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To Kathy and Bob, who care about the
important things.









Either we are alone or we are not; either way is mind boggling.


LEE DUBRIDGE


Nothing is too wonderful to be true.


MICHAEL FARADAY


The only limit to our realization of tomorrow will be our doubts of today.


FRANKLIN D. ROOSEVELT








BOOK ONE




When I behold your heavens, the work of your fingers, the moon and stars which you set in place, What is man that you should be mindful of him?


THE EIGHTH PSALM








CHAPTER 1


Professor Ramsey McDermott leaned back in his creaking old leather chair and idly looked out his office window. The Yard was the same as it had been since the first day he had seen it, almost half a century ago. Trees bright in their October colors, students hurrying along the cement paths toward their classrooms, or dawdling on the grass in little groups of two or three, deep in earnest conversations.


A soft knock on his door snapped him out of his comfortable reverie. It’s her, he thought.


As gruffly as he could, he called, “Come in!”


Jo Camerata stepped into the musty little office. I didn’t realize she’d be so attractive, McDermott mused to himself. No wonder she’s getting away with murder.


Jo was tall, with the dark, lustrous hair and ripe figure of a Mediterranean beauty. She wore the student’s inevitable jeans and sweater, but they clung to her in a way that sent a surge through McDermott’s blood. Her eyes were deep and midnight black, but wary, uncertain, like a trapped animal’s.


McDermott smiled to himself.


“Put your books down and take a seat,” he commanded. There! That’ll convince her she’s in for a long, tough grilling.


Jo sat in the straight-backed chair in front of his desk and held the books on her lap, as if they could defend her. Looking at her, so young, so luscious, McDermott realized that his office was gray with dust, littered with piles of old papers and stacks of books, heavy with decades worth of stale pipe smoke.


He leaned forward slightly in his chair. “I hear you’ve become quite a stranger to your classes these days.”


Her eyes widened. “Dr. Thompson said it was all right…”


“He did, did he?”


“I’ve been helping him at the observatory—with the new signals they’ve picked up.”


“And flunking out of every class you’re in,” McDermott groused.


“I can’t be in two places at the same time,” she pleaded. “Dr. Thompson asked me to help him.”


“I’m sure he did.” McDermott picked a pipe from the rack, toyed with it, enjoyed the way her frightened eye followed every move his hands made.


“You’ve been helping Dr. Stoner, too, haven’t you?”


“Dr. Stoner?” She looked away from him, toward the window. “No… not really. I’m working for Dr. Thompson.”


McDermott felt a flush of heat go through him at the way the sweater pulled across her breasts, the helpless look in her eyes.


“You did some typing for Stoner. Don’t try to deny it.”


“Oh… yes, I did.”


“What was it?” he demanded. “What’s he written?”


“I don’t know. I just typed it, I didn’t read it. Not in detail.”


Jabbing the pipe at her, “Don’t try to play games with me, young lady. You’re on the verge of being thrown out of this university. What did Stoner want typed?”


“It’s… it’s a paper. A scientific paper. For publication in a journal.”


“Which journal?”


“I don’t know. He didn’t say.”


McDermott leaned back, and the old leather chair groaned under his weight. “A paper about the radio signals?”


She nodded.


“And this object he’s discovered?”


“That was in the paper, yes.”


For a long moment McDermott said nothing. He sat back in the old leather chair, calmly stripping Jo with his eyes. Enjoying the fact that she obviously knew what he was thinking, but there was nothing she could do about it.


Finally he asked, “And what else have you done for Stoner?”


“Nothing!”


“Nothing? Really?”


“No…”


He pulled his face into its most threatening frown and growled, “Didn’t you ask one of the secretaries in this department about making a hotel reservation in Washington?”


Jo shook her head. “That was only for Dr. Stoner. Himself. Not for me.”


“Then you have done something else for Stoner, haven’t you?”


“I thought you meant typing… mailing…”


“What about this Washington trip?”


“I don’t understand what that’s got to do with my status as a student, Professor.”


He snarled back, “You don’t have to understand, Miss Camerata. All you need to know is that I can toss you out on your pretty little rump if you don’t answer my questions completely and honestly. Instead of getting your degree next June you’ll be waiting on tables in some greasy spoon restaurant.” He hesitated, leaned back, smiling. “Or maybe dancing at a topless joint. You’d be better qualified for that.”


She glared at him, but answered sullenly, “Dr. Stoner is going down to Washington Sunday night. He has an appointment to see his former boss at NASA Headquarters on Monday morning. He wants to take his paper about the new discovery with him.”


“He does, does he?” McDermott rumbled. It was just what he’d feared: Stoner was trying an end run. The ungrateful bastard. “Well, we shall see about that!”


He reached for the phone, picked the receiver off its cradle. “You can go,” he said to Jo.


She blinked, surprised. “Am I still… you’re not going to flunk me out?”


“I ought to,” he growled. “But as long as Thompson vouches for you, I’ll be lenient. Providing you can pass the finals.”


She nodded and quickly got to her feet. As she headed for the door, McDermott added, “But you just keep away from that man Stoner.”


“Yes, sir,” she said obediently.


As soon as the door closed behind her, McDermott started dialing the special number in Washington that he kept taped under the phone’s receiver.




… when we do acquire the message… it will be unmistakable…




PHILIP MORRISON
Life Beyond Earth & The Mind of Man
Edited by Richard Berendzen
National Aeronautics and Space
Administration
NASA SP-328
1973










CHAPTER 2


Jo drove straight to the observatory. Out through the narrow, traffic-clogged streets of Cambridge, past Lexington’s Battle Green, past the bridge at Concord, out into the apple valleys and rolling hills bursting with colorful autumn foliage, her mind seething:


That slimy old bastard is going to hurt Dr. Stoner. I’ve got to warn him. I’ve got to warn him now.


But Stoner was not in his office when Jo got to the observatory. The little cubicle on the second floor of the observatory building was as neat and precisely arranged as an equation, but he wasn’t in it.


Jo saw a stack of photographs carefully placed in the center of Stoner’s otherwise bare desk. They were face down, and the back of the topmost photo bore the blue-stamped legend: PROPERTY OF NATIONAL AERONAUTICAL AND SPACE AGENCY—NOT TO BE RELEASED WITHOUT OFFICIAL WRITTEN APPROVAL.


She turned the pictures over, one after another. The paper was stiff, heavy, very expensive. The photographs showed views of a fat, flattened ball striped by gaudy bands of color: red, yellow, ocher, white. An oblong oval of brick red glowed down in the lower quadrant of the sphere.


The planet Jupiter.


Jo thumbed through all two dozen photographs. All of Jupiter. On some, two or three of the giant planet’s moons could be seen: tiny specks compared to Jupiter’s immense bulk.


She glanced at her Timex wristwatch. No way to get back in time for her first afternoon class. With a resigned shrug, she went to the window and separated the blinds enough to look out.


He was on the back parking lot, doing his karate exercises. Jo watched as he stood rigidly straight, his dark face somber and tight-lipped, his big hands bunched into fists just below the black belt that he was so proud of. For a moment he did nothing, merely stared blankly ahead, a tall, powerful man with jet black hair and brooding gray eyes, flat midsection and long, slim, athlete’s legs.


