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   Enter the SF Gateway …


   In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:


   

   ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’





   Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.


   The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.


   Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.


   Welcome to the SF Gateway.






 

 

Prologue

 

 

Wolf 359, dwarf star dM8e, position 1056n0710 in Leo, 7.7 light-years from Earth. 

 

Nearly eight light-years from Earth, the red dwarf star named Wolf 359 stirred restlessly. At long intervals in her far longer life, the Wolf star slipped into a deep sleep uncommon to a flare star, temporarily quiescent through a span of centuries, unusually mild in her temperament, almost benign in her solar dangers. In time, however, inevitably, the drowsing star awoke to renewed violence, rivaling the most dangerous of her flare star brethren, UV Ceti. In that awakening, Wolf accelerated her own substance into a delicate wind of atomic particles whipped by her contorted magnetic forces to nearly light-speed. As the flare ruptured the star's magnetic field, Wolf reached out with her gossamer fingers to caress the three planets of her tiny system, bathing their airless and crater-peeked plains, altering rock, changing atomic structures into odd and short-lived primal molecules, warming her children against the cold of space. 

Only a tenth of Sol's mass, barely edging the barrier between star and planet, the flare stars lived a life of intense violence, seemingly poised on the verge of self-destruction with each massive flare yet finding stability in that constant release of stresses. In sleep, Wolf touched her children rarely, her caress as light as Sol's touch on Earth. But awake, her flares would inundate near space with a violent wind of heavy particles, intense gamma rays, and the odd unseen tachyons that defied the limits of space and time. Yet throughout human observation the sleeping Wolf's flares had leapt but a single magnitude, unlike the several-hundredfold flash of UV Ceti and other flare stars in Sol's vicinity. And so, when humanity expanded outward to nearby stars early in the twenty-third century and Earth's infant ship technology needed an interim stop on the way to two other small stars beyond Wolf, EuroCom took the risk and founded a colony station on Wolf's second planet. 

In the twelfth year of the Wolf colony, a ten-thousand-year cycle completed itself deep in the star's ruby heart. The star stirred uneasily as convection cells lifted high-energy plasma to the formerly impenetrable barrier between interior and surface and pressed for release. As Wolf rotated on her axis, the differential rotation at equator and poles wrapped her magnetic lines into a bewildering confusion, winding Wolf like a top. Starspots, the visible mark of a star's magnetic stress, darkened her ruddy face and spread inexorably from the equator toward the poles. The decompressing flare, inhibited by the rising plasma, became dangerously delayed. 

After ten thousand years, a cycle had ended. Deep within Wolf, her forces began building, shuddering upward through the gas layers, rousing the sleeper... 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 1

 

 

Cargo-chain freighter Ceti Flag, EuroCom registry, 90 hours to Wolf II colony station, A.D. 2246. 

 

Jason Roarke, first pilot of the Ceti Flag, lay comfortably on his bunk, smoking a vile cigar. The fumes swirled upward, adding a disapproving ratchety-ratch to the ceiling fan's customary hum. Jason blew a smoke ring at the fan and watched it tear the ring into fragments. 

“Why do you smoke those awful things?” Helena asked. 

She watched him from the upholstered armchair across the room, her nude body a study in intersecting curves, slender legs tucked neatly beneath her. Jason turned his head lazily to admire the view. 

“Basic causation, love,” he replied. “Egg to chicken, pig to ham, sex to a cigar.” 

Helena scowled, but he saw the smile tugging at her lips. She shook it away with a toss of her blond hair. “Men have one-track minds,” she said, “also a basic causation. Too much testosterone. Have you considered having some of yours removed?” 

“Ah, but it matches so nicely with female hormones, such as yours. Why don't you come back over here and we'll compare chemistry.” 

“We have duty in half an hour,” she reproved. 

“That's enough time.” 

“Beast.” Helena uncoiled herself from the chair and stood up. She stretched languorously, showing a very nice curve of hip and full breast, then fluffed her hair with her fingertips. She looked at him a moment, considering, then shrugged. “You're a great lover, Jase, but there's more to life than sex, even on the cargo-chain.” 

“Oh?” he asked skeptically. 

Helena snorted and stomped into the shower cubicle. Jason sighed his disappointment, but she missed it in the slam of the shower door. He shrugged and blew another smoke ring at the fan. 

Even on the cargo-chain, she had said: so the boredom had finally gotten to Helena, too. He smiled sourly at the irony. An endless void in all directions, innumerable stars blazing in all colors, drifting clouds of nearly-invisible gas, the singsong pelting of dust grams on a ceramic ship hull, hundreds of colonists’ lives dependent on the ship's safe arrival on time—and Jason sometimes felt as caged as the Alaskan bear he had once seen in the Edinburgh zoo, a massive animal pacing the barrier, toeing heavily on six-inch claws, seeking a way out, somewhere, anywhere. 

Like you, you old bear, he thought. 

God, old at thirty-five. He drew a deep drag from his cigar. 

