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AS ALWAYS, THIS IS FOR MY FAMILY.

And also for those who have stared into the abyss during the small hours of the night.
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’Tis a fearful thing

to love what death can touch.

—CHAIM STERN
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CHAPTER I
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PERSPECTIVE SHIFT

1.

On July 25, 2234, they discovered the anomaly.

It was ship-night inside the SLV Adamura, and all the lights were off or else dimmed and set to red to avoid disrupting the crew’s circadian rhythm. The halls and rooms of the vessel were hushed . . . but not silent. Life-support fans provided a constant background hum: lulling white noise that soon faded from notice.

Outside the Adamura, the sand-colored gas giant Samson receded into the black backdrop of space.

2.

The ship’s lab was cramped. Equipment encroached from the walls, filled the center, leaving narrow walkways in between. Here it was warm from the computers, and the air had a thick, stifling quality. Numerous tiny indicators gave the impression of constellations scattered across the dark pieces of machinery.

Alex Crichton sat at the holo-display crammed into one corner, trying to read the results from the probe they’d dropped into Samson’s atmosphere the previous day. Carbon, ammonia, methane . . . The list blurred before his eyes. It was well past midnight. But he still hadn’t written his report, and the captain was expecting it first thing in the morning.

The smart thing would have been to write the report that afternoon, when he was still somewhat alert. That would have been the smart thing. Alex knew it. But he hadn’t been able to bring himself to type a single word. Like most days, he felt little to no motivation during waking hours. It wasn’t much better at night: an occasional spurt of panic would result in a brief run of productivity, but even then, the work he produced wasn’t very good. He was too sleep-deprived, and Alex didn’t want to take a wake-me-up pill like StimWare. What was the point? To feel better? That wasn’t going to happen. As long as he could keep Captain Idris from chewing him out again, he didn’t care to do more. None of it really mattered, after all. Not to Alex.

The holo swam before him, numbers floating disconnected from their background.

Alex blinked. It didn’t help. Frustrated, and not having the strength to deal with the frustration, he crossed his arms on the plastic desk and rested his head on them. A shock of black hair fell across his forehead, cutting off his vision.

How long had it been since he got it trimmed? Three months? Four? It had been sometime before. That much he was sure of.

He buried his face in the crook of his elbow, and for a long while, the hum of the fans was the only sound in the lab.

3.

Before.

Never had a word so haunted Alex. Before leaving Eidolon. Before signing up for the survey expedition. Before the funeral.

Before . . .

It had been bright and sunny at the spare, A-frame remembrance center. The sort of bright and sunny that only occurred in nightmares. All their friends had attended the service, his and hers. Family too. That had been the worst of it. Her father with his heavy, shaggy head, murmuring advice and condolences that meant nothing to Alex. Her mother, a tiny, thin-boned woman who clung to his arm, weeping in such an effusive display, Alex found it actively off-putting. They both meant well, of course. How could they not? Their only daughter was dead, and there he was, a living link to the child they’d lost.

But he found their goodwill unbearable. Every moment of it had been a torment. He found himself staring past them at the pews of dark yaccamé wood; they seemed razor-edged in the clear, glass-like light streaming through the east-facing windows. Everything did, a world carved into being with the sharpest, most painful of instruments: grief.

At the front of the center was a bare concrete altar, and on the altar, the one thing he did not, could not, look at. The polished titanium urn he’d picked out three days earlier, barely paying attention while the funeral director guided him through a series of options. Like all the colonists who died on Eidolon, Layla had been cremated. Dust to dust, ashes to ashes. . . . Imagining the burner flames wrapping around her body caused Alex physical pain. It seemed obscene that her flesh had been subjected to such an ordeal, that her cells—still alive by most biological measures—should have been left to boil, wither, and char in the funeral home’s ovens.

The Memorialist was an earnest, somber-faced woman who treated the proceedings with what seemed like appropriate gravitas. She spoke at length in a deliberate tone. None of what she said registered with Alex.

Afterward, the Memorialist brought him the urn. Her plain grey uniform was neat and clean, but she smelled of preservatives, as if she’d been embalmed. The scent nearly made Alex run.

He’d noticed the weight of the urn. It rested heavily in his hands, pulling him toward the floor, toward the ground and the end of all things. He didn’t mind. A life should have weight. Old or young, it would have seemed wrong for a person’s ashes to be too light.

Even when he accepted the urn, Alex still didn’t look at it. Nor when he brought it back to the dome he and Layla had shared. Nor when he put it on the shelf at the back of her closet. Nor when—four weeks later—he packed his one bag, locked the pressure door, and left. The urn and the ashes it contained hadn’t been her. They were something else, dull and inanimate, drained of color.

But even though he hadn’t looked at it, Alex could still see the urn, could still see its polished curves, could feel it sitting at home with the weight of a truth that couldn’t be denied.

And he hated it.

4.

A soft beep woke Alex.

He started and looked around, confused. The lab was as dark as before. Nothing had changed.

He scraped a crust of dried spittle from the corner of his mouth and checked his overlays: 0214. He should have been in bed hours ago. A message alert blinked in the corner of his overlays. He tapped it.

<Hey, come see me. You’re not going to believe this. – Jonah>

Alex frowned. What was Jonah doing still up? The cartographer wasn’t a night owl. No one on the survey team was, aside from Alex. And why ask to talk? The others didn’t usually bother to interact with him, which was fine as far as Alex was concerned. Talking took too much energy.

