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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.







 




Man is a small thing,


and the night is very large


and full of wonders


– LORD DUNSANY,


The Laughter of the Gods







PART ONE


Burster
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It began quietly.


Amy Major came into Benjamin’s office and with studied care placed a sheet in front of his tired eyes. ‘Got a funny one for you.’


Benjamin stared at the graph. In the middle of the page, a sharp peak poked up to a high level, then fell slowly to his right. He glanced at the bottom axis, showing time, and said, ‘So it died away in a few seconds. What’s so odd?’


Amy gave him an angular grin that he knew she thought made her look tough-minded and skeptical. He had always read that expression as stubborn, but then, she so often disagreed with him. ‘Here’s the second.’


‘Second?’ Maybe her grin was deserved.


With a suppressed smile, she handed him another sheet. Same sort of peak, subsiding into the background noise in four seconds. ‘Ho hum.’ He raised his eyebrows in question, a look he had trained the staff to interpret as Why are you wasting my time?


‘Could be any ordinary burster, right?’


‘Yes.’ Amy liked to play the elephantine game out in full.


‘Only it’s a repeater.’


‘Ah. How close?’


‘In space, dead on. The prelim position is right on top of the first one’s.’ Dramatic pause. ‘In time, 13.45 hours.’


‘What?’ Was this a joke? ‘Thirteen hours?’


‘Yup.’


Gamma-ray bursters were cosmological explosions, the biggest Creation had ever devised. They showed up in the highest energy spectrum of all, the fat, powerful light that emerged when atomic nuclei fell apart. The preferred model describing bursters invoked a big black hole swallowing something else quite substantial, like a massive star. Bursters were the dyspeptic belch of a spectacularly large astrophysical meal. Each one devastated a seared region of the host galaxy.


Eaten once, a star could not be ingested again, thirteen hours later.


On the off chance that this was still a joke, he said with measured deliberation, ‘Now, that is interesting.’ Always be positive at the beginning, or else staff would not come to you at all. He smiled wanly. ‘But the preliminary position is in a big box.’


This was more than a judicious reservation. It was almost certainly the true explanation. The two would prove to come from different points in the sky.


They got from the discovering instrument a rough location of the burster – a box drawn on the sky map, with the source within it somewhere. Sharpening that took other instruments specially designed for the job. Same for the second burster. Once they knew accurately where this second burst was, he was sure it would turn out to be far from the earlier burst, and the excitement would be over. Best to let her down slowly, though. ‘Still, let’s hope it’s something new.’


‘Uh, I thought it was worth mentioning, Dr Knowlton.’ Her rawboned face retreated into defensive mode, mouth pursing up as if she had drawn a string through both lips. She had been the origin of the staff’s private name for him, Dr Know-It-All-ton. That had hurt more than he had ever let on.


‘And it is, it is. You asked Space Array for a quick location?’


‘Sure, and sent out an alert to everybody on Gamma Net.’


‘Great.’


She let her skeptic-hardnose mask slip a little. ‘It’s a real repeater. I just know it.’


‘I hope you’re right.’ He had been through dozens of cases of mistaken identity and Amy had not. She was a fine operations astronomer, skilled at sampling the steady stream of data that flowed through the High Energy Astrophysics Center, though a bit too earnest for his taste.


‘I know, nobody’s ever seen a repeater this delayed,’ she said.


‘Minutes, yes. Hours, no.’


‘But the prelim spectra look similar.’


‘How many data points in the spectrum?’


‘Uh, four.’


‘Not nearly enough to tell anything for sure.’


‘I’ve got a hunch.’


‘And I have a crowded schedule.’


‘I really think—’


‘Hard for me to see what the rush is.’


‘We might want to alert some other ’scopes right away, if this is important.’


Patience, patience. ‘I see.’


‘I’m getting the first one’s full spectrum any minute,’ she went on, beginning to pace. He realized that she had been holding herself in check until now. He reminded himself that enthusiasm was always good, though it needed guidance.


‘I’ll give Attilio a ring, see if I can hurry things along,’ he said, touching his desk and punching in a code.


‘Oh, great, Dr Knowlton.’ A sudden smile.


He saw that this was the real point of her telling him so soon, before confirming evidence was in. He could help. Despite himself, he felt pleased. Not at this implied acknowledgment of his power, but at being included.


Every once in a while he got to analyze raw data. Perhaps even to invent an explanation, try it out, see his work as a whole thing. Every once in a while.


As he punched his finder-phone keypad, Amy started to leave. He waved her back. ‘No, stay.’


He got straight through and jollied Attilio with a moment of banter, speaking into the four-mike set in his desk. Attilio’s replies came through, clear and rich, though his lanky, always elegantly attired body was sitting in the shadow of the Alps. ‘You knew I would be in here this very morning,’ Attilio said. ‘We are both working too hard.’


‘We’re addicts.’


‘Science addicts, yes, an obscure vice.’


Benjamin asked for a ‘little bit of a speedup’ in processing and checking the two events. This took about fifteen minutes, most of it devoted to chat, but getting the job done all the same. An e-mail might have gotten the same results, but in his experience, not. All the talk of being systematic and highly organized left out the human need to gossip, even with people you seldom saw.


He finished the call with a promise from Attilio to get together next time Benjamin was in Europe and also, just incidentally, could he look into this second source right away?


‘I was hoping you’d do that,’ Amy said. She had been sitting on the edge of her seat the whole conversation, when she wasn’t up and pacing quickly, her long hair trailing in the air.


‘I wanted you to hear the conversation, get a little experience with greasing the international gears.’ Studying gamma-ray bursters was now not merely international but interplanetary, if one counted the many robot observers orbiting in the solar system. At least the spacecraft did not take so much massaging. Or grand meals at Center expense.


‘Oh, I’ve learned pretty well how to work the system.’


‘Sure, but you don’t know Attilio yet. He’s a great guy. I’ll take you to dinner with him, next AAS meeting. He’s giving an invited talk, I hear.’


‘Meaning, you’re on the program committee.’


