A few pieces of metal were bolted into the connecting bulkhead.

‘Might have been cabinets,’ said Ben, ‘or shelves, or an instrument panel of some sort.’

‘Better start back,’ said François.

‘We can’t just give up.’ Ben sounded desperate. He literally stabbed the bulkhead. ‘We may never find anything again as old as this is.’

‘Before the dinosaurs,’ said François.

Leah was breathing hard. ‘Before multicellular life.’ The comment was punctuated by gasps. ‘Think about that for a minute. Before the first plant appeared on Earth, something was sitting here, in this room. We can’t just leave it.’

François was getting a creepy feeling. The black patch behind the Jenkins kept growing.

They gave up. Ben had found a plate fixed to the bulkhead. He’d been trying to break it loose and he finally took a swipe at it with a wrench. It broke away and disappeared into the darkness. ‘Maybe the name of the place they came from,’ he said.

Leah touched the spot where the plate had been. ‘Or maybe the men’s room.’

They went through an opening into a connecting tube. Toward a cube several times the size of the one they were leaving. ‘No,’ said François. ‘Your time’s up. Come back.’

‘It’ll just take a minute, François,’ said Leah. ‘We’re just going to take a quick look. Then we’ll come right back.’

He wondered whether the tubes had originally been transparent. They looked different from the interior, a different shade of gray, and were smeared rather than flaking.

He took a deep breath. ‘Bill, I don’t much like the way this is going.’

‘Nor do I, François.’

He counted off another minute. ‘Ben,’ he said, finally, ‘that’s enough. Come back.’

‘We’re on our way.’ They’d entered the new cube, which consisted of another chamber and several doorways.

He wondered if, in some oddball way, they felt secure inside the object. Maybe if they were on the bridge, where they could see the omega closing in, they’d hustle a bit more. Behind him, Eagle and Tolya stood watching, saying nothing, hanging on to each other. François couldn’t resist: ‘Doesn’t look like such a hot idea now, guys, does it?’

‘Nyet,’ said Tolya.

He turned back to the AI: ‘Bill, put everything we have into a package and transmit to Union. Everything on the cloud, and on this damned thing. Whatever it is.’

‘It will take a minute or two.’

‘All right. Just do it.’

The omega brightened. A series of lightning bolts.

‘Nothing here,’ said Ben. He swept his light around the interior. Some objects were anchored to the deck. It was impossible to determine what they had been. Chairs, maybe. Or consoles. Or, for all they knew, altars. And boxes on either side of an exit. Cabinets, maybe. Leah cut one open, flashed her light inside. ‘Ben,’ she said, ‘look at this.’

She struggled to remove something. ‘Maybe a gauge of some sort?’ She brushed it carefully, and held it up for inspection. François saw corroded metal. And symbols. And maybe a place that had supported wiring.

‘François,’ said the AI, ‘the cloud is close. Our departure is becoming problematic.’

‘That’s it, guys. Time’s up. Come on. Let’s go.’

‘There’s something over here,’ said Leah.

François never found out what it was. Lightning flared behind him.

Ben got the message. ‘On our way,’ he said. They started to move. Finally. But Ben tripped over something, and bounced along the passageway. ‘Son of a bitch.’

Bill responded with an electrical display, the sort of thing he did to show disapproval.

‘You okay?’ said Leah.

‘Yeah.’ He pushed her away. ‘Keep going.’ And he was up and running, pushing her before him.

It’s hard to run in grip shoes and zero gravity. Especially when you’re not used to either. They hurried back down the connecting tube. François urged them on. Maybe it was his voice, maybe it was inevitable, but, whatever the cause, Ben and Leah had become suddenly fearful. Panicky.

‘The data package has been dispatched, François.’

‘Good,’ he said. ‘Bill, be ready to go as soon as they’re on board.’

‘We can proceed on your direction.’

‘Ben, when you guys get into the lock, shut the outer hatch and grab hold of something. We’re not going to wait around.’

‘Okay, François. It’ll only be a minute.’

Bill rattled his electronics again. He was not happy. ‘Electrical activity in the cloud is increasing. It might be prudent to leave now.’

François considered it. The idiots had put him and the ship in danger.

Moments later they left the object and clambered into the air lock.

‘Go, Bill,’ he said. ‘Get us the hell out of here.’

ARCHIVE

A team of astronomers announced today that the omegas appear to have originated in the Mordecai Zone, a series of dust clouds approximately 280 billion kilometers long, located near the galactic core. They are unable to explain how the process works, or why it should be happening. ‘In all probability, we will not know until we can send a mission to investigate,’ Edward Harper, a spokesman for the team, said during a press conference. When asked when that might be, he admitted he had no idea, that it is well beyond the capabilities of present technology, and may remain so for a long time.

– Science Journal, March, 2229

LIBRARY ENTRY

1115 hours, GMT. Jenkins reports loss of main engines. Damage apparently incurred during hurried acceleration. Details not clear at this time. Rescue mission scheduled to leave tomorrow morning.

– Union Operations log entry, Saturday, February 3
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