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The place even looked extraterrestrial.

Scope the flat portico above the main entrance, like a hovering UFO. An avenue of pillars in the foyer formed an Appian Way for a little green Crassus, lined with statues instead of crosses. 

It felt like another planet, compared to where Lance Garner came from, namely Calhoun County, Georgia.

But the shiny marble seal on the floor said:

CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

He still got a little thrill when he walked across it, which was never. He worked in the New Headquarters Building, a typical gummint pile. 

On a rainy March morning he arrived at the building right behind his boss, Phyllis Hoskins. He was overhauling her, striding with his hood up and his head down, when she slipped on the wet steps. The world went into fast-forward. Lance landed at her side, catching her, before he even knew he’d moved. Phyllis gripped his arm tightly, bony white fingers digging into his camo jacket. “Oh my! Thank you, Lance. These stairs are so slippery.”

Lance no-problem-ma’amed her. “Guess all that training was good for something,” he said.

Phyllis was 78. She should’ve retired decades ago, but who was going to fire Phyllis? She’d been here since the days of the Blue Book, and more importantly, her father had gone to Princeton with Allen W. Dulles or some schizz like that. The absurd perseverance of this 5’3”, wraith-skinny old bat symbolized the WASP elite’s death-grip on the organs of American power. Yet Lance dreaded Phyllis’s inevitable departure. She was the best thing—make that the only good thing—about working on the Miscellaneous Reports Desk of the DOO, the Directorate of Operations.

The UFO desk.

Lance had been going to go to Afghanistan but then he’d got into a brawl with some other CIA guys in a bar in downtown D.C., the kind of place where coddled Capitol staffers spend more on cocktails than the average American makes in a week, and the upshot was they yanked him off the mission he’d spent years preparing for. Got his master’s in international relations. Got the training and everything. All down the drain because he called an African-American colleague an affirmative-action nigga. 

Go straight to jail and do not pass Go, you redneck piece of shit. 

So here I am, standing at the 4th-floor vending machine in the CIA’s Langley jail for wayward officers, collecting coffees for myself and Phyllis. Kuldeep can get his own. What will the day bring? Fairy lights in the skies of Texas? Cows behaving oddly in Wisconsin? Crop circles in Georgia? Lance loved his people—say it loud and proud, his white-trash people—but he had to admit they generated more than their fair share of UFO reports.

Carrying one cup in each hand, he returned to the office, on whose door Phyllis had taped a Farside cartoon captioned “When worlds collide,” with a picture of aliens solemnly greeting a goat.

Phyllis and Kuldeep stood behind her desk, poring over print-outs. 

“Something interesting?” Lance said.

Phyllis looked up. Her face shone so brightly that he could see what a babe she’d been sixty years ago. “Wow,” she said.

“Wow?” Then Lance understood. He’d been doing this long enough now that he’d educated himself, willy-nilly, in the esoterica of the field. “The Wow! signal?”

“Yes. We may—we may!—have picked up another one.”

*

As far as the public knew, the CIA had closed down its UFO investigations in 1978. That was the famous Project Blue Book, which Phyllis would often regale them about. In reality, the project had survived—thanks largely to Phyllis herself. But it had withered down to one old lady and a couple of undesirables, because the plain fact was that the cranks had kept up with the advance of technology. No longer did they obsess over flying saucers. Now it was all about SETI, the search for radio-frequency signals of alien origin. And the CIA did not traffic in signals. HUMINT, human intelligence, was their turf.

“So how did we get this?” Lance said. He traced the graph of the signal’s intensity with his forefinger. A row of serrations, and then a parabolic swoop up. That was one hell of a spike.

Phyllis beamed. “I have a friend in Chantilly.”

She meant at the NRO, the National Reconnaissance Office. The NRO flies the birds, as satellites are known, for the Department of Defense and the intelligence community.  They collect the data from the birds and hand it off to other agencies, like the NSA. Not the CIA. Not usually.

 “A former paramour, actually,” Phyllis let slip.

“Phyllis, are you sure about former?” Kuldeep teased.

“Heck with D.C. It’s Phyllis’s paramour network that runs the country,” Lance said. 

“Naughty! My friend is a happily married grandfather, and that’s enough about that. At any rate, the NRO is staffed by our people, and a few odds and ends from the DoD. So when this item came into their hot little hands, my friend persuaded his colleagues that it would be better investigated by us.”

“That’s gotta chap the DoD’s asses,” Lance said in delight. 

Kuldeep tapped the vertical right-hand side of the spike. “At the 3.5 second mark, it drops off to zero. Zero? Really? There’s always some noise …”

Lance eased him aside and leafed through to the scanty information about the signal’s origin. It had been picked up by a FISINT (Foreign Instrumentation Signals Intelligence) satellite the NRO was operating on behalf of the NSA.  

“After three and a half seconds,” Phyllis said, “the satellite crashed! Atrocious bad luck for them, but our good fortune.”

Lance shook his head. Phyllis wasn’t the world’s greatest technology expert, understandably given her age. “Says here the reception chip for the 200 GHz channel burned out. These sats have a bunch of channels. Only one of them went down.” Phyllis looked like she still wasn’t getting it. “Sat didn’t crash; the signal crashed it,” Lance explained. He stared at the graph with new interest. Maybe it was the caffeine kicking in, but this was starting to intrigue him. 

“So this isn’t the whole signal,” Kuldeep said. “It’s only the first 3.5 seconds of it. Where’s the rest? Did anyone pick it up?”

This put them back in Phyllis-land. She fairly twinkled at them. “We believe so. At the time the signal was received, the satellite was above latitude 40° West, north of the equator.”

“And the signal had to hit it at an angle.” Kuldeep scrubbed his hands over his black hair, making it stick out in all directions. “Can’t have come in from above. The antennas are shielded from the sun. Nothing would have happened.” He studied the print-outs. “There’s a write-up of the failure pattern. It says the antennas were pointing east.” 

“Exactly,” Phyllis beamed. “So we shift our attention a quarter of the way around the planet, to the east …”

“RATAN-600,” Lance said.

The RATAN-600 array, in southern Russia, was the world’s largest radio telescope. And it had been facing the signal that glitched out the FISINT satellite. If anyone had picked up the remainder of the signal, the Russians had.

“The Black Sea coast is lovely at this time of year,” Phyllis said. “I remember visiting Sochi during the Soviet era. It was quite charming.” 

“Whoa! What were you doing there?” Kuldeep said, in a transparent attempt to derail her.

“Another time, dear boy,” Phyllis said. “I referred to your good fortune a moment ago because you will now have the opportunity to visit the area yourselves.”

Lance’s gut kinked. It wasn’t the old days anymore. Investigations no longer ran on shoe leather. “Mind if I try Google first, Phyllis?”

“No, no, google away,” she said, singing the ‘ooooo’ and raising her arms like a bird about to take flight. Lance smiled. He really did love the old bat. 

With an unaccustomed sense of excitement, he headed for his computer.

His Google-fu yielded only a few slim leads. Kuldeep’s searches had equally poor results. The next day they conferred, agreed to bite the bullet, and confessed to Phyllis that they were stumped. She smugly revealed she’d already bought their tickets to Moscow. 

*

Then they had to fly to Mineralye Vodi, way down in the Caucasus. The plane rattled and creaked. Lance stared out of the window, waiting to crash. It was dark outside, so all he could see was his own washed-out reflection, like a skull. Lance had skin as white as a Kabuki mask, and colorless hair that he trimmed with the electric clippers every Sunday morning. His people were so poor that when Hurricane Frances sucker-punched their neighborhood, it was an aesthetic improvement.

Why’d you join the CIA?

Kuldeep, next to him, chowed down on beef stroganoff with apparent relish. His answer, given a long time ago over a beer: I thought it would make me cool. 

And then he’d ended up at Miscellaneous Reports. 

Sucks to be you, Kuldeep. But also sucks to be me. 

Lance had been planning to join the Marines, after college turned out not to be a good fit for him. Full scholarship to UGA, and he’d been fixing to throw it all away, but then the Agency came to campus. The recruiter persuaded him not to give up. Instead, they got him another full scholarship to Duke, where he acquired his master’s. He still didn’t know what they’d seen in him. The only part that made sense was how they’d busted him down to Miscellaneous Reports after his epic political-correctness violation. Lance did not feel sorry for himself. He accepted that he’d screwed up. The question was what good was he doing his country now, flying across Russia to investigate 3.5 seconds of radio noise?

“Man, that was disgusting,” Kuldeep said, pushing away his tray. “Aren’t you gonna eat?”

“Naw.”

“Wanna play chess? I brought my travel set.”

“Sure,” Lance said, pushing up his sleeves. “I’ll whip your nerd-gogglin’ ass.”

“Don’t talk the talk if you can’t walk the walk.”

“I’ll knock your posterior to candyland and back.”

In penance for his sins, Lance had undertaken to delete all slurs, four-letter-words, and profanity from his vocabulary. It was impossible to talk without insults, though, so he had to get creative. It made Phyllis and Kuldeep laugh.

Two games later, they landed in icy darkness. Lance kept a watchful eye on the security guards who pried into their carry-ons. If they found the hidden compartment in his rucksack … His Agency-issued gun was made of plastic, didn’t show up on X-rays, but a fingertip search could still uncover it. But the rucksack was returned to him intact, with a Russian grunt. Guess they didn’t pay these guys much. Lance sympathized. 

Russia, outside of Moscow, bore a startling resemblance to Calhoun County, Georgia. Everything was rusting into the ground. The difference was that in rural Georgia, nothing worked. In Russia, everything still magically worked, somehow. This was why Lance didn’t like overseas business trips. Afghanistan would’ve been one thing. Pretty much anywhere else was an unflattering mirror held up to the underbelly of America.

Kuldeep buried himself in work during their minibus ride to Zelenchukskaya, where the RATAN-600 array was located. Lance talked to the scientists. They were tagging along with a team of three people from the Arecibo Laboratory in Puerto Rico; that was their cover. Kuldeep could easily pass for a scientist, as he was a data guy anyway. Lance was pretending to be a grad student—at 28, he still looked the part. The Arecibo gang clearly resented the fact that a pair of mystery men from a nonexistent research institute had been foisted on them, but Lance was good at warming people up. As the bus bumped through the barren, snow-blanketed hills, he got them talking about their passion.

SETI.

The Search for Extra-Terrestrial Intelligence.

