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CHAPTER 1 

The Big Red Button
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CAPTAIN IRIS FROUD kicked gently off the door frame to propel herself across the control room to the black-padded seat bolted to the deck before the main control panel. She strapped herself in and stared at the ship’s nameplate: Heisenberg. Two more seats flanked her. Above everything, a broad screen showed the ship’s surroundings, including the numerous lounge windows, cargo bays, and docking stations of Luna Orbital Station, home of the Technology Development Center. “’We expect no problems,’ they said.”

“The Uncertainty Drive worked fine in the lab,” said Bin Tanka, Engineering.

“Theory as sound as it can be,” said Navigator Adrian Franklin. He sounded skeptical. He was a New Brunswick Canadian, proud of his Micmac great-grandmother. He had studied math at the Sorbonne in Paris before he joined the Pan-Europe Space Agency. All three members of the crew wore pale blue shipsuits that fitted closely, with no loose fabric to snag on things; nothing else would do in zero-gee. The suits were adorned with PESA and TDC patches.

“Theory!” said Captain Iris. Her lips peeled grimly back, revealing the pair of namesake inlays in her upper incisors. When she caught someone staring, she would snarl with the spirit of the Viking ancestors who had brought the Froud name to the Orkney Islands: “Just in case I die, you know? Instant ID. Better than fillings.”

She was snarling now, too. “That worked out so well when they asked us to test that prototype tractor beam. ‘Mining tool,’ they said.”

Bin Tanka leaned over his board. “That’s still installed.”

“The old version?”

Bin nodded. “Of course.”

“Damned near threw us into the Sun,” said Captain Iris. “Good thing the Fuchs Drive is so powerful. But they should have stripped it out when we were done with it.”

Adrian shook his head as he strapped into the navigator’s seat on the Captain’s left. Between his control board and hers was a new one, a small panel with two screens, one labeled with an X, for location, the other with a P, for momentum. Below the X screen was a small keyboard. Between the screens was a big red button. Pushing it would activate the Uncertainty Drive.

“Action, reaction I could understand.” He did not want to be as pessimistic as his captain. Test crews were deliberately chosen for their intelligence and resourcefulness. If something went wrong, they were expected to cope.

“Worked fine on small stuff,” said Bin Tanka. The last seat was his. “Like beer bulbs.” His ancestors were Maori; one of them, Te Rauparaha, was famous for composing the “Ka Mate” haka. But Bin Tanka was no chieftain; he had obtained his engineering degree from the University of Otago, but he was not just an engineer. He spent much of his time with his personal comp, swearing every time its AI tried to take over the visions he was trying to render. Friends on other ships within the Solar System liked to display his work.

“Speaking of small stuff...” Adrian laughed. Bin was the shortest of the three, but all were slim, just over a meter and a half in height. Such slight physiques had long been standard in space.

“Hah! They wanted us to tow an asteroid. But too much mass reversed the polarity. Instead of drawing the rock toward us, it repelled it. And us.”

“Action, reaction,” Adrian repeated.

“The testing was successful, sers,” said the ship’s AI. It handled most routine functions, including conversion of the Solar System’s beacon-based coordinate system into distances and directions.

“What do you mean, Bertie?” asked the Captain. Getting tossed toward the Sun at high speed had not felt like a success at the time.

“Now they blow up asteroids first, ser. Then they use the beams on the pieces.”

“Okay. But it didn’t feel like a success at the time. Don’t want to go through that again. We’ll work our way up, like they said.”

“’Go past the Kuiper Belt,’ they said. At least 75 astronomical units.” Earth was just one AU from the sun. “At least we don’t have to go to the Oort Cloud.” Adrian shook his head. “Long trip, even with the Fuchs Drive.”

“Far from other masses,” said the Captain.

“Three weeks,” said Bin Tanka. “Damn good thing we have fusion power. It used to take us a lot longer to go that far.”

“If this thing works,” said Captain Iris. “Next-gen will take three minutes.”

“And we’ll be able to go a lot further. The stars...”

“Got to lick the mass-proximity problem first,” said Adrian. “If there really is one.” He hoped there wasn’t, for three weeks out and three weeks back was a long trip. He had a sort-of partner. But Carin was a forensic software analyst who was often on the road. They might or might not be able to get together when he was on the ground.

He’d asked her once why she couldn’t stay home and work on copies of the suspect software. She’d just said, “You think I want that stuff on my system?”

He’d laughed, for that was how they’d met. He and Captain Iris and Bin Tanka had been asked to test a new surveillance satellite whose maker insisted on monitoring the testing. The Director of the Technology Development Center had engaged Carin to monitor that.