A much younger Jason had thought cargo-chain the best of all lives. In his lighter moods he still did and wanted nothing else. He had sweated over his EuroCom tests, then had thrown himself into Mars pilot prep as single-mindedly as Helena van Duyn still pursued her own ambitions. How long had the unalloyed joy lasted? Two circuits? Three? How long until he noticed the tedium that filled the long weeks between stars, the nothing-to-do, idiotic bureaucratic rules, the irritating quirks of his shipmates known too well? 

Too long. In his darker moods he sometimes felt as if he could tear Flag apart with his bare hands, a frustrated Atlas wanting to shot-put the world. Let someone else tote the cargo-tin line to dinkum colonies on the survival edge; surely a Titan had grander things to do. 

Yeah, guy. What? 

In the beginning of it all, he had read, when lunar colonies were still a pipe dream and PanUnion's NASA still fiddled with its expensive “space trucks,” other planners had dreamed of Martian colonies, gas mining at Titan, a massive spaceport on frigid Pluto for the Great Launching Outward. They had peered through their telescopes, lusting after farther worlds in Gemini, a few choice stars in Hercules, the glittering panoply of yellow suns in Sagittarius, busily planning Earth's future star empire, confident of humanity's destiny among the stars. All they needed was a ship drive to take them there. And that was the rub. 

At sublight speeds a ship took centuries to cross the immense void between stars. Earth had always had its pioneers and so had found a few takers for that permanent trip into oblivion, with no possibility of return to the Earth they had left behind in distant time. Two generation ships had left for Hercules several decades before; both were still on their way, one a dead hulk riddled by fragments of a comet in the wrong place at the wrong time, the other babbling mad juvenile nonsense at zip-squeal frequencies as the ship faded toward light-speed. None of the consortia had dared to launch another such ship, even if they could have found new idiots to go, not after PanUnion had released the transcripts of what had happened aboard PanUnion Liberty. Liberty's feral children had rewritten the book about long-term claustrophobia and the raw power of collective insanity. 

Then Leonid Shaukolen had finally found a sleight of hand to bend Einstein's light-speed rule by adapting a quirk of high-speed particle behavior to create a tiny singularity in space, an impossibility in space-time that forced the ship within it to Jump elsewhere. It was a beginning, and for a time the planners resumed their megalomaniac dreams—only to find that Einstein's other rule was a rule even more inexorable in its limits: the faster one went, the more time it took to get there. A new colony needed support, supplies and new people, contact with home. Four or five years, real time, between supply ships promised an extinct colony upon arrival, but Earth lacked the resources to build a thousand ships to fill the need and lacked too, the power technology to accelerate her few ships to Shaukolen's Limit within the necessary parameters. And so Earth had found herself cruelly limited to a sphere of twelve light-years, a planet-poor desert of red dwarfs and three marginal orange stars. Glumly, the planners had finally faced reality and given up the hope of farther stars, obsessing themselves instead with the few marginal habitats Shaukolen had given them. 

Humanity had needed its dreams. When the powers that were had given up, star dreaming had become unpopular, a dementia of purposeless behavior, an idiocy of pilot types and fanciful children who didn't know better, a refusal to face the facts of humanity's adulthood. And so the bureaucratic wars had begun as Earth's six consortia squabbled over a limited toy box, doing each other's dirt and publishing their endless rules for the peons who slaved on the company payroll. 

Jason drew the redolent smoke deep into his lungs and scowled. So do something else, Jase, he told himself irritably. Grow up: give up the starry-eyed daydreams about Gemini and the other golden stars just out of reach. Shaukolen's coda on relativity was the end of it; all the big brains said so. He stubbed out the cigar in an ashtray, then swung his legs over the edge of the bunk. Go home to Earth? Each time Jason took home leave, Scotland seemed more crowded, with an elbow-jostling, frenetic pace of life he hated. A man could hardly turn around, it seemed, without bumping into something big and shiny or hairy-faced and rude. Mars was worse, with overcrowded bubble domes, constant political wars over territory lines, and an entrenched consortium bureaucracy. And each of the out-system colonies struggled, straitened by survival regs and rationing, cautious of expansion, making do with too little, redlined each year however their directors fiddled with the profit figures. Jason eyed his hairy legs gloomily. 

Crap. He could tell it would be one of those days. Lighten up, Roarke; today is not a day to mourn over personal daydreams. So she turned you down on an encore. Did the universe quake? 

Helena emerged from her shower and snagged a towel from the nearby rack, then bent and vigorously toweled her hair. Jason watched the jiggle of her breasts, then let his eyes wander downward, his thoughts lustful. Helena had taken the second-pilot berth on Flag's last circuit, drifting in and out of an ongoing affair with Jason as she divided her attentions between Jason and Flag's captain, Yves Merceau. But somehow sexual attraction had never developed into a genuine love, despite Jason's sometimes vague inclination; he suspected that Helena privately thought him a fool, as she thought almost everybody. 

She looked up and raised an eyebrow. “Why are you still sitting there?” 

“Admiring the view.” 

