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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.


      




EVENTS IN THE 
RISE AND FALL OF 
THE SUN TYCOONS


1923 (Oldstyle) In flight from the Cheka, or so he says, “Ivan Ivanoff” reaches Hong Kong on a forged Portuguese passport. A wiry little man with a strong nose and a spent pistol bullet lodged in the socket of his blind right eye, he speaks seven languages, all of them loudly but badly, Russian no better than the rest. He carries diamonds he says are Czarist sewed into the lining of his astrakhan cap. Confounding foes with a wild eloquence and a one-eyed leer, he recovers his health and takes the name of his Eurasian mistress. As Ivan Kwan, he sets out to regain the imperial station he claims the Bolsheviks have raped away.


Cycle of the Elderhood 77:54:03


Among the ice-moons of the outermost planet of a G2 core-star in Draco, a young heatseeker queen yields to her princely suitor. Consuming the male in the way of her kind, she then sets out in solitary flight to found a new hive. Her destination is the Sun.


1951


Ivan Kwan’s three sons, banker, mathematician, and shipping magnate, sign a secret charter to form the House of Kwan, pledging themselves to live for his imperial plan.


1969-1974


Sergei, the banker’s black sheep heir, refuses to sign the Kwan charter. Drummed out of the family, he leaves Hong Kong. Fails as poet, fails as artist, fails as impresario. Destitute and sick, he finds refuge with Penny Morang, an unemployed cocktail waitress in Little Rock, Arkansas. John Kwan is born on her father’s hardscrabble Ozark farm.


1977-1986


John Kwan, entranced by TV coverage of the Voyager flybys of Jupiter, Saturn, and Uranus, discovers the won der of space. When his father dies, leaving them on welfare, his mother takes him to Hong Kong. Possessing his great grandfather’s “Romanoff nose,” he is welcomed into the House of Kwan.


Cycle of the Elderhood 77:54:05


Goldengene, a graduate student of galactic dynamics at a Newmarch university, is assigned to duty as the Newling attache at Point Vermillion, an isolated observatory maintained on the northward fringes of the solar halo, to watch for the approaching Black Companion. Her people, the Newlings, are refugees from the seeker conquest of their natal star, and she is alert for possible pursuit.


1996


Smolensk-Atlanta Incident. City of Smolensk hit by robotic missile launched by protestors trying to vandalize it. Atlanta destroyed in retaliation. Millions are killed, more millions injured, but total nuclear holocaust is averted.


1997


Antinuclear Gottesvolk Movement spreads from East Germany, its underground leaders proclaiming the fall of Marxism and the rise of the Republic of God.


1999


Sri Lanka Accords. All nuclear weapons and nuclear materials are transferred to Supranational Nucleonics Repository. To assure compliance, all national space programs are terminated.


2000


John Kwan secures funds for a civilian space project, Kwan Planetary Laboratories, headquartered in Hong Kong and dedicated to his dreams of space conquest.


Sun Year 1


Kwan Labs engineers invent kwanlon, a mono-molecular fiber with theoretical strength enough to link Earth with geosynchronous satellites.


Cycle of the Elderhood 77:54:06


The Council of the Elderhood receives reports of primitive spacecraft in flight between inner planets of the core-star. The Eldermost establishes the core-star observatory to determine the nature and intentions of these evolving spacefolk.


Sun Year 3


House of Kwan forms subsidiary, Sun Power, Inc., to hang skywires. “Ladders to the planets,” these will be the means to realize old Ivan’s dream.


Sun Year 7


Moon mines in production. Mars Station planted.


Sun Year 13


Solar power beamed to Earth. Kwan Labs designs genetic tests to select individuals able to live and work effectively in minimum-gravity environments.


Sun Year 17


Comet Yamamoto captured and steered into Earth orbit to supply water, oxygen, and other volatiles for the Company’s space operation.


Sun Year 19


First test skywire fails when unpredicted harmonies snap ballast link. Falling cable drags satellite out of orbit. Cable burns in atmosphere, but satellite strikes Quito. Killed and injured number 2 million.