What a bunch of bullcrap! Lance hadn’t changed his mind about that since he started at Miscellaneous Reports, regardless of the odd superstitious shiver. But these people weren’t superstitious. And they weren’t Phyllis, either—they didn’t have bees in their bonnets dating back to 1962. They spoke learnedly about the Fermi Paradox, the zoo hypothesis, and the parameters for hypothetical alien civilizations. The Beeps—this was what they called the mysterious signal of March 16th—excited them. The Wow! signal had nothing on this, they said. This was the real deal, at last.

Lance felt like he had stepped into a parallel universe, an illusion reinforced by the bizarro landscape outside. Cliffs reared like giant snow-dusted fossils. ‘Villages’ consisted of a few Soviet-era highrises plonked down in the middle of nowhere. The USSR had run on belief; when people stopped believing in it, the whole shebang collapsed. It was the same for the Beeps—as long as people believed it might mean something, the signal exerted power over them. But there was probably nothing there at all.

They arrived at Zelenchukskaya after twelve hours. All they saw of the place that night was barracks-like buildings hunkering in the headlights. They checked into a grim guest-house. Lance went straight to Kuldeep’s room and paced up and down. “Did you get anything good?”

While Lance was chatting with the Arecibo scientists on the bus, Kuldeep had been wirelessly stealing data from their laptops. What all these SETI people had in common: they were incredibly gullible. 

“Arecibo didn’t pick up the Beeps at all,” Kuldeep answered glumly. “That’s why we’re here.” He brightened a bit. “But guess what? They’ve made a preliminary translation of the signal.”

“Yeah? What’s it say?” 

“‘Ahahaha LMAO.’”

Lance laughed. He was hungry; their late supper in the guest-house’s cafeteria had not been appetizing. “You got any food?”

“Pringles,” Kuldeep said, pointing at his rucksack. Lance got them out. Sour cream and onion. He took a handful and offered the can to Kuldeep.

“No thanks, man, I’m fine.”

Kuldeep was sitting on the floor with his back to the noisy, but not very warm, radiator, wrapped in the quilt off his bed. His brown face looked a bit gray in the reflected glare from his laptop.

Lance dropped down in front of him and grasped his bony kneecaps through the quilt. “You feeling OK?” 

“Fine.” After a second Kuldeep changed his mind. “I don’t want to sound paranoid, but did you see the way those guys were looking at me?”

“The guys who met us off the bus?” A pair of Russian astronomers, with smiles that barely reached their lips, let alone their eyes.

“Yeah. Sometimes it just hits you … I’m the only brown person for a thousand miles.”

“Dude, they don’t want any of us here. What, you think they poisoned you or something?”

Kuldeep rolled his eyes. “Forget it.”

Lance went back to his own room. The thing was, it wasn’t like Kuldeep to be paranoid. Kuldeep Srivastava was your Hindu-American Joe Sixpack. He went out of his way to eat beef, watch football, and pretend like he got Phyllis’s references. As far as the UFO thing went, he took Lance’s own tack of humoring Phyllis while keeping his mind firmly closed to the possibility of alien life. What had spooked him? Could he have found something on the Arecibo scientists’ laptops he hadn’t mentioned to Lance? Or had the collective madness of the SETI crew begun to infect him … tin-foil-hat syndrome by osmosis?

Now you’re getting paranoid, Lance told himself, and went to sleep with his gun in the drawer of his bedside table. 

Jet-lag woke him several times in the night. At last, sunlight brightened the curtains. He skipped a shower—the water pressure was shitty—and went down to breakfast. Buttered bread with pieces of sausage and cheese on top. Omelets. Cereal. Kuldeep appeared just as everyone else was finishing, looking as if he hadn’t slept a wink. Lance made a sandwich out of the bread and cheese and stuffed it into Kuldeep’s hand as they crossed from the guest-house to the laboratory block. The sun glared on the snow. The wind sliced into any exposed skin. 

Their Russian hosts were all smiles now. They welcomed the Americans into a conference room that reminded Lance of his elementary school, right down to the smell of chalk and socks. Lance, reverting to old habits, sat in the back row, while the American scientists untruthfully praised their accommodations, and thanked the Russians for the courtesy of inviting them here. Lance still wondered why they had been invited, as their hosts clearly wished them a thousand miles away.

The lead Russian scientist, a short man with one of those Slavic faces like a crumpled paper bag, spoke English with a precision that would have gratified Phyllis. “What you must understand is that the Beeps are probably of terrestrial origin.”

This was the kind of scientist Lance liked. He didn’t make any exaggerated claims for his specialty. 

“The primary purpose of our receiver is to monitor solar activity. It has a bandwidth of 1 Ghz, which is much wider than most SETI-focused instruments. Therefore, the exact characteristics of the signal cannot be known. We recorded a maximum signal strength of 1,000,000 janskys. However, this may be artificially diluted by the broad bandwidth of the array. It follows that the recorded frequency of 200 gigahertz, which is equivalent to a very short wavelength of 1.5 millimeters, is also less than precise. Did the signal take up the whole gigahertz? A narrow-bandwidth signal is more likely to originate from an intelligent source. A broad-bandwidth signal may be a celestial event such as a quasar or astrophysical maser. This is a crucial question, and the data simply cannot answer it.”

Lance sat up. He glanced at Kuldeep, and Kuldeep stared back at him, wide-eyed. 

The Russians didn’t know the exact frequency of the Beeps—but the CIA did. The FISINT satellite had recorded a precise frequency of 204.167 GHz, before crashing. 

The room suddenly seemed brighter to Lance, the pinched faces of the scientists less annoying. He knew something they didn’t. He settled back to listen, in a better mood. 

“Of course, the strength of the signal seems to make it an interesting SETI candidate, regardless of its precise characteristics.”

Kuldeep nodded emphatically. 

“However, this leads to the million-dollar question: where could a signal of at least 1,000,000 jy have come from? Our beam shape is narrow and elongated from north to south. And there are no stars in that patch of the sky closer than 150 lightyears. For an alien civilization to broadcast a signal of that strength, from that distance, would require a trillion trillion watts! So we think that’s unlikely.”

Lance laughed. No one else did. The Arecibo scientists looked crestfallen, as well they might. It was now clear why the Russians had invited them here. They wanted to squash speculation with cold hard facts before the story of the Beeps got out to the media. Very sensible. 

“Further processing and analysis is needed,” the Russian astronomer continued imperturbably. “But we believe the Beeps almost certainly originated from a terrestrial event, such as microlensing of a background source.”

The lead Arecibo scientist, a plump woman with blue-dyed streaks in her hair, doggedly asked questions. The Russians responded with fact-bombs which were largely unintelligible to Lance. It was enough for him that the mood of the American scientists continued to deflate. He gazed out the window at a snow-dappled open hillside dotted with evergreens. RATAN-600 lay in a dish among high peaks. He could see the far edge of the array from here, although the near side of the 600-meter ring was hidden by trees. The telescope looked like a curved concrete wall. Not the stuff of empire-building dreams.

Kuldeep nudged his elbow. “Jupiter,” he muttered.

“Huh?”

“What was in that patch of sky on the sixteenth of March. I just looked it up. Jupiter.”

“Oh, so it’s the little green men for sure. Because we haven’t been watching Jupiter for centuries.”

“I’m just saying ...”

Kuldeep didn’t get a chance to say any more. One of the Russians came around and collected everyone’s laptops and phones. 

“This is just for fun,” the lead Russian scientist said, and he grinned. The other Russians grinned at the same time, as if a command had flashed up on an invisible screen: Smile! Lance’s shoulders prickled with gooseflesh. “Everybody, please listen closely.”

The Russian pressed keys on a laptop at the front of the room. 

Sound came from speakers mounted on the ceiling.

Beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beeeep.

The Russian paused the recording. “This is how the Beeps would have sounded if you had picked them up on a radio apparatus. The signal would not have been detectable on the ground, but if you were in orbit, you might have heard this.”

The blue-haired woman said, “Wasn’t the signal eight seconds long?”

This was all that Lance was sitting here for. He wanted to hear the rest of it.

“Eight point one seconds. Do you want me to start the recording again?”

Everyone nodded impatiently.

Beep, beep, beeeep. Wheeeooooeeee. The beeps blended into a whine that flowed up and down the scale. 

Lance’s skin seemed to shrink, as if the roof had been ripped off the overheated room and the cold was flooding in.

Wheeeooooeeee.

It’s just a freaking microlensed background event.

Kuldeep’s mouth hung open. His long-lashed eyes blinked rapidly, as if he were having some kind of a seizure.

Wheeeooooeeee.

Lance noticed that all the Russian scientists’s hands had drifted upwards, as if to cup the sides of their heads.

WheeeooooeeeeEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

The whine suddenly scaled up into a loud, startling, repugnant screech.

The Russians covered their ears.

So did Lance, a second too late to block out the horrible noise. It felt like an ice-pick to the brain. One of the American scientists jumped to his feet, knocking his chair over. “STOP IT!” The recording ended and he was left howling into silence.

Lance licked his lips. “I’ve heard worse things on a Saturday night where I come from.” God’s truth.

The man on his feet wasn’t smiling. “The Beeps! We should be calling it The Scream.”

Kuldeep stood up. He said, “I think it’s very important not to sensationalize this event. As Dr. Zhigunov said, more processing and analysis is needed. I—excuse me.” He staggered out of the room. Lance caught up with him in the bathroom, where he puked up his breakfast. 

*

“So now Kuldeep’s installed on the porcelain throne,” Lance told Phyllis, on the phone. “He thinks it’s something he ate.”

“Dear boy, just come out and say it.”

“All right, he’s crapping his guts out. It might’ve been the airline food. Anyway, he’s down for the count, but Phyllis, this is urgent.”

He’d already told her about the briefing session, including the nasty little trick the Russians had played on them. 

“We need to slap a gag order on those nimrods from the Arecibo Laboratory. Can you make it happen?”

He heard her intake of breath as clearly as if she were right beside him. But her voice sounded far away and weak. “Dear Lance, our job is to establish whether this was a genuine alien signal. Remember Hector Quintanilla’s rules? Consult with experts; do not alienate experts by restricting their freedom of enquiry.” 