For a long minute, he debated whether it was worth getting up. He didn’t want to, but even in his exhausted state, he was tired of being alone, and a latent curiosity pricked him.

At last he pushed himself out of the tiny chair wedged in front of the desk. The muscles in his back protested as he stood, and his left knee throbbed; the old skiing injury being its usual asshole self. For all the miracles of modern medicine, there were still some things that couldn’t be fixed. The doctors claimed nothing was wrong with the joint. It just . . . hurt. Like so much in life.

Alex took his mug of chell—now cold but still smelling of the spiced flavor—and made his way out of the dim, red-lit lab.

The main corridor was empty. His steps echoed off the grey metal, hollow and lonely, as if he were the only one left on the Adamura.

He didn’t bother buzzing when he reached the survey station; he just hit the button next to the door, and it slid open with a loud clank.

Jonah looked over from his display. The light from the holo painted his gaunt face a sickly yellow. Faint wrinkles radiated from his eyes, like the deltas of dried-out rivers. They reminded Alex of the rivers of Eidolon. He wished they didn’t.

“So you are up,” said Jonah. His voice had a tense rasp. “Computer said you were.”

“What about you?”

“Been busy. Couldn’t sleep; doesn’t matter. Come look. Got a whopper this time.” His eyes gleamed with feverish intensity.

Alex sipped the chell as he went to stand by Jonah’s shoulder. The tea stung his lips and mouth and left behind a warm glow.

Suspended in the display was an image of a flat, brown plain. Somewhere on the northern hemisphere of Talos VII, the second planet in the system, he guessed. A small dark spot lay like a drop of ink in the center of the otherwise empty landscape.

“That?” Alex asked. He pointed at the spot.

“That,” Jonah confirmed. He reached into the image and spread his hands, enlarging until the spot filled the display.

A spike of adrenaline started to cut the haze in Alex’s mind. “Shit.”

“Yeah.”

The spot wasn’t a spot. It was a hole. A perfectly circular hole.

The burning in Alex’s eyes worsened as he stared. “Are you sure it’s real? Could it be a shadow of some kind . . . a trick of the light?”

Jonah grasped the edges of the hologram and turned it, showing the landscape from all sides. The black area was definitely a hole. “I spotted it right after dinner, but I had to wait to get pictures from a different angle to be a hundred percent.”

“Could it be a sinkhole?”

Jonah snorted. “That big?”

“What’s the scale?”

“Fifty kilometers from here to here.” Jonah indicated points on opposite sides of the hole.

“Shit!”

“You said that already.”

For once, his tone didn’t irritate Alex. A hole. A circular hole. On an uninhabited planet located almost forty light-years from the nearest colony. At least, they thought it was uninhabited. All signs had indicated Talos VII was a dead, dry planet. Unless the life was buried. Or so different as to be unrecognizable.

His armpits grew damp.

“What did Sharah say?”

“Haven’t told her yet. Ship minds need their sleep too, you know.”

“Don’t regs state—”

“I’ll report it in the morning. No point in jumping the gun until I’ve got more data.” Jonah glanced between him and the display. “Couldn’t keep it to myself, though. Had to tell someone, and you’re our resident xenobiologist. So whaddya think?”

“I . . . I don’t know.”

If the hole was an artificial structure, it would be the first concrete proof of intelligent, self-aware aliens. Oh, there had been rumors and hints, even going back before the Hutterite Expansion, but never anything substantial. Never anything obvious.

Alex swallowed as he stared into the center of the abyss. It was too large. Too perfectly symmetrical. Even with all the advances of the past few hundred years, he didn’t think humans could make a hole like that. They just didn’t have enough spare time or energy. And for what? Perfection implied seriousness of purpose, and there were only a few purposes that seemed likely: to pursue scientific research, to help fend off some existential threat, to fulfill a religious need, or to serve as a piece of art. The last two options were the most frightening. Any species that could afford to expend that amount of resources on what amounted to a nonessential project would be able to destroy every human settlement with ease, Earth included.

Perfection, then, was a warning to heed.

Vertigo unbalanced him as Jonah tilted the image. Alex clutched the edge of the display to steady himself and reassure himself he was still standing in the Adamura.

The hole terrified him. And yet he couldn’t stop looking at it. “Why didn’t we notice it sooner?”

“Too far away, and Yesha and I didn’t have the time. We’ve been swamped mapping all the moons around Samson.”

“Are you sure it’s not a sinkhole?”

“Impossible. The curve of the edge varies by less than half a meter. Won’t know the exact amount until we’re closer and we can get a better scan, but it’s not natural, I can tell you that much.”

“How deep is it?”

“Again, can’t tell. Not yet. Deep. Might be kilometers.”

The sweat under Alex’s arms increased. “Kilometers.”

“Yeah . . . If this is what it looks like—”

“Whatever the hell that is.”

Jonah persisted. “If this is what it looks like, we’re talking about one of the most important discoveries in history. Right up there with FTL. Hell, even if it is just a big hole, we’ll still get mentioned in every journal from here to Earth.”

“Mmh.”

“What? Don’t think so?”

“No, it’s just . . . If that was built, then where the fuck are the ones who built it?”

5.

Alex sat on the bunk in his cabin, staring at his hands. With a sense of dread, he opened the drawer by his pillow and pulled out the holocube.

He hadn’t looked at it for almost two weeks, the longest stretch so far. He might have made it another few days if not for Jonah’s discovery . . . if not for the impossible hole.