Benjamin grinned. ‘Caught me out.’ As in every field, having friends on the right committees and boards and conferences was important, a game Benjamin had played quite often. ‘And I appreciate your bringing this to me so soon. I do like to look up from the paperwork every year or three and act like a real astronomer again.’


‘Glad to.’


‘You’ve been doing a good job here. Don’t think I don’t notice.’


She was nominally a postdoctoral researcher under his direction, but her appointment was about to convert over to full-time staff. Might as well build her up a bit for the disappointment to come, when Attilio called back.


Astronomy treated its students kindly, providing many tasks that were true, solid science and even might lead to an important result. The universe was still so poorly known that surprises lurked everywhere, especially when one had a new instrument with greater seeing power, or the ability to peer into a fresh region of the spectrum. The newer ’scopes were mostly distant hardware operated by a corps of technicians. Astronomers themselves ruled these by long distance, asking for spots in the night sky to be scrutinized, all over a Net connection. Nobody squinted through eyepieces anymore.


So it was with gamma-ray bursters. Long known, and still imperfectly understood, they now rewarded only the diligent with new phenomena. Amy was careful and energetic, perfect for mining the profusion of data. Bursters were still interesting but not really a hot topic any more. Benjamin ran the group that did most of the burster data organizing, plunked down here in Hawaii more for political reasons than scientific ones.


Since they dwelled at the very edge of the perceptible universe, bursters yielded their secrets only to careful study. As there was no telling where and when a burster would burst, one had to survey the entire sky. When a burster spat out its virulent, high-energy emissions, a network of telescopes went into operation, recording its brief life.


If a burster was truly different, a crowd of experienced observers would rush in, analyzing data and offering interpretations at the speed of e-mail.


But Amy – and he – would have the honor of discovery.


‘Hope it pans out,’ he said kindly.


‘Got to play your hunches, right? I’ll zap the VLA results to you at home if you want.’


‘Yes, do.’


Had he been harder on her than he should have? He felt grumpy, a sure signal to withhold judgment. The situation with Channing had been getting so bleak lately, he had to defend against the black moods that could creep up on him whenever he got tired. He would have to watch that. It kept getting worse.


Amy went back to work and he noticed that it was well past 6 P.M. He had been due home half an hour ago. He felt a pang of guilt as he left, lugging his briefcase full of unread bureaucratic paper.


As he was getting into his convertible, a loud bang echoed from the rocky slope above. His head jerked up toward the radio array antennas perched along the upper plateau. Birds flapped away on the thin air. The array’s ‘shotgun’ fired several times at sunset to scare away birds, who showed a fascination with building nests in the dishes of the radio telescopes. It was incredibly loud, not a gun at all, but fuel ignited in a tube. It also served to keep the birds from getting into the great domes of the optical telescopes farther up the mountain. Still, the blasts always unnerved him. The ‘shotgun’ was just another aspect of working at the true focus of astronomy, the observing sites. It had been a pure stroke of luck, being offered his position here at the High Energy Astrophysics Center. A university appointment would have been more comfortable, but less exciting. Even if he did mostly push paper around these days.


Here was where astronomy still had some vestige of hands-on immediacy. All the high, dry sites around the globe were now thronged with telescopes that spied upward in every band of the electromagnetic spectrum: radio to gamma ray, with many stops in between. Though data flew between observatories at the speed of light, there was still nothing quite like being able to walk over and talk to the people who had gathered it, see the new images as they formed on TV screens. Of course, the sharpest observations came from space, sent down by robot ’scopes. And he was quite sure that within a day those instruments would tell Amy that her second burster was no kin to the first.


He drove down the mountain, from the cool, thin air of the great slopes and into the moist clasp of Hawaii’s sprawling big island. Mauna Kea was a massive stack of restless stone, giving great spreading views of misty green, but he noticed none of it as he sped a little too much on the way down. He felt guilty about being late. Channing would be home from her doctor’s appointment and would probably have started making supper and he didn’t want her doing that. Either he would make it, or else take her out. Visits to Dr Mendenham usually made her withdrawn and wore down her precarious confidence.


That was it – a good meal at the Reefman, maybe even some dancing if she was up to it. He had forgotten about Amy’s objects by the time he hit the easier part of the road, the lush tropical plain that ran down to the sea.
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When the radiologist abruptly stopped his mechanically friendly chatter, she knew something was wrong. Again.


Immediately, Channing remembered when all this had started, back in the rosy dawn of time when she had been brimming with energy and going to live forever. Then she had felt the same reaction in a doctor and, in classic fashion, went through the Virtuous Girl list: Nope, never drank, smoked, didn’t use coffee or even tea, at least not much. Plenty of exercise, low-fat addict, even held her breath while walking by a coughing bus exhaust. Can’t be me, Doc!


Then why? It’s so unfair! she had thought, then sourly saw that she was buying the Great Statistical Lie, which made you think there were no fluctuations, no mean deviations, no chance happenings in a world which her rational, fine-honed astronaut mind knew was jammed full of haphazard turns.


So she had heard the leaden words fall from the doctor’s mouth: lumpy tumor plus invaded lymph nodes, bad blood chem, the full-course dinner.


So okay, I’ll lose my hair. But I like hats, fine. And I can explore my inner drag queen by wearing wigs.


The chemo doctor had said with complete confidence, ‘You and I are going to be good friends,’ which had immediately put her guard up.


She had gone through the predictable symptoms, items on her checklist, just like pre-mission planning. Hair loss came right to the day, two weeks after chemo. She had a little party and turned it into a piece of performance art. Atta girl! Fatigue: she was ready, with new pillows and satiny sheets; sensual sleep, the manuals whispered. Nausea was tougher: she had never grown fond of vomiting. Possible infertility?: well past that anyway. Loss of libido: definitely a problem; maybe stock up on porn movies? Weight gain: bad news. She would waddle down the street, bald and unsteady, and instead of onlookers thinking, Must be going through chemo, they’d say, ‘Wow, she’s really let herself go.’