A good thing, too. The satellite did not report what it saw, but what it was told to see. Once that was documented, the maker was out of business.

And he and Carin were an occasional thing.

“What could happen?” asked Bin Tanka. “Go two places at once?”

“They have no idea.” Adrian rolled his eyes ostentatiously.

Captain Iris grinned at him. “’Excess of caution,’ they said. ‘Do the testing without extraneous factors.”

“Clean-room testing,” said Bin Tanka.

“No clean room big enough for the Heisenberg.”

“Except space. Way-out space.”

“Yeah,” said Captain Iris. She sounded wistful as she touched her control panel and the view in the broad viewscreen above the control panels shifted to show Earth. There were shiny bits of land where nuclear weapons had glazed the ground. Smoke marked more wars and wildfires. The nearby Mediterranean Sea was the sickly green of algae soup; it no longer held fish of any kind. Similar color rimmed the visible continents. Bangladesh was half its one-time size. If they could have seen around the curve of the planet, they would have noted that more algae choked the Gulf of Mexico and Florida was sadly truncated. The seas had risen faster than anyone had expected. And the heat—India was a desiccated brown, as was much of Africa, the American Midwest, what once had been the Amazon rainforest.

Humanity needed a star drive if it was to survive. Yet even with one, there was no way to save everyone. The best they could hope to do was to plant colonies of a few hundred people wherever they could. Seeds for the future. Then, perhaps, the species would survive.

“We good, Bertie?”

“We are free from station, ser. Course is set. Fusion reactor nominal. No traffic.”

“Then let’s go, Bertie.”

The image on the screen shifted again to center Luna Orbital Station as it shrank, slowly at first, but then, as the Heisenberg accelerated, faster and faster. The Moon came into view, and it too was shrinking. They were on their way.

The screen image shifted again to show the empty space ahead. The system mass they had to avoid, planets and asteroids and smaller rocks, was sparsely distributed. They would be surprised if they saw anything, but they had to watch. Or Bertie did. The AI would let them know if any problems appeared in their path. Most of the time, his virtual hands on the controls were all the ship needed to stay out of trouble.

There were no rumblings of engines, no roar of rockets, not even a mild vibration of the deck. The ship’s Fuchs Drive was a kind of warp drive; the velocity it imparted to the ship depended on energy input. Of course, the ship could never exceed the speed of light.

The new drive, if it worked, would change that. It exploited Heisenberg’s Uncertainty Principle, which said it was impossible to measure a subatomic particle’s location, X, and momentum, P, simultaneously. If you knew one, the other was indeterminate. The physics whizzes had scaled it up to apply to large objects, like ships, and figured a way to specify a location. Just type in the coordinates, they said. And sure, you arrived going faster or slower than you started. The Fuchs Drive could correct for that.

#
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ONCE A TRIP TO OR PAST the Kuiper Belt would have taken years. Now they just had to look forward to three weeks of boredom before they could even think of testing the new Uncertainty Drive. But the Heisenberg’s crew had worked together long enough to be comfortable with each other. The Captain, for all her Viking ancestry, rarely stood on her rank. Her snarls were much more a matter of personality.

The days of the voyage passed smoothly. They ate and slept. They read and played games. Bin Tanka concentrated on his art.

Bertie, on the other hand... Captain Iris and Adrian passed the time with endless games of chess in the small galley, and he had a tendency to kibbitz. That did not endear him to the Captain and navigator, especially since any move he suggested was generally the best one. His comments on Bin’s artwork were less apt, for art was not calculable.

“Shaddap, Bertie,” was a frequent refrain. Then, for a time, like a small child, he was quiet.

But the days passed. The weeks passed. The Heisenberg passed the orbits of Mars and Jupiter, of Saturn and Uranus and Neptune, even of still-demoted Pluto. It began to decelerate.

Eventually, the sun was little more than a bright pinprick in the sky. The Kuiper Belt had miniplanets and other masses, but they had deliberately chosen an empty zone. There was not even much in the way of dust.

Adrian was sitting at the Navigation station, leaning over the X-marked screen on the controls for the Uncertainty Drive. His fingers were poised over the small keyboard. “How far do we want to go first?”

“Try a hundred thousand kilometers,” said Captain Iris. “Baby steps.”

The navigator called the beacon chart onto the screen and began to type. He just had to set the distance; the ship would travel in the direction its prow was facing. A red arrow head appeared on the chart. He changed the zoom factor, and the arrow became a short line. On one end, a dot marked the position of the Heisenberg.

“Ready,” he said as he reached toward the big red button on the Uncertainty Drive panel.

That was when Bertie said, “Wait, sers!”

“What?” Adrian jerked his hand away from the button.