But now Alex had to see her. Even though he knew it would hurt. Even though he knew it would leave him worse off than before. He felt like an addict craving a fix; just one more hit, yes please. Stick the needle into the wound, dig deep into the ache, and let the fire fill his veins. He hated himself for it, and yet he couldn’t stop.

The ghost of Layla’s face looked out at him from within the cube. As always, it was her expression that struck him: a bright, flirty look, as if she were teasing him. Which she had been when he’d taken the picture. They’d gone on a hike behind their dome, out along the perimeter fence. The sun had been warm, the glitterbugs loud and sparkly—gemlike chips of color darting through the air—and her smile . . . oh, her smile. When she turned it on him, he’d felt the luckiest, handsomest man in the galaxy, and she the kindest, most beautiful woman. Truthfully, neither of them were, but he’d felt it, and the feeling had been enough.

I should have gone with her. I should have— He tried to ignore the thought, but it refused to leave: an evil mantra repeating on an endless loop.

He twisted the cube between his hands, forcing the points and edges into his palms, as if to split the skin. The pain was its own form of relief.

His head dropped lower. Again he could feel the weight of the urn dragging him down.

Sometimes the universe decided to rip apart your life and stomp on the pieces, and there wasn’t a damn thing you could do about it except say, “Now what?”

He’d been asking himself that a lot over the past four months, ever since the accident. How was he supposed to move on? How was he supposed to act as if there weren’t a giant gaping chasm inside him where everything he’d considered solid and dependable had crumbled away? How was he supposed to pretend to be normal again?

Alex didn’t know. Often he wondered what would happen if he just stopped. Who would give a shit? Not his parents, that was for damn sure. They hadn’t shown the slightest interest in his life after he left Stewart’s World. He doubted that his death would be any different. As far as they were concerned, he was already gone. Out of sight, out of mind. They were practical like that.

Two weeks after the memorial at the remembrance center, his in-laws had insisted on taking him to church. Even under normal circumstances, he would have found it a strange experience; he’d never so much as stepped inside a place of worship—much less one as official as a church—before meeting Layla, and it wasn’t something he’d gotten used to, despite her dragging him along for services every holiday (he’d drawn the line at regular Sunday attendance, not that work would have allowed for such frequency).

The church belonged to the Reform Hutterites, and the preacher was one of those relics with wrinkles and a beard who insisted on abstaining from STEM shots out of a belief that aging naturally brought you closer to God. He’d gone on about the usual Hutterite topics, which meant a lot of talk about sparseness and spareness and the benefits of self-denial.

It hadn’t been what Alex needed to hear. If God existed, Alex figured he wasn’t much for self-denial. No sir. If anything, God seemed to be a malicious prankster determined to make Jobs of them all.

He’d gone straight home after the service and signed up for the next available expedition. Anything to take him away from Eidolon and the hopes, dreams, and memories cremated there.

Leaving hadn’t helped. No matter how hard he focused, no matter how many hours he pulled, the chasm still yawned inside him. And at the bottom of it was a gibbering, mindless version of himself. It wouldn’t take much to push him into that darkness; he felt as if he were already halfway down the slope. Mostly though, he just felt tired. Exhausted.

The presence of an alien artifact on Talos did nothing to change that.

It scared him, of course. How could it not? But he felt no great desire to study the hole. His curiosity was a wet ember, guttering and smoking, fading to ash. Even before, he’d never been motivated by lofty ideals. He wasn’t the sort to dream about discovering sentient aliens or of somehow learning deep secrets of the universe by examining strange new forms of life. Xenobiology was a job for him and little more. He enjoyed the puzzle-solving aspect of the work, but for the most part, it was just a means to pay the bills. And that had been enough.

Only now . . . it wasn’t. Nothing was. Not work, and certainly not the hole. Were it up to him, he would take a few more readings and then leave. Let the folks who cared study the hole. He just wanted to stop thinking and feeling. Somehow. Anyhow.

Layla would have cared. All of the high-minded concepts that eluded him—and that he so often looked down upon as unrealistic and impractical—had lived within her. She spent hours talking about the possibility of finding intelligent life, about the philosophy of exploration, and what it would mean for humanity to finally know that they weren’t alone. She’d burned with the power of her passion, and he’d admired her for it, even if he never really understood. Oh, he could explain her beliefs in a rational, intellectual way, but he didn’t feel them the way she did, which made it hard for him to embrace the positions she held. Most of the time that hadn’t caused conflict between them, but when it did . . .

He pressed his lips together, and his breathing grew ragged.

The holo shimmered as he tilted the cube from side to side.

“Aliens,” he whispered. “Sentient aliens.”

The news would have delighted her . . . no, more than delighted—transformed her. The hole was everything she’d dreamed about finding. He could see how she would have smiled with excitement, and he knew there was nothing he or anyone else could have done to stop her from studying the structure.

Her smile . . . Tears filled his eyes. He wrapped both hands around the holocube, gripping it as hard as he could, and bent over, feeling the emptiness in the world where she ought to have been.

He fell asleep still holding the cube and tears drying on his cheeks. His last conscious thought was her name:

Layla . . .




[image: Chapter ornament]

CHAPTER II
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QUESTIONS

1.

A loud hammering woke Alex. Someone pounding on the cabin door, the sound painful as a headache.

“Yo! Move your ass, Crichton! You’re late. Briefing in the mess hall. Hurry it up!” Yesha, her voice the usual mixture of annoyance, impatience, and scorn.