Plenty of phone calls: astronaut buddies, friends, college roommate, the support circuit – much-needed strokes. Bought a Vegas showgirl wig, stockpiled it for a late-night turn-on. Cut the hair back to a short, sassy ’do, so there wouldn’t be a total clutter when it fell out. Bought a Bible: she was shocked to find they didn’t have one in the house. Benjamin had never pretended to believe, and she supposed she didn’t either, but what if God favored those who kept up appearances? It had always been one of those things she was going to read when there was time, like Tolstoy. When she had been in orbit for three months, doing tedious experiments, she actually had started in on War and Peace because it was in the tiny station library and she had forgotten to bring anything. She had finished it because it was good, to her surprise. Okay, time for Dostoyevsky.


Only she hadn’t, of course: too depressing. More gloomy obsessions when she had quite enough already, thank you.


From the look on this tech’s face, maybe she wasn’t going to get another chance.


Then, without her noticing the transition, she was with good ole Dr Mendenham, the tech was gone, and she knew she had passed through another little time jump. She had first noted this quaint little property of her mind when she was in astronaut training. Anxiety erased short-term memory. So to get through the protracted training, she had learned to skate over her anxieties, focus-focus-focus. Only now it didn’t seem to work.


‘Lie down. I need to put my hands on you,’ said one of the specialists with Mendenham.


‘You have no idea how often I hear that from men,’ she said bravely, but the sally from her tight throat came off as forced. She had gotten used to having these men fondle her breasts but not used to the indifference they conspicuously displayed. A little nervous energy from them would have been appreciated, evidence that she hadn’t entirely lost her attractions.


Then they were through and she was taking notes, premission checklist style, preparing for a flight plan to a destination she didn’t want to reach. The cancer had advanced in a way they had not expected. Despite the last therapy, which they reminded her was experimental, there were only slight signs of retarded growth.


Another jump. She was out of the clinic, in the car, rolling around the curves of the road home. Focus-focus-focus, no point in becoming a traffic statistic when you have a classier demise on the way. Hawaii’s damp smells worked into her concentration, pleasant sweet air curling into her lungs and reminding her that the world did have its innocent delights. Even though plants, too, were trying to fend off animals with poisons and carcinogens, one of which had wormed into her.


Channing swerved a bit too fast into their driveway, spitting gravel, crunching to a stop just short of Copernicus, who was sunning himself. She got out and was suddenly immensely glad that he was there. She hugged him and babbled some as he tried to wag his tail off. With Copernicus she could make a fool of herself playing and he would respond by making an even bigger fool of himself. Still, his admiration was not conclusive evidence of one’s wonderfulness. For that, she needed Benjamin, and where was he?


On cue, he rolled into the driveway, barely squeezing his sports car into the space. She had kidded him about mid-forties testosterone when he bought it, but he did indeed look great in the eggshell-blue convertible, top down, his concerned frown as he got out breaking over her like butterscotch sunlight, and then she was in his arms and the waterworks came on and she was past being embarrassed about it. She clung to him. He clung back. Chimpanzee nuzzling, maybe, but it worked.


She was unsteady going into the house with him and let its comfy feel envelop her. He asked about her medical and she told him and it all came in a rush then, all the sloppy emotions spilling out over the astronaut’s shiny exterior. She finished up with some quiet sobs in his arms, feeling much better and also now slightly embarrassed, her usual combo.


‘Sounds like you need some mahi-mahi therapy,’ Benjamin murmured into her left ear.


‘I’d prefer some bed right away, thanks sir, but yep, my stomach’s rumbling.’


‘Oh, I thought that was a plane going over.’


‘Maybe my knees knocking.’


‘You’re braver than anyone I have ever known,’ in the soft tone he always used to creep up on the worst of it.


‘What happens if you get scared half to death twice?’


‘The blood analysis—’


‘Yeah, worse.’ Cryptic, astronaut-casual. ‘Some physio, too.’


‘You have the printout? I’d—’


Breaking away, she made the timeout signal. ‘Lemme slap a flapjack of makeup on my face.’


She got through the repair work without looking in the mirror much, a trick she had developed since the hair loss. The medical printouts went into her valise, along with the harvest of the fax machine. Brisk and efficient she was, carefully not thinking while she did all these neat little compartmented jobs. She’s steppin’ out, she sang to herself from an old Electric Light Orchestra number, letting the bouncy sound do its work. Steppin’ out. Fake gaiety was better than none.


He drove them to the Reefman in rather gingerly fashion, not his born-to-the-road style. Hot white clouds hung stranded in a windless sky of shredded silver. The swanky driveway led them to a rambling building that appeared to be made of cinder from the island’s volcano, an effect slightly too studied. Music boomed out from a spacious deck bar, heat shimmered over car hoods, the perpetual hovering presence of eternal summer thickening the air.


They ambled around the side garden approach to the beach tables. Her floppy hat would look appropriate there. She had two inches of fur now, creeping up on a presentable cut, but not quite there. The grounds were trying to cheer her up with their ambitious topiaries, laughing fountains, a beach below so white it ached to be trampled. They got a table and she remembered that this was one of those newfangled home-style restaurants, with a few of the Unnoticeables passing appetizers among the tables. She and Benjamin had lived here long enough to see the old Hawaiian informality give way to Advanced Tourism, so that one looked through the help and visitors never thought about who changed the sheets of the Rulers.


‘Glass of wine?’ Benjamin nudged her.


‘Really shouldn’t.’


‘I know, which is another reason to do it.’


‘Hey, that’s my kind of line.’


‘I always steal from the best.’


‘I look like I need it pretty bad?’


‘Let’s say I need for you to.’


She laughed and ordered a glass of fumé blanc, a thumb to the nose for Death, and even in her rickety state not enough to risk a hangover, the Wrath of Grapes.


‘Okay, fill me in on the medical.’ Benjamin said this in his clear, official voice, a mannerism from work he used sometimes when the uncomfortable side of life came up. He was completely unaware of this habit, she knew. Rather than feeling affronted, she found it endearing, though she could not say why. When she was through, he said, ‘Damn,’ his voice tightening further. ‘Going to operate?’