Then he was all motion and fury, arms slashing and legs kicking in an intricate deadly pattern. It was like ballet almost, but violent, powerful, urgent.


Not a sound came from him as he swirled down the length of the blacktopped lot. Then he stopped just as suddenly as he had started, arms upraised and knees flexed in an alert defensive posture. He straightened slowly, let his arms drop to his sides.


She was afraid for a moment that he would glance up and see her at his office window, watching him. But he turned his back to the building, drew himself together and began another series of violent karate actions, kicking, slashing, punching the empty air all the way back to the far end of the parking lot.


Jo pulled herself away from the window. If she hurried, she knew she could make the last class of the afternoon. But she had to talk to him, tell him about Professor McDermott’s strange interest in his trip to Washington. That was more important than the class.


Briefly she thought about putting a note atop the pile of photos on his desk. But she decided against it. She would wait for him, wait while he showered and changed back into his regular clothes and came back to his office. She would miss the late class, but that didn’t matter. Seeing him was more important.


Not that he cared. She was just another one of the anonymous students who fetched and carried for the famous Dr. Stoner, the former astronaut who now worked at the observatory, alone, aloof, handsome and mysterious.


But he will care, Jo promised herself. He’ll notice me. I’ll make him notice me.


Keith Stoner let his shoulders slump and his arms hang wearily at his sides. He was covered with a fine sheen of sweat; it beaded along his brows and dripped, stinging, into his eyes. But the cool afternoon breeze would soon chill him, he knew, if he didn’t get indoors quickly.


It hadn’t worked. Nothing works anymore, he thought bitterly. Tae kwon do is a mental discipline even more than a physical one. It should help him to reach inner calm and self-control. But all Stoner felt was a burning anger, a hot, unrelenting rage that smoldered in his guts.


It’s all finished, he told himself for the thousandth time. Everything’s gone.


He pulled himself together, took the “ready” stance and heard his old Korean instructor hissing at him, “Focus. Focus! Speed you have. Strength you have. But you must learn to focus your concentration. Focus!”


He tried to blank out his mind, but in the darkness behind his closed eyes he saw the orbiting telescope gleaming, glittering in the harsh sunlight of space, a fantastic jewelwork of shining metal and sparkling mirrors floating against the eternal black of infinity. And scattered around it, like acolytes serving some giant silver idol, were tiny men in space suits.


Stoner had been one of those men.


Ex-astronaut, he thought grimly. Ex-astrophysicist. With an ex-marriage and an ex-family. Part of the team that had designed and built Big Eye, the orbiting telescope. Stuck now in a backwater radio observatory, alone, getting a paycheck that’s more charity than salary.


But I’ll show them. I’ll show them all! He knew he was on to something big. So big that it would have frightened him if he weren’t so determined to startle the whole world with his discovery.


But he was startled himself when the big antenna started to move. The grinding, squealing noise made him look across the empty lot to the sixty-foot “dish” of the radio telescope. It was turning slowly, painfully, like an arthritic old man trying to turn his head, to point itself toward the distant wooded hills.


They should have scrapped this antique long ago, Stoner thought as he watched the radio telescope antenna inch groaningly along. Just like they’ve scrapped me.


The antenna was a big spiderwork of steel frame and metal mesh, a thin shallow circular bowl, like a giant’s soap dish. It had been pointing high up in the sky overhead, drinking in the radio waves emitted by unthinkably distant star clouds.


Stoner frowned at the radio dish. Somehow, it bothered him to realize that the radio telescope worked just as well in daylight as at night. It worked in rain or fog. The only thing that bothered the radio telescope was an accumulation of snow across its broad, shallow bowl. The bigger, more modern telescopes were housed in neat geodesic domes that protected them from snow. This old-timer wasn’t worth the cost of a protective dome. The staff technicians went out and swept the snow off with brooms.


But this old dish has picked up something that none of the newer telescopes has found, Stoner said to himself. When the rest of them find out, they’ll hock their left testicles to get in on the game.


He looked up into the bright, cloudless October sky. Autumn was being kind to Massachusetts. No hurricanes so far. The trees were in splendid color—blazing reds, glowing oranges, browns and golden yellows, with clumps of dark green pine and spruce scattered across the gentle hills.


But above the crest of the wooded ridge, invisible to human eyes in the crisp blue afternoon sky, the planet Jupiter was rising.


And the radio telescope was pointing straight at it.


Stoner shuddered and headed back inside the observatory. He did not notice the unmarked black Plymouth sitting in the tiny visitors’ parking section out in front of the building. Nor the two grim-faced men in conservative gray business suits sitting inside the car.


Showered and back in his open-neck shirt, slacks and sweater, Stoner looked over the main room of the observatory, a slight frown of distaste on his face.


An astronomical observatory should look shadowy, sepulchral, like a domed cathedral with a huge optical telescope slanting upward toward the heavens. Men should speak in awed whispers. There ought to be echoes and worshipful footsteps clicking on a solid cement floor.


The radio observatory looked like the bargain basement of an electronics hobby shop and bustled like an old-fashioned newspaper city room. Desks were jammed together in the middle of the room. Papers scattered everywhere, even across the floor. Electronics consoles tall as refrigerators lined all the walls, humming and whirring to themselves. Men and women, all younger than Stoner, yelled back and forth. The room vibrated at sixty cycles per second and smelled faintly of solder and machine oil.


They were almost all students, Stoner knew. Graduate students, even some post-docs. But the regular staff itself was little more than thirty years old. Old McDermott was the nominal head of the observatory, chairman of the department and all that. The real day-to-day boss was Jeff Thompson, who was waving to Stoner from the far side of the island of desks set in the sea of paper.


“Want to hear it?” Thompson called.


Stoner nodded and started around the desks.


“Dr. Stoner,” one of the women students said to him, reaching for his arm. “Can I talk to you for a minute? Professor…”


“Not now,” Stoner said, hardly glancing at her.


Thompson was a sandy-haired middleweight with the pleasant, undistinguished features of the kid next door. An assistant professor at the university, he was nearly Stoner’s age, the “grand old man” of the regular observatory staff.


“It’s coming through loud and clear,” Thompson said as Stoner approached him. With a relaxed grin he reached across the nearest desk and pulled a battered old set of earphones from under a heap of papers.


“We hardly ever use these,” he said. “But I thought you’d like to actually listen to what we’re getting.”


Stoner accepted the headphones from Thompson and walked with him to the humming consoles along the wall. Thompson held the wires leading from the earphones in one hand. We must look like a man walking his dog, Stoner thought.


Thompson plugged the wire lead into a jack on the console and nodded to Stoner, who slipped the earphones over his head. They were thick with heavy padding.


All the noise of the bustling room was cut off. Thompson’s mouth moved but Stoner couldn’t hear what he was saying.


“Nothing,” Stoner told him, hearing his own voice inside his head, as if he were stuffed up with a sinus cold. “Nothing’s coming through.”


Thompson nodded and clicked a few switches on the console. Stoner heard a whirring screech that quickly rose in pitch until it soared beyond the range of human hearing. Then the low hissing, scratching electronic static of the steady sky background noise—the sound of endless billions of stars and clouds of interstellar gases all mingled together.


He began to shake his head when it finally came through: a deep rumbling bass note, barely a whisper but unmistakably different from the background noise. Stoner nodded and Thompson turned a dial on the console ever so slightly.