Helena tossed her head impatiently. “Later, Jase—I've got things to do.” She picked up her underpants and slid them on, then reached for her blouse. 

Her irritated tone flicked hard on Jason's temper. “Right,” he snapped back. “So maybe I don't want to be your stud, Helena, your little diversion, your nice sexual exercise.” He stamped past her into the shower. 

“Jason, I didn't mean...” 

“Forget it.” Jason snapped shut the shower door and wrenched at the faucet, turning the water almost intolerably hot. When he emerged several minutes later, sweating from the steamy shower, Helena had gone. He aimed a bare toe at the metal base of his bunk. From his experience with their previous quarrels, Jason knew she would not be back for a considerable while. One did not criticize Helena van Duyn, not when one expected certain favors. 

He knew it all too well. Helena would spend the next several days acting brittle and aloof, delivering sarcastic comments, impressing Jason with his lack of gratitude and charm, starting new quarrels in front of the others, then gradually forgive him. In a few weeks they would go to bed again, nothing resolved, nothing changed between them. Bright as a tack, a smart pilot, ambitious as hell, Helena relished the sass and put-downs, elbowing her way into the limited world of cargo-chain with a perky flash and unbounded confidence. From the beginning they had tossed words back and forth, an easy camaraderie between ship's pilots, until things had gotten a little too personal between them. Now Helena used the words to shove Jason away when he got too close, still equivocating as she played her games with Yves and Jason, wanting both and thinking she could keep it that way. 

It was not rational, but it was typical on cargo-chain. 

Ceti Transport's shrinks had a name for it, as they sat smugly in their Mars offices busily pasting labels on people, thinking labels solved the problem. They administered their battery of psychological tests to every candidate for cargo-chain, published their voluminous rules of ship's etiquette, loaded the ships with videos and book-tapes and a schedule of amusements, lectured and cajoled and declared, and still, inevitably, every time, people got on each other's nerves. Togetherness had its pinches. Ship tedium was a fact of life on cargo-chain, and each crewman acted off in unique ways, compounding his or her label. On Flag, Yves turned prissy, touting his perfect regs and lecturing the others about the superiority of French culture; Helena played sex games beyond reason and planned her career strategy in exquisite detail. Inga and Axel Stromstad, the married Swedes, obsessed themselves with tending ship systems, Inga the biosystems, Axel the engines and computers, endlessly repeating panel checks beyond reason. 

And I start fights, Jason thought. He smiled as he opened his closet and pulled on a shirt, remembering a few of the choicer to-dos on earlier ships. Such glorious fights, you sod. He rather missed the turmoil he had made—an insulting eyebrow here, a wide-swinging tirade there, his opponent paling with rage, Jason always giving better than he got: at least it was something to do during the long months from star to star. But after that bar fight on Mars with Rodin, the whiny-faced sod of an engineer on Ceti Star, Central had threatened to boot Jason off the cargo-chain and had finally meant it, citing clause this and clause that of his pilot's contract. After Jason had groveled, as much as he could, the ship's director had relented: Ceti Transport needed its prime pilots, and Jason had flair, a natural skill with free-fall piloting and the narrow limits of cargo-tug maneuvering. But Jason had also believed Carson's firm promise if Jason ever tempted Central again. 

And so the shrinks had put their pointy heads together and picked Yves as his new captain, someone to lay down the rules and insist that Jason keep them, calmness to balance Jason's volatility, order to tame his chaos. The chief shrink had actually waxed poetic in that assignment report, the old fart. Sure. It had worked for a while, but only because Jason had decided to behave himself—not that the pointy-heads gave him any credit for that—and only until Stoeffel had transferred downside to that jitney-pilot post on Lalande and Helena had replaced him as second pilot, promptly messing up the shrinks’ social diagrams. 

And how will you combat ship tedium, Pilot van Duyn? they had asked her, and Helena had said all the right and dutiful things, bright and competent and clear-eyed, then had sashayed aboard the ship, blond hair bobbing, hips swaying, eye winkers batting, determined to exploit the impact of her charms on her captain and senior pilot. She meant well—Helena liked sex and in variety, especially when it might help her career—but it had thrown Central's careful dynamic between Jason and Yves into a cocked hat for a reason the pointy-heads never expected, not from their sedately rational and excellent captain. Yves did not want to share, no, not at all. 

Apparently Yves had coldly studied the problem, had measured the lithesome goal in view, and had chosen his tactics well. Not the wide-swinging shouting and devastating put-downs so well versed in Jason's arsenal, but the insinuating war, the niggle war, the constant finding of fault in Jason, however small, the arch of that sardonic Gallic eyebrow, that drawl of the nasal voice, that smug superiority of rank and ultimate rule pushed to the edge, a noble attempt to make Jason revert to form and quarrel himself right out of cargo-chain. Jason saw him doing it, adjusted his calmness index as best he could, and finally went to Inga, as much as it galled him to ask for help. As the ship's medico and psych officer, Inga should have stepped in and stopped it, but she did nothing, even affecting surprise and disbelief that Jason would impute such goings-on to the impeccable and wonderful Captain Yves, everybody's hero. 