‘No, they want to let this new regime of drugs work on it awhile.’


‘How long?’


‘Didn’t say. I got the impression that they wouldn’t give a solid answer.’


‘Well, it is experimental.’ He tried to put a little lilt in his tone to freight some optimism into the conversation, but it did not work because they both knew it.


‘And I’m not up to more cutting anyway.’


‘True,’ he said miserably. ‘Damn, I feel so powerless.’


An absolutely typical and endearing male trait. They wanted to do, and women supposedly more wanted to be. Well, her astronaut-self wanted to do something, too, but they were both far out of their depth here. Both technically and emotionally.


She watched him clench his fists for a long moment. They exchanged thin smiles, a long look. Time to move on, her intuition told her.


She opened her valise. They had always done paperwork at dinner, one of those odd habits couples acquire that seem, in retrospect, defining: workaholics in love. She shuffled the medical printouts to the side; best to get his mind off the subject. ‘Here, this looks like work.’


He reached for it almost eagerly. ‘From Amy, relayed from the VLA.’


She recognized the Very Large Array standard display, a gridded map made in the microwave spectrum. After tiring of the astronaut horse race, she had thrown herself into becoming a respectable astrophysicist. Mostly a data magician and skeptic, which fit her character fine. She had gotten her job here on her merits, not on glory inherited from being a space jockey; she had made sure of that.


Benjamin traced a finger along a ridge of dark lines. ‘Ummm, a linear feature. Must be a mistake.’


‘Why?’ He told her quickly about Amy’s supposedly repeating burster. He slid out a cover sheet and scrawled across the top was: I CHECKED – COORDINATES ARE RIGHT. THIS IS REAL. AMY


‘She’s found something?’ Channing sipped her wine, liking its bite.


‘Ummm. She wrote that note because she knew I’d doubt this like hell. This long filament is far larger than any burster could be. Must be a chance overlap with something ordinary. Looks like a galactic jet to me.’


She nodded. In their early eras, galaxies often ejected jets of radiating electrons from their core regions. Channing had never studied galaxies very much – astronauts specialized in solar system objects, or studying the Earth from space – but she recalled that such jets were fairly common, and so one could easily turn up in the box that bounded the burster’s location. Still … ‘What if it’s not?’


‘Then this is a burster that makes no sense.’


‘But that’s what you’d like – something new.’


He gazed skeptically at the long filament. ‘New yes, wrong no.’


‘You don’t know it’s wrong yet.’ He had been like this lately, doubting everything. Perhaps it came from her illness; medicine always rewarded a skeptical, informed use of the squeaky-wheel principle. He had loyally squeaked a lot in her defense.


‘I’ll bet it goes away tomorrow.’


‘And I bet not,’ she said impetuously.


‘How much?’ He gave her his satyr grin.


‘Something kinky, say.’


‘Sounds like we can’t lose.’


‘You bet.’ This evening was getting off to a good start, despite earlier signs. Now to glide by the hard part. ‘I want to go in with you tomorrow, have a look at this burster.’


Concern flickered in his face, then he suppressed it. He was always urging her to stay home, rest up, but bless him, he didn’t know how maddening that could be. She did still have a job and desk at the Center, even if both were getting covered in cobwebs.


‘I don’t think—’


‘If this is important – and of course, you’re probably right, it’s not – I’d like to be in on it.’


‘As experiences go, it’ll be pretty dull.’


Lately, experience was something she never seemed to get until just after she needed it. ‘Better than daytime TV.’


She let a little too much desperation creep into her voice, which was not fair, but at the moment maybe it was just being honest. She watched him struggle with that for a long moment. Visibly reluctant, he finally said, ‘Uh, okay.’


‘You always say you want your staff to be ambitious, look for the new.’


‘Well, sure …’


He was getting a bit too sober, she saw, the weight of her news pressing him down. How to rescue the evening?


‘Standard executive cheerleading. Follow your dream, you say.’ She smiled and lowered her eyelids while giving him an up-from-under gaze – a dead-sure attention-getter, she knew, and just the sort of attention she wanted right now. ‘Unless, of course, it’s that one about giving a speech to the International Astronomical Union dressed in sexy underwear.’




3


Astronomy, Benjamin mused, was a lot like a detective story with the clues revealed first, and the actual body only later – if ever. Pulsars and quasars, both brilliant beacons glimpsed across the cosmos, had proved to be powered by small specks of compressed mass, resolved only decades after their emissions made them obvious. The clues were gaudy, the causes obscure. So it went with this latest mystery.


The next morning Channing was too worn out to come in with him after all. He lingered over breakfast, they talked about the news in ritual fashion, and finally she shooed him out of the house. ‘My bed beckons,’ she said. He was somewhat relieved, then, to get immediately to work with Amy when they got the ‘cleaned’ radio map, chugged out by the ever-laboring computers. It showed the intensity of radio emissions, plotted like a topographical map. A long, spindly feature like a ridge line.


‘A definite tail,’ Amy said. ‘Some kind of guided flow.’


‘A galactic jet?’


To his surprise, she shook her head. ‘That’s what I figured. But I checked the old radio maps of this region. This thing wasn’t there five years ago.’


‘What?’ He flatly did not believe her, but kept that out of his voice. A mistake, surely. He did a quick calculation and realized that if this thing were a jet in a distant galaxy, it could not possibly have grown so large in a few years. Must be a mistake. ‘It’s too big—’


‘Yeah, and too luminous. Couldn’t have missed it before. This thing is new.’


‘But … but—’ He traced out the size of the straight feature and checked his calculation again. ‘It would have to be the size of a galaxy, maybe bigger, to look this big.’


Amy grinned. ‘Now you know why I only got three hours’ sleep last night.’


To appear suddenly and be galactic in scale meant that the entire structure had to light up at once, faster than allowed by the speed of light. ‘Got to be wrong,’ he said as amiably as he could.