The heavy sound grew slightly louder, then faded away. In a split second it returned, then faded again. Stoner stood in the middle of the silenced hubbub of the busy room, listening to the pulses of energy throbbing in his ears like the deep, slow breathing of a slumbering giant.


He closed his eyes and saw the giant—the planet Jupiter.


The radio telescope was picking up pulses of radio energy streaming out from Jupiter. Pulses that were timed more precisely than a metronome, timed as accurately as the clicks of a quartz watch. Pulses that had no natural explanation.


Slowly he pulled the heavy earphones off.


“That’s it,” he said to Thompson over the bustle of the room.


Thompson bobbed his head up and down. “That’s it.” He took the headset from Stoner and held it up to his ear. “Yep, that’s what it sounds like. Regular as clockwork.”


“And nobody’s ever heard it before?”


“No, nothing like it. Not from Jupiter or any other planet.” Thompson unplugged the earphones and tossed them back onto his desk, scattering papers in every direction. “It’s not on the same frequency as the pulsars, or the same periodicity. It’s something brand new.”


Stoner scratched his thick, dark hair. “What do you think is causing it?”


Grinning, Thompson answered, “That’s why we brought you here. You tell me.”


With a slow nod, Stoner said, “You know what I think, Jeff.”


“Intelligent life.”


“Right.”


Thompson puffed his cheeks and blew out a breath. “That’s a big one.”


“Yeah.”


He left Thompson standing there, lost in his own thoughts, and headed for the stairs that led up to his second-floor office. The same young student fell in step alongside him.


“Dr. Stoner, can I speak with you for a minute?”


He glanced at her. “Sure, Ms…. ?”


“Camerata. Jo Camerata.”


He started up the steps without a second look at her. Jo dogged along behind him.


“It’s about Professor McDermott,” she said.


“Big Mac? What’s he want?”


“I think it’s better if we talk in your office, with the door closed.”


“Well, that’s where I’m heading.”


“You were out there, weren’t you?” Jo asked, to his back. “You helped build Big Eye, out there in orbit.”


They reached the top of the stairs and he turned around to take a good look at her. She was young, tall, with the classic kind of face you might find on a Greek vase. Black short-cropped hair curled thickly to frame her strong cheekbones and jawline. Her jeans clung to her full hips, her sweater accentuated her bosom.


An astronaut groupie? Stoner asked himself as he replied, “Yes, I was part of the design and construction team for the orbital telescope. That’s why Big Mac invited me here, because I can sweet-talk my old buddies into sneaking some shots of Jupiter to us.”


It was quieter up on the second floor, although the floor still hummed with electric vibrations. Stoner stalked down the narrow hallway, Jo trailing half a step behind him. He opened the door to the tiny office they had given him.


Two men were inside: one by the window where Jo had been standing earlier; the other beside the door.


“Dr. Keith Stoner?” asked the one by the window. He was the smaller of the two. Stoner’s desk, with the photographs of Jupiter scattered across it, stood between them.


Stoner nodded. The man by the window was inches shorter than Stoner, but solidly built. The one beside him, at the door, hulked like a football lineman. Professional football. They were both conservatively dressed in gray business suits. Both had taut, clean-shaven faces.


“Naval Intelligence,” said the man by the window. He fished a wallet from his inside jacket pocket and dangled it over the desk. It held an official-looking identification card.


“Will you come with us, please?”


“What do you mean? Where… ?”


“Please, Dr. Stoner. It’s very important.”


The big agent by the door gripped Stoner’s arm around the biceps. Lightly but firmly. The smaller man came around the desk and the three of them started down the hallway in step.


Jo Camerata stood by Stoner’s office door, gaping at them. The expression on her face was not shock or even anger. It was guilt.




… Jansky had unexpectedly recorded radio waves from the Galaxy while investigating…crackles and noises that interfere with radio communication. Jansky’s discovery in 1932 marked the first successful observation in radio astronomy. It is indeed strange that it took so long to recognize that radio waves were reaching us from celestial sources.




J. S. HEY
The Evolution of Radio Astronomy
Science History Publications
1973










CHAPTER 3


In Moscow it was nearly 11 P.M. A gentle snow was sifting out of the heavy, leaden sky, covering the oldest monuments and newest apartment blocks alike with a fine white powder. By dawn, old men and women would be at their posts along every street, methodically sweeping the snow off the sidewalks for the lumbering mechanical plows to scoop up.


Kirill Markov glanced at the clock on the bed stand.


“That tickles,” said the girl.


He looked down at her. For a moment he could not recall her name. It was hard to make out her face in the darkness, but the golden luster of her long sweeping hair caught the faint light of the streetlamp outside the window. Nadia, he remembered at last. Sad, a part of his mind reflected, that when you pursue a woman you can think of nothing else, but once you’ve got her she becomes so forgettable.


Woman! he snorted to himself. She’s only a girl.


“You’re tickling me!”


Markov saw that his beard was the culprit and, moving his chin in a tiny circle, ran the end of the whiskers around the nipple of her right breast.


She giggled and clutched him around the neck.


“Can you do it again?” she asked.


“In English,” Markov said to her in a gentle whisper. “Our bargain was that all our lovemaking will be done in English. It is the best way to learn a foreign language.”


She pressed her lips together and frowned with concentration. Her face is really quite ordinary, Markov thought. Vapid, even.


Still frowning, she said slowly in English, “Are you able to fork me another time?” Her accent was atrocious.


Suppressing a laugh, Markov said, “Fuck… not fork.”


She nodded. “Are you able to fuck me another time?”


“That word is considered to be in bad taste by the English and the Americans. Not so by the Australians.”


“Fork?”


“No. Fuck. They usually employ a euphemism for the word.”


“Euphemism?”


Markov’s eyes rolled heavenward. She’ll never pass the exams, no matter whose bed she flops into. As he explained in Russian the meaning of the word, he mentally added, Unless she can fuck the computer.


“Now I understand,” Nadia said in English.


“Good,” he said.


“Well, can you?”


“Can I what?”


“You know…”


“Ah!” Realizing that her mind had not deviated from its carnal goal, he replied, “Make love to you once again? Gladly! With white-hot passion. But not now. It is time for you to get back to your dormitory.”


In Russian she bleated, “Must I? It’s so cozy and warm here.” Her fingers traced lines down his shoulder and back.


“It won’t be cozy much longer. My wife will be returning very soon.”


“Oh, her!”


Markov sat up on the bed. The room felt cold to his bare skin.


“She is my wife, dear child, and this is her apartment even more than it is mine. Do you think a mere university professor of languages would be given such an elegant apartment, in such a fine part of town?”


The girl got up out of the bed and padded naked to the bathroom without another word. Watching her, Markov saw that she was heavy in the thighs and rump. He hadn’t noticed that before they had gone to bed together.


Sighing, he pulled himself out of the bed and stripped off the sheets. He kept two sets of bedclothing: one for the marriage and one for fun. His wife had a keen sense of smell and was fastidious about certain things.


Nadia re-entered the bedroom, tugging on her quilted slacks and stuffing her blouse into the waistband.


“What does she do, this wife of yours, to rate such a fancy apartment? A private bathroom, just for the two of you!” It was almost a reproach.


“She works in the Kremlin,” said Markov. “She is a secretary to a commissar.”