Hector Quintanilla, the last chief officer of the Blue Book project, had laid down a methodology for UFO investigations. Most of it was hopelessly out of date. Lance ground his teeth. He was in Kuldeep’s room again. Through the open door of the bathroom, he could hear and smell Kuldeep’s diarrhea. “I ain’t fixing to restrict their freedom of enquiry,” he said, the South creeping into his voice. “They can enquire all they want. I hope they do. I hope they search that patch of sky every night.” And find nothing. “I just don’t want them running their mouths to the press.”

“Lance, these are scientists. It’s their business to hedge their utterances in public. One needn’t invoke the law where a word to the wise will suffice.”

Lance thumped a loose fist against his own forehead. How could he make her understand that they wouldn’t accept a word to the wise from him? They had him pegged as a Fed and a redneck: double-plus ungood. They might’ve listened to Kuldeep, but not when he had his pants around his ankles, and anyway, it was only a might. Indian data guys didn’t command much respect, either. 

“Phyllis, these ain’t scientists like you and I know them. They’re not really scientists at all. They’re SETI people, which means publicity whores. How many times have we followed up on false positives from these idiots running their rmouths to Wired and Space.com, feeding the conspiracy machine and diminishing trust in the government?”

Silence from Phyllis. Lance reflected that after all, she wasn’t the one who had to do the legwork on those false positives. She hardly ever went on the internet.

Lance moved away from the bathroom door and lowered his voice. “I’m not saying this is a genuine signal. But it has the potential to be a big story—”

Phyllis interrupted him. “Do you think it is a genuine signal?”

Lance searched for an evasion. Hector Quintanilla came to mind. At least one of the old boy’s rules still applied. “Quintanilla laid down that we should determine if the phenomenon presents a risk to the security of the United States. No, it doesn’t, but inaccurate and scaremongering reports about it would not be helpful. So I’d just like to make sure it doesn’t get into the media before the necessary follow-up analysis is done.” He crossed his fingers.

“Lance, I’m sorry,” Phyllis said. “To get a gagging order, I’d have to call in favors. I don’t want to do that at the present stage of this investigation. Could you send me the data you have? I’d like to ask some experts here to look at it. And please tell Kuldeep to drink plenty of water, and eat salt. It’s so important to stay hydrated.”

*

Kuldeep, still sitting on the toilet, set his laptop on his thighs and tried to type. After a few seconds Lance felt sorry for him and took the laptop away. “Just tell me what we should say.”

Kuldeep breathed raggedly. “The signal was received by our FISINT satellite at a frequency of 204.167 gigahertz. It’s commonly accepted that any signal with a bandwidth of 300 Hz or less must be generated by an intelligent source. This one qualifies. But the Russians don’t know that. And the NRO doesn’t know if it came from the ground or another satellite or what. We’re the only ones who have both sides of the story.”

“That’s not gonna stop those fools down the hall,” Lance said. They were all closeted in Blue-Hair’s room, probably thinking up clickbait headlines at this very moment. 

“I took notes while Professor Zhigunov was talking. That file. Just do control-C, control-V. Give her the exact dimensions of RATAN-600’s beam space and the coordinates it was pointing at when the signal was received. That’s key to my determination that the signal came from Jupiter.”

“Jupiter.”

“Near Jupiter. Europa’s supposed to have an interior ocean. Could support extremophile lifeforms.”

“And a trillion-watt radio transmitter?” Lance muttered.

“If it was coming from Europa, it would only need to be a few thousand watts. I wish I had the signal strength for the spike.”

“The Scream?”

“Yeah. I’d like to know the maximum strength of the transmission. They gave us the average strength, but one million Janskys, c’mon, that’s bullshit. That wouldn’t physically burn out a satellite component.”

Lance sent the email from Kuldeep’s account. They were using their own satphones for internet access, circumventing the facility’s insecure WiFi network. Then he went back to his own room and crashed. 

In his sleep, alien electronics whistled: WheeeooooeeeeEEEEEEEE

He sat up, heart thudding.

Dark outside.

Fudgin’ jet-lag.

He went down the hall and found Kuldeep missing from his room.

His first instinct was to go and confront the Russians—paranoia sweeping in like a wave over the sand-castle of his confidence—but then he saw that Kuldeep’s coat and laptop were missing, too. 

He went back to his room for his gun, snuggled it into his under-arm holster, zipped up his heavyweight parka, and went downstairs. 

I wish I had the signal strength for the spike, Kuldeep had said, more than once.

He must’ve gone looking for it.

That would mean finding an unprotected computer in an unoccupied office, since Kuldeep would not do something obvious like going to Dr. Zhigunov and asking him for the data—a move guaranteed to fail, but much less dangerous than what Kuldeep probably had done.

Aw fudge, Kuldeep. ‘Coolness In Action’ is a joke, not career advice. 

Glass doors led from the empty cafeteria into a bitter night. At least the wind had dropped. Lance walked past white hedges. Snow had fallen again, just a light dusting on the ground. The last flakes danced in the light leaking from the guest-house’s lobby. The windows of the dorm where the Russians lived also glowed. All the other buildings were dark. Lance crossed to the laboratory. He tried the front door, and then circled the building, trying every door he came to. All locked. 

Lance stared up at the yellow brick battleship of a building. He had already noted that there were no exterior surveillance cameras. He now noted with relief that there were no climbable drainpipes, fire escapes, or other means of entry for an aspiring James Bond.

If Kuldeep couldn’t get in, where would he have gone?

Lance went around the back of the building once more. This put him on the downhill side of the facility. The back of the telescope array showed through the trees, metal gantries pale in the dark. 

On an impulse, he picked his way downhill over the rough ground.

The radio reflector panels composing the 600-meter ring were as high as houses. A gap between them led into the ring. 

Although it was night, the sky had a bellyful of snow and the pale clouds gave some visibility. 

Footprints marked the pristine snow cover on the ground.

Lance followed the prints into the center of the ring, unzipping his parka as he walked, reaching into the warmth where his gun waited.

He found Kuldeep on the ground, a stone’s throw from the main antenna. Kuldeep sat on his haunches, hugging his closed laptop, rocking back and forth.

“Creeping cheetos, man! What the fudge are you doing out here?”

Kuldeep looked up at him blankly, as if unsure who he was. “Sssh!” 

The imperative tone of his command shut Lance up. He followed Kuldeep’s gaze upwards, to the sky.

Clouds. 

Beyond the clouds, the infinite abyss of space.

Wheeeooooeeeew.

Was he imagining the faint whine in his ears, as if his body had become a radio receiver, amplifying the signal received on March 16th, which had landed in history like the Chixculub Meteor, without a splash, with an impact so great—although yet to be experienced in its entirety—that this place was still echoing it back on some psychic wavelength? 

This is the way, this is the way the world ends.

Not with a bang but with a whine.

Lance looked around at the distant petals of the radio reflectors, ringing them in. His Scots-Irish heritage spoke up in his brain. Stone circle. Right in the middle. Not good not good. Get out of the FUCKING circle.

“Wheeeeooooowwww…”

Kuldeep’s lips were parted. The faint whine came from him.

Lance grabbed Kuldeep under the arms. He dragged him to his feet. Kuldeep’s laptop fell to the ground. Lance snatched it up in one hand, got his other arm around Kuldeep’s waist. 

“Walk.”

“Shut up. I can’t hear.”

“WALK!”

At first Kuldeep had to be dragged, his feet sliding sideways. After a few yards, he consented to stumble along under his own power. Lance cringed as they walked, as if he had made it to Afghanistan after all, as if he were scurrying, burdened, away from some cosmic sniper.

They cleared the circle. Back out in the woods, the tension lifted off Lance’s shoulders. 

Dad-gummit. The night is getting into my head.

Then there was the ordinary tension of sneaking back into the guest-house and seeing to Kuldeep. He must have been out there for hours. His hands and feet were like blocks of ice. On the bright side, frozen diarrhea smelled less awful than fresh. Lance got him changed into some of his own clean gear, which swallowed Kuldeep’s slight body. Giving up on the idea of running a bath—the ‘hot’ water was barely warm—he rubbed Kuldeep’s hands and feet with duty-free vodka. 

It was quite a while before Kuldeep said anything besides “I’m cold,” and “Sorry, man.” When he did, it was “My laptop.”

“What about it?” Lance kept rubbing Kuldeep’s right foot with a scratchy guest-house towel. “By the way, you owe me a bottle of vodka.”

“I just want to make sure …” Nothing would do but that Lance booted up the laptop for him.

All Kuldeep’s files were gone.

The laptop’s hard drive was blank.

*

“I did not wipe it,” Kuldeep insisted, lying in bed. “The Agency must’ve wiped it remotely while I had the satphone connection running.”

“Why would they do that?”

“Destroying the evidence,” Kuldeep said, as if this should be obvious.

Lance rolled his shoulders, stiff after a couple hours of sleep in a chair in Kuldeep’s room. What was obvious to him was that Kuldeep would wind up in hospital if he didn’t rest and recuperate. They were scheduled to leave today. He went down the hall and called Phyllis at the office. 

A man’s deep voice said, “Flaherty here.”

Lance held his phone away from his head to visually check the number. He hadn’t misdialed. “Who the f—freak is this?”

“Is this Lance Garner I’m talking with?”

“Yes.”

“If you were calling for Ms. Hoskins, I am sorry to inform you she’s not available at the present time. But I—”

“Why isn’t she available? Where is she?”

“Hospital, son. Don’t worry, she’s gonna be OK.”

“What happened?”

“She fell on those steps out front. Fractured her hip.” Lance closed his eyes, recalling the rainy day when Phyllis had slipped on those very same steps. This time, he hadn’t been there to catch her. “When I stopped by to see her earlier, she just came out of surgery, so she wasn’t real talkative, but she told me, ‘Take good care of my boys.’ I guess that’s you and Mr. Srivastava. I was gonna call you in a while. What time is it there? Can’t be past the crack of ass.”

“Didn’t catch your name,” Lance said warily.

“Tom Flaherty. Just to be clear, I’m standing in for Ms. Hoskins while she’s recovering, with the expectation she will be returning to work shortly.”

Lance knew how feeble that expectation was. At Phyllis’s age, a hip fracture could be a death sentence. She certainly wouldn’t be returning to work for months, if ever. 

So, he had to work with this Flaherty, who sounded like him when he wasn’t trying to hide it. 