Footsteps receded, and silence followed. Blessed silence.

Alex stared at the dark wall across from him. The lights were still off. His teeth hurt: a dull pulse of pain. He’d been grinding them while asleep. Again. If he kept it up, it wouldn’t be long before he’d have to get them fixed.

. . . if he kept up.

An image of the hole filled his mind, black, huge, perfectly round. It felt immense enough to swallow all his thoughts—all his fears and torments—to swallow them and leave nothing behind.

It would be nice to be free.

He pushed himself upright, sat on the edge of the bunk. He felt thick and slow. Wrung out. A large part of him wanted to ignore the meeting in the mess hall and go back to bed, even if it would mean losing his contract with the expedition.

But he knew Layla would have gone to the briefing. She would have looked at all the data and asked all the questions that needed asking. And since she couldn’t . . . He would do it for her, in honor of her memory. It was all he had.

He felt behind himself until he found the holocube under the tangled blankets. He put it in the drawer without looking.

Then he forced himself to stand.

2.

A confusion of overlapping voices struck Alex as he entered the mess hall. He winced, feeling assaulted by the noise. That and the harsh, full-spectrum lights of ship-day made him want to about-face and retreat to the dark comfort of his cabin. But he pushed forward, ignoring the throb of his knee.

The mess hall was the largest open space in the Adamura, which meant it was small, cramped, and bordering on claustrophobic. The whole crew was packed in around the white-topped table in the center, all twelve of them. Five women, seven men. They were a motley group: different colored hair. Different colored skin. Different accents. Only three of them—Alex included—came from the same planet: Stewart’s World. For some reason, Stewart’s produced more than its fair share of scientists and explorers.

And none of them originated from Eidolon. Not even Alex; he’d been a rare transplant. His lips twisted in a bitter smile. After all, who wanted to live in paradise when paradise could so easily kill you? If only he could have talked Layla into leaving. . . .

The hole on Talos VII hung projected above the table. Seeing the yawning abyss again did nothing to ease Alex’s disquiet. There was something wrong about the hole. Artificial objects weren’t supposed to be that big or precise. Stars, yes. Planets, yes. But not a goddamn excavation out on the edge of known space.

Pushkin, their geologist, sat pressed against one wall, wedged between his chair and the table. He was twice as wide as everyone else in the room and more than twice as thick—normal adaptations for anyone who grew up on the high-g planet of Shin-Zar, but in Pushkin’s case, his size was as much fat as muscle. He kept complaining that he was wasting away on the Adamura, but if he had gotten any smaller, Alex couldn’t tell.

The geologist wore an ornate silk dressing gown open to reveal an expanse of hairy chest that was tanned nut brown. The outfit was against regs—they were supposed to wear the company uniforms while on duty; navy blue jumpsuits with the Hasthoth Conglomerate logo sewn over the left breast—but arguing with Pushkin was an exercise in futility. He would happily debate from morning to night, or until he overwhelmed his opposition with a tide of disjointed words.

At the moment, he was slapping his palm against the tabletop and saying, “—and I not understand why ship hasn’t turned around. We already collect enough data to—”

“You’re just a coward,” said Talia in her snapping voice. She was their astrophysicist: a woman thin as a blade with a look of fervent intensity to her gaze. It wasn’t a mistaken impression; the whole trip, she’d been focused, militant, and brittle as a bar of ice.

An indulgent smile split Pushkin’s face, revealing his shovel-like teeth. “No, my dear. Quite to contrary. Only, I have well-developed sense of—how you say?—self-preservation. Something you appear to lack. Smart thing is leave system. Probable we been under observation since we dropped out of FTL. For all we know, aliens could attack any moment. We have responsibility here, responsibility not get blown up and warn everyone.” His lips quirked. “Even Alliance.” The mocking tone of his voice didn’t surprise Alex. Citizens of Shin-Zar weren’t particularly fond of the Solar Alliance, which was why their planet had (to date) insisted on maintaining its independence.

An expression of disgust formed on Talia’s face, and she crumpled up her used napkin and threw it on the deck.

“Hey!” cried Jonah, and hopped back. His jumpsuit was rumpled, his hair a mess, and there were dark hollows under his eyes; Alex guessed he’d been up the whole night. No surprise there.

Talia leveled a finger at Pushkin. “As I said, coward.” The word burned like a hot coal. “We do have a responsibility—to investigate this structure. If aliens are going to attack, then they attack. We need to find out what we can now, before it’s too late.”

“Screw responsibilities,” said Yesha from where she sat by Jonah. Her appearance was as abrasive as her voice: long, spiked hair; blue tattoos that glowed with annoying brightness; and a seemingly permanent sneer. “What about our pay? If we bail early, is the company going to cancel our contracts?”

“Enough,” said Captain Idris from where he sat at the head of the table. His voice cut through the commotion, like a razor through string. Silence fell in the mess hall.

Idris was built along the same lines as most of the starship COs Alex had met: tall, broad-shouldered, smart, good-looking, and gene-hacked to the legal limit, if not beyond. It was as if captains got stamped out of an identical mold, and each one emerged ready to climb the ranks of status and power. Was nature responsible for their sameness? Nurture? Societal stereotypes? Or was it just the gene-hacking? Whatever the answer, Idris’s appearance and attitude did nothing to improve Alex’s mood.

He was sure the feeling was mutual.