The girl’s eyes widened, “Oh, I see. No wonder she is treated so well.”


Markov nodded and reached for his robe. “Yes. In our progressive society, the commissars work so hard and give so much of their lives for the good of the people that even their secretaries live like… like we shall all live, once true communism is established throughout the world.”


She nodded without acknowledging the irony in his words. He walked her through the little sitting room to the hallway door.


“This is a wonderful way to learn English,” she said, “but I’m afraid I’ll need many lessons.”


Markov patted her shoulder. “We’ll see. We’ll see. In the meantime it might be a good idea for you to study the regular lessons and spend more time with the tapes in the language lab.”


“Oh, I will,” she said earnestly. “Thank you, Professor.”


He leaned down to kiss her lips, then swiftly ushered her through the door and out into the dimly lit hallway.


Closing the door behind her, Markov leaned against it for a moment. Hopeless, he told himself. Forty-five years old and you still play childish games.


But then a grin broke out on his bearded face. “Why not?” he mused. “It’s fun.”


He was an inch over six feet in height, lanky in build with long legs and arms that swung loosely at his sides when he walked. His reddish hair was starting to fade and his scraggly beard was almost entirely gray. But his face was still unlined and almost boyish. The ice-blue eyes twinkled. The full lips often smiled.


When he lectured at the university his voice was strong and clear; he needed no microphone to reach the farthest rows of the auditorium. When he sang—usually at small parties where the vodka flowed generously—his baritone was remarkable for its fine timbre and lack of pitch.


He pulled himself away from the front door abruptly, hurried into the bedroom and finished changing the sheets. The soiled ones he stuffed into the special suitcase he kept behind his writing desk. Once a week he laundered them in the machine in the basement of the student lounge at the university. It was a good place to meet girls who didn’t attend his classes.


Finally, he scrubbed himself down, pulled the heavy robe around his tingling skin and sat in his favorite chair in the front room, before the electric heater. He was just picking up a heavy tome and sliding his reading glasses up the bridge of his nose when he heard Maria’s key scratching at the door.


Maria Kirtchatovska Markova was slightly older than her husband. Her family came from peasant stock, a fact that she was proud of. And she looked it: short, heavyset, narrow untrusting eyes of muddy brown, hair the color of a field mouse, cut short and flat. She was no beauty and never had been. Nor was she a secretary to a commissar.


When Markov had first met her, a quarter century earlier, he had been a student of linguistics at the university and she a uniformed guard recently discharged from the Red Army. She was ambitious, he was brilliant.


Their union was one of mutual advantage. He had thought that marriage would make love blossom, and was shocked to find that it did not. She quickly agreed to let him pursue “his own interests,” as he euphemistically referred to his affairs. Maria wanted only his intelligence to help further her own career in the government.


Their arrangement worked well. Maria was recruited by the KGB and rose, over the years, to the rank of major. She was now assigned to an elite unit concerned with cryptanalysis—decoding other people’s secret messages. To the best of Markov’s knowledge, his wife had never arrested anyone, never interrogated a prisoner, never been involved in the tortures and killings that were always darkly rumored whenever anyone dared to whisper of the security police.


Markov was now a professor of linguistics at the same university where he had been a student. His career was unremarkable, except for one thing: his fascination with codes, cryptology and exotic languages. He occasionally wrote magazine articles about languages that alien creatures might use to make contact with the human race. He had even written a slim book about possible extraterrestrial languages, and the government had even printed it. He never bothered to wonder if he would have risen so far without Maria, except now and then in the dead of night, when she was busy at her office and he had no one else to sleep with.


“Aren’t you cold, with nothing on but that robe?” Maria asked as she closed the door and let her heavy shoulder bag thump to the floor.


“No,” Markov said, peering over the rims of his glasses. “Not now, with you here.”


She made a sour face. “Been tutoring your students again?” She knew how to use euphemisms, too.


He shrugged. It was none of her business. Besides, even though she knew all about it, she always got angry when he spoke of it openly. Strange woman, he thought. You’d think she would have become accustomed to the situation. After all, she did agree to the arrangement.


“Why do you have to work so late?” he asked her without getting up from his easy chair. He knew that she would not answer. Could not. Most of her work was so sensitive that she could not discuss it with her husband. But once in a great while, when she was really stumped on a code or a translation, she would let him take a stab at it. Often he failed, but there had been a few times when he’d made a Hero of the Soviet Union out of her.


Maria plopped into the chair closest to the electrical space heater. Little puddles of melted snow started to grow around her boots, soaking into the ancient oriental rug. She glared at the heater. “This thing isn’t working right,” she grumbled.


“It’s the voltage, I think,” Markov said. “They must have lowered the voltage again, to save power.”


“And we freeze.”


“It’s necessary, I suppose,” he said.


She looked him over: her wary, cynical peasant’s gaze of appraisal. Can I trust him? she was asking herself, Markov knew. He could read her face like a child’s primer.


“Do you really want to know what’s keeping me at headquarters so late each night?” she asked slowly.


He pursed his lips. “Not if it involves anything you shouldn’t tell me.” Turning back to the book on his lap, “Don’t let me tempt you into revealing state secrets.”


“I know I can trust you—in certain things.”


Markov concentrated on his reading.


“Kirill! Look at me when I speak to you! I need your help.”


He looked up.


“Nothing like this has ever happened before.”


She was really upset. Beneath her wary exterior he saw something close to fear in her face.


“What is it?” he asked, taking off his glasses.


“You must come with me tomorrow to headquarters.


You must be investigated and checked out.”


“Investigated? Why? What have I done?”


She shook her head, eyes closed wearily. “No, it’s nothing like that. Don’t be afraid. It’s a routine security investigation. Before we can show you the data, you must have a security clearance.”


Markov’s heart was thumping now. His palms felt clammy. “What data? If it’s so sensitive, why should I be involved?”


“Because of that silly book you wrote. They want to talk to you about it.”


“My book on extraterrestrial languages? But that was published six years ago.”


Maria opened her eyes and leveled a bone-chilling gaze at her husband. “Nothing like this has ever happened before. The problem was brought to us by the Academy of Sciences.”


“The Academy…?”


“Academician Bulacheff himself. The chairman.”


The reading glasses slid off the book on Markov’s lap and dropped to the carpet. He made no move to pick them up.


“Kir,” Maria asked, “do you know where the planet Jupiter is? What it is?”


“Jupiter?”


“Yes.”


“It’s the largest planet of the solar system. Much bigger than the Earth. But it’s cold, far away from the Sun.”


“There are radio signals coming from Jupiter,” Maria said, her eyes closing again, as if trying to squeeze away the problem. “Radio signals. We need you to tell us if they are a language.”


“A language?” His voice sounded strangely high-pitched, like a frightened boy’s.


“Yes. These radio signals may be a language. From intelligent creatures. That is why we need you to study them.”




Leading Physicist Says Bible Proves…


ADAM AND EVE WERE ASTRONAUTS BY JAMES MCCANDLISH


Adam and Eve were astronauts from outer space who landed on Earth 6,000 years ago.


They came in a spaceship that so over-awed the primitive people of that time that the legend of the Garden of Eden was born to explain the amazing event.


That is the startling conclusion of Dr. Irwin Ginsburgh, a leading physicist, who has studied the Bible and ancient religious texts for 30 years.