He took a deep breath, and decided not to mention Kuldeep’s nocturnal adventure. It would make them both look unprofessional, and it had nothing to do with the operation. Did it? No, it did not. Kuldeep’s food-poisoning episode? Ditto. All the Kulster needed was rest, anyway. Their journey back to the States would be arduous for him, but there was no alternative.

“Can I assume you’re up to speed on the situation?” he asked Flaherty. 

“I’ve read all the materials you sent to Ms. Hoskins.”

“She may not have made a note of this, but I asked her to slap a gag order on the researchers from Arecibo.” Lance mentally apologized to Phyllis. “She said she would get that done. I wonder if she had time to put it in process?”

“A gag order? I don’t see any record of that. But as you probably know, a gag order would take time to obtain. We have to go through the proper channels to make it stick.”

“If they run to the media with this—” Lance started, boiling over.

“No, no, we can’t let that happen. I am fully in agreement with you there.”

Lance raised his eyebrows. That was something. 

“I’ll get that court order, but it will take time is what I’m saying. Right now, here’s what you do.”

Lance waited. As Flaherty told him what to do, he felt a rush of fear. He sat down on the hard foot of his bed. 

“You’re leaving out of there today, correct?” Flaherty said.

“Yes.”

“Then you got time to take care of that before you catch your plane. You’re gonna make one other stop on your way home,” Flaherty mentioned casually. “I’ll email you the new tickets.”

“Huh?”

“You’re going to Italy.”

Italy? What for? Lance opened his mouth to say they couldn’t go to Italy. Kuldeep needed to go home and take a week off work and lie on the sofa watching reruns and drinking chicken noodle soup. Then he closed his mouth again. It was too late. If he was going to mention Kuldeep’s condition, he should have done it earlier. “You got it,” he said flatly. 

*

By the time the minibus delivered them to the one-horse airport at Mineralye Vodi, Kuldeep looked like he was about ready to check out of this world and move on to the big clambake in the sky. The toxic atmosphere on the bus couldn’t have helped. The Arecibo researchers had spent the whole ride stewing about their wiped hard drives.

It had been easy as pie. Kuldeep had already phished the scientists, on the way here, by getting them to open an email with a virus attachment. The virus enabled remote access to their computers. All Lance had to do was run the same program, hook into their C drives, and give the DELETE key a workout. Sure, a specialist could recover their files, but by the time the scientists got around to that, they would be gagged by court order. In the meantime, they couldn’t very well go to the media without a single byte of data to back up their story. 

To pull it off, Lance had had to wake Kuldeep up to tell him how to run the program. Then he’d moseyed over to the laboratory while the researchers were having their final meeting with the Russians. Laptops in a box in the hall. There’d been one terrifying moment when the lead Russian astronomer, Zhigunov, came out of the room and saw Lance squatting against the wall, typing on his own laptop. But all Zhigunov had done was smirk at him. “It’s going well?” 

“Not too bad,” Lance had replied. And that had been that. 

Lance had a suspicion that Zhigunov knew what he’d done, more or less. And approved. The Russians understood the dark power of information.

At Moscow airport, Lance and Kuldeep parted from the Arecibo gang with barely-masked relief on both sides. The scientists went home to scan the skies, and Lance and Kuldeep flew to Naples.

By the time they got there—almost 48 hours after their departure from Zelenchukskaya—Kuldeep was running a temperature. Lance bought a thermometer at the airport. “Thirty-eight point three, what’s that in Fahrenheit?”

“I’m fine,” Kuldeep said. “I’m coming with you. What would Phyllis say if I wimped out?”

Lance had not told him about Phyllis’s accident and hospitalization. There’d be time enough for him to find out when they got home. So for the time being, Kuldeep believed Phyllis had sent them on this side trip—not the enigmatic Flaherty.

Regardless of where the idea came from, it seemed like a long shot to Lance. But he understood the need to confirm everything. Even good old Hector Quintanilla had stressed the importance of witness documentation. So with a determinedly chipper Kuldeep in tow, he headed out of their hotel to the Piazza Garibaldi.

Man, but this city stank.

Literally, a smell of toilets hung in the air.

Maybe it came from Mt. Vesuvius? The famous volcano loomed over the city, its twin peaks still lit ocher by the sunset.

But no, Lance discovered as they wandered through the back streets behind the train station. The smell came from Naples itself. Some of the alleys were cordoned off, heaped high with garbage. This city was an open-air rubbish dump. At last, they’d stumbled on someplace that made the rural South look like a model of cleanliness and order. “This is fucking disgusting,” Kuldeep said, voicing Lance’s thoughts. 

Yet Lance said, “You wanted to come.” 

He’d left his watch and credit cards in the safe in their hotel room, per Flaherty’s advice. His gun was in the under-arm holster, concealed by a zip-up hoodie. Pickpockets better not mess with Lance Garner.

Marking them down for tourists, ‘helpful’ locals buzzed around, offering guide services, girls, boys, drugs … “Hey, maybe you could help us out,” Lance said, producing a dazzling smile. “We’re stationed up the coast, you know? Sixth Fleet? Just wanna kick back, have a couple of beers. Where would you recommend?”

Yes, yes, I guide you, very buono, lots of bella girls. 

Lance and Kuldeep weren’t servicemen, of course. But they wanted to go where the servicemen were.

Their guide led them into a chaotic nightlife quarter. Music blasted. Broken glass crunched underfoot. Lance spotted several groups of obvious American sailors. “Perfect,” he said, shoving euros into their guide’s hand to get rid of him. He inhaled the miasma of cigarette smoke that shrouded the outdoor tables and chairs, relishing a sense of multiplying possibilities. This was the part of the job he absolutely loved. The part where he got to be anonymous.

The problem was Kuldeep.

He was swaying, his eyes glassy, looking spaced out. Lance hated to even think what his temperature probably was, and he felt angry with him for not staying at the hotel. 

But it was too late to worry about that now. Anyway, Kuldeep didn’t have to do much talking. 

They had an established double act for the rare occasions when they got to go out in the field. They were in sales—boring! Internet sales—boring and incomprehensible! 

Kuldeep’s role was to spout off authentically if their target actually showed an interest in their supposed jobs.

But Harvey, Mike, Devaughn, and Rob, twenty-year-old sailors off the USS Gravely, didn’t even ask what these two casually clad Americans, one brown, one white, were doing in Naples. Gaining their trust was as easy as buying them a pitcher and cracking some jokes about the filthiness of this city. Then Lance tossed out the line Flaherty had set him up with. “Yo, I saw what happened on the news. Y’all see that mess?”

 They had seen it with their own eyes, not a mile away across the gray waters of the Mediterranean, all except Rob who had been stuck in Food Services, and was still pissed at having missed it.

“This Russian ship, yo—”

“A corvette.”

“Tarantul class.”

“They were shadowing us, OK? Way too close. I thought they were gonna ram us at one point.”

The US Sixth Fleet and the Georgian Navy, such as it was, had recently conducted joint exercises in the Black Sea. An exercise in bear-poking, was what that was. The poked bear had duly reacted. 

“They musta sent half the Black Sea Fleet just to follow us around.”

“The Black Sea Fleet ain’t shit.”

“Man, those boats hardly even stay on top of the water.”

“That carrier they got is so old, the only planes you can land on her are biplanes.”

There followed a lengthy tangent of dissing the Russian navy. Lance laughed along with them, not trying to direct the conversation. He knew they’d get back to the point soon. 

“So this Tarantul class—“

“It was a Stereguchiy class.”

“Naw man, it was a Tarantul.”

“It launched a missile!”

“No fucking way!” Lance said. He was allowing himself cuss-words for the evening, to stay in character. “At you?”

“Yo man, that’s what I thought. I was all like, whoa shit!”

“We went to battle stations.”

“And then, I was up on deck and I saw this, smoke starts coming out of the Moskva!”

“The Moskva?” Lance exclaimed. “You’re kidding! They hit their own flagship?”

“Yeah, man!” The young sailors could hardly speak for laughing. “It was a misfire or some shit. That was in the news, for real?”

“Shee-yit,” Lance said. “Yeah. I saw it on the internet, but they didn’t say what happened.”

“Well, that’s what happened. Friendly fire.”

“Know what, man, it was lucky they hit their own ship. If that was one of ours, World War Three woulda started on March sixteen, two thousand and eleven.” Devaughn nodded sagely.

March 16th.

Yes, the CIA already had SIGINT recording the puzzling behavior of the Black Sea Fleet. But the testimony of the young sailors filled in the crucial blank: what had happened to make the Moskva turn tail and steam back to its home port? This had happened: a Russian corvette had fired on its own flagship. 

On March 16th.

Must’ve been a Tarantul class.

Those old missile corvettes dated back to the Soviet era. Decaying electronics. Old missiles. Just waiting to be launched by a 204 GHz signal that zipped down from the sky. Like opening someone else’s garage door. 

“That is some scary shit,” Lance said. “Can I buy y’all another brewski to thank you for not starting World War Three?”

Kuldeep was barely hanging in there. He hadn’t touched his beer. Lance leaned over to him while their fresh-faced companions bragged about how they would win World War Three, just give them a chance. “Why don’t you head back?”

“That’s probably a good idea,” Kuldeep said, pushing his chair back as he spoke.

“I’m gonna hang out here a while. See if these guys got anything else to say, or I might talk to some other people. Be careful you don’t get pickpocketed.”

“Roger,” Kuldeep said. He mustered a final spurt of nerdish bonhomie as he said his goodbyes.

Lance hung out with the sailors longer than he probably should’ve. He was having fun, was the truth. His anonymous persona more closely resembled the original Lance, from Calhoun County, than did the colorless CIA officer that he impersonated most of the time. A good ol’ boy with a brain two standard deviations above average. Play me some Guns ‘n’ Roses. C’mere, bellacita, looking fine. Who-ho-ho, sweet child of mine. But where do we go? Where do we go from here? Who am I really? His original self had turned into an act. He did shots and fooled around on the cramped dance floor, moshing like it was 1999, while the cold core of him checked the time impatiently, knowing that something big was happening, something that had already come within a nautical mile of starting World War III. 

At midnight he tore himself away and hailed a taxi to get back to their hotel. 

His phone buzzed in his pocket as the insane driver flung the taxi through the narrow streets. 

The office.

“‘Sup,” he slurred.

“Lance?”

“Yeah sir.” Scrabbling for sobriety.

“This is Flaherty. I just spoke with Kuldeep on the phone.”

“He OK?”

“You sound like you’re drunk. Lance, are you drunk?”