The captain leaned back in his chair and tugged on his gold-embroidered cuffs. His gaze flicked toward Alex, acknowledging his late arrival. Dammit.

Idris said, “Jonah, finish your report.”

“Yessir.” Jonah bobbed his head. “Uh, infrared shows the bottom of the hole is nearly seven hundred and seventy degrees Celsius. Could be geothermal, but if so, the hole is deep. Really deep. If not . . .” He shrugged. “Then there’s some sort of reactor down there.”

“Did you pick up any radiation?” asked Riedemann. The machine boss had been keeping notes on a pad in front of him; he was old-fashioned that way.

Jonah hesitated. “Sorta.” He glanced at the ceiling. “Sharah, you want to tell them?”

From the speakers above came the synthesized voice of the ship mind, dry and somewhat amused: “As you wish.”

The Adamura was lucky to have Sharah. A lot of research vessels had to make due with pseudo-intelligences, which were a poor substitute. Even so, Alex didn’t care for the ship mind. The whole trip she’d kept trying to get him to move more, socialize more, visit the doctor more. More, more, more, more. Worried about his mental state, no doubt. Didn’t mean Alex liked her butting in. Ship minds always thought they knew best, and maybe with good reason, but if he wanted to be miserable that was his own business.

The holo in the middle of the table flickered, and a simulated image of Sharah’s head replaced that of the alien artifact. Short black hair, broad cheeks, square jaw, and eyes so blue they couldn’t possibly be their original color.

Sharah opened her mouth, then frowned. An instant later, her head vanished and her whole body appeared: a foot tall and dressed in grey fatigues.

“Sorry. I hate being disembodied,” she said, her too-smooth voice continuing to issue from the speakers.

Shouldn’t have become a ship mind then, Alex thought.

Sharah clasped her hands behind her back, standing as if at inspection. “Per Jonah’s request, I scanned Talos and went over every reading we’ve taken of the planet. Except for the hole itself, I found no evidence of a space-faring or even a postindustrial civilization. No thermal signatures, no electromagnetic emissions, and no unusual spectral readings. There are some hints of life on the surface: oxygen, ammonia, methane, carbon dioxide. It’s not much, though—more in line with low-level plants like algae rather than vertebrates or other complex organisms. But then we knew that already from our astronomical surveys.”

While she talked, Alex edged his way to the back of the mess hall and made himself a cup of instant coffee. He took a sip and tried to ignore the metallic tang; the freeze-dried stuff never tasted right.

“Any gravitational anomalies?” Talia asked.

“Gravimetric readings are consistent with a planet of the size and density of Talos Seven.”

“Maybe we ought to send—”

“The one strange thing I did find,” said Sharah, “is the burst of static—high-frequency radio waves, three hundred and four megahertz to be precise—that emanates from the hole every ten point six seconds. Duration, point five two of a second. Energy approximately fifty-eight point seven terajoules, or a hundred and thirteen terawatts, if you prefer.”

The mood in the mess hall grew increasingly tense.

“That’s a hell of a lot of energy,” said Riedemann. He chewed on his lower lip, thick brow wrinkling. Alex could see him doing the math in his head. Alex wasn’t sure exactly how much a hundred and thirteen terawatts was, but if Riedemann—the man whose job it was to oversee the engines and other systems of the Adamura—was impressed, then so was Alex.

“It’s spread over a fairly large area,” said Sharah. “But yes, it’s a lot of energy.”

“Why didn’t we detect it earlier?” asked Chen. Alex always forgot that he was part of the crew. Unlike Talia or Pushkin—or even Riedemann—the chemist seemed thoroughly unremarkable. His face was bland and indistinct, and he lacked the physicality of the others. Even his accent was impossible to identify. It was as if he were an anonymous placeholder, waiting to be supplanted by the actual article. . . .

Idris was the one who answered: “Too much interference from Samson and its moons. Also Theta P. was between us and Talos until the day before yesterday.”

Theta Persei was the local star, yellow-white and boring.

“Not only that, but the pulse is more focused than you might think,” said Sharah. “If I hadn’t gone looking, it would have taken another few days to pick up.”

“Three hundred and four megahertz,” said Talia. “That’s just about one meter exactly. A good wavelength for broadcasting through the atmosphere.”

“The hole might be emitting other frequencies as well,” said Sharah. “We won’t be able to tell until we’re closer.” Her diminutive form started to pace on the table. Where her feet extended past the boundary of the projector, they vanished into thin air. “There’s more. I went over the pulse with all the programs and algorithms in my memory banks. Despite first appearances, the EM does have an underlying structure. It was a bit difficult to suss out, as it’s in trinary code—not the sort of thing that’s immediately obvious. But I did find it. The sound is fractal. In fact, it’s a highly developed representation of none other than the Mandelbrot set.”

For a moment no one spoke.

Then Riedemann said, “It’s not a hole, it’s a speaker!”

3.

An odd mixture of fear, relief, and disappointment formed within Alex. The fear . . . well, it was nothing new. But he felt relieved that the hole might have a perfectly understandable purpose. And disappointment that the purpose was so mundane. A speaker, even a monstrously large one, was hardly very special.

The disappointment surprised him. He hadn’t realized that he was so interested in the hole and that he’d been hoping for something more from it. What exactly, he couldn’t say. Maybe an answer. Or even a question worth asking. Anything that would cut through the grey torment of existence.

“How many iterations?” asked Talia. “How deep does the set go?”