“My research shows that Genesis is not a myth, but a brilliant scientific report that documents the beginning of creation,” says Dr. Ginsburgh, who published a book on his astonishing findings.


And the world-famous researcher Erich Von Daniken—who presented evidence of ancient astronauts in his book, “Chariots of the Gods?”—told The ENQUIRER: “I am convinced Dr. Ginsburgh’s conclusions are true.”


National Enquirer
January 16, 1979







CHAPTER 4


It was small, even by the standards of high school gymnasiums, but it was packed solidly with people. They sat on hard wooden benches and watched the slim, swaying blondish figure down at the center line of the basketball court.


Microphone in hand, held so close to his lips that every intake of breath echoed off the bare tile walls of the gym, Willie Wilson preached his gospel:


“And what is it that Jesus hates?”


“Sin!” cried the eager voices of the crowd. The noise exploded inside the gym, reverberating off the stark walls, pounding at the ears.


“What is it?”


“Sin!” they screamed louder.


“Tell me!”


“SIN!” they roared.


Fred Tuttle, lieutenant commander, United States Navy, clapped his hands over his hurting ears and grinned. He was up on the last row of benches, back to the wall. Unlike the blue-jeaned, tee-shirted crowd around him, Tuttle was wearing neatly pressed slacks and a turtleneck shirt. His jacket was carefully folded on his lap.


“This world is full of sin!” Willie Wilson was bellowing into his microphone. “It’s dying of sin! And who can save such a sinful world? Who’s the only one that can save this dying world?”


“Jesus!” they thundered. “JESUS!”


“Jesus Christ, our Lord and Savior, that’s entirely right.” Wilson’s voice fell to a hoarse whisper, and the echoes rattling around the tile-walled gym died away. The crowd leaned forward, eager to hear Wilson’s every word. “But Jesus can’t do it alone. Could if He wanted to, naturally, but that is not God’s way. Not God’s way. God isn’t a loner. If God went His way alone, He would never have created man. He would never have created this sinful flesh and this sinful world. He would never have sent His only Son, our Lord and Savior Jesus Christ, to come amongst us and show us His Way. Now, would He?”


A murmur of “No” rippled through the crowd.


“Jesus God wants to save this world. He wants to save you! He loves you. He made you in His own divine image, didn’t He? He wants you to be just like Him, and with Him, in paradise forever and ever.”


“Amen,” someone called.


“Amen to you, brother,” Wilson answered, and wiped sweat from his brow with his free hand. “Jesus wants to save us. Save the world. But He needs your help. He didn’t design this world for Himself. He designed it for you—each and every one of us. And He won’t save it unless we show Him—prove to Him—that we want to be saved!”


A trim-figured man with close-cropped brown hair pushed along the row of rapt listeners and squeezed down next to Tuttle.


“We got him,” he said, leaning over to speak right into Tuttle’s ear.


The lieutenant commander made a shushing gesture with his lips and held up a hand to silence the other man.


Willie Wilson, sweat drenching his sky-blue denim suit, was finishing his sermon. “This is our world. Jesus God made it for us and gave it to us. He made us to live in it, to be happy, to be fruitful and multiply. To worship Him and hate sin. He made us in His divine image, and when we commit sin—when we turn our backs on Jesus—we distort that heavenly image into something evil and ugly.”


He paused and turned a full circle to peer at the crowd.


“Now, that’s something to think about, isn’t it? Something to ponder on. So let us pray. Let’s meditate on how easy it is to commit sin and how hard it is to be righteous. And while we’re meditating, the Sacred Rock Singers will praise the Lord in their own special way.”


The crowd roared its approval, and a platoon of robed young men and women, armed with electric guitars and other implements, trotted out onto center court.


Tuttle turned to the man beside him. “Say again?”


“We got him. Picked him up this afternoon. They’re driving him to the safe house.”


“Good.”


“I hope so. This isn’t the old days, you know. We’re out on a limb with nothing but your say-so.”


“Did he offer any resistance?” Tuttle asked.


“No.”


“Then technically, he went voluntarily.”


“I hope that holds up in court.”


“It won’t go to court.”


“You can’t holler National Security and do whatever you feel like anymore.”


The Sacred Rock Singers began to beat out a heavily amplified gospel song. The crowd immediately recognized it and began clapping in rhythm to it.


“I’ll back you up,” Tuttle yelled over the noise. “It was doggone important to get Stoner before he ran off at the mouth.”


The man beside him said something in reply, but it was lost in the music and clapping.


“What?” Tuttle yelled.


The man shook his head in disgust, got up and pushed his way out of the crowd.


Dazedly, Keith Stoner sat on the bed of the room they had put him in. It was a comfortable bed with an old-fashioned tufted white coverlet spread neatly across it. The room was small but snug. An unused fireplace in one corner, a single wingback chair covered with a design of blotchy flowers. The bed table, one lamp, a digital alarm clock, a bureau, doors that led to a closet and a bathroom.


And the door that led into the hallway. Locked.


The two men who had identified themselves as Naval Intelligence agents had bundled Stoner into their unmarked black Plymouth without giving him a chance to say a word to anyone. Only Jo Camerata knew what had happened to him.


They had driven for hours, until Stoner felt they were deliberately trying to confuse him, to make certain he could not retrace their route. It grew dark and still they drove through the New England countryside, mainly along back roads.


“Where the hell are you guys going?” Stoner demanded.


“Just relax,” said the agent sitting beside him on the rear seat of the car. He called himself Dooley. The bigger one was up front, driving, his massive bulk hunched over the steering wheel.


Stoner tried to keep track of the road signs, but they were swerving and lurching along back roads in complete darkness. They could have been passing open fields, or huge buildings, or even the ocean. The sky had clouded over and there were no lights along the roadside.


Finally they pulled onto a crunching, bumpy gravel driveway. Stoner saw thick boles of venerable trees leaning close in the dim light of the car’s headlamps. A house loomed up ahead of them: big and old and boxy. The shingles were unpainted cedar. The car slowed, and in the headlamp glow Stoner could see a garage door swinging up automatically for them. They drove into the lighted garage and stopped.


“Wait a minute,” Dooley said.


Stoner sat still and heard the garage door swing down again. Then the car’s door locks clicked open.


“Okay.”


The driver was out of the car before Stoner could get his door open, and stood waiting alongside as he climbed out.


“You guys don’t take any chances, do you?” Stoner said to them.


Dooley let a slight smile cross his lips. “Against a black belt? We watched you working out.”


Poor scared pigs, Stoner thought. All they’ve got is guns and bullets.


They led him into the house, an old Yankee farmhouse that had obviously been remodeled by a millionaire. The original rooms were small, with low ceilings that sagged so much the timber beams almost touched Stoner’s head. Fireplaces in each room. And radiant baseboard electrical heating units. Thermal windows, a sparkling ultra-modern kitchen, and another small kitchen just off the living room that served as a wet bar. The living room itself was all new, wide, spacious, with a high slanted cathedral ceiling. Beyond it were sliding glass doors that looked out onto a sunken swimming pool. Not quite Olympic size, but big enough.


They led him up a narrow staircase to the second floor. “This will be your room, Dr. Stoner,” Dooley said, opening a bedroom door. “There’s some clothes in the closet that should fit you. Bathroom with shower through there. Socks and stuff in the bureau.”