Sun Year 23


Successful skywire dropped from satellite station Kilimanjaro High to Kenya Down.


Sun Year 25


Sun Company obtains outlawed nuclear materials from Nucleonics Repository to be used as fuel for reactors located in the ballast masses that support the skyweb, 100,000 kilometers out from Earth. Secretly, House of Kwan diverts nuclear arms into highside arsenals.


Sun Years 28-31


Vogelkop Accords signed at Vogelkop Down. In return for energy, ores, and manufactures from space, the power-starved signatory nations yield terminal concessions, police privileges, and diplomatic recognition to Sun Company.


Sun Year 33


Company heiress Sonya Kwan marries financier Li Chang Chen.


Sun Year 39


The Holyfolk Front, a radicalized revival of the Gottesvolk Movement, begins underground campaign to liberate the mother planet from space dominion. Members take “Earthblood oath” to destroy the Company and the House of Kwan.


Sun Year 41


Sun Security is set up to counter Holyfolk terrorism.


Sun Year 47


Kwan Labs improve genetic tests and introduce the laser-printed Sunmark to identify individuals with “genes fit for space.”


Sun Year 53


Kerry Kwan, chairman of the Company and Director-General of Sun Security, becomes first Sun Tycoon. Claims that evolving genetic differences will soon separate Sunbred and Earthbred populations.


Sun Year 55


Metal-rich asteroid Kwan Moon towed into Earth orbit.


Sun Year 58


Kwan Moon mines in production. Gravity power replaces solar power. Efficient infall energy generated by ore buckets sliding down skywires.


Sun Year 60


Kwan Labs engineers test first successful fusion-powered ion drive. Lunar skywire hung. First manned flight beyond Mars.


Sun Year 62


Dissension splits the House of Kwan. Chen faction secures control. Boris Chen ousts Kerry Kwan, becoming the second Sun Tycoon.


Sun Year 71


Unmanned Pluto probe detects laser bursts from far beyond its flight range. Kwan Labs engineers interpret burst as signals from alien spacecraft.


Sun Year 77


First Holyfolk Rebellion breaks out in Quito Nuevo, spreads to three continents. Crushed by worldwide power blackouts and threat of space bombardment. Resulting famines and disorders widely fatal.


Sun Year 79


Fernando Kwan commands first starside expedition, leaving Cotopaxi High with three spacecraft to search for solar halo. Fusion cruiser Spica reported lost in encounter with alien spacecraft.


Sun Year 81


With two remaining cruisers, Capella and Aldebaran, Kwan reaches the small halo iceball he names Janoort. He plants Halo Station as a starside defense outpost against unidentified space aliens.


Sun Year 82


Fernando Kwan returns Sunside to challenge Tycoon Chen. Chen accuses him of inventing space aliens as a solarpolitical ploy. Fernando ousts him, becoming the third Sun Tycoon.


Sun Year 84


Quin Dain is born aboard S.S. Aldebaran, relief craft en route to Halo Station.


Sun Year 88


Fanatic Holyfolk leader, “The Revelator,” creates world panic with illicit holo broadcasts predicting invasion of Earth by demons from space.


Sun Year 89


Revelationists, known as Los Santíssimos in Spanish America, are suppressed by “warning shots”—missile strikes from Cotopaxi High against selected target cities. Estimated casualties: 18 million dead.


Sun Year 93


Mars skyline hung. Contra-Neptune Relay Station put in place, enabling laser and radio contact with Halo Station.


Cycle of the Elderhood 77:54:08:01


Newling attache Goldengene reported killed in seeker attack on Point Vermillion. Survivors warn of twin dangers to Elderhood. Black Companion is nearing passage and marauding heatseeker is at large in the halo.


Sun Year 95


Revelator preaches that space aliens are the demons of the old religions, attacking mankind under Satan’s command. He claims they interbreed with human space explorers, that Sunfolk have demon blood.


Cycle of the Elderhood 77:54:08:02


Seeker queen establishes hive in Trojan asteroid.


Sun Year 107


Fall of the skyweb and death of the last Tycoon.