So they spent an hour going over every number and map. And Amy was right. ‘So we’re making a wrong assumption somewhere,’ she said cheerily. ‘And I bet I know where. Looks like a jet, so it must be extra-galactic, right? Wrong. It’s in our galaxy.’


He nodded. There were jets of radiant matter streaming out of star systems, all right. This must have just been born. ‘But why is it a gamma-ray source?’


‘Must be it’s got a black hole down at the base of it, gobbling up mass from a companion star.’ She scribbled some numbers. ‘And a hell of a bright one, too.’


Benjamin checked her calculation. The radio luminosity was very high, and so was the gamma-ray intensity, if this were a source in the Milky Way galaxy. ‘Too high,’ he said. ‘This would be the brightest we’ve ever seen.’


‘Well, somebody’s got to be the brightest,’ she said so flatly that he knew she implied the double meaning. She was quite bright herself; her intuition about this source had been right all along; it was damned interesting.


Time to throw a curveball, see how she swung. ‘I just got this by e-mail.’ He showed her a report from the Space Array. They had looked at the source and failed to resolve any feature.


‘This just means it’s tiny,’ Amy said. ‘Fits with the idea that the source is a star—’


‘And here’s the spectrum of the flare.’ He plunked it down. A mass of lines, many of them obviously from hydrogen. A joker in the deck for sure; gamma-ray bursters did not look like this at all.


That much Amy took in at a glance. ‘Um. I recognize some of these lines, but they’re off …’ Quick jottings. ‘They’re split!’


‘Right.’ Each of the major spectral lines had two peaks. ‘Never saw anything like this from a galactic jet or anything else.’


‘Maybe this will go away.’ This was code for a wrong measurement, to be caught when it was checked.


‘Nope,’ he said merrily, ‘I saw this right away, of course, and got back to them. They looked it over, say it’s all right.’


‘Must be Doppler shifts.’


‘Plausible.’ An emitter moving toward them would seem to give off hydrogen light slightly shifted up in frequency, toward the blue. One traveling away would seem red. ‘This guy gives us both at once? Makes no sense.’


‘Ummm. The blue shift is strongest.’


They looked at each other and grinned. ‘This is the strangest damn thing I’ve ever seen,’ Benjamin said happily.


‘Me, too. And it’s real.’


Nobody had to say anything more. Not a gamma-ray burster, not a galactic jet – something strange and bright and mysterious. Astronomers lived to find a wholly new class of object, and this looked a lot like one. And it had just fallen into their laps. It helped being bright, Benjamin thought, but being lucky would do just fine, thank you.


‘Glad to hear it,’ came a voice from over his shoulder. Brisk, British, and even after many years, instantly recognizable. He turned and looked into the face of Kingsley Dart. ‘Caught a whisper of this while I was over on Honolulu,’ Dart went on in his quick, clipped accent. ‘Sounded intriguing. Thought I’d nip over and have a look.’


Benjamin felt his face tighten. He could not make himself say a word. Amy jumped in with a startled salutation and Benjamin found himself shaking Dart’s hand under shelter of her gusher of greetings, but he could not force his grinding mind to think of anything at the moment beyond an incident decades before.


The question had come out of the colloquium audience like a lance, clear and sharp and cutting. Benjamin had just finished speaking, his last overhead image still splashed up on the screen. As well, both blackboards were covered with equations and quick sketches he had made when he found the confines of language too much.


A moment before he had stepped back and acknowledged the loud round of applause. It was not the mere pro forma pattering of palms, carrying the quality of gratitude that the speaker was finished and soon would come the after-colloquium tea or wine and cheese. They liked the ideas, and some genuine smiles reassured that they liked him. The colloquium chairman had then asked, as customary, ‘Any questions?’ Swiftly the Oxbridge-accented sentences spiked out and Benjamin knew that he was in trouble.


His heart was already tripping fast. This was his first colloquium presentation, an unusual honor. At twenty-six, he was the bright boy of the astrophysics group at U.C. Berkeley, but even the best graduate students seldom got an invitation to speak in the Astronomy Department’s most elevated venue. There were fifty, maybe sixty people in the audience, mostly graduate students, but with all the senior faculty in the first few rows. He had counted the crowd as it grew, been gratified; the heavy hitters had all turned out, not cutting it because Benjamin was in their minds still just a graduate student, or nearly so. It was an honor to be here and he had prepared for weeks, rehearsing with Channing, tailoring his viewgraphs, making up four-color computer graphics to show sinuous flows and ruby-red plasma currents.


His talk had been about the energetic jets that shoot out from the disks around black holes, a recurring hot topic in the field. As new windows opened for telescopes across the electromagnetic spectrum, the jets showed more detail, fresh mysteries.


In his talk he had used the entire modern arsenal of theoretical attack: calculations, computer simulations, and finally, to truly convince, some easily digested cartoons. Nobody really felt that they understood something unless they carried away a picture of how it worked. ‘Get it right in the “cartoon approximation” and all else follows,’ his thesis adviser had sagely said.


Benjamin had shown that the jets were very probably confined by their own magnetic fields. This could only be so if they carried a net current out from their source, presumably a large black hole and its churning neighborhood. He had ended up with a simple declaration: ‘That is, in a sense the flows are self-organized.’ In other words, they neatly knit themselves up.


Then the knife question came from a figure Benjamin did not know, an angular face halfway back in the rows of chairs. Benjamin felt that he should know the face, there was something familiar about it, but there was no time to wonder about identity now. A quick riposte to an attack was essential in the brisk world of international astrophysics. Ideas had their moment in the sun, and if the glare revealed a blemish, they were banished.


The question subtly undermined his idea. In a slightly nasal Brit accent, the voice recalled that jets were probably born near the disk of matter rotating about black holes, but after that were at the mercy of the elements as they propagated outward, into the surrounding galaxy.


Smoothly the questioner pointed out that other ways to confine and shape the jets were easily imagined – for example, the pressure of the galaxy’s own gas and dust – and ‘seemed more plausible, I should imagine.’ This last stab was within the allowed range of rebukes.