Later he had sneaked into biosystems and read her report about the conversation. Paranoia was a nice word, yes, indeed. So were disruptive and difficult, immature and unsuitable, though all her examples were drawn from other ships, not Flag. Inga's loyalties were distinct if hardly fair, though she pretended to lofty fairness, a dispassionate equality, as cold and calm in her duties as suited a physician. Games, even from her. The pointed dislike implicit in her report had shaken him: he wasn't used to being disliked. Shouted at, sure; insulted and stamped at and chewed out, always. But not this cold exclusion, the first temblor of the plotted death of a pilot's career. Why? Just because of Yves's sexual jealousy? Where did that fit into Central's social rules? 

I'm not good at this, he realized. I can't fight a hidden war, not well, not to win. But try to get either of them to admit anything. Yves had affected surprise at the insult and had stomped off to new niggles; Inga had sighed herself to patience and had lectured him on stability of character. He ground his teeth in frustration. 

Cargo-chain. The group dynamic. A five-person crew cooped up in a box of a ship for too many weeks and months, sharpening their knives for the bloodbath when Flag got back to Mars, with Jason as victim, Helena as the spoils. 

Oh, yeah? he thought defiantly. We'll see about that. I can be adult. I don't have to fight: just watch me. 

He straightened his collar, finished dressing in trousers and boots, then snapped shut the wardrobe door. He stared for a moment in the small wardrobe mirror, studying himself. Blue eyes, tousled mud-brown hair, square jaw admittedly a bit weak in the chin, what the hell, imposing nose: Scot to the core, what remained of Scots these days. All he needed was kilts and sporran to pipe in the kirk, manfully indifferent to the swirl of cold mountain air sneaking up his kilts like a ghoul's kiss. A claymore to slash and hack in battle over the glens, fighting for the Bruce against any dastardly foe. A battle to win, a sweet wench to bed, his clansman's wild yell to cry ... He lowered his eyebrows in a fierce scowl. 

Cargo-chain, he thought irritably. Where's the drama? Where's the cheering squad when Yves bugs at you and Helena flounces off? Where's the wider horizon in driving truck for EuroCom? Hip-hoorah for the heroes of cargo-chain. 

And anything else would be only half a life, you sod, and you know it. 

He reached for his cap and put it on, tugging it down tightly on his head. Only four more days to Wolf. Four more days to the busy activity of shuttling cargo tins to the colony, trading supplies for helium-3 to fill Flag's fuel tanks and a few tins of product for sale back on Mars. Four more days to a temporary reprieve from the boredom—and maybe enough distraction to divert Helena into a variation on her too-predictable revenge. Maybe. Helena was a determined type. Four more days. 

Whistling “Bonnie Brae,” Jason left his room and headed for his duty watch. 

Even without the encore, the early-morning dalliance with Helena had made him late, and he no doubt would spend all the ship's day trying to catch up with himself, ably assisted by snotty reminders of the tardy start from Yves. He yawned and strolled along the inner corridor, looking at his ship with appreciative eyes. If Yves won the war, and he just might, Jason figured he'd better enjoy Flag while he could. 

Ceti Flag was a Class B design EuroCom freighter towing a double line of cargo tins, braked by the netted magnetic fields of the forward ramscoop and powered by four Shaukolen engines aft. Flag's habitable crew module rotated amidships between the scoop and engines, a hollow-core cylinder supported by a wide rectangular frame. To the crew module's five occupants, Flag seemed to be a continuous rising corridor on two levels, with the two tiers connected by ladders every fifty meters and each fronting a series of long rooms. Biosystems, sick bay, the ship's garden, storage, and crew quarters occupied the upward inner ring immediately next to the ship's core; navigation, engineering, and the central control room were sited in the downward outer ring. Only eight years in service, Ceti Flag still showed much of her virgin polish. 

On the crew module's upper ring near the ship's garden, a former crewman had painted brightly colored murals on the walls, some abstract, some remembered city scenes from Earth, others a remarkably vivid panorama of Mars's Olympus Mons and the bright auroras of Tau Ceti skies. Ceti Central, true to form, had written him up for “defacing company property” and transferred him planetside, then ordered the murals removed, a flimsy Yves had uncharacteristically arranged to misfile somewhere. Near biosystems, Inga had supplemented the garden's oxygen production with thirty feet of trellis roses and climbing ivy, a touch of home that Jason especially liked. So far Central's spies had not noticed the nonregulation roses, a state of affairs Jason hoped might last a while. He paused and counted the new colors Inga had coaxed from her meticulous grafting, peeked in at Inga busy at the biosystems panels, then ambled onward, hands in pockets, comfortably slouched. 

Ceti Flag was a pretty ship, nimble and smart and good at her job. He smiled, sniffing at the reconditioned air, his boots tapping a quiet rhythm on the metal floors. At the next ladder he clattered down the metal steps, took a swift left; two dozen strides down the floor and he was at the control room. Jason strolled in, finding Yves on duty at his command station, busily studying printouts. 