“Not even a li’l bit, sir.”

“All right. Here is what he told me.”

Lance half-listened—it wasn’t anything he hadn’t already thought of for himself—while dealing with the guilt of knowing that Kuldeep must have found out in the most unpleasant way possible about his deception regarding Phyllis. Still pressing his phone to his ear—Flaherty wasn’t giving him a chance to talk, he was ranting—he tossed euros at the taxi driver and climbed the stairs to their room. He banged on the door and then unlocked it with his key. No Kuldeep. Well, given what Flaherty was saying, Lance had not expected to find Kuldeep tucked up in bed. 

“He’s not here,” he interrupted. “I’m at our hotel. He’s not here.”

“Well, find out where he went, Lance! Find him … and kill him.”

*

He didn’t have far to go before he found Kuldeep. After all, he’d worked with him for four years. They were as close as brothers. Instinct, not tradecraft or deductive reasoning, told Lance where a sick, feverish, but determined Kuldeep would be right now.

In the nearest Internet café.

Yeah, they still had those in Naples.

A mist of cigarette smoke in the air, Albanians and Africans surfing porn sites, and Kuldeep in a corner, typing like the future of humanity depended on it.

Lance moved up behind him, his steps masked by the loud pop music blasting through the place. “Heard you talked to Flaherty,” he said.

Kuldeep jumped a mile. His hand flashed out to the mouse, but Lance was quicker. He grabbed Kuldeep’s thin brown wrist. He’d already seen what Kuldeep was doing, anyway. 

Writing an email.

“Did you send anything yet?”

“Yep. To Wikileaks, the New York Times, the Times of London, the WSJ …”

Lance closed the draft—Kuldeep was using a Hotmail account registered to ‘desi1980eeeee’—and checked the sent mail. Nothing. Relieved, he opened Kuldeep’s draft again (“To Whom It May Concern”) and scanned the highly technical content. One sentence jumped out at him. Peak signal strength: 120,000,000,000 Jy. 

“I wiped my laptop myself,” Kuldeep said.

“That’s what I thought.”

“Moved everything onto this remote server I have.”

“You’re so going to jail.”

“I know.” 

Lance eased Kuldeep’s chair aside on its wheels. He sent Kuldeep’s draft email to himself, and then deleted the whole Hotmail account. Kuldeep made no move to stop him. His glassy, feverish gaze flickered up and down Lance’s standing body. Although the internet café was as hot as that conference room in Russia, Lance had his hoodie zipped up all the way. Maybe Kuldeep thought that was weird, or maybe he knew what it meant.

“Let’s get out of here,” Lance said. “Let’s go back to the hotel.”

“’Kay.”

Outside, Lance walked away from their hotel, keeping Kuldeep on his left. The subways were under construction. They circled decrepit, graffiti-splattered hoardings. 

“Peak signal strength: one hundred and twenty million janskys,” Lance said. “No one mentioned that before. Where’d you get that?”

Kuldeep said, “The Scream was a hundred and twenty times stronger than the Russians told us.”

“Yeah. Where?”

Kuldeep shivered. “It’s cold,” he said. “Remember I thought the Russians were looking at me funny?”

“‘Member that, yeah.”

“They thought I was with the wrong group.”

“Huh?”

“That night I … went out.” 

It was the first time either of them had referred to Kuldeep’s hours sitting on the ground in the middle of the RATAN-600 array. Lance’s stomach felt hollow. 

“I was gonna see if I could break into Zhigunov’s office.”

“You should’ve told me.”

“You’d’ve been all like, quit it, Kul. Coolness In Action is not career advice.” Kuldeep mimicked Lance’s accent so perfectly that it was chilling. “Anyway, I couldn’t get into the laboratory building. So I headed back to the guest-house. I was feeling like shit, anyway. But right then a bus pulled up. It was like one in the morning. They must’ve figured we would all be asleep. I hung back to see who would get out, and it was four Indians.”

“India Indians?”

“Yes, of course. They were speaking Hindi. I kind of sneaked closer and heard enough to figure out who they were. The Russians took them up to their rooms … in the other wing of the guest-house … we weren’t supposed to know they were there. I waited for the Russians to leave, and then I went and knocked on these guys’ door.”

“Who’d they turn out to be?”

Kuldeep turned his face to him. A bitter mix of emotions twisted his features. “The ISRO.”

“The Indian space agency.”

“Yup. Their Giant Metrewave Radio Telescope picked up the signal, too. They wanted to compare notes with the Russians.”

“The GMRT is way further east.”

“From which we can determine that the beam scanned slowly across the earth for eight seconds, and it was probably about half as wide as the planet.”

“Yeah, you said that in your email.”

“I also said that we know nothing about its coherency or monochromicity, only that it was powerful and had a narrow bandwidth,” Kuldeep said, always a stickler for precision.

“One hundred twenty million janskys. The Indians gave you that figure?”

“Yeah.”

“Why? How’d you get it out of them?”

“I worked my cover story,” Kuldeep said. “I am a CIA officer.”

Lance felt physically sick. Whatever Kuldeep had, maybe it was catching. “And after that, you went out to the telescope and sat there for three hours.”

“I … yeah.”

Lance stuffed his hands into the pockets of his hoodie. There were no more sidewalks, just beetling four- and five-story buildings crusted with balconies. Laundry hung out to dry in the reeking night air. They separated to pass one on either side of a parked truck. When Lance got past the truck, Kuldeep didn’t reappear.

He whirled, saw him running back the way they’d come.

“KULDEEP!”

Kuldeep didn’t slow down. 

Lance sprinted after him. It had been a while since he ran, really ran. But the streets of Naples were easier terrain than the backwoods. He overhauled Kuldeep, was almost close enough to grab the back of his jacket when Kuldeep wrung out a spurt and darted out of the narrow canyon Lance had chased him down, into a piazza lined with open-air cafés and bars. If Lance lost track of him in the crowd, it was all over. 

The world went into fast-forward. Lance slammed into Kuldeep and tackled him to the pavement. With his arms pinned, Kuldeep couldn’t catch himself. He hit the ground with a painful grunt. When Lance helped him up, his cheek was bleeding. 

None of the people around them paid the least attention. Naples.

“You just screwed yourself so bad. Quit making it worse.” Lance dragged Kuldeep across the piazza, into an alley lined with overflowing dumpsters. 

“It was a maser.”

They nestled together in the darkness between two of the dumpsters, Kuldeep’s face pressed to the wall, Lance grinding against him from behind, like they were fucking, except Lance was holding his gun to the side of Kuldeep’s neck.

“The Russian dude said it was probably a maser,” Lance grunted, wondering if Kuldeep was trying to walk back the inflammatory claims he’d made in his never-to-be-sent email. Praying he would. C’mon, Kul. Just deny everything. 

“Not an astrophysical maser. Those come from stellar atmospheres or something else acting as a gain medium.” Kuldeep coughed. Lance pressed the gun harder into his neck. Kuldeep gasped, “This was the kind of maser we use right here on Earth for comms.”

Lance rested his forehead on the back of Kuldeep’s lank, greasy hair. “Don’t make me shoot you, man.”

“It touched off a cruise missile. We can’t sit on this.”

“You know why we got to go to Russia?” Lance had worked this out after he talked to the sailors. “Someone real high up told them either you share, or we tell the whole world the Black Sea Fleet flagship had to limp back to port with a hole in her belly. The purpose of getting the information was to cover it up. That’s what they want and that’s what we want. We’re finally on the same side with the Russians, and you’re gonna destroy that by writing to the New York Times?”

Kuldeep breathed heavily. “I heard them.”

“Aw no.”

“I swear I fucking heard them. Screaming for help.” 

Kuldeep bucked and twisted. His teeth flashed white in his brown face, and Lance felt searing agony rip into his neck. 

*

They buried Phyllis Hoskins at Arlington National Cemetery, because her second husband had been an Army officer who died in Vietnam.

The crowd was stupendous. Looked to Lance like Phyllis’s entire paramour network was there, with flotillas of greater and lesser government officials hovering around. He recognized the Secretary of State. He hung back at the fringe of the crowd. It was raining. He had his best suit on, but had forgotten to bring an umbrella, so he was getting wet from the head down. The scent of wet earth rose through the meticulously mown grass. 

After the service, people milled around, reverting to D.C. networking mode. 

Tom Flaherty trudged across the lawn, a African-American man in a cheap suit, under a cheap umbrella. Lance was standing under a tree in hopes of getting less wet. He waited, unmoving, for Flaherty to get within speaking distance. 

“Good you made it,” Flaherty hailed him.

“I never knew she had so many friends,” Lance said. He had known it, but it was another thing to see the turnout.

Flaherty stood beside him under the tree. “Know what this is?”

“What?”

“The last hurrah of the old guard.” Flaherty was chewing gum. Lance could smell it. Mint. “If they knew their history, they would know pride comes before a fall. It’s just when you think you’re on top of the world that everything comes crashing down. You know about the Roman empire?”

“Some.”

“All empires fall. But what the historians generally get wrong, is they aren’t overwhelmed from outside. They are conquered from within.”

Flaherty offered Lance his pack of Orbit. Lance shook his head, staring at the few mourners still wandering around Phyllis’s grave site.

Wondering if he was imagining what he saw.

Praying Flaherty didn’t notice.

When he decided that he wasn’t imagining it, he started forward, desperate to try and salvage the situation. 

Flaherty caught his arm. “It’s OK, Lance. I know you let him go. It’s OK.”

Lance shook him off and crossed the lawn, half-running. Kuldeep saw him coming and froze, in the act of reaching over the velvet rope to lay a bunch of roses on the grave.

Lance moved him physically away from the grave, arm around his shoulders. He smelled the familiar old Kuldeep smell of B.O. and Pringles. Nostalgia ripped through him, overridden quickly by anger. “Didn’t I tell you to run? I told you run and don’t come back.”

“It’s OK,” Kuldeep said, twisting away. “He knows I’m here.” Lance followed his gaze. Flaherty stood, half-hidden by the pendulous branches of that tree, watching them.

“He knows you’re here, but you’re not in jail? How’s that work?”

“They threatened my family, of course,” Kuldeep said. He walked with his head down. He still looked sick. Shouldn’t have been out in the rain. Shouldn’t be here. 

Lance’s neck twinged where Kuldeep had bitten him. Not vampire style, but like an animal in a trap.