Benjamin took a second to assume an almost exaggerated pose of being at ease, putting his hands in his pockets and rocking back on one foot, letting the other foot rise, balanced on its heel. ‘Lack of imagination is not really an argument, is it?’ he said mildly.


A gratifying ripple of laughter washed through the room. Those already half out of their seats paused, sensing a fight. Benjamin quickly went on, catching the momentum of the moment. ‘To collar a jet and make it run straight demands something special about the medium around it, some design on its part. But if the jet is self-managed, right from the moment it was born, back on the accretion disk – that solves the confinement problem.’


Nods, murmurs. His opponent cast a shrewd look and again Benjamin could almost place that face, the clipped, precise English accent. The man said casually, ‘But you have no way of knowing if a disk will emit that much current. And as well, I should think that no relativistically exact result could tell you that in general.’ A smirk danced at the edges of the man’s mouth. ‘And you do realize that the black hole region must be treated in accordance with general relativity, not merely special relativity?’


The audience had turned to hear this, eyes casting back, and Benjamin knew that this was somebody important. The shot about relativity was a clear put-down, questioning his credentials. A nasty insinuation to make about a fresh Ph.D., the ink barely dry on his diploma. He drew in a long breath and time slowed, the way it does in a traffic accident, and suddenly he realized that he was frightened.


His was the second colloquium of the academic year, a prestigious spot in itself. The Astronomy Department liked to get the year off with a bang, featuring bold, invigorating topics. The air was crisp with autumn smells, the campus alive with edgy expectation, and Channing was in the tenth row in her blue good-luck sweater.


Act. Say something. But what?


He caught her eyes on him and stepped forward, putting his hands behind his back in a classic pontifical pose, the way he had seen others signal that they were being thoughtful. In fact, he did not need to think, for the answer came to him out of nowhere, slipping into words as he began a sentence, not quite knowing where it was going.


‘The disk dynamo has to give off a critical level of current,’ he said easily, getting the tone of bemused thought. ‘Otherwise it would not be able to coherently rotate.’


He let the sentence hang in air. The senior figures in the department were watching him, waiting for further explanation, and he opened his mouth to give it. His nostrils flared and he saw with crystalline clarity that he should say nothing, leave the tantalizing sentence to sink in. Bait. This guy in the back was a Brit, dish out some of his own style to him.


He had gotten everyone’s attention and now the audience sensed something, heads swiveling to watch the Englishman. Stand pat? No.


Benjamin decided to raise the stakes. A cool thrill ran through him as he added, ‘I would think that was physically clear.’


Half the audience had already turned toward the back rows and when he spoke they quickly glanced around like a crowd at a tennis match following a fast volley.


The face in the back clouded, scowling, and then seemed to decide to challenge. ‘I should think that unlikely,’ came the drawl, lifting at the last word into a derisive lilt, unlike-ly.


Benjamin felt a prickly rush sweep over him. Gotcha.


‘It follows directly from a conservation theorem,’ Benjamin said smoothly, savoring the line, striding to the overhead projector and slapping down a fresh viewgraph. He had not shown it in the talk because it was an arcane bit of mathematics, not the sort of thing to snag the attention of this crowd. No eye-catching graphics or dazzling data-crunching, just some lines of equations with double-integral signs, ripe with vector arrows over the symbols. A yawner – until now.


‘Starting with Maxwell’s equations,’ he began, pointing, then glanced up. ‘Which we know to be relativistically correct, yes?’


This jibe made a few of the theorists chuckle; everybody had learned this as undergraduates, but most had forgotten it long ago.


‘So performing the integrals over a cylindrical volume …’ He went through the steps quickly, knowing that nobody this late in the hour wanted to sit through five minutes of tedious calculations. The cat was out of the bag, anyway. Springing a crisp new viewgraph – and then two more to finish the argument, all tightly reasoned mathematics – tipped his hand. He had anticipated this question and prepared, deliberately left a hole in his argument. Or so the guy in the back would think – was thinking, from the deepening frown Benjamin saw now on the distant, narrow face – and knew that he had stepped into a trap.


Only it wasn’t so. Benjamin had not really intended it that way, had left the three viewgraphs out because they seemed a minor digression of little interest to the hard-nosed astrophysicists who made up most of the audience.


‘So we can see that this minimum level is quite enough to later on confine the jets, keep them pointing straight, solve the problem.’ He added this last little boast and stepped back.


The Brit face at the back curled up a lip, squinted eyes, but said nothing. A long moment passed as the colloquium chairman peered toward the back, rocking forward a little, and then saw that there would be no reply. Game, point, match, Benjamin thought, breathing in deeply of air that seemed cool and sharp.


There were two more questions, minor stuff about possible implications, easy to get through. In fact, he let himself strut a little. He expanded on some work he contemplated doing in the near future, once he and Channing had the wedding business over with and he could think, plan the next step in his career. He felt that he could get away with a slight, permissible brag.


Then it was over, the ritual incantation from the chairman, ‘There is wine and cheese in the usual place, to which you are all invited. Let us thank our speaker again …’


This applause was scattered and listless, as usual as everybody got up, and the crowd left. His major professor appeared at his elbow and said, ‘You handled that very well.’


‘Uh, thanks. Who is that guy?’ Benjamin glanced at the crowd, not letting any concern into his face.


‘Dart. Kingsley Dart.’


‘The similarity solutions guy from Oxford?’


‘Right. Just blew in yesterday afternoon, visiting for a few days. Thought you had met him.’


‘I was squirreled away making viewgraphs.’


‘You sure nailed Dart with those last three.’


‘I hadn’t really planned it that way—’


An amused grin. ‘Oh, sure.’


‘I didn’t!’


‘Nobody gets timing like that without setting it up.’


‘Well, my Benjamin did,’ Channing said, slipping an arm around his. ‘I know, because he had them in the very first version of the talk.’


Benjamin smiled. ‘And you told me to drop them.’


‘It worked perfectly, didn’t it?’ she said, all innocence.