“Morning, Yves,” Jason said. 

The Frenchman grunted an acknowledgment but didn't bother to look around. Jason got about four more steps before Yves delivered the rest. “You're late,” he growled. 

“That's an o-kay,” Jason retorted. “So dock me for the ten minutes, I don't care.” 

“That's obvious,” Yves said bitingly. 

Zing! Walked into that one. Jason clamped his teeth together to keep back a few choicer words. Yves waited expectantly for a moment, then harrumphed and went back to his printouts. 

A handsome dark-haired man in his late thirties, Yves Merceau prided himself on his efficiency, with a bureaucrat's obsession with rules and reports that pleased Central no end. Ceti Transport's captains tended to gather such quirks after a few years of constant nagging by Central, and Yves was a captain of several years’ standing, well advanced in the mental disease. Yves had never missed a report due date and rarely varied from routine, making himself yet another of Central's dutiful high-priest captains dutifully chanting regs against the darkness. Sometimes Jason wondered what Yves would do if he ran into a nonreg problem; probably Yves did, too, though he would never admit it. Oh, no. Follow the rules, and the universe was as safe as a toy boat in a bathtub, bobbing happily away. After all, Papa Central said so. 

Throughout their three years as shipmates Yves's fastidious habits had always grated on Jason, just as Jason's informality annoyed Yves; their unspoken rivalry over Helena had only tightened the conflict. Neither felt comfortable with the other, both uneasy with a difference of temperament magnified by the long months of nothing to do on Flag. Opposites did not always attract, whatever Central thought, and Yves no longer bothered to hide his dislike, an erosion of courtesy Jason reciprocated. Still, they did have to share ship together, and squabbling hardly helped Flag's efficiency. Now that Flag was approaching star point, putting an end to the weeks of sitting around, maybe he and Yves could mend some fences. Maybe. 

“Do we have signal acquisition with the colony?” Jason asked casually. 

“Yes.” Yves flipped a page and bent closer to study the data, then punched several figures into his computer. 

“Everything on the green at Wolf II?” 

Yves turned his head. “Are you going to work today?” he asked unpleasantly. “That would be nice.” 

“All right, already! I was just making conversation.” 

“Central doesn't pay you to be a social star, even if I were interested in chatting with you, Jason, which I'm not. Just get to work.” Yves swung his chair completely around, presenting his back. End of conversation, Jason thought gloomily. And so much for fences. 

So where are the cheers for making an effort? When does Yves make an effort? Jason balled his fists in frustration. The hell with Yves and his stupid war; he wasn't in the mood to cajole further. He walked stiffly behind Yves to his own console and sat down in his chair, then quickly scanned the readings on the approach board. The hell with it all. 

Flag ran the Lalande route, one of twelve Ceti Transport cargo-chain ships on constant circuit to supply EuroCom's three red dwarf colonies at Wolf 359, Lalande 21185, and Ross 128. By subjective ship time, courtesy of Shaukolen's Drive and Einstein, a cargo-chain circuit took only eight months, though the universe totted the time as three years on its real-time clock. Eight months of mind-numbing routine, of the same four faces known too well, broken by three brief interludes as Flag delivered cargo tins to the next colony station, trading supplies for helium-3 pellets and a marginal export in transuranics and rare-earth lanthanides. It had its charm, he told himself. 

He keyed up another panel and studied the display. So far few of the approach telltales had lit; Jump itself took only an instant once Flag had reached sufficient speed, but the relativistic effects lingered well into Flag's deceleration into Wolf system, a weird quirk of Shaukolen's formulas that nobody understood. The ship had several hours before she reacquired real time and fully rejoined normal space. 

In the front screen, bracketed by the power-systems panels, Flag seemed to be hurtling down a tunnel of stars, each elongated into a glowing streak of serrated primary colors, a tiny spectrum analogous to the star's true light when red-shifted by a set constant. At the end of the tunnel gleamed a large ruby jewel, growing visibly larger as Flag entered Wolf-system. Jason tapped a dial: still over four million kilometers away but on course. Beyond Wolf a small white dot gleamed half a degree above the star's right quadrant, Wolf II in its farside orbit. 

Jason brought up other system displays on his screen, cross-entering into Axel's programs to check power levels on the forward braking engines. Now well into Wolf's cometary plane, Flag was catching enough dust and gas in her forward ramscoop to brake at full power; she would fight the same dust concentration as she accelerated outward with her four engines, slowly building speed to Shaukolen's Limit and the next Jump. With the red star now conveniently between the ship and Wolf II, Flag could brake even faster with a swing-by trajectory, using Wolf's own gravity to slow down. He queried a radar scan of the cargo-tin alignment, double-checking that none of the tins had moved dangerously adrift and that they all still followed Flag's smooth parabolic toward Wolf. On the green. Flag would arrive on course and ahead of schedule, with all tins intact. 

“Strange,” Yves muttered. 

“Strange?” Jason echoed. 