Kuldeep had a family?

They’d been as close as brothers, but they’d never exchanged a word about their families. In Lance’s case, there was nothing he wanted to say. His dad was dead, his mom was stuck in the revolving door of rehab, his brother was in jail for twenty to life. Mention any of that and the associated stereotypes would swallow him up beyond escape. But of course Kuldeep had a functional family. Lance pictured a warm, loving Hindu-American clan based somewhere like New Jersey.

The neck-biting thing had shocked Lance into dropping his gun. So much for his training. After he picked it up, there was no longer any question of going through with it.

“So I’m not gonna say anything,” Kuldeep said. “I’m not even supposed to be talking to you. No contact with anyone from the Agency.” He met Lance’s eyes for a second. 

“Keep it tight,” Lance said.

“Will do.” Kuldeep hesitated, then stuck out his hand. “Might see you again afterwards. Who knows?”

“After what?”

“After all this is over. When the aliens come.”

They shook hands. Then Kuldeep walked away across the sorrowful green heart of the American Dream, without looking back.

*

“It was a once-off,” Lance summed up. “No one’s picked up anything similar since. It’s been almost a month. Even those fools at the Arecibo laboratory have pretty much given up looking.” This was his response to Flaherty’s question—do YOU think it was a genuine alien signal? He shrugged against his seatbelt. They were driving back across Virginia from the cemetery to Agency headquarters. “Most likely it was an astrophysical maser.”

“Bzzzt. Wrong answer.”

Lance slewed his eyes around. 

Flaherty nodded along to Mary J. Blige, taking it easy at the wheel of his Crown Vic. 

“The correct answer is it doesn’t matter,” Flaherty said, after a couple minutes, as if he had been waiting for Lance to speak. “Was it aliens, was it an astrophysical no-see-um, was it a collective hallucination? Who fucking cares?” 

They drove a bit further in silence. Lance reflected, seething inside, how different this was from Phyllis’s day, when veracity mattered above all. 

“Ambiguity is good,” Flaherty mentioned eventually. “Information is power … and no information is also power.”

Lance chewed the inside of his cheek. He kind of saw what Flaherty was getting at, but he couldn’t quite grasp it. This put him in a bad mood as Flaherty parked in the main lot out front of the Old Headquarters Building. 

They walked towards the building. Flaherty extended his umbrella sideways to keep the rain off of Lance, too. Lance began to turn aside to circle around to the New Headquarters Building. Flaherty said, “It’s raining. We’ll just cut through here.”

Friday afternoon. The historic foyer empty. Echoing.

Flaherty casually shook rain from his umbrella on the floor. He stopped in the center of the seal.

CENTRAL INTELLIGENCE AGENCY

UNITED STATES OF AMERICA

Flaherty beckoned to Lance, pulled him close. “We are gonna own this bitch,” he whispered, grinning.

Lance understood then. He felt a thrill like nothing in his life before. 

“Empires fall and empires rise,” Flaherty breathed. “What makes a successful coup? Information. And we now control the most important information on the planet.”

Lance looked down at the eagle under his feet, hiding his smile.

“Ten years from now,” Flaherty said, as if it was a foregone conclusion, “I am gonna be running this agency. Might even be running the country. Who knows? We’ll take it as it comes, play the cards we’re dealt. That’s why I figure I got lucky. I told you to kill Kuldeep Srivastava. You let him go. That was a judgement test, and you passed.”

Lance looked up. “I once called a guy a nigga.”

“I know about that.”

“That’s just how I used to talk.”

“You can call me nigga anytime, long as you call me boss,” Flaherty said. 

Chuckling, they passed on out the back of the building. Lance felt a lightness he could not have imagined when he woke up this morning. It was like being back in Naples. The world shimmered, infinitely full of possibilities.

“My own opinion?” Flaherty said, “I agree with you. Aliens? Gimme a fucking break. C’mon, really? Smart people believe this shit? Aliens?”

“But they do believe it,” Lance said. He was climbing the infamous steps, right behind Flaherty. “Phyllis would have believed it. She was waiting all her life for a chance to believe.”

“Poor Phyllis,” Flaherty sighed. “Brilliant lady. Lovely lady. It’s a damn shame she wasn’t more careful on these steps.”

Lance froze. One foot picked up, like a cat on a roof, he watched Flaherty reach the top of the steps and vanish into the building. 

A cold pang of suspicion snuck into his soul, and joined the coldness that was already there, and blended in until it didn’t matter anymore.

*

Aliens? No such thing as aliens. 

It’s important to stay fully informed. After all, information is power, and you have to keep an open mind to use it. 

But—remember this at night, when you’re twisting and turning, helplessly wakeful, like you got a permanent case of jet-lag, and the silence of the night sounds like an otherworldly whine—there are no aliens.

*

On a sunny afternoon in April, Lance’s phone rang. 

“Help you?”

An aged voice gabbled, “Yeah, is Phyllis Hoskins there?”

“I’m sorry, she no longer works here. Can I help you?”

“Yeah, well, maybe. I guess you work for her. My name’s Pete Tamura. I work with NASA, at the Infrared Telescope Facility in Hawaii. I’m the telescope operator. This happened yesterday, OK? An observing team from Harvard, they saw something really fucking weird …”

 

***

 

What did they see? Where did the mysterious signal came from? Find out in Freefall, the bestselling first contact technothriller from Felix R. Savage.

 

FREEFALL

SNEAK PREVIEW

CHAPTER 1

The final space shuttle flight in history lifted off from Cape Canaveral on a sunny afternoon in 2011. “Atlantis, Houston, you are go at throttle up.” Atlantis was flying like an angel. “Feel that mother go,” Jack said jubilantly. “I mean, roger, we are go at throttle up.” The gee-forces were insane! The vibration rattled the teeth in his head. Waiting for the SRBs to burn out and detach, he grinned. Nothing could prepare you for this. But he was prepared. He’d been preparing all his life. 

The roaring stopped on cue. The vibration lessened as Atlantis climbed out of the atmosphere. Gravity released its hold on the astronauts, and Jack engaged the orbital maneuvering system (OMS) thrusters with a noise like an artillery barrage. Time to go to work.

Atlantis hadn’t been wheeled out one last time so that four astronauts could enjoy the view.

Oh, no.

STS-136—a classified mission for the National Reconnaissance Office, one of the ‘big five’ US intelligence agencies—had a specific, secret goal. The Atlantis was a delivery truck, and their package was going to Keyhole-12a, aka Frostbite, a digital imaging satellite whose very existence was kept a secret from the public.

A year ago, Frostbite’s main mirror had cracked catastrophically. A huge flake of glass had spalled off, degrading its capacity to take high-resolution pictures of Chinese, Russian, North Korean, and other foreign military installations. 

The DoD contractors couldn’t craft a replacement mirror in under a year, so they’d missed the cut-off for STS-135.

And so NASA’s partners, the United Space Alliance, had processed Atlantis for her absolutely definitely last flight. 

When Jack heard he’d been selected as pilot, his shout of elation had brought people out of nearby offices in JSC’s Building 4 South, asking if he’d won the lottery. “Yes,” Jack had said. “I did!”

Now here he was, driving the world’s fastest delivery truck.

Thundering around Earth at orbital velocity of 17,500 miles an hour, the Atlantis first had to be inspected for any damage the heat shields might’ve sustained during launch. Everything checked out. “This bird could keep flying for decades if they’d let her,” said Mission Specialist Linda Moskowitz. Mission Commander Greg Howard shook his head at that. No political talk. Not when everything was being recorded. Jack kept his mouth shut. He wasn’t even American. British, dual nationality. He knew better than to say what he thought of Congress. 

Anyway, they had this: Earth in the windows, streaky blue and white, the most stunning sight an astronaut would ever see. Jack admired the view in the sliver of time before the start of their sleep period. It fascinated him. He found Europe, shy of the terminator. A blanket of cloud hid Britain—of course—but he imagined he could see Nuneaton, where he’d grown up, and the Mach Loop in Wales, where he’d learned low level flying as a Tornado pilot. He imagined his parents standing in the garden, looking at the sky, knowing he was up there somewhere. 

Something weird happened then. His headset made a pipping noise. The faint tones reminded him of the BBC radio pips—beep, beep, beep, beep, beep, beeeep—and then they blended into a whine that flowed up and down the scale. Jack was in the pilot’s seat, just keeping an eye on things; he leant forward and checked his comms panel. Receiving on the S band. Automatic antenna selection enabled. Wheeeooooeeee. 

He turned the antenna selection dial, cycling through all eight positions, forward and aft.

The tone went away when he limited reception to the aft antenna positions.

Came back when he selected the forward positions. 

UL FWD—upper left forward—strongest of all.

Line of sight away from Earth.

Receiving from the outer solar system.

Jack drew breath to call to the others, get up here, you have to hear this, and then he grew abashed. His cheeks heated. 

It’s just cosmic noise. 

Or some clever-clogs hacker pranking the space shuttle. 

Yet he kept listening, hunched tensely in his seat.

Wheeeooooeeewww … 

The whine grew fainter, and then suddenly scaled up into a tone that stabbed his ears, loud, startling, and repugnant—nails on a blackboard, the electronic version, at 150 decibels. 

Jack ripped his headset off with a startled cry. The sound shrieked from the earphones for another second, and then stopped.

“Everything OK up there?” Howard called up through the hatch.

“Fine,” Jack called, deciding to pretend it away. Pure instinct. 

His headset swayed in the air on the end of its cord. Ears ringing, he eyed it like a poisonous snake.

Eventually he held it to one ear.

Nothing. Not a whine, beep, or pip.

He sat dissatisfiedly fiddling with the antennas for a few minutes, checking the other comms systems. Nothing. 

It was just a glitch.

Seen too many science fiction films, Kildare.

Yeah.

No astronaut should watch Contact five times. Let alone Alien. (Jack’s favorite film in that franchise was actually Alien vs. Predator.) 

Resolving to forget all about it, he tethered his sleeping-bag to the wall and closed his eyes.

I mean, who knows what’s out there? Who knows, eh? No one knows. And we’ll never find out, at this rate …

They woke to The Drifters crooning Up On the Roof, piped up from Mission Control.

“STS-135 got a special message and a song from Paul McCartney,” Mission Commander Howard said. “What are we, afterthoughts?”

“Is that your official statement, Greg?” said Mission Control.