“I’m not sure yet,” said Sharah. “I haven’t figured out where in the set the signal is. The sequence is clear enough, but the exact position in the Mandelbrot set . . . I don’t know. It’s deep, though, deeper than I’ve been able to calculate. The signal might cycle for days. Years. Maybe it never stops.”

Alex lifted the cup to take another sip and then put it back down when he saw his hand was shaking.

Across the table, Korith cleared his throat. Alex had barely talked with the doctor since boarding the Adamura, but he seemed like a good enough sort. Young, though, in a way that had nothing to do with age. He lacked the tinge of sadness that Alex had come to recognize in those who had survived a major loss.

Survived. . . . Endured was more like it. And to what end?

Korith said, “Why the Mandelbrot set? What could they be trying to communicate?”

“That they understand higher math?” said Talia. She shrugged.

Foil wrinkled, loud and annoying, as Pushkin unwrapped one of their limited number of dessert bars. Cheesecake, by the looks of it. “More likely explanation, signal is warning. Giant shout say Stay Away! to rest of galaxy. Trespass here and you find only death.” He took a bite.

“Can you play it for us?” asked Jonah.

Sharah seemed surprised. Then she nodded and an eerie, shifting wail emanated from the speakers in the walls. It sounded like a synthesized whale song, or recordings of the kilometric radiation produced by the rings around gas giants.

The nape of Alex’s neck prickled as he listened to the uncanny warble. Around the room, people’s eyes gleamed; everyone knew it was a historic moment. The first time they or anyone else had heard a signal from another species.

After half a minute, the sound vanished. “That’s enough of that,” said Sharah.

For a while, no one spoke.

Captain Idris stirred. “When Sharah found this, I asked her to broadcast a short greeting in English, Mandarin, and ConLang Seven, followed by a mathematical progression in both binary and trinary on all reasonable frequencies. So far, there’s been no response.”

A flicker of alarm crossed Pushkin’s face. “That not seem wise . . . sir.”

“If the aliens are watching, they’ve already spotted us,” said Idris. “Might as well be friendly.”

Pushkin opened his mouth as if to object and then subsided.

Yesha raised a hand. Her nails were rough and jagged. She had a nasty habit of gnawing on them while reading; Alex was always finding scraps of her nails in the lab. “Sharah, what about the planets that we haven’t surveyed? Could there be artifacts on them also?”

The ship mind hesitated. “Possibly, but if so, they’re inactive. After I finished looking at Talos Seven, I reviewed every bit of data we’ve collected since entering the system. So far I haven’t discovered anything new. If other structures exist—holes, space stations, spaceships, settlements—they’re either abandoned or buried too deep to detect.”

Chen looked at Alex with his weak, affectless eyes. “Could . . . I don’t know, could the hole be some sort of emergent phenomena? Like a termite mound?”

A bark of laugher escaped Pushkin. “Why bother ask him? Everything is emergent phenomenon, Chen. Even you, and if you not know that, then your education was even greater failure than I thought.”

“Hey now,” said the chemist.

Talia made a dismissive noise. “The random action of the universe can’t produce something as complex as a human, much less that hole.”

Pushkin gave her a condescending smile and used his fingers to comb crumbs out of the beard that covered his double chin. “My dear zealot, just because faith blinds you to obvious realities of entropic action doesn’t mean that—”

“You can debate this later,” said Idris in a tone that precluded dissent. He was the only one who could shut down Pushkin’s bullshit. Probably, Alex suspected, because the captain was the one who signed off on their performance reviews.

The geologist conceded with a careless wave of his paddle-sized hand.

Talia glared at him but held her tongue.

An awkward pause followed until Alex realized that Chen—and the rest of the crew—still expected him to answer the question. He scrambled to find words. “Uh . . . Yeah, I mean, it could be an emergent phenomenon, but . . . that would require a level of self-organization we’ve only seen among humans or machines.”

Idris nodded. “So we’re looking at something built by sentient aliens. Got it.”

Maybe. But before Alex could express his doubt, Svana, the ship’s XO, said in her thick, station-bred accent, “Sir, what do we do now?”

Alex tensed.

Idris leaned forward, rested his elbows on the table, and clasped his hands. He wore a large gold signet ring on his left pinkie, and he started to fiddle with it in an absent manner. “That’s the question. Pushkin, you’re right—”

“Why, thank you.”

“—we have to warn everyone back home. However, the law is clear. Unless we’re faced with a clear and present danger, we’re not supposed to signal any human-occupied territory until we’re at least five light-years away from the xenogenic presence. Not unless we want to spend the next twenty years in prison. So radio silence from now on.” He leveled a finger at Yesha. “No more daily messages back to Mars.”

She rolled her eyes.

It was a sensible precaution. No one wanted to lead potentially hostile aliens to Earth. An FTL-capable species probably wouldn’t have that much trouble locating Sol if they really wanted to, but there was no reason to make it easy for them.

Idris continued: “As a precaution, I had Sharah launch a couple of emergency beacons toward the Markov Limit. If anything happens to the Adamura, they’ll send a tightbeam burst with all our records to Cygni.”

61 Cygni had been their point of departure, over three months ago.

“Pity we don’t have a packet drone,” said Riedemann.

A humorless smile crossed Idris’s face. “Blame the accountants.” Packet drones were FTL capable, but they cost as much as a small ship.

Korith said, “How long until the company notices we haven’t checked in and sends a rescue team after us?”