“There is an object, sers. Metal.” A yellow light began to blink on the big screen above the controls.

“I thought you said we were clear, Bertie.”

“It takes time to scan everything, sers. We should be clear. But we are not.”

“Obviously.”

“I am getting more data, sers.” The blinking light on the screen enlarged, and it was quickly clear that they were not looking at a rock.

“A ship,” said Bin Tanka in a hushed voice. “Aliens?”

Adrian leaned toward the screen as if that would help him see better. “We’ll need to report this.”

Captain Iris grimaced for the inevitable delay. Her dental inlays caught the light. “Get us closer then. Just the Fuchs Drive.”

It did not take long to get close enough to see that the unknown ship looked a lot like their own. It wasn’t a perfect match. The fusion reactor module was smaller. The flanks swelled as if the interior were a bit roomier than in their own ship. Changes in coloration announced that the ship had been repaired or refitted. Or both.

“I bet I know where the control room is,” said Adrian.

Captain Iris laughed. “You’re the navigator. Any signs of life, Bertie?”

The ship’s AI responded with, “The fusion reactor is inactive, sers. Hull temperature is forty Kelvin.”

“A derelict,” said Bin Tanka.

“It must be,” said the navigator. “It sure doesn’t belong out here. We’d know if a ship were missing.”

“Then is it alien?” asked Bin Tanka.

“It looks too much like ours.”

“Except it isn’t. And if it’s that cold inside...” Captain Iris shook her head. “No crew. No living crew.”

“The ship is not emitting signals, sers,” said Bertie. “It is not responding to my signals.”

“Then we will have to wear suits when we board.” Captain Iris pointed at the obvious access hatch. It was located precisely where it was on the Heisenberg.

“Board?” said the navigator. “”Not what we’re here for. We just need to get some distance and push the button.”

“Board,” repeated Captain Iris. “They’ll want to know all about it back home.”

The others nodded. Of course they would. And it would take far too long to send a request for instructions and wait for the reply. They were supposed to cope when anything unexpected happened. Independent action. Not that they mightn’t take heat after the fact: “You shoulda. You should notta.”

“We’ll send a quick report,” said the Captain. “Just in case.”

It did not take long to suit up, nor to move their ship close enough, just barely, to step across the gap. After telling Bertie to hold their ship close and record everything seen by the suit cams and transmitted by the coms, Adrian leaned out, grasped the access hatch’s manual control in one hand, braced himself against the hull, and yanked. When the hatch moved sideways, he stepped across and said, “We’re in.”

The interior of the strange ship was utterly dark. There were no lights, not even the dim emergency lighting. They had to rely on their suit lights, but that was enough to show that even the inside of the ship was very much like their own. The air lock looked identical. The corridors and rooms beyond were laid out the same, although they were covered not with grey paint but with a salmon-pink carpet frosted with a layer of frozen air. When they touched the carpet, pink dust erupted, hanging briefly in the zero-gee vacuum.

In the control room, the cabinets that supported the four control panels were larger. So were the screens. The three bolted-down seats before the controls seemed identical, although the padding was cracked and the stuffing showed. Three new seats were bolted down behind them, though “new” really wasn’t the right word; they too were cracked, with the stuffing showing. On one wall was mounted a frame containing a chart of some kind; the glass protecting it was cloudy with carpet dust or, perhaps, with frozen air.

As on their own ship, one of the control panels bore two small screens labeled X and P and, between them, a big red button. Beneath the button was a third screen, labeled T.

“This is seriously spooky,” said Bin Tanka. His eyes were so wide behind his helmet’s faceplate that their whites underlined the sentiment. His suit com gave his voice a suitable quaver. “So much like ours!”

The others just nodded. Captain Iris pushed off the wall to float toward the central console. It reached higher on the wall than its equivalent in their own ship. As her course brought her face above its upper edge, she grabbed at the edge to halt her movement and swore.

“What?”

“Look at this!” When they were beside her, she pointed behind the top edge of the console.

Now it was the others’ turns to swear. “It can’t be!”

“Coincidence!”

“But it is.” A name plate, just like their own. Saying Heisenberg, just like their own.

“If it is, it’s older. It’s been refitted. And it’s old.” Bin pointed at the stuffing leaking from the seats.

“How can that be?” All three shook their heads.

“We need to look around,” said Captain Iris.

Their first stop was the galley, where they found only an empty freezer and cupboards empty but for drink bulbs and covered bowls for more solid food. But there was no sign of food.

“Was there a crew?” asked Captain Iris. “Or was it run by an AI?”

“Think its name was Bertie?”

She shook her head. “We need to split up.”

A few minutes later, Adrian shouted over his com: “You’ve got to see this!”