She adored the prince. He was a guest in the hive, bolder and hotter in the belly than any of her swarming siblings. A magnificent creature, armored in glistening crimson, gold scales flashing, fangs and talons black as space, he pursued her almost from the moment she burst from her egg.


He vanquished all the other suitors rash enough to challenge him, and entranced her with the ballads of his hunting adventures in their halo fringe. Though the vermin surviving there were tiny things, their cunning and their rarity made them exciting game.


When her sweet sisters tried to warn her of his hot-bellied passion, she suspected them of jealousy. Ignoring them, scorning all the would-be lovers he had beaten, she left her mother’s hive with him.


In love too long, intoxicated even by their shared peril, they dared too much. They dived too near the maddening fire of their star. Caressing each other with the wild ferocity of the seeker kind, kissing and touching and parting, they laughed at the madness of regeneration, insanely hoping to defeat it forever.


Passion overtook them on a cold flight-food moon where they had alighted to feast on the creamy snow. She had been teasing him, flashing the flaming colors of love. Tempting her wickedly, he kept stroking her shimmering labrum. Trembling with her own hot desire, she tried to lock herself and fly away.


Tried too late. The flame of his semen ignited a nova inside her. Crazed, yielding to delirium, she seized him with all her talons, his splendid head between her jaws, and crushed all his ripeness into her. Screaming, burning, stabbing deeper, he fought till he died.


He was dead, and joy was gone.


She woke to that fatal fact when the madness had ebbed. It chilled the fire in her bowels. Until that dreadful instant, her whole world had loved her. Secure in her royal mother’s devotion and the hive’s safe warmth, a happy sharer at the family feasts of rich life-metals the workers brought from the starward planets, she had known neither care nor fear.


Lying alone and forlorn, there in that deep pit where the blaze of their union had thawed the snow, feeling dead as the bright shards of his armor still clutched in her claws, she longed for all she had lost. In sad recollection, she was hatched again into the hive’s happy music. She rode once more into space on a grumbling worker’s back and learned to fly again, riding her blazing jets.


In wistful retrospection, she danced around their playground moons again in the splendid constellations of her gifted sisters, renewing the racial rituals of life and love and death. In joyous unison, they memorized the classic sagas of their warrior kind. She lost herself again in the sacred games of fight-and-kill in the tunnels of their hive. Wickedly she flirted again with the bright-shining rivals of her prince, teasingly testing his devotion.


All that, forever ended.


Her sisters would scorn her now, and her former suitors would shun her for killing their noble companion. The food worlds would be forbidden, and the hive would be shut against her, a dreadful trap where even the last sad relic of her once-loving mother would be lurking to assail her.


In that bitter aftermath, too sick even to suck at the last of her lover’s freezing juices, she lay there amid the glittering bits of his empty armor till the furious princes swarmed down to drive her into the interstellar night, away from all she had ever loved.


Flying out into the dead emptiness of space, she clung to all those sad recollections until a new and dreadful hunger overwhelmed them with a terrible imperative, driving her on through the heatless dark to seek a place for her own new hive, a world where her firstborn neuter foragers might find life-metals and flight food for new generations as splendidly daring as their noble father had been.


As ruthless as her own fatal lust, that new ravening chose a star where she could sense no rival hive. Driven by it, helpless as a hatchling, she flew out across the halo where her prince had hunted and on into the black gulf beyond.


The flight took too long. Unfed, her prince’s precious seed had to burrow too soon into her own willing flesh. The first ecstatic agonies of that gave her a proud theme for her new saga, but they soon became eternities of delirium.


Nightmare dreads swarmed like maddened males around her, haunting her back into awareness. Her mass sacs had drained too fast. Her inner fires had grown too cold. She was too young, not yet fit for all the fearful hazards she must overcome. She thought the star ahead might have no planets fit to feed her brood. Some rival queen might get there first. Some native race might possess weapons not recorded in the sagas.


The gas giants cheered her when she found them, until she came near enough to sense points of heat far out in this new halo, most of them fixed but a few in motion almost as swift as her own. Enemy princes, out of a hive she hadn’t seen, swarming to kill her?