“Soonest backup could show up is a month, and it could easily be twice that. In any case, we don’t have the supplies to keep everyone awake for that long, and I don’t know about you, but waiting in cryo isn’t exactly appealing. Whatever we’re facing here, I’d rather face it on my feet, with my eyes open.”

There were nods and murmurs of agreement from the crew.

Idris spread his hands. “We’re on our own here, folks. Company guidelines are vague when it comes to first contact. Our main priority is to ensure our safety. After that, we’re to pursue the company’s interests however we can. Exactly how we do that is for me to decide, but I’m open to suggestions. Talia, you’re also right; we need to find out as much as we can about this artifact.”

The woman gave a sharp nod.

A phlegmy sound of disagreement came from Pushkin. “And what if we attacked?” he said, angry. “Adamura not equipped to fight, and—”

“That’s a risk I’m willing to take,” said Idris.

“Maybe you willing,” said Pushkin, “but is not risk I want. No.”

Idris placed his hands flat on the table. “Until the situation changes, we’re staying, and that’s final. Is that clear?”

Pushkin grunted, clearly unhappy. “Is clear.”

“Good.”

Jorah spoke then: “Uh, what about our original mission, Captain? Like Yesha said, what’s going to happen to our pay?”

Around the room, the others echoed his questions.

Idris leaned forward, his expression implacable. “Your pay will hold, and all contracts will remain valid. There was always a chance the system would prove unsuitable for a colony. The reason doesn’t matter; we still get paid for our time. In fact, if I’ve read the regs correctly, all of us ought to qualify for full hazard pay. We’ll have to check with Corporate once we leave, but I can pretty much guarantee it.”

A few excited murmurs sounded. Full hazard pay equaled twice their base salary, and colony survey missions like theirs paid well to start with. Add in overtime and you were looking at the equivalent of a year’s salary in a few weeks.

If the money had meant anything to Alex, he would have been impressed.

“Corporate isn’t going to be happy about losing a potential colony,” said Jonah.

Idris shrugged. “Not our problem.” The crew reacted with noticeable approval. Even if the captain’s casual dismissal was a put-on, it always went over well when he sided with them over the bosses back home.

Chen said, “How will this affect the timing of the mission, sir?”

“The timing doesn’t change. We still hold to the same schedule. Only difference is we’ll forgo surveying the rest of the system in order to focus on Talos.”

Chen looked mildly relieved, as did several others. Many of them, Alex knew, had plans lined up for when they returned. Vacations, spending time with loved ones, writing research papers, shipping out on another deep-space mission. . . . Not him. For him the future was an unknown land, dark and devoid of promise.

“So, again,” said Idris, giving weight to his voice. “How do we proceed? Options, people. I want to hear them.”

Yesha said, “Get close to Talos, scan the surface, and image it with every frequency we’ve got.”

Idris nodded. “That was my thought also. What else?”

Korith said, “Could we send drones to look at the hole?”

“They wouldn’t be able to get close,” said Riedemann. “The EMP will knock ’em out. We could drop them straight down—might get some good intel before the circuits overload—but it’s probably a bad idea to start throwing stuff into the hole.”

A soft laugh from Sharah. “Well, damn. There goes my plan to lob an asteroid at it.”

Everyone but Alex chuckled or smiled. It was easy to forget that ship minds were still human; they didn’t often make jokes like normal people.

Jonah hugged himself, as if cold. “What if . . . what if instead of a drone, we drop a crawler by the edge of the hole?”

“It would still get fried by the EMP,” said Riedemann.

Idris stroked his chin. “Can you harden a crawler to withstand the pulse?”

“Not sure, Cap’n. I’ll look into it, but . . . The amount of lead I’d have to bolt on would probably make the crawler too heavy to move.”

“See what you can do and report back to me.”

“Sir.”

“Anyone else? Chen? Svana?”

Chen raised a hand. “We could try a high-altitude balloon.”

Idris nodded. “High-altitude balloon. I like that. Sharah, run some simulations. See if it would work.”

“We would still have a problem with the EMP,” the ship mind said.

“Noted. What else?”

As the others threw ideas at the captain, Alex stared into the black depths of his coffee. The disk of liquid looked disturbingly like the giant hole. He could see it in his mind: huge, yawning, and deeply wrong. And yet, Alex could think of nothing else. The hole remained embedded in his mind . . . a puncture wound in reality, drawing him closer with inexorable force.

He listened to all of the crew’s proposals. Some were more reasonable than others, but he knew that none of them would have appealed to Layla. They didn’t go far enough. Scans, drones, attempts to communicate . . . half measures at best. The crew seemed to be avoiding the most obvious course of action, as if they were too scared to face it.

It was Talia who finally said: “I have a suggestion.”

No one but Alex took notice.

She spoke again, louder this time. “I said, I have a suggestion.”

The conversation paused, and Idris swiveled his head to look at the fierce-eyed woman. The captain raised his eyebrows. “And what would that be, Ms. Indelicato?”

“We have a lander. Why don’t we use it?”

The room erupted as everyone started to argue. Fear clutched at Alex, and he tried to interrupt, but no one heard him any more than he heard what they were saying. Sharah might have been able to understand everyone’s words, but if she did, she didn’t bother to translate.