“Aw, stick it up your ass. We are honored and proud to be the last astronauts  who’ll ever have to endure Mission Control’s taste in music. And now, we’re switching to encrypted comms as we wipe the sleep out of our eyes and start prepping for EVA.”

Dipping lower towards Earth, Atlantis was overhauling Frostbite in its lower reconnaissance orbit. They caught up with it on Day Three. By that time they’d run successful tests of the Canadarm, using the OBSS camera system to check the heat shields, and the two mission specialists were enduring their ‘camp-out’ in the airlock in preparation for their EVA. Jack maneuvered the shuttle neatly into synchronization with the bus-sized, gossamer-winged satellite. 

“You could drive for UPS,” Howard congratulated him.

“The second career I’ve always aspired to.” 

Howard smiled. He was fifty-nine. His second career would be a victory lap through the executive boardrooms of the private aerospace industry. He would speak at elementary schools, urging children to take an interest in space, when their government was sending the opposite message. 

Jack had no second career planned. He’d stay with NASA until they carried him out feet first. Even if he never got to fly again, there’d be interesting work to do in flight dynamics. The thought made him die a bit inside. He decorated it with the images of a wife and kids, the family life that no astronaut had time for … Still not feeling it. 

Funnily enough, his imaginary wife had the elfin face of Mission Specialist Moskowitz. Linda was known as NASA’s secret public relations weapon. There hadn’t been a female astronaut as hot as her since Anna Lee Fisher. Not that she knew it, or anything.

Jack leaned forward, spoke into the radio. “Looking good out there, Linda.” Howard smirked sideways at him. All they could see of Moskowitz from the flight deck was the rectangular top of her life support backpack.

“So how’re you liking that digital camera, Jack?” Howard said, gesturing to the Canon Jack wore on a band around his wrist.

They didn’t know each other that well, but Howard knew Jack was a keen amateur photographer. It was pretty much all he did outside work.

“It’s flipping great!” Jack said. “Trust me, in five years, no one will be using cameras that take film. This is the future. 15 megapixels of digital beauty.”

Howard scoffed amiably. 

“I’m removing the mirror tray now,” Moskowitz said.

Jack was controlling the Canadarm, the space shuttle’s robotic arm. It looked like a fifty-meter white crab claw. Moskowitz balanced on the tip of the arm, facing the aft avionics bay of the satellite. 

“Go for it, Linda,” Howard said.

She fell gently backwards, holding the 1.2-tonne mirror.

“Whoops,” she said. “Dropped it.”

Mission Specialist Rivera, waiting in the shuttle’s payload bay, let loose a stream of curses.

“Just kidding,” Moskowitz said sweetly. “Jack, can you take me back to the bay now?”

Jack maneuvered the Canadarm, rolling the joystick gently between the balls of his fingers. “Sure you can manage that, Linda? It’s not too heavy for you?” 

Just kidding! The mirror had mass, and could get away from them if they weren’t careful. But it weighed precisely nothing up here. Like each of them did. This was Jack’s second shuttle flight, although it was his first time as pilot. He loved freefall—the sensation of having grown longer, the freedom to decide that ‘up’ was the way his head was pointing. He’d never gotten spacesick. Headache, yeah, but you pissed that out by Day Two.

Rivera did get spacesick. He was on his fourth mission, so obviously he could handle it. But Jack could tell how crap he must be feeling from his grumpy tone. “Careful, Linda … Just put it over there in the return bay.”

Jack and Howard, in the two-man station at the back of the shuttle, could not see either of the mission specialists now. They were out of sight in the payload bay. In a moment, Rivera would request Jack to maneuver him out on the Canadarm, with the billion-dollar replacement mirror. 

Then it happened.

A clangorous boom reverberated through the space shuttle, as if someone had hit it with a giant hammer.

Moskowitz: “Holy shit what was—”

Rivera: “It hit us! Jesus H. Christ guys, I saw it! It collided with the fucking fuselage!”

Howard sprang forward in his foot tethers. “Jack, get that spin under control or we’re going to torque out the arm!” He keyed up the comms. “Houston, Atlantis, be aware we’ve just suffered a suspected debris impact.””

Jack nulled the slow rotation the impact had imparted.

Rivera: “I’m going out—”

Howard: “No, Jesse, you are not going out. Have we got any visuals? Jack, gimme what we’ve got.”

“Here it is,” Jack said. He played back the view from the camera on the Canadarm. 

In a series of still frames, a bright point of debris shot out of the blackness. It tore through the Atlantis’s port OMS housing and exited stage left through the side of the cargo bay. 

The Atlantis continued to fall serenely around Earth. But liquid hydrazine spurted out in a straight line before forming globules, like water from a high-pressure hose, from a hole in the port OMS thruster’s spherical fuel tank. 

Jack fought the shuttle’s sudden loss of attitude control, struggling to counter the additional thrust caused by the venting fuel. 

“At your discretion, Greg, slap a patch on that hole,” said Mission Control. “We’re looking at options for you. Now, run the flight check-lists for OMS fuel venting.”

Jack could imagine the pandemonium down there right now. Fifty mission controllers had just been plunged into a scenario no one could prepare for, even though it could be, and had been, anticipated. It was like Armageddon. They were playing the odds. And this time they’d gotten unlucky. 

He collected the repair kit and flew through the shuttle to the airlock, faster than he’d ever moved in his life. 

 

CHAPTER 2

Jack wrenched open the inner hatch of the airlock. He placed the tools, insulation, and glue in the airlock for Rivera and Moskowitz to pick up. 

Then he looked around for a piece of paper. Nothing. OK. In his pocket—a letter from his mother. He tore little pieces off the fragile sheet of airmail paper. Moving around the inside of the crew module, he let the scraps go one by one, and held his breath to see which way they’d fall. If the scraps were pulled towards the wall, it would indicate a hairline crack in the pressure vessel. That could kill them all faster than any fuel leak.

No damage.

Their unexpected visitor had confined its destruction to the OMS pod, the side of the shuttle, and the starboard wing.

Rivera, spacewalking aft, struggled to patch the hole in the OMS pod. Jack watched him from the window into the payload bay, and took photographs for Mission Control’s viewing pleasure. The struts connecting the fuel tank to the fuselage were crumpled like bendy drinking straws. The thermal blankets had caved in like the bonnet of a car that had been in an accident. There wasn’t even any point patching it, but they did anyway, before starting on the rest of the damage.

While that was going on, Moskowitz completed the installation of Frostbite’s replacement mirror.

NASA gets the job done.

It wasn’t like there was anything else she could be doing right now, anyway. 

Back inside, Mission Control confirmed what they already knew: OMS B was a dead loss. Worse still, the impact had mauled the sensors and wiring in the side of the payload bay and wing. 

Jack floated, upside-down to the layout of the upper deck, one finger on the hole leading to the mid-deck. He was wrung-out and stinking like a pig. He’d been working flat out for five hours. Howard looked like he hadn’t left the commander’s station all that time. You can’t slump in zero-gee, but the mission commander’s face sagged, his age showing. “Listen,” Howard said to Mission Control, “we saw the debris. You’ve seen the pictures. There’s no question in anyone’s mind, or there shouldn’t be: it was a piece of the Great Chinese Science Experiment.” 

That made sense to Jack. The lump of debris that disabled the Atlantis had most likely come from the Great Chinese Science Experiment—as it was known in the Astronaut Corps—of 2007. In that year, the Chinese had blown up one of their own old weather satellites with a kinetic kill vehicle, strewing 750 kilograms of debris throughout low earth orbit. They pretty much admitted they’d done it just because they could. The potential consequences for future spacecraft were foreseeable, and had been disregarded. Now, the inevitable had happened. 

“Either that,” Howard said, “or the Chinese just conducted another satellite kill test. Missed Frostbite, hit us.”

Jack grimaced to himself. Even given the aggressive stance that the Chinese military had recently been taking, that seemed unlikely. “Maybe aliens did it,” he murmured, remembering the odd electronic screech he had heard over the radio before the disaster. Wheeeooooeeee … EEEEEE!

Nah. It was the Great Chinese Science Experiment, no question about it.

“It could have been debris from Iridium-Cosmos,” Mission Control said, referring to the 2009 collision between a Russian communications satellite and an Iridium GPS sat. 

“You know it wasn’t,” Howard grunted. 

“Greg, we’re not going to go public with any kind of speculations until we do some analysis of the damage.”

“Fine,” Howard said. “Let’s get back to that. The insulation is too seriously damaged for us to fix.”

What he meant was: the Atlantis now had no re-entry system. Without extensive repairs, she was never going to return to Earth.

“If we’re going with the ISS lifeboat option, I want to change orbit to catch up with it.”

Jack pulled himself ‘down’ so his head poked into the mid-deck. He flashed a thumbs-up to Moskowitz and Rivera.

“Jack, get up here,” Howard said. “Need you to do an orbit change. We’re going to be cutting our margins thin on this, and you’ve got to do the burns with only one OMS online.”

On the mid-deck, Moskowitz and Rivera, in their underwear, holding hands, spun around in a clumsy zero-gee victory dance.

Jack bounced back up into the cockpit, buoyant with relief. The Atlantis had suffered a fatal blow, but unlike in decades past, that wasn’t an automatic death sentence for the crew. The International Space Station—humanity’s home away from home in low Earth orbit—was ready and waiting to take them in.

 

CHAPTER 3

Almost two days later, four weary astronauts rose out of the Atlantis’s crew hatch. Jack was the third to exit. Someone seized his wrist and hauled him into the airlock of the ISS’s Harmony module. “Now the ISS has problems,” growled cosmonaut Alexei Ivanov. 

Jack grabbed Alexei’s shaved head in both hands and pretended to twist it off. “The only problem with the ISS is it’s infested with bloody Russians.”

The two knew each other well. They’d overlapped in Star City, the Russian counterpart of NASA’s Johnson Space Center, when Jack was undergoing his Soyuz training. On icy nights—not that there was any other kind of night in Russia, as far as Jack could tell—they used to drive out into the forest and blast away at tree-trunks with Alexei’s service weapon. Other times, they’d venture into Moscow and try to pick up astronaut groupies. There were astronaut groupies in Russia. Not in the US.

