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FRACTALS

 

(Not An) Aurora Rhapsody Short Story

 

A mysterious signal coming from deep space attracts the attention of humanity’s scientists and the soldiers who protect them—the kind of attention the originators of the signal will do anything to avoid. When the two converge, first contact doesn’t go the way either side planned.

Fractals is set far, far prior to the events of and in an alternate timeline from the Aurora Rhapsody saga. Which is not to say it's unrelated.



 

 

“Destiny is for people who are too lazy to create alternate timelines.”

  


— R. Stevens



EARTH ALLIANCE SCIENCE VESSEL

SIYANE

PERIPHERY OF THE METIS NEBULA

5.4 KILOPARSECS FROM EARTH

2322




Alexis opened her eyes.

“…on the bridge.”

She peered around, briefly disoriented. The lights in her cabin were set to gradually brighten as her regular wake-up time neared, but the cabin remained shrouded in darkness. Which meant it wasn’t her regular wake-up time. Which meant something was wrong.

“Comms, repeat your last.”

“XO Picano has requested your presence on the bridge.”

She rubbed at her eyes and swung her legs over the edge of the bed. “Thank you. I’ll be there in… is something shooting at us?”

“No, Commander.”

“Excellent. Then I’ll be there in six minutes.”
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She remembered to square her shoulders and lift her chin a split second before the door to the bridge slid open. She’d blame it on the lingering fog of interrupted sleep, but the truth was that despite sixteen years as a military brat, five years at the military’s elite Materials and Sciences Institute and fifteen years as an active duty officer, sometimes the role still felt like a guise she wore atop her real self.

A shower had been out of the question, so she’d wound her hair into a sloppy knot. Her mother would be mortified to see it. But her mother wasn’t here, and this was her ship, dammit. 

Technically, it was the Earth Alliance Armed Forces’ ship. But she was captain of it, dammit.

“Picano, I trust there’s a good reason why I’m no longer in my bed dreaming about a vacation at a beach resort on Requi?”

From one of the sensor reading displays her XO looked over his shoulder wearing a dour expression. He made no bones about the fact that he wanted the captain’s chair; frankly, she was surprised he’d deigned to call her to the bridge and cede an opportunity to act authoritative.

“Yes, Commander. We’re picking up some unusual new readings from the target region.”

Ah. He’d summoned her on account of there being actual science involved. Though it flew under the flag of the Alliance military, this was first and foremost a research ship, and she was a scientist at heart. This was also why she was the captain and Picano never would be.

“Unusual? Well, that’s why we’re here.” Alexis strode over to the monitoring station and nudged Picano out of the way so she could get a closer look.

The display was a mess of overlapping waveforms and fuzzy noise. The pulsar beam continued to dominate, and the odd TLF wave that had brought them here had grown significantly in strength overnight. But so had the synchrotron radiation, pulsar wind and ionized particles pervasive throughout the nebula, which made it nigh impossible to see whatever might be ‘new.’

“Major Walker, can we clean this up?”

The Chief Science Officer glanced uncertainly at Picano, who cleared his throat. “When we began detecting the new readings, we alerted Mr. Marano. He and Chief Engineer Fernandes are currently in Instrumentation making modifications to the equipment to try to better capture the various signals. We can’t alter the incoming feed until they’re done… fiddling.”

He may as well have closed with a snarl, so thickly did the derision drip from his words. She gave him a closed-mouth smile. “Then it sounds as if Instrumentation is where I need to be.”
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The TLF wave had come to the attention of the military’s Deep Space Exploration Committee eight days earlier. Picked up by a custom commercial satellite array recently launched from Seneca, the wave propagated out from the Metis Nebula at a frequency of 0.0419 Hz. Except nothing propagated at a frequency that low. Nothing manmade, nothing cosmically made.

While the signal was faint—so faint it hadn’t previously been detected—it appeared to originate from a millisecond pulsar at the heart of the nebula, which was located in a region of largely unexplored space well outside the borders of the Earth Alliance. But since millisecond pulsars didn’t emit TLF waves, appearances were evidently wrong.

It was a mystery ready-made for the EAS Siyane to solve. However, because they were heading into unexplored territory, and because the term ‘unknown’ had made its way up the chain of command, she—the ship—was not heading into the Metis Nebula alone.

Her armed escort consisted of the twelve warships (not counting fighters) of the 4th Regiment of the 2nd Brigade, Earth Alliance NE Regional Command… and one consultant.

Alexis stepped inside Instrumentation to find Miguel Fernandes, her Chief Engineer, pacing in agitation along the wall of monitoring equipment. The presumed source of his agitation took the form of two legs extending from beneath the casing of their wideband EM spectrum analyzer, doubtlessly belonging to Caleb Marano, consultant.

Mr. Marano had designed the satellite array that detected the TLF wave for Astral Materials and, according to the company, he was the only person who understood how the damn thing worked. So when the order came down to retrofit their equipment to properly measure and study the signal and the assorted unusual readings accompanying it, he had been loaned out to the Siyane to help them do so—then to come along for the ride in case adjustments needed to be made on the fly.

Adjustments such as those being made right now, it turned out.

“Commander!” Fernandes stopped pacing long enough to salute.

“At ease, Chief.” She eyed the legs as they scooted further underneath the casing. “What’s he doing?”

Fernandes gave her an uneasy shrug.

“Rigging the filters so they’ll stop trying to merge this very precise gamma wave that just showed up into the synchrotron radiation noise that’s drowning the sensors.”

The voice originated from the same place the legs did, but she didn’t need a location to identify it. The distinctive and far too hypnotic Senecan accent marked it as Marano, for no one else on the ship was Senecan. Regular quarrels between the Senecan colonial government and the Earth Alliance politicians in London and Washington had resulted in a notably low military enlistment rate on the colony for the last several decades.

Fernandes wore a pained grimace as his distress grew at a stranger, a civilian, tearing apart his equipment.

Marano had only been on the ship for three days, but the crew’s response to his presence had quickly settled into two opposing camps: the men who were his best pals and the women who wanted to screw him on one side, and the officers who were alternatively flummoxed or aghast at how he seemed to confidently saunter around and do whatever he wanted on the other. 

Both responses amused her. She was keeping a loose leash on him, but quietly. The reactions of her officers said more about their weaknesses and strengths than they did about their guest.

She offered Fernandes a reassuring nod and squatted down beside the analyzer casing. “So the new mystery is a gamma wave? As in, the polar opposite end of the spectrum from the TLF wave? Are we sure it’s originating from the same region and not simply passing through?”

“We won’t be sure of anything until I’m able to get these filters to fall in line—” a grunt “—can you hand me a micro welding torch?”

Behind her, Fernandes bristled. “You should address the commander by her title when making a request, Mister Marano.”

A second grunt preceded the reply. “I don
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