Yves swiveled his chair and deigned to notice Jason again. Well, it was a start, Jason thought sourly. 

“How far to Wolf II?” Yves asked. 

Jason craned his head to look back at his screen. “Uh, four-point-six-five million kilometers. Why?” 

“I've been scanning the light trace from Wolf. I can't see any sign of flares recently. That's odd.” 

Jason shrugged. “It seems to me that no flare at Wolf is good news. So what's the problem?” 

Yves raised an eyebrow. “Wolf 359,” he drawled, “relieves its internal pressure with periodic flares—like a steam kettle, to bring it down to your level.” Jason bit back a word, trying to hide his resentment. Yves smiled slightly, seeing it all with those clever eyes. “Without regular flares, the pressure builds to a bigger event. Not good news for our colony. Do you understand now?” 

“Yeah, Yves. I understand. So?” 

“Just commenting,” Yves said loftily, and turned back to his control board. 

Jason stared at the red star in the wall screen, struggling with his anger. You will not start a fight; he wins when you fight. Calm down, boy. 

When do I get better at this? he asked silently. 

In screen center Wolf 359 was a wide disk of brilliant red gas in turmoil, ever moving, turbulent, bracketed by the serrated rainbows of the residual warp effect. Even a diminutive star had its grandeur, lessened only by the comparison to other larger stars, not to itself. Many of the red dwarfs lived out a sedate life, as serenely quiescent and benign as Sol, tending their two or three tiny planets with a dim and invariable light too weak to stir random molecules into life. Other red dwarfs, the flare stars, policed their neighborhoods with violent outbursts of gas and particles, ripping apart any biocarbons that wandered into reach, including the intelligent kind who strayed in from Earth. Except for Wolf 359. 

No one knew why Wolf lived her double life, too active to be a standard red dwarf, too mild to be a genuine flare star. The star cycled up and down, blitzing the frequencies to unravel her magnetic lines at irregular intervals, never at danger level, with certain colony precautions, but never quite quiet enough to be ignored. Earth telescopes had plotted Wolf's light trace for three centuries; EuroCom had waved around those charts at the colony hearings in Geneva, had pointed beyond Wolf to two other standard red dwarfs, Lalande 21185 and Ross 128, had argued the feasibility of cargo-chain resupply, had stamped their feet and waved their arms and pleaded most beseechingly, and had finally won approval. EuroCom had drilled Wolf Station deep next to a sheltering crater wall, tripled its radiation shields, and set up the flare-watch protocols, then had moved on to Lalande and Ross, the true objects of its corporate lust. The dozen years of success on the Lalande cargo-chain had legitimized a longer cargo-chain to the double red dwarfs of Groom-bridge 34 and a sister star astronomically nearby; Jason had heard rumors that EuroCom was planning a third route somewhere near Epsilon Indi. EuroCom still ran its expensive starliners to Earth's principal colonies at Alpha Centauri and Tau Ceti, spilling red ink all the way, but cargo-chain worked better, with Wolf 359 as the cornerstone for it all. 

As he watched the star, an arc of yellow-tinted gas leapt upward near the ragged edge of a southern starspot, curving gracefully along an invisible magnetic line toward Flag, a beauty he never tired of watching at star point. A man could too easily forget the beauty of stars close up, tricked by the illusion of distance to think them nothing but those points of light dusting the sky in every direction; he could forget the reality of the violence, the immense size even of the smallest stars, the blazing light that warmed a tiny pocket of space millions of kilometers across, making life possible within the cold void. Wolf was a prettier star than most, a lady dangerous and wild. He smiled as he watched as the gas plume joined with another from a nearby starspot, leaping upward together into the shimmering corona, twin arcs of brilliant fire. A moment later still another plume of bright yellow gas joined the dance, then another and another... 

“Yves...” 

“What?” 

Jason half rose from his chair as Wolf's gas plumes suddenly joined into a brilliant wall of gas that flashed from pole to pole, then swept eastward across the face of Wolf toward the limb and the small white dot of Wolf II, a glowing wave accelerating as it built its strength from the star's own substance, suffusing the entire star face with a brilliant yellow light. “Yves!” he shouted. 

Yves turned just as the massive flare rolled around the star edge and winked out. “What?” he repeated irritably, glancing suspiciously from Jason to the wall screen. An instant later Flag's consoles lit up like a Christmas tree as the attenuated storm of particles and flux swept by and through the ship, quickly over. “What the devil!” Yves exclaimed. 

“Thank God for four million klicks and a warp tunnel,” Jason breathed. “I think Wolf just blew the lid off her kettle.” Appalled, he looked at Yves, then back at the screen. “And that flare was rolling straight around at the colony, too.” 

Yves hesitated, his dark eyes narrowed with distrust. He flicked another glance at the wall screen, obviously doubting Jason's word. 

“I saw a flare, Yves,” Jason said firmly. 

“Maybe.” 

“What do you mean, ‘maybe'?” Jason asked in outrage. “Run back the tape and look at it yourself!” 