“How the hell long am I going to be here?” he asked. “Don’t I get a phone call or something?”


Dooley gave another tight smile. “We’ll bring dinner up to you. Somebody will be here to talk to you in the morning. No phone calls.”


So Stoner sat on the bed and watched raindrops start to spatter on the dark window, listened to the rain drumming against the old house.


This must be how they felt when the Nazis bundled them off to Dachau, he thought. Stunned … confused … totally off balance.


There could be only one reason for it, he realized. They wanted to keep him quiet, to prevent him from telling the world what he had discovered.


Which meant he was truly a prisoner.




I think, therefore, that we will get a message, but it will not be simple …


…which will come (perhaps in ten years, or a hundred, or maybe longer)—when some satisfactory radio-telescope work or something similar will acquire evidence of the deliberate beaming of a protracted message from space. First, the most important issue is the recognition of the message …




PHILIP MORRISON
Life Beyond Earth & the Mind of Man
Edited by Richard Berendzen
National Aeronautics and Space
Administration
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1973










CHAPTER 5


“Professor Markov, you are a Party member?”


Markov nodded at the woman.


“But you have never been admitted to the Academy?”


“Not yet,” he answered with a frosty smile.


They were sitting in a tiny interrogation room, a cramped, blank-walled windowless chamber. One of the fluorescent lamps in the ceiling was flickering; Markov could feel it tapping against his brain like a Chinese water torture. Deliberate? he wondered. Part of the interrogation? Or simply the usual sloppy maintenance?


The woman sitting across the small wooden table wore the tan uniform with red tabs and insignia of a lieutenant. She could not have been more than twenty-two, and she was taking this interrogation very seriously.


Markov decided to be charming.


“My dear young lady, you have my entire life story in those papers spread before you. It hasn’t been a very colorful life, I admit, but if there is any special part of it that you want me to relate to you …”


She glanced down at the checklist on which her left hand rested. She held a chewed pencil in her right.


“You are married?” she asked.


She’s going to go through the whole damned list, Markov groaned to himself. This will take hours.


“Yes. My wife is Maria …”


“Not yet,” the lieutenant said, diligently making another check mark in the appropriate box. “Children?”


“None.”


“Wife’s first name?”


“Maria.”


“Maiden name?”


“Kirtchatovska.”


It made no impression on the lieutenant. She apparently had no idea that Major Markova had the power to make a lieutenant’s life very uncomfortable.


“How long have you been married?”


“All my life.”


She looked up sharply. “What?”


Markov smiled at her. It’s really quite a pretty face, he thought. I wonder what she would do if I leaned across the table and took a nibble of that luscious lower lip?


“Twenty-four years this January,” he said.


She looked down again and wrote on the checklist. Then her eyes rose to meet his. “Twenty-four years and no children?”


“I suffer from a sad malady,” Markov lied cheerfully. “The result of a war trauma, the psychologists say.”


“You’re … impotent?” She whispered the last word.


Markov shrugged. “It’s all psychological. Sometimes, on very rare occasions when I have found someone beautiful and truly loving, I am a tiger. But with most women … nothing.”


“But how does your wife … ?”


The interrogation room door was flung open by a stocky man in a captain’s uniform. “Haven’t you finished the forms yet? The colonel is waiting!”


Unfolding his lanky frame so that he had the advantage of height over the young captain, Markov suggested, “If you are certain that I’m not a spy or an assassin, perhaps I could meet the colonel and then return here afterward to finish the forms.”


The lieutenant stood up too. “Or I could complete the interview after the working day is finished.”


Markov said carefully, “I wouldn’t want to put you to any trouble.”


“I often work late,” she said. “And these forms are strictly routine. There’s nothing sensitive about them. We could even complete the interview at your apartment, if that is more convenient for you, Professor.”


The captain snapped, “We don’t conduct security interviews in people’s apartments!”


With a sad shrug, Markov reached for his chair. “Very well then. I suppose we’ll have to finish this here and keep the colonel waiting.”


“No,” the captain decided. “You will see the colonel now, and then return here to complete the interview. No matter how long it takes.”


“Whatever you say,” Markov agreed meekly. But he winked at the lieutenant.


She kept a straight face and said, “I will see you in this room, no matter how late it is.”


It was difficult for Markov to suppress a grin as he followed the stocky captain down the featureless corridors. The walls were bare of decoration and even though they had apparently been freshly painted, the halls looked grim and almost shabby. Men and women, most of them in uniform, hurried through the halls. Although Markov could see no cameras anywhere, he got the feeling that everyone was being watched constantly.


The captain took him as far as an anteroom, in which a doughy-faced middle-aged civilian woman commanded a large desk with an electric typewriter and two telephones. She flashed Markov a disapproving glance, the kind that his wife often gave, the kind that automatically made him raise his hands to straighten his thinning lank hair and beard. Then she nodded to the captain and gestured wordlessly to the door beyond her desk.


The captain, motioning Markov to follow him, went to the door, knocked once and slowly—carefully—opened it.


Does no one speak here? Markov wondered. Are we at a shrine?


The captain would not cross the threshold, but he brusquely motioned Markov to go inside.


He stepped through into a sumptuous office. A broad desk of polished dark wood with crossed flags behind it. Oriental carpet on the floor. Windows that looked out onto Red Square. Plush leather chairs neatly lined against one wall. Gleaming samovar standing on a low cabinet.


The office was unoccupied. But before Markov could turn back toward the captain, the door at the far end of the room opened and his wife stepped through.


“Maria! This is your office?”


She was wearing her tan uniform, which made her look even squatter and heavier than usual. She scowled at him.


“My office? Hah! My office is smaller than the colonel’s desk.”


“Oh.”


“Come on, come on. They’re all waiting for you.”


He crossed the fine carpet and entered the inner room. It was a conference chamber, the air hazy with cigarette and pipe smoke from twenty men and women seated around the long narrow table. Markov sneezed.


At the head of the table sat the colonel, a pudgy little man with narrow, squinting pig’s eyes. Maria introduced everyone to Markov. He immediately forgot all their names except for Academician Bulacheff—the head of the Soviet Academy of Sciences, and an astronomer of first rank.


Feeling somewhat uneasy, Markov took the seat Maria indicated between a slight, bald man who puffed nervously on a long, thin cigarette, and a female secretary who had a notepad on her lap. Markov noticed that her skirt was up above her knees but her legs weren’t worth bothering about.


“Now then,” the colonel said with a single nod of his head that made his wattles quiver, “we can begin.”


Markov remained silent, listening, as they unfolded the story. The planet Jupiter was giving off strange radio pulses, superimposed against the natural radio noises emanating from the planet. Could it be a signal of some sort? A code? A language?


One of the military men sitting near the colonel shook his head. “I think it’s an American spacecraft that’s been sent into a very deep orbit.”


“It couldn’t be,” said the man beside Markov.


“A secret probe on its way to Jupiter,” the officer insisted.


“For what purpose?”


The officer shrugged. “I’m not in the intelligence service. Let them find out.”


“We have no indication of such a launch by the Americans,” said a bleak-faced graying woman halfway down the table from Markov. “I doubt that the Americans could hide such a launch from us.”


“What about the West Germans? They have a launching base in Brazil now, don’t they?”