He laughed, liking the feeling of release it brought, liking that she had made him seem a lot more the savvy Machiavellian than he was, liking the whole damned thing so much it clutched at his heart somehow in the frozen moment of triumph. Off to the side two of the big names of the department were talking about the implications of his work and he liked the sound of that, too, his name wafting pleasantly in the nearly empty room. He could smell the aging, polished wood, the astringent solvent reek of the dry markers from the blackboard, a moist gathering in the cloying air of late afternoon. Channing kept her arm in his and walked proudly beside him up the two flights to the wine and cheese.


‘You were great.’ She looked up at him seriously and he saw that she had feared for him in this last hour. Berkeley was notorious for cutting criticisms, arch comments, savage seminars that dissected years of research in minutes of coldly delivered condemnation.


She had kept close to him through the aftermath, when white-haired savants of the field came up to him, holding plastic glasses of an indifferent red wine, and probed him on details, implications, even gossip. Treating him like a member of the club, a colleague at last. She had tugged at his arm and nodded when Dart came into view, earnestly talking to a grand old observing astronomer. Dart had a way of skating over a crowd, dipping in where he wanted, like a hummingbird seeking the sweet bulbs. Eventually he worked his way around to Benjamin, lifting eyebrows as he approached, his face in fact running through the entire suite of ironic messages, very Euro, before shooting out a hand and saying, ‘Kingsley Dart. Liked the talk.’


Firm handshake. ‘You seemed to disagree with most of it.’


A shrug. ‘Testing the ideas, just testing.’


He said, a little testily, Benjamin thought. ‘I had dropped those viewgraphs, the proof, out of the talk. I didn’t think most of the audience would care.’


Abrupt nods, three very quick, then a long one, as though deliberating. ‘Probably right. Only people like me and thee care.’


Ah, Benjamin thought, instant inclusion in the fraternity of people-like-us. ‘It’s a major point, I should have brought it up.’


‘No, you were right, would’ve blunted your momentum.’


Why is he being so chummy? Channing’s glance asked, eyebrows pinched in. He had no idea. Not knowing where to go with this conversation, he said, ‘My fiancée, Channing Blythe,’ and they went through the usual presentations. But Kingsley kept eyeing him with a gaze that lapsed into frowning speculation, as though they were still feeling each other out. And maybe they were. Within minutes they were at it, throwing ideas and clipped phrases back and forth, talking the shorthand of those who spent a lot of time living in their heads and were glad to meet someone who shared the same interior territory. It was the start of a formal friendship and a real, never acknowledged rivalry, two poles that defined them in the decades that followed.


Twenty years. Could it have been that long?


And now here he was, the famous Royal Astronomer, first on the scene when something potentially big was breaking. Perfect timing was a gift, and Kingsley had it.


Forcing a smile onto his stiff face, Benjamin felt a sharp, hot spike of genuine hatred.
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Channing planned her invasion of the High Energy Astrophysics Center carefully. First, what were the right clothes to stage a dramatic reappearance at work, after a month away, presumed by all to be no longer a real player?


When she had worked at NASA Headquarters the dress code had been easy: modified East Coast style, basically a matter of getting her blacks to match. Did a mascara-dark midlength skirt go with a charcoal turtleneck? Close enough and she was okay for either NASA’s labyrinths, the opera, or a smoky dive.


But amid tropical glare and endless vibrant bougainvillea, her outfits had seemed like dressing as a vampire at an Easter egg hunt. Here, slouchy sweaters and scuffed tennis shoes appeared at ‘dressy casual’ receptions, right next to Italian silk ties, subtle diamond bracelets, and high heels sinking into the sandy sod. She had seen jeans worn with a tiara, ‘leisure gowns’ looking like pajamas, and a tux top with black shorts. Yet finding a studied casual look took her an hour of careful weighing, all to seem as though she had thrown them on fifteen minutes ago without a second thought. On top of that, you never knew how the day would proceed later, whether you were dressing for an evening on a humid, warm patio or inside, in air-conditioning set for the comfort zone of a snow leopard. Maddening.


She eyed herself carefully in the mirror. Now, thanks to weight loss, she had a great, tight butt: Gluteus to the Maximus! But her breasts, once ample enough, thank you, were sagging, or as she preferred to think in TV terms, losing their vertical hold.


Getting over vanity had been the hardest part of adjusting to the cancer. A vain man would check himself out passing a mirror. An absolutely ordinary woman could pick out her reflections in store windows, spoons, bald men’s heads. Channing, as a photogenic astronaut type, had been ever-aware of How She Looked. All women faced the Looks Issue, as she had thought of it as a teenager, whether as a positive element or a negative one. Not that it had not done her good now and then. At NASA it had helped her through earnest committee meetings in which she was the only woman in the room. Now, thank God, all that was behind her.


Still, she was not at all ready to enter the working bay, looking for Benjamin, and find Kingsley Dart in his uniform: slightly pouchy brown suit, white shirt, tie drawn tight in a knot of unknown style. Down-market Oxford, so utterly out of place that his attire advertised Dart’s unconcern for such trivial matters. Since she had seen him in a tux when the situation demanded, and yet he had somehow achieved the same effect of unconscious indifference, she was sure it was all quite conscious.


She went through the clothes analysis automatically while trying to absorb the shock. She was suddenly self-conscious, and then angry about being so. He still had the power to throw her into momentary confusion. And the way he lifted his head to smile, with just a whiff of hauteur, still delighted her. Damn him.


‘Channing, how wonderful to see you,’ Kingsley said smoothly.


He looked into her face with a worried frown, much as everyone did these days, as if they could read the state of her health there. Well, maybe they could; she was past the stage of trying to hide behind cosmetics. She knew that her skin was yellow and papery, her eyes rimmed with a dark underlayer, her once strong arms thin and showing swelling at the joints. It no longer even bothered her that people glanced at her out of the corner of their eyes, not wanting to stare but still drawn to hints of the eternal mystery – of what her mother called ‘passing,’ as if there were a clear destination firmly in mind.