Yves set his jaw stubbornly, an expression Jason knew all too well from recent weeks. Shut-out time. What was wrong with the man? 

“Run back the tape,” Jason repeated. 

“All right, so you saw a flare,” Yves conceded ungraciously. “Wolf is a flare star. Nothing new in that.” 

“That wasn't a normal flare. Since when do we get flare-storm readings at this distance?” He gestured expansively at Flag's consoles. 

Yves shrugged again. “In due time,” he said. He showed his teeth. 

“If you don't run back that tape, right now, I'll log a protest. And if Wolf has flared, you can explain to Central why you ignored crew's report.” 

“Hmmph,” Yves grunted, pretending to be unimpressed. He turned back to his console, and Jason saw his shoulders tense suddenly. 

“What is it?” Jason asked. He craned his neck to look around Yves. 

“The colony's radio signal is gone.” Yves quickly ran an acquisition check. Jason rose and joined him, leaning over his shoulder to watch. 

“See?” Yves asked, waving his hand at the end display. The com board read zero, little but star noise when it should have been blaring the colony station's recognition signal. The loudest thing in the neighborhood was Wolf's solar wind, a recognizable oscillating wiggle despite the distortion of Jump effect. “Hmmm,” Yves said. “A puzzle. Maybe their comsat's broken and due for repair.” 

“Sure, Yves. Or maybe the flare just took it out.” 

That got Yves's attention. Jason saw the flash of sudden fear in Yves's dark eyes, stark in that too-controlled face, quickly hidden behind blandness. The Frenchman shrugged. 

“Wolf's flares attenuate quickly,” he said dismissingly, “even close in, and the comsat's shielded. Not likely.” He looked past Jason at the wall screen and flicked his eyes over the navigation panels above and below. “Solar radiation looks normal, slightly high on star-spots. Maybe they had a planetquake or a power failure.” 

“Or maybe a flare,” Jason repeated. “Run back the tape.” 

Yves's dark eyes flashed stubbornly. “Later.” 

“A flare's gamma flux kills machinery,” Jason reminded him. “Like comsats.” 

“Don't try to teach me fundamentals, Jason. Wolf doesn't flare into risk range.” 

“Yet, you mean.” Jason thumbed over his shoulder at the wall screen. “There's Wolf II. So where's the signal?” 

“Wolf has never flared at that level,” Yves said stubbornly, then managed another indifferent shrug. “No need for alarm quite yet.” 

“Excuse me?” Jason knew Yves was a cautious man, but he had not thought it extended to denying an obvious problem merely to count coup on his senior pilot. Why the big deal about running the tape now? Only because Jason had suggested it? He looked at Yves's stubborn face and decided that was exactly why. “What's the drill for a flare incident?” he insisted, pushing. 

“Merde, I don't know.” 

“You should know.” 

Yves's face flushed with a genuine anger, than hardened again. “We don't have any colonies at flare stars,” he said dismissingly, “for the obvious reasons—except at Wolf. I'll have to ask the computer.” 

“So ask, Yves.” 

“Maybe later,” Yves said with finality. “We'll keep to standard procedure until we're past swing-by. I'm sure we'll reacquire the signal by then.” Yves turned back to his console and ran his slender hands over the keyboard, uploading another systems-check program, hands moving deftly, neatly. 

“Yves...” 

Yves clucked his tongue in approval at the new readings, then keyed in another request. Damned Frenchman! Jason thought, and stamped out of the control room. He turned right and headed automatically for the cargo deck, then stopped, wondering what to do. Anything? If Wolf had flared enough to destroy the colony beacon, what waited for Flag on Wolf II? His imagination promptly supplied a number of nasty possibilities. Radiation burn, panic, loss of systems, four hundred colonists at risk ... And what in the hell could Flag do about it? 

So maybe the problem was nothing, as Yves hoped; better to be pleasantly surprised than caught with their pants down sitting on the john. 

He hesitated, almost turned back for another argument, then decided he needed better help. Helena was off on her snit; no point in looking there. But Yves might listen elsewhere if Inga and Axel could be persuaded. He rattled up the near stairway, one hand lightly on the rail, heading inward toward biosystems. 

 

 


 

 

Chapter 2

 

 

Wolf Harvester A39469, Tri Ellium crater, Mining Sector 17, Wolf II, 73 Earth-days into local dayside. 

 

Isaiah Kendall glanced upward through the alloyglass dome of his harvester cab, his eyes drawn again to the Wolf star. Above the scarp, the knife-edged towering wall of stone that bisected Tri Ellium crater, the dwarf sun filled a full third of the planet's eastern sky, visibly turbulent, blotched by ragged-edged starspots spreading steadily toward each pole, its ruddy light tingeing the rocks and dust and scarp of Wolf II's surface with a blood-red hue. The Wolf-light flickered uneasily, shifting perceptibly in its strength but so subtly to the eye that it seemed a ghostly illusion, as if alien shades stalked through the emptiness above the white dust, made themselves into sheeted curtains drenched in gore, then vanished from view. 