“It is under constant surveillance,” the woman answered. “And it does not have the capability of launching interplanetary missions.”


“Then it must be the Americans,” the officer said.


Or the Jovians, Markov thought.


“It is not a spacecraft,” Academician Bulacheff said in a mild, soft voice. “The radio pulses are coming from the planet itself. Of that we are certain.”


“Have the Americans picked up the signals?” the colonel asked. Apparently Bulacheff’s word was enough to silence the spacecraft theory.


“We have done a computer search of the American scientific journals,” one of the younger civilians answered.


“Not a word about this has been published.”


“Perhaps they haven’t picked up the signals.”


“Nonsense! Their facilities are as good as ours. Better, in some cases.”


“But do they have a radio telescope operating at the proper frequency? After all …”


The man beside Markov shrilled in a high, reedy voice, “We know of at least four Western facilities that are devoted to studying radio emissions from the planets. The Americans are even mapping Venus with radar! Do you have any conception of the kind of equipment needed to accomplish that? No—if we have detected these strange signals from Jupiter, they have detected them also. That is sure.”


“But why haven’t they published any reports? It’s been several months now and the Americans are always in a rush to get into print.”


“Publish or perish,” said Academician Bulacheff with a slow smile. “Under their system, a scientist must publish papers constantly or be left behind in the competition for money and prestige.”


The conversation drifted further and further into a guessing game about what the Americans were doing. Markov slumped back in his chair and studied Bulacheff. He was an elderly man with a thin, sallow face. The little hair that remained on his gleaming dome was pure white and wispy, like a spindrift of snow blown across the tundra. The old man seemed slightly amused by the proceedings. He caught Markov gazing at him and returned a slight smile.


“The signals can be only one of two things,” Bulacheff said. His soft voice quavered slightly, but everyone turned to him and listened.


Raising one finger, the academician said, “It could be some natural process of the planet Jupiter that is giving off these radio waves. Most likely it is exactly that and nothing more. After all, we have been observing Jupiter’s radio emissions for only a few decades. The planet has been in existence for more than four thousand million years. Who are we to say what is natural and what is anomalous?”


No one challenged his statement. The colonel gave a little coughing grunt and reached for a fresh cigarette.


“The second possibility?” Markov asked gently.


“It may be a deliberate attempt at communication by an intelligent race of Jovian creatures. Personally, I find that difficult to accept, but we must consider it as a possibility until we can actually disprove it.”


Everyone around the table nodded. A bit fearfully, Markov thought.


“Professor Markov,” Bulacheff called, “you are a well-known expert on archaic languages—and you wrote a most interesting monograph about extraterrestrial languages.”


Markov felt himself blushing. “The book was merely an amusement. It was not meant to be considered as a serious text.”


Bulacheff smiled approvingly. “Perhaps. Still, it was a thoughtful piece of work. We must have your help. We would like you to review all the data we have obtained and have you tell us if, in your opinion, these radio pulses could be a language of some sort.”


“Or a code,” Maria added.


“I would be happy to do so,” Markov said to the academician. “And more than happy to work with you, sir.”


Bulacheff inclined his head slightly, accepting the compliment. “Now then, Colonel, if you are truly worried about the Americans, I suggest that we pay special attention to the international astronomical conference that will be held in Paris next month. The Americans will have a large delegation there, as usual. We should be able to learn how much they know.”


“They talk that freely?” someone asked.


Bulacheff’s wrinkled old face eased into a tolerant grin. “The Americans have a fixation about freedom of speech. They don’t know when not to talk.”


“But suppose,” Maria asked, “they say nothing about these radio signals?”


The old man’s grin faded. “That in itself would be significant. Very significant.”


The colonel placed both his pudgy palms down on the tabletop. “Very well. Pick the people who should attend the conference,” he said to Bulacheff. “I will add a few of my own.”


Bulacheff nodded.


He’s taken command of the project, Markov realized. “But remember one thing,” the colonel warned.


Everyone looked toward him.


“If it becomes clear that these signals really are from an intelligent race, we must make certain that it is the Soviet Union—and only the Soviet Union—that makes contact with them. Such an advanced technology must not be allowed to fall into the hands of the West.”




… how might such a communication be effected? Space vehicles travel very slowly. A typical mission to the Moon lasts a few days, to the nearby planets a few months, to the outer solar system a few years. … Even quite optimistic estimates place the nearest civilization at a few hundred light-years, where a light-year is almost six trillion miles. It would take our present spacecraft some tens of thousands of years to go the distance of the nearest star, and several tens of millions of years to travel this estimated distance to the nearest other civilization.


A much quicker and more reliable means of inter-stellar communication is to send or receive radio messages that travel at the speed of light.




CARL SAGAN
Murmurs of Earth: the Voyager
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CHAPTER 6


Stoner’s eyes snapped open like an electric light turning on. He was lying on the bed, still dressed. He had fallen asleep.


It was morning now, gray and dank. Rain drummed against the window.


The hallway door opened and Dooley backed in, carrying a breakfast tray. It had been his single sharp rap on the door that had awakened Stoner. Through the open door he could see the other agent standing in the hall, calmly appraising him, ready for anything.


“Breakfast in bed,” Dooley said cheerfully. “Not bad, huh?”


Stoner nodded blearily and Dooley quickly left. The door closed, the lock clicked.


Despite himself, Stoner found that he had an appetite. Juice, eggs, bacon, muffins, jam and coffee quickly disappeared into crumbs and stains on his paper napkin.


He went to the window, stared outside and tried to figure out where he was. The rain was stripping the last leaves from the trees. Low gray clouds were scudding past, most likely east to west, he thought. So north must be in the direction I’m facing, more or less.


There were no landmarks outside that he could recognize, only wooded hills that might have been anywhere in New England.


With nothing else to do, Stoner showered. He saw there was an electric razor in the bathroom. They’re very thorough, he thought. And careful with their prisoners. Rummaging through the bureau drawers and closet, he found a blue pullover sweater and a pair of tan chinos that almost fit. The sleeves and pants legs were too short. At least they’re not prison gray.


No books in the room. No television. No phone. The bed was a double. Its fluffy chenille spread, the kind a middle-class housewife buys for the guest room, was rumpled and sagged halfway to the floor. The wingback chair was still a decorator’s nightmare. The carpet was thick, beige, ordinary. The night table was some unrecognizable variation of the furniture style carried by mail-order chains.


It was an odd room to be locked in.


Stoner shrugged to himself, thought about doing some warmup exercises, started pacing the room instead. He was by the window when the door’s sudden opening startled him.


Turning quickly, he saw that the man coming through the doorway was the observatory’s director, Professor McDermott.


Ramsey McDermott was a big man, physically big, with the heavy shoulders of a longshoreman and the rugged good looks—even in his sixties—of a campus idol. His blond hair had turned a dull pewter shade of gray long ago, but he still kept it in a bristling crew cut. His cobalt-blue eyes could still snap when he got angry.


Professor McDermott liked to loom over smaller people and convince them that he was right and they were wrong on the strength of precise logic and a booming voice. But to Stoner, Big Mac looked old and flabby, living on past glories and younger men’s achievements.


Stoner stood between the window and the chair as McDermott came into the bedroom. The hall door closed behind him.