Yet, whatever the hazards, her time was too near to let her turn back. There was no other star near enough to reach before her flight sacs were altogether empty, before the fire metals cooled in her belly, before she died, consumed by her own dying brood. Agony and terror spurred her on, until she could sense sizes and make out shapes.


What she sensed killed her dread and edged her hunger. For these were no defending warriors. Nesting on the snow-clumps of the halo, or sometimes in flight between them, these were tiny creatures, strangely slow in flight and harmless as the idiot midges in the ballads of her hunter prince.


Some of them, surely, would be fat enough for food.






Janoort. Ice haloid on inner fringe of Oort halo, 600 AU out from the Sun (600 times as far out as Earth is). A mix of water, ammonia, and methane ices surrounding a heavier core formed of interstellar dust. Diameter, 129 kilometers; mean density, .9; surface gravity, 2 cm/sec2; day, 19.08 hours. Site of Halo Station.
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The life of the station hung by a kwanlon thread. So Kerry used to say. That thread wound the master magnets in the fusion reactors that fought the interstellar cold. If it ever broke, there would be no light or heat, no food, no air.


Yet Kerry seldom seemed to worry.


“Por Dios, we’ll hold out.” He used to grin at Quin, while he sniffed his hot-smelling starmist. “Hoping somebody learns to spin a better thread.”


“I will,” Quin promised. “When I grow up.”


He was five years old.


“Somebody will.” Kerry’s blue eyes looked far away. “Somebody at the Kwan Labs most likely. Back Sunside.”


“I’m going Sunside,” Quin said. “I’ll find the thread and send it back.”


“Maybe you will.” He breathed his reeking starmist. “But you’ll have to grow up first.”


Quin might have been born on Halo Station if the old Aldebaran had been a faster ship, but he had come prematurely while they were still in space, six months out from Cotopaxi High and weeks before they found Janoort. His mother never told him who his father was, and he always wondered.


Nobody Earthbred. He felt certain of that, because the Earthbred weren’t allowed in Sun country except to be servants. A dashing Sunblood lover? A space lord, maybe, with fabulous wealth in Company shares?


Even one of the Kwans?


People said they all had the Romanoff nose. Inherited from a mad monk named Rasputin. When he asked about that, Kerry gave him a Sun-dollar coin that had an image of the first Tycoon under its shiny plastic. He frowned at the bright gold head with its considerable nose, and hurried to the mirror to peer at his own. It looked very ordinary.


Yet he kept on wondering.


His mother never said why she’d come so far away from home. That always troubled him, because she was never well or really happy at the station. He used to think she must be homesick for Earth and the skyweb and all the Sunside planets. Longing sadly, he imagined, for all the splendor she had left behind.


Once she let him see an old holo of her, taken back Earthside. In Sun country, she said, near Vogelkop Down. Staring, he hardly knew her. She was thin and pale now, with wrinkles around her eyes and her pale hair worn in a knot at the back of her neck. In the holo, she looked so lovely he ached for her.


The camera had caught her wading off a tropical beach, white water swirling around her knees, her hair bright as gold, loose and blowing in the wind. Her beauty seemed to light everything around her. The sky was strangely blue, with giant trees called palms leaning over the breaking waves and magic towers of white-shining cloud climbing under a dazzling Sun.


Such wonders always awed him. Wind! Clouds! Water not frozen. The endless flatness of the sea and the blue of the sky and the flying thing she called a gull—he used to shiver with awe, trying to imagine that impossible world below the skyweb.


Hope was like a hunger in him, a burning urge to get back Sunside, to see the marvels his mother had known, to ride the skywires and explore the old Earth. Perhaps he could find his father and learn who he was born to be. Secretly he always believed his destined future would be there among the Sun-folk, enjoying all the splendor and the power of the Company.


Once he told his mother he wanted to go home.


“No!” Her breath drew in and her thin face twisted. “Never!”