‘Thought I’d come in, see what all the excitement’s about.’


‘Is there much?’ Kingsley said to Benjamin with deceptive lightness. ‘Have you made any announcement?’


‘Oh no, much too soon for that,’ Benjamin said quickly.


‘Don’t want to just announce a mystery,’ Amy put in.


‘But it’s all over the IAU Notices,’ Kingsley said.


This was the global notification system of the International Astronomical Union, used to focus workers on the newest comet or supernova or pulsar of interest. ‘Sure, but we’ve got to be cautious,’ Benjamin said. ‘If this is a new class of object—’


‘Then you should enlist as many people and observing windows as possible,’ Kingsley finished for him.


Channing smiled, remembering. Kingsley had the annoying pattern of quickly disagreeing with you and often being right, plus the even worse property of agreeing with you and getting there first.


Benjamin pursed his lips and plowed on. ‘I think the big issue is how this thing can repeat.’


Kingsley said carefully, ‘I must admit, when I saw your Notices piece, I thought it most likely an error.’


Amy said flatly, ‘It’s not an error, I can tell you that.’


‘I’m quite relieved to hear it.’ Channing noted that with this phrase Kingsley was not actually agreeing with Amy, only reacting, but his choice of words avoided rankling her.


‘Look at it this way,’ Benjamin put in. ‘At the very least, this object throws into doubt the standard picture of gamma-ray bursters.’


Kingsley’s lips drew into a thin, skeptical line. ‘With many thousands observed, one exception does not disprove the model.’


Since he had taken a major hand in building up the conventional view of gamma-ray bursters, this was predictable, Channing felt. She said amiably, ‘Similar appearance does not mean similar cause.’


Kingsley nodded but Amy said, ‘Shouldn’t we follow Occam’s razor – prefer the simplest explanation? Then this is an odd kind of burster, but one in our galaxy.’


Benjamin said, ‘Sure, but don’t throw out data just because it makes your job harder. We don’t understand the visible light data, either.’


This led to a long discussion of the mysterious Doppler shifts. Channing had come up today mainly to see this data, and it was strange indeed. ‘It’s as though some of the thing’s coming toward us, some away. A rotating disk? We’d get the red shifts from the receding edge, blue shifts from the approaching one.’


They all looked at her. ‘Good idea,’ Benjamin said happily, winking and grinning. She could see that they were surprised in two ways – by the proposal itself, and because she had made it. She had come into astronomy as an observing astronaut, doing yeoman labor in the last stages of the space shuttle era, then doing dutiful time on the space station. The more academically based astronomers regarded these as rather showy, unserious pursuits. She had never risen very far here at the Center and had always wondered if that bias held her back. In the slightly startled expressions of Dart and Amy – but not, bless him, Benjamin – she saw confirmation.


Kingsley said incisively, ‘I rather like that.’


‘But a disk?’ Amy frowned doubtfully. ‘I’d say these are kinda large, but I’ll have to check …’


‘Good,’ Kingsley said quickly. ‘At the moment we have no other hypothesis to test. I wish we did.’


Channing was not the only one to notice that his use of we included Kingsley in the team. Benjamin’s eyes narrowed in a way she understood and he said, ‘Just wait. Theorists will jump on this like it was candy.’


‘They can theorize all they like,’ Amy said. ‘We have all the data.’


‘Which we should make quick use of,’ Kingsley said. ‘Let’s do some preliminary calculations, shall we?’


Channing went with them to a seminar room and they reviewed the data. Some fresh observations came in over the satellite links as they worked, providing fresh fodder. She kept up with the discussions, but to her this branch of astrophysics was like a French Impressionist painting of a cow: suggestive, artful maybe, but some things never looked quite right and it was in the end not a reliable source of nourishing milk. Plus, she was woefully out of date on current theory. Still she found pleasure in watching Benjamin and Kingsley spar, using quickly jotted equations as weapons. Amy joined in, too, her tone a bit less canny and insidious, but holding her own.


Kingsley jabbed verbally, challenging others’ ideas while seeming at first to be going along with them, inserting doubt slyly as he carried the discussion forward, ferret-eyed in his intensity. Just as decades before, he saw this as a delightful game played with chalk and sliding tones of voice.


Channing found her attention drifting. Looking back, she could remember liking contests like this from decades past. Benjamin would always see Kingsley as a rival; that was set in his mind like a fossil print of their first meeting. Benjamin was a perfectly respectable theorist, but not in Kingsley’s class. That was simply a fact, but she knew quite well that Benjamin would never fully accept it. After all, who did not need a little illusion to get through life?


Having bested Kingsley in a colloquium encounter set their relationship, as far as Benjamin was concerned. Never mind that Kingsley had done better work on bigger problems, and on top of it displayed remarkable skills in the political circus that science had become. She could barely recall that incident, but knew that it burned in Benjamin’s mind whenever he crossed Kingsley’s path. Probably Kingsley had forgotten it entirely. This seemingly small difference was precisely why they seldom saw each other. Too bad, really, because she had always found Kingsley more amusing than the usual run of academic astronomers. In their bull moose rivalries, men missed a lot.


Would her own career at NASA have gone better, she mused, if she had been a man? Nobody in passing conversation would glance at your chest. You wouldn’t have to pretend to be ‘freshening up’ to go to the goddamn john. Nobody cared if you didn’t remember their birthday. You could rationalize any behavior error with the all-purpose ‘Screw it.’ In late-night jokes in a bar, you could really see something hilarious in punting a small dog, preferably a poodle. You didn’t give a rat’s ass whether anybody heeded your new haircut. Thank God, they never noticed if you’d lost or gained weight. Men had some things so easy! With the Other Side, flowers fixed anything. And as the years closed in, gray hair and wrinkles would add character. Hell, you could dine out on that alone. Lean over the bar, belch originally, and declaim about the old days when rocket boosters kicked you in the ass so hard you thought you had a prostate problem. And what the hell, you could always look forward to being a dirty old man.
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