“How are they treating you, Stoner?” No handshake. McDermott kept his heavy, blunt-fingered hands at his sides. He was wearing a tweed jacket, comfortable old slacks that bagged slightly at the knees, a checkered shirt with a hideous green tie.


“Rotten,” Stoner snapped. “What’s this all about?”


Looking over the room and seeing that the only chair was the little upholstered thing that Stoner stood in front of, the old man went across to the rumpled bed and gingerly lowered himself onto it.


“Damned arthritis,” he grumbled in a deep, surprisingly rich voice. “Weather like this really gets to it.”


“What’s happening?” Stoner demanded. “Why have I been locked up here?”


“Your own damned fault,” McDermott said, reaching into his jacket for a blackened briar pipe. “I know you were going to run down to Washington.”


“I’m still a NASA employee …”


“Only technically,” McDermott said. “You’re on loan to me, and by God you’ll take orders from me!”


“You can’t push me around like this.”


“The Navy can. The observatory’s funded by the Office of Naval Research, sonny. At my suggestion, ONR has slapped a Confidential classification on what you’re doing.”


Stoner sank down into the chair. “How in hell can you classify a natural phenomenon? What I’ve discovered … why would the Navy want to keep it secret?”


Puffing blue clouds of smoke that smelled like burnt pencil shavings, McDermott answered, “You have no idea what’s involved in all this, do you?”


“I’ve found extraterrestrial life, dammit!”


“Phah.” The old man looked completely unimpressed. “Listen to me, sonny. I saved your career. If it weren’t for me you’d be an unemployed ex-astronaut with a useless degree in astrophysics, teaching in some jerkwater college in Texas. Don’t forget that.”


“What does that have to do with it?”


McDermott puffed on his pipe. “Jupiter’s giving off some strange radio pulses, the likes of which we’ve never seen before. So I get the inspiration of bringing an optical astronomer into the observatory, somebody who can get us access to the first pictures Big Eye is taking, from orbit.”


“Okay, it was a good idea. A great idea.”


“You bet it was.”


“And it paid off,” Stoner went on, “with the biggest discovery in history.”


The old man snorted. “And you want to run down to Washington and tell your old buddies in NASA about it.”


“For a start.”


“And become a big hero. Publish a paper in Icarus. Get your picture on the cover of Time magazine. Become another goddamned Sagan and get on the Johnny Carson show.”


“What’s wrong with you?” Stoner asked. The man was talking in riddles.


McDermott blew a jet of smoke toward the ceiling. “What have you discovered, Stoner? What do those Big Eye photographs really show?”


“A spacecraft orbiting Jupiter, for Chrissake!”


“Bullcrap!” the old man bellowed. “It’s a natural satellite. Another moon. The damned planet’s got fifteen of ’em that we know about. This makes sixteen.”


“With the kind of UV-to-blue indices we’ve measured?” Stoner countered. “It’s much too bright to be a natural moon.”


“How the hell do you know? It could be a chunk of ice that’s been captured …”


“It’s metal,” Stoner said, quietly, firmly.


McDermott took the pipe from his teeth and shook his head sorrowfully. “You’re grasping at straws, sonny. All you’ve got is a couple of photographs that show a tiny speck of light nobody’s noticed before.”


“Big Eye picked it up because it’s too faint for telescopes on the ground to see.”


“So why should you think it’s artificial?”


Eagerly hunching forward in his little chair, Stoner ticked off points on his fingers. “First, your people pick up these radio pulses—something brand new. Nothing like them have ever come from Jupiter before.”


“That we know of.”


“Second, you bring me into the game so you can acquire the use of Big Eye before it’s officially turned over to the universities. I get them to look at Jupiter and we find … something new.”


“A sixteenth moon,” McDermott muttered.


“Too much of a coincidence,” Stoner insisted. “The new radio signals and the new … object. It’s extraterrestrial life. Intelligent extraterrestrial life.”


“No.”


“Yes! Face it!”


Big Mac sucked on his pipe. It had gone out. Fumbling in his pockets for his lighter, he said, “Listen to me. Even if you’re right it’s too early to go running around yelling about it. It’s a million-to-one shot, and if you’re wrong about it, you’d be ruining yourself and the observatory by blabbing about it now.”


“But other facilities must be picking up the radio pulses. We can’t sit here and let them take the credit for discovering them.”


“They don’t have the Big Eye photographs,” McDermott said. “That’s our ace in the hole.”


“For how long?”


“Long enough. That’s why I got the Navy to classify everything.”


Stoner got to his feet and paced the length of the bedroom. “We’ve got the greatest discovery in the history of science …”


“Maybe.”


“… and you want to keep it a secret.”


McDermott gave a grunt that might have been a chuckle and, heaving himself up from the bed, jabbed the pipe stem-first toward Stoner. “It’s out of our hands anyway, sonny. Come with me. Come on.”


They went out the unlocked bedroom door, along the upstairs hallway of the old house and down the steep narrow stairs to the spacious new living room that bordered on the indoor pool.


Someone was swimming, methodically plodding his way slowly along its length in an overhand crawl stroke. Stoner couldn’t be sure, but he thought the swimmer was Dooley.


Then he noticed that two men were sitting in the living room, in front of the empty dark fireplace. They got to their feet as Stoner and McDermott approached. Stoner recognized one of them as Jeff Thompson, from the observatory.


“Jeff,” he said as he came toward the fireplace. “So they dragged you in, too.”


“Not exactly,” Thompson said, smiling a little guiltily. “I came voluntarily.”


“Everybody’s volunteered to keep this thing quiet,” McDermott rumbled from behind Stoner. “You’re the only one who’s giving us trouble.”


I’m the only one who’s not on your direct payroll, Stoner answered silently.


The other man stuck out his hand to Stoner. “Hi. I’m Fred Tuttle.”


McDermott explained, “Lieutenant Commander Tuttle is our contracting officer in the Office of Naval Research.”


Tuttle was in civvies: a neat tan corduroy suit with brown suede patches on the elbows. He was a small man, with the round freckled face of a Mark Twain character. But his grip was strong in Stoner’s hand, self-assured. A salesman’s grip, with the winning smile that they teach you in confidence courses.


“You’re Air Force, aren’t you?” the lieutenant commander asked.


“Inactive reserve,” Stoner replied. “Very inactive reserve.” Tuttle’s smile widened, showing even white teeth. “Well, we may be forced to put you back on active status, you know.”


“No, I don’t know. I don’t understand what in hell is going on.”


With a gesture Tuttle got them all seated. Stoner took the sofa that flanked the cold fireplace. It smelled of carbon and wet leaves. Thompson sat next to him. McDermott grabbed the big cushioned chair opposite. Tuttle remained standing, in charge.


“What we’ve got here”—the lieutenant commander’s face went serious—“is something that may be vitally important to the nation’s security.”


“Important to the nation’s security?” Stoner echoed, incredulous. “How can ETI be … ?”


“ETI?” Tuttle asked.


“Extraterrestrial intelligence,” Thompson explained. “Astronomical jargon.”


“Let’s not get carried away here,” McDermott rumbled. “All we’ve really got is these anomalous low-frequency radio signals and a few photographs showing what’s most likely a sixteenth moon of Jupiter.”


“Even if that’s all there is to it,” Stoner countered, icily, “we should publish the information. In Science. Or Nature. Before somebody else scoops us.”
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