That was all she said. He never spoke to her again about that secret dream, or even asked her about anything Sunside. He didn’t want to hurt her, and he saw that she was trying to forget something very painful.


Only three weeks old when they got to the station, he grew up there, a prisoner in the narrow plastic rooms and tunnels that held air people could breathe. There was no child-sized space gear, and he never got outside.


Listening to others who would talk of the strange old Earth and all the far-off Sunside worlds, he felt more and more afraid he would never get there. Yet most of the time he wasn’t unhappy. There were only a few children at the station. His mother said all of them were spoiled.


There was school, a dozen kids of every age, in just one frost-walled cave-room. The instructors were staff people, teaching how to stay alive in the halo. How not to be killed by the airless emptiness and the terrible cold outside the thin station walls. How to run the machines that had to keep running to keep anybody alive.


In school and out, his best teacher was Kerry McLenn. An old hand at the station, Kerry had come out with Admiral Fernando Kwan on the discovery expedition. Quin’s mother married him the year he was four. To be his new father, she said.


“He isn’t,” Quin protested. “He never will be. My real father—”


His mother’s hurt face stopped him. Kerry grinned and boxed him gently and promised that they would be friends. They always were, but Quin could never call him father.


They lived under the ice, in places lined with plastic foam to keep the cold out and the precious air sealed inside. The floors had velfast carpets that let them walk in boots with velfast soles. Weighing only a few ounces, he could fly down the tunnels when he liked, never touching anything.


In most of the station, the labs and shops and processors, kids weren’t wanted. People were too busy. The pit and refinery were too dangerous. The ship and the power tunnels were forbidden territory. But even when he was small Kerry would take him along to the hydroponic gardens when he was feeding and harvesting the tangle of vines that grew most of their food. Some grew flowers; he loved the colors and odors when they bloomed, and he came to love being with Kerry.


Once Kerry took him far down into the frost-walled cave above the ice-pit to watch the hoists and drills and pumps digging down toward the far core of Janoort. The air felt bitter, and his breath made a fog. The ammonia reek burned his eyes and choked his nose, but he wanted to know all about the slurry coming up through the white-caked pipes to be processed into water and air and foods for people and the gardens. Even into plastics, vital because heavy metals were so rare and precious.


Kerry was a big man with a good smell. He wore a shapeless red rag of a cap. When he took it off, his head was brown and shiny, hairless as an onion. His eyes looked strange, with no brows or lashes, but they were nice eyes, blue and kind and bright.


He didn’t seem to mind that he had no rating and wore no Sunmark. Mostly he seemed happy, though sometimes he woke silent and slow to move, his strange eyes hooded and gloomy. Brooding, Quin used to think, over his youth and the far Earth. Longing, anyhow, for the stuff he called starmist.


“Not for you, muchachito.”


A sort of poison, he explained, not really good for anybody. Some plants made poisons for the bugs that ate them, and some people got addicted to the poisons. Starmist came from mutant plants. He had brought illegal seed with him to space.


“I got to using it back in the barrios,” he said. “When we had no food.”


The first sniff of it lit his eyes and made him merry. Breathing it, he laughed a lot and liked his work. He was nearly always busy about the machines. He used to call himself Kerry Can Do. He could fix or even build nearly anything, and he could explain all the gear that kept the station alive and even how the skywires worked, back Sunside.


When Quin was old enough, Kerry brought him along to the Observatory dome. It was a clear plastic bubble thirty meters across. They came up through the floor. It was cold and still. They had to keep very quiet, not to jar the instruments. The lights were red and dim, to let them see the sky.


Black and dreadful, it terrified him. He knew the station existed to watch for strange creatures watching it from their strange homes out toward the stars. Now he felt their strange eyes on him. Cold and trembling, he clung to Kerry’s hand.


“Amigos, muchacho.” Kerry wasn’t frightened. “They’ve never tried to hurt us. I think they’ll be friends—if we ever meet them.”


Trying not to be afraid, he listened to Kerry and began to feel the wonder of the sky. The stars were near and splendid, the Milky Way a great arch of shining silver dust. He kept trying to see the halo. Billions or maybe trillions of iceballs like their own Janoort, closer than any of the stars. He never found even one.