Flare soon, Kendall thought. He frowned uneasily. In his five years as harvester subchief at the Wolf II colony station, Kendall had never seen Wolf so black with starspots. Usually the star flared every few weeks, righting its magnetic lines with a burst of accelerated particles and gamma flux. The flares, never quite predictable, created temporary havoc with the colony's electrical systems and radio, forcing the station's surface crews underground for a beer or three and making life a scramble for any harvester crew caught out in the dayside craters. Even so, Wolf's mild flares had never tested the design limits of the colony station or its harvesters. Like vacuum suits, bureaucratic idiocy, claustrophobic quarters, short rations, and even shorter pay, flare storm was only another nagging fact of a Wolf colonist's life. 

His fingers twitched on the controls as his eyes again strayed to the star: it looked diseased. He forced himself to look away and concentrated on his driving. 

On his console, the soft ping of the harvester's radar scanned for dust pits ahead that might swallow a harvester whole; the muted light displays on Kendall's sophisticated monitors watched for other dangers in the cold airlessness of Wolf II's surface, an environment more hostile than Earth's moon. Another screen flickered in synch with the variable oviod shape of the magnetic field that enclosed the cab and its trailing dustbin, the bubble's smooth display curve shifting subtly in response to the unsteady pressure of Wolf-light, shielding the cab's two occupants from the sheeting solar wind that bathed the planet's surface between flares. Even with all the safety devices, the sophisticated machinery long tested in vacuum, the experience of twenty years in colony service at Wolf and elsewhere, it paid to stay alert. Here mistakes of a certain kind could kill a man—and his cabmate with him—before he even noticed it happening. Kendall intended to avoid such mistakes. 

Beyond his cab to the left, two other harvesters plowed straight lines across the crater floor, scraping up the top few inches of the white dusty soil. With its massive treads, the boxy shape of its control cab, and the long jointed rectangle of its dustbin trailing behind, a belly-loader harvester looked like an ungainly metal caterpillar humping slowly along the crater floor, single-mindedly intent on its feeding. In small craters, the harvester teams used ten-meter tractors adaptable to the four dozen other uses of colony surface transport; in dust-rich craters of Tri Ellium's size—three kilometers wide from scarp to crater wall, smooth as a calm sea, and blessedly free of rocks and the other ancient projectiles of Wolf II's violent birth—the larger belly-loaders could harvest in a single trip forty tons of the helium-enriched dust that coated Wolf II's crater, a needed wealth for a colony on a ragged economic edge. With the helium-3 isotope refined from the dust and used in fusion power plants and ship drives, Wolf Station paid ship fuel and barter credit to the Ceti Transport cargo-chain freighters that delivered supplies every three months from Mars. The dust silicates became colony building materials, the residual rare earths and transuranics a new money for Sol's infant colonies at a scattering of nearby stars. 

In a few hours the station's cargo hauler would return and lift the dust-heavy harvesters back to base, one last haul before the next cargo-chain freighter, Ceti Flag, arrived on its circuit outward to Lalande 21185. True, Wolf Station could use the extra barter, but Kendall had argued against this final trip into dayside, quarreling again with Chief van Griff—not that Willem needed much cause to throw another of his black rages. As usual, Director Danforth had taken van Griff's side, more concerned about profit figures than about men's lives. An acceptable risk, Danforth had said, smiling that smug smile of his, shrugging his sad sigh of resignation, patting Kendall paternally on the shoulder as he guided him out of his office, a touch that came a whisker within landing the director of Wolf Station flat on the floor, courtesy of Kendall's fist. Bureaucrats! Kendall glanced again at Wolf's mottled face. 

A few hours. 

Damn, he swore to himself. 

To the left of his cab window the massive scarp lifted its chiseled vertical edge a hundred meters, dividing the small impact crater in a jagged cliff line running from rim to rim. An ancient wrinkle of the planet's coalescence, the scarp had stood nearly unchanged for two billion years, bathed in Wolf's ruddy light, slowly degenerating a few centimeters every million years under the star's solar bombardment. Near its base, reflected light from the high-albedo white dust of the crater floor shed a ragged band of dim twilight unusual in vacuum, shaded from ruddy gray to the impenetrable black in the crevices, visibly shifting in response to Wolf's unsteady glare. Half-embarrassed by his own uneasiness, Kendall steered his harvester into shadow. 

“Hey!” Leland squawked behind him. “Where's my line of sight?” 

Kendall glanced back at the young scientist who shared his cab that day. Tall and lanky, with a shock of unkempt blond hair brushing his collar, Leland sat near the bin station panel at a jury-rigged telescope, his Wolf-watch equipment piled haphazardly on either side of his chair. Normally Mack Summers rode Kendall's bin chair, monitoring the dust as it steadily filled the massive compartment behind the cab. Today Danforth had thrown Kendall a sop by putting the young Wolf-watch astrophysicist in Kendall's cab, as if that would help anything if Wolf blew. The younger man glared at Kendall in outrage. 
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