Mission Commander Howard floated out of the shuttle’s crew hatch. He looked tired and older than ever. Their ordeal nursing the nearly-fatally wounded Atlantis to the ISS had taken a lot out of him. Jack saw a glint of wetness on Howard’s eyelashes, and looked away in a hurry as the mission commander futilely blinked. Tears didn’t flow in microgravity, but that didn’t stop them coming. Howard had been saying goodbye to the Atlantis. 

America’s longest-running spaceflight program hadn’t been meant to end like this. They should’ve touched down at Kennedy Space Center to quiet congratulations, the satisfaction of a job well done, the bittersweet pride of having been the last astronauts to fly on a space shuttle. 

Instead, they’d be flying home by Soyuz, one by one, over the span of the next year.

Alexei explained the tentative schedule for their return. It was going to take that long because custom seats had to be made for each of them, molded to their bodies, as well as specially designed Russian re-entry suits.

The nature of the Atlantis’s original mission was a delicate subject, and neither Alexei nor Jack alluded to it. But Jack knew Roscosmos had to be pissed as hell at having to bail out an NRO mission, and would charge a hefty price for the rescue. At least NASA had taken seat molds for the crew themselves. Some difficulties you could anticipate. 

Rivera would go first, on account of his spacesickness, although no one mentioned this. Then Howard. Moskowitz third. Jack last.

“I was due a holiday,” Jack said, eyeing the science experiments lining the walls of the US lab module. 

“We will keep you busy,” Alexei threatened. “You can start by looking after my lettuces. They don’t grow properly.”

“I don’t have a green thumb. More like a brown one,” Jack said uneasily.

“There are toilets to clean, too,” Alexei offered, grinning.

The two mission specialists from the Atlantis had gone ahead into the Tranquility module, eager to visit the famous Cupola. Jack was saving that for later. No matter how much busywork they gave him, he’d surely have plenty of time to revel in the views. He showed his Canon to Alexei, who asked if he had any dirty pictures on the memory card.

The two men floated through the Russian storage module, and down a tunnel lined with white plastic pillows, barely wide enough for two people to pass each other. It felt like taking a trip down a robot’s esophagus. At the far end of the tunnel, Alexei braked with one hand. He put a finger to his lips. Jack, coming up alongside him, heard voices in the Russian module ahead, the heart of the ISS, known as Central Port. 

Howard had gone past them while they were shooting the breeze in the US lab module. One of the voices was his. The other had to be Katharine Menelaou, the current station chief. 

“—needless,” Howard was saying. “It could be parked in a graveyard orbit, where its orbit wouldn’t decay due to atmospheric drag. Power it down, fix it up, bring it home later.”

He was talking about the Atlantis.

“It could be, Greg,” said Menelaou. The station chief had a folksy Midwestern lilt to her voice. But you could hear the hard edges under the Ohio niceness. “I’m just telling you since you asked, it probably won’t be. They are leaning towards deorbiting the shuttle in a reasonably short timeframe.”

“Well, I guess we might be able to scoop some of her out of the Pacific, after she burns up in the atmosphere.”

Howard didn’t sound happy about that. But personally, Jack thought a fiery deorbit would be a more honorable fate for the old space shuttle than NASA’s original plan to decommission her and display her alongside her sisters. The Atlantis deserved better than to be flayed and wired up in a museum for an indifferent public to glance at. 

“It’s a shame,” Howard said. “That’s all. It’s a damn shame.”

“I know,” Menelaou said. “But it’ll be decided way higher up the food chain.”

Alexei raised his eyebrows at Jack. He whispered: “Ball-breaker.” Jack suppressed a laugh.

They pushed off and floated out of the tunnel, into Central Port. There was no ‘up’ and ‘down’ on the ISS, but the little portholes set into one wall, framing views of Earth, made that wall feel like the floor, and that’s the way Menelaou and Howard were oriented.

“Hi, Kate,” Alexei said. “I’m just showing Jack around. It’s his first time on-station.”

“Yeah?” Katharine Menelaou looked Jack up and down. “Jack Kildare, OK. The Brit. First mission?” 

“No,” Jack said. No, ma’am was on the tip of his tongue. Something about the rail-thin, hard-faced Menelaou triggered old military habits he’d largely shaken off. He rudely scratched one armpit to undo any impression of subservience. “My first mission was STS-125, the last Hubble servicing mission, in 2009.”

“Ah. Well, welcome aboard,” Menelaou said. “It’s gonna be a bit crowded, obviously …”

The ISS had already been fully staffed, with a total of six people on-station: three Russian cosmonauts, two Americans, and a Japanese robotics researcher. The crew of the Atlantis brought their numbers to ten—the most in ISS history. However, with so many modules separated by tunnels and 90-degree angles, it didn’t feel crowded. In fact, compared to the crew module of the space shuttle, this was a McMansion. Jack smiled blandly at the station chief.

“We’ve got plenty of food, so don’t worry about that,” Menelaou went on. “As far as sleeping areas go, you can take your pick of walls.” 

“He can sleep in Zvezda, with us,” Alexei said.

After a moment, Menelaou said, “OK, yeah, that’ll work.” Jack smiled in thanks, while privately wishing Alexei hadn’t made the offer. He did appreciate it, as he knew he wouldn’t be getting one of the deluxe sleeping booths in the US lab module, anyway. But it underlined his separateness from the American contingent, something he was never eager to draw attention to.

“Jack,” Howard said, “we’re going to organize a series of EVAs to inspect the damage to the Atlantis. While that’s being prepped, I want you to take as many high resolution photographs as you can to cover the impact points, and make sure you have enough angles for 3D reconstruction. The post mortem on this is going to be huge. There might even be a Congressional investigation, depending on what the cause of the impact ultimately turns out to be.”

You mean, if they can prove it came from the Great Chinese Science Experiment, Jack thought. Which will be a lot harder if the Atlantis is de-orbited and burnt up on re-entry. He suddenly realized that Howard might have other motivations besides sentimentality for opposing that plan. On the other hand, he could understand that the bureaucrats at the top of the NASA food chain might not want China openly blamed for the catastrophe.

“I’ll have to testify in committee, anyway,” Howard said gloomily. “Related to that, we’ll need to pull all the logs and transcripts, and everyone will need to prepare a statement and personal report.”

“You got it,” Jack said.

Alexei hadn’t been kidding. They were going to be kept busy.

Yet even with a full daily schedule of duties, including two hours a day of exercise, the astronauts on the ISS had free time from about eight o’clock until lights-out at midnight. Some wrestled with the appallingly slow broadband connection to exchange emails with their families. Some squeezed in more exercise. Alexei was carrying on a long-distance relationship with a Russian female military pilot stationed in Syria. He agonized over love-emails to her, while fending off uproariously bad advice from the other cosmonauts—well, Jack gathered it was uproarious, the way they all laughed. 

Despite only speaking a few words of Russian, Jack found himself getting along better on this side of the ‘Iron Curtain’ … yes, it existed. There was a barrier between the Russians and the rest, no matter how much everyone insisted they were all colleagues working towards shared goals. It was the language barrier, but not just that. A hint of coolness in the air. A slight reserve on both sides. 

Jack came to believe it started with the other Westerners taking their cues from Menelaou. The station chief never behaved less than professionally, but now and then she made a throwaway comment that revealed her political views. She was such a hardcore neocon, she could’ve understudied for Dick Cheney.   

But Jack himself was a brick in the wall, too. Hell, he couldn’t even tell Alexei and the other guys what the Atlantis’s last mission had been about. Because bloody Frostbite spied on the Russians as well. 

Thank God there weren’t any Chinese on the ISS, anyway! The atmosphere would have been so frigid, they’d have frost on the inside of the portholes.

Staying aloof from the tensions as best he could, Jack loitered in the Cupola whenever he could get it to himself. The seven-sided bay window lived up to its reputation. When the ISS was orbiting over Earth’s dayside, you got spectacular views of home. When night hid Earth, the stars blazed out, undimmed by light pollution, and auroras danced over the poles.

Jack hadn’t seen such amazing skies since he was a child in Warwickshire. Actually, ever. He took picture after picture. 

Most amateur shutterbugs in space photographed Earth exclusively. Jack had been the same, until he heard those weird sounds on the Atlantis. He’d tried to bury the memory (Wheeeeoooooeee … EEEEE!) but it kept repeating on him, like a dodgy kebab. He’d considered telling Alexei about it, asking him if he’d ever heard anything like that out here, but he knew that would destroy his reputation with the whole cosmonaut corps. It wasn’t worth it. 

Instead, reasoning that the best way to satisfy his curiosity was to give in to it, he spent time in the cupola gazing away from Earth, taking pictures of the fathomless darkness beyond humanity’s home planet. 

The pictures were usually a waste of pixels. You couldn’t even see the outer planets in any detail, although the views out here were much better, naturally, than from Earth.

But shortly after he arrived on the ISS, he had a rare opportunity to photograph Jupiter in full color. He claimed his spot in the Cupola in plenty of time, feeling excited. Google told him Jupiter was 400 million miles and change beyond Earth. It would probably only be a few dozen pixels total, but that wasn’t the point. Jack cranked the external shields of the Cupola’s windows open, and drank in the black eternal night.

They’d had a treat for dinner: fresh apples, sent up on the Soyuz that had come to take Mission Commander Howard home. Howard’s custom Soyuz seat had been made and delivered, so he’d be heading home to face the Congressional music. The rumored investigation into the causes of the Atlantis disaster had materialized, and Jack was certain that Howard would milk the chance to air his firm belief—neither conclusively proved, nor disproved, by their impact analysis—that the accident should be laid at the feet of the Chinese. Jack was just glad he wouldn’t have to poke his own head above the parapet. Much better to be up here, far away from petty political games—even if politics did infect the atmosphere on ISS itself. 

Never mind. 

There’s Jupiter.

Oh, you beauty.

Click. Click.

He imagined he could even see Europa, Jupiter’s second moon, a pinprick on the bright blob of the gas giant.

Click click click.

All quiet on the ISS. Not a sound except for the constant, comforting white noise of the fans. No eerie pips from outer space. No ear-stabbing electronic shrieks. It was just Jack and the 2-inch screen of his Canon.

Click. Click. These pictures are going to be bloody fantastic. Who needs aliens?

“Oh my God!” Mission Specialist Moskowitz’s voice, high and raw. “Oh my God! I need help in here, get the first aid kit!”

Jack dropped his camera. It bobbled on his wristband as he flew towards Moskowitz’s scream.

“It’s Greg! He’s not moving—he’s not breathing!”
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