“They’re all too far,” Kerry said. “It’s more luck than anything that we ever found Janoort.”


The daytime Sun was only another star, but bright enough to light the signal dishes and the telescopes and the lidar search gear standing in the vacuum outside. The ice around the station was a dirty gray where sunlight struck, the craters pools of night.


The Sun was never high, because the station was so near Janoort’s starside pole. Through the brief days, it crawled low above the ice horizon, just long enough for signals to and from Fleet Command. Most of the time, the scopes and dishes were aimed the other way, searching for whatever was out in the halo.


The ice sloped down fast all around the dome, because Janoort was so tiny, but they could see the nose of the ship, a shining blade stabbing into the blackness above the close horizon. When he learned to read he could make out her name, Capella, black-lettered across the gold-winged Sun-disk.


“She’s our life,” Kerry told him. “It’s her fusion engines that give us heat and light and all the energy that keeps us going. Without her engines, we’d be dead.”


Sometimes Kerry went aboard to help with a repair job. Once Quin tried to follow him, swimming down the plastic tunnel to the hatch. The watchman scowled and said he had no business on the ship.


Nearly every day, he went with Kerry to work out in the gym. Built mostly to be an air storage tank and heat sink, it was a big balloon with kwanlon woven into the plastic, black on the outside to radiate waste heat—even on icy Janoort, the station had to be cooled.


Inside, there were ropes and swings and nets, and a squirrel cage where they could spin to weigh as much as they wanted. Kerry rode his bike on a track around it. A whiff of starmist could make him sing, and Quin loved the way his happy voice boomed against the walls.


Sometimes the songs were Spanish. Strange sad songs about Earthbred people in love, hiding from El Cabrón and los demonios del Sol, fighting and dying in the barrios. He had learned them when he was a child in the barrios outside Azteca Down.


“Can I go Sunside?” Quin asked him once. “Ever?”


“Not likely, boy.” He laughed. “Not likely!”


Quin wanted to know why.


“Too far,” Kerry said. “Even the Sunlight takes three days to get here.”


“But you got here. Mother did. Ships take people back.”


“On Company business. Or for Sun dollars we don’t have. You’re crazy, boy, to think about it.”


“I’m not crazy,” Quin insisted. “When I grow up, I’m going.”


“You’ll be sorry if you do.” Kerry had grown very serious. “You know why I sniff starmist? It’s to help me forget Azteca Down.”


He brewed and fermented the hot-fuming stuff from the roots and leaves and berries of special plants he grew among the hydroponic vines. He never used it at home, because Quin’s mother hated its bitter reek, but he always had it with him in a little flat squeeze-bottle.


Quin liked its peppery pungence, though once when he breathed it too deep it made him sick. Nobody minded when Kerry used it in the gardens. Sometimes when they were there together Quin could get him to talk about the Sunside.


“I’m not Sunbred,” he said once, when they were gathering a bale of the ripe, rich-smelling leaves. “You can see that on my face.”


All the other grownups wore what they called the Sunspot. A small round spot on the right cheek that sparkled like golden frost when light struck it. Kerry’s lean brown cheek was bare.


“Dad used to say he was Irish, but I was born in the barrio. We stayed alive however we could. When Mom was young and pretty enough, she had a pass to work in Sun Country. Cancelled when she got pregnant with me. I grew up dreaming about space—I guess the way you dream about the Sunside.”


He shook his head at Quin, blue eyes solemn.


“People said I was crazy. No way I could get to space, any more than you’ll ever get back to Coto High. When you hear what Azteca Down was like—what it was for me—you’ll be happy to be here.”


Quin shook his head.


“Caramba! Listen to me, boy! Our barrio was bad. Bad! A shacktown just outside the infall dumps. Under a gravity power line. Big ore buckets screaming down it, one every minute, day and night. Meteor metal for the Earthside mills and power for everybody. Not so nice for us, because the buckets used to get hot and come apart on the brakeline, spilling rocks on us. Yet—”


He