“Where are you?”

“Quarters. Cabin 2.”

Their own Heisenberg had three cabins, one for each of the crew. This one had four additional cabins. 

On their own ship, Cabin 2 would be his own. Here, there was no way to tell who slept in it. Particularly since all three members of the derelict’s crew were sprawled in the gravity-less, airless space above the deck, their ship suits shredded into less than rags. Once they had been brown, not blue like theirs. A sturdy sleeping net was clipped to the wall, intact.

“Skeletons!” Bin sounded shocked when he saw the bones the shred revealed.

The navigator recoiled when he noted the black and brown stains on the pink carpeting that lined the cabin. But he recovered quickly. He pointed at a shin bone, where a thin white line marked a long-healed break. “I broke my leg like that when I was a kid.”

He then pointed at another, shorter skeleton, one of whose knees had been replaced with metal. “But these guys must have been older than us when they died.”

Captain Iris shrieked. She was staring at a skull whose incisors were inlaid with lapis lazuli irises. “That’s me! The teeth!”

“How the hell...” Even through his helmet, it was easy to tell that Adrian was shaking his head. “This is impossible.”

“But it’s right in front of me! Us.” Captain Iris sounded ready to shriek again.

“Are you getting this, Bertie?” said Bin Tanka.

“Of course, ser,” said the AI’s voice on their coms.

“We have to report this,” said Adrian as he led the retreat to the control room. There he paused to rub his suit’s sleeve over the foggy glass of the chart on the wall. It helped a little. He froze, studying it.

“That’s a star chart,” said Bin Tanka before he could say the same.

“We should take it,” said the Captain. Her voice was still shaking with the shock of seeing what had to be her own body. “Smash that glass.”

Adrian used his fist and rebounded from the wall. He hadn’t anchored himself first. But the glass shattered anyway, rendering the chart much more visible. It was indeed a star chart, and its labels were in a familiar alphabet, rendered in an unfamiliar font. The words looked like they should be familiar, but they weren’t quite.

Once they were back on their own ship, he spread the chart across a wall, tacking its corners down with tape. “What are those?” asked Bin Tanka, pointing at a star system whose emblem was bright gold. There were many more highlighted in the same way. Beside each one was a string of perfectly normal numerals. “Coordinates?”

“Important systems?” asked the navigator. “Colonies?”

“Not ours,” said Captain Iris. Out of the suit at last, she was visibly quivering. “We don’t have colonies.”

“Yet,” said Bin Tanka. “This is from the future.”

“What?”

“What else could it be? Our own ship, but modified. Our own bodies, but older.”

“How the hell?”

“Momentum,” said Bertie, the ship’s AI. ”It is a function of mass and velocity, sers. Velocity is a function of distance and time.”

“And we locked in distance,” said Adrian, pointing at the X screen. “So either mass or time is uncertain.”

“It would require vast amounts of energy to increase our mass,” said Bertie. “Or release vast amounts of energy if it decreased.”

“So we’ve got a time machine,” said Captain Iris. “But how do you aim it? Can you pick a time?”

Adrian pointed at the big red button. “We can’t. The other ship has a T screen. Not just P and X. This one...” He shook his head. “We press that button and we’re off to the future. Some future.”

“Or the past,” said Captain Iris. “We came back, after all.”

“But why?” asked Bin Tanka. “They couldn’t leave us a note?”

“It’s probably on the computer,” said Adrian. “And no power.”

“Jokers,” said Captain Iris. “Damned jokers. And I know they’re us. We didn’t want us to know.”

“Logic says there must be a reason, sers,” said Bertie. “But something went wrong.”

“Yeah, we came back,” said Bin Tanka. “But how long ago? How long were we waiting for us to show up? We died. There’s no food because we ate it all.”

“Long enough for all the power to die.” Every ship with a fusion power plant had batteries to start the plant when needed. Meanwhile, they kept the lights on.

“Maybe we were already dead. And someone sent us back. Or their Bertie did it.” Adrian made a face. “Our Bertie? The pronouns can drive you nuts.”

“What do we do now?” asked Bin Tanka.

“We have to report,” said Captain Iris. “Send them a copy of that chart, too. And then they’ll go out and make those colonies. We have to push the button. And then we come back to make it all happen.”

Adrian shook his head. “We don’t have to push that button.” He thought of Carin. They did not get together very often, but they enjoyed each other’s company when they did. If they didn’t push the button, he could go home and see her again. If they did, he would vanish, as far as she knew. Would she miss him, pine for him? She was far too busy for that. He might well miss her far longer.

“Yes, we do,” said Captain Iris. For her, human partners were temporary things, easily found between missions, easily left behind
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