A loud crack as Idris slapped the table. The commotion ceased, and he looked them over. “Settle down. We’re not going to get anywhere talking all at once.” Around the mess hall were a number of sheepish nods. “Now then, Indelicato, why don’t you explain.” The captain’s voice was stern, but there was an approving spark in his expression that confirmed Alex’s suspicion—Idris wanted this. The reason he kept taking ideas from the crew was because he saw an opportunity here, an opportunity to manage one of the greatest discoveries in human history. And the captain, as Alex had suspected, was nothing if not ambitious.

“We have a lander,” Talia repeated. “I say we take it down, land as close as we can to the hole without disrupting the site, and then march over and—”

“No!” Alex cried. The word burst out of him without warning. He hadn’t intended to speak, but the thought of going near the hole caused a spike of panic that, for a moment, obliterated all rational thought.

Along with the others, Idris turned to look at him. The captain appeared less than pleased. “You have something to say, Crichton?”

It took a moment for Alex to gather himself enough to respond. He knew that Layla wouldn’t have approved, that she would have argued for the opposite position, and that he was betraying her ideals, but he couldn’t help it. The fear was overwhelming. “No,” he repeated, more softly. “It’s too dangerous, and . . . and we shouldn’t disturb the site. The Alliance should send a team out to study Talos. A qualified team.”

“The Alliance might not have that chance,” Talia said from between close-set teeth.

Pushkin snorted. “Stuff and nonsense. You’ve lost your mind. We have no business sticking our noses where—”

Idris stopped him with an upheld hand. The captain frowned, his face as severe as a carved mask. “I’m surprised, Crichton. I would have thought that you, of all people, would leap at an opportunity to study an alien artifact.”

Alex swallowed. “I’m a biologist, not an archaeologist. I study microbes. Plants. Animals if there are any.”

Idris’s frown deepened. “And you’re not interested, not even a little bit, in the hole?”

“. . . I just think landing is too risky. We don’t know if the aliens are friendly or hostile, and again, if we mess up the site, we could destroy priceless information.”

“It’s a big site, Crichton.”

Alex stiffened himself against Idris’s disapproval. “In my professional opinion, sir, landing would be a profound mistake, and I’ll submit that opinion as an official recommendation.”

“And my professional opinion,” said Talia, “is that we should land.”

Idris glanced around the room, again assessing their mood. “What do the rest of you think? Honest opinions now.”

Svana rubbed her arms. “We should leave.”

“Land,” said Korith.

“Land,” said Yesha.

“Leave,” said Pushkin. “And you know damn well why.”

“Leave,” said Alex.

Sharah laughed and softly said, “Land.”

When all the votes were tallied, the final count was six yeas and six nays, with the captain left as the tiebreaker. The crew waited in suspense as Idris sat in silence. Then he said, “Riedemann. Would it even be possible?”

The machine boss chewed on the corner of his mustache. “Could work, Captain. As long as the lander didn’t get too close, the electronics should be fine. Our skinsuits are already hardened against solar flares. They’d handle the EMP a lot better than even a shielded crawler, and I might be able to make some improvements.”

“You’ll do it, then?” said Talia.

“Sir—” Alex said, but Pushkin snorted and overrode him, saying, “You can’t seriously consider this, Captain. Is completely mad.”

“I’m considering everything right now,” said Idris. “And I’m not going to rule anything out until we have a better picture of the situation. If trouble pops up, we’re running. If Riedemann can’t solve the technical problems, landing is a no-go. If for any reason I think the Adamura is at risk, I’ll abort. We’ll do a hard burn to Talos and then reassess.” The captain shifted his gaze to the rest of them. “That gives us four days, people. Let’s make them count.”

4.

For the duration of the 1.25 g burn to Talos VII, they studied the anomaly (and the system as a whole) with every tool at their disposal. Alex did what was expected of him, even though the additional force of the burn made every movement harder, slower, and more dangerous, and he felt increasingly exhausted. Nevertheless, he tried. For Layla, if nothing else.

From a spectral analysis of Talos, he was able to determine that whatever life existed on the planet, it was definitely carbon based. No surprise there. Most of the life found in the Milky Way was carbon based. Just not sentient.

On the second day of the burn, surface imaging actually allowed him to identify two xenoforms. The first was a bloom of yellow-and-blue organisms in one of the salty lakes along the equator, close to an erupting volcano. The organisms were small, microscopic even, although it was hard to be sure of their exact size from so far away. They were motile to a certain degree—they rose and sank in response to sunlight—but nothing about them indicated they were more than simple plants or animals.

The second was a number of low, brown-colored objects that moved about the plains surrounding the hole. Mainly on the eastern side, for some reason. The objects—turtles as he thought of them—were between one and three meters wide. Their motion seemed entirely random: corkscrews and slanting lines and strange wiggles that Alex couldn’t make sense of. Whatever they were, they displayed no obvious signs of intelligence. Nor did they seem to interact with the hole.

Of course, appearances could be deceiving.

Aside from that, Alex found nothing of interest. The rest of the crew met with even less success. Except for the hole, there appeared to be no other artificial structures on Talos or in the system. Nor were Talia and Sharah able to tease any more meaning out of the bursts of fractal noise emanating from the hole.

Analyzing the incoming data kept Alex busy enough that he rarely thought of Layla, even though she was the reason he worked. He didn’t dwell on the fact. The more he did, the more he knew he was likely to slip back into despair and apathy. For him, forgetfulness was a gift more valuable than any memory.

Every night, he fell asleep within minutes of collapsing into his bunk, and only once did he end up curled around his pillow, crying for things lost and broken.

Mostly he thought about the void that sat waiting for them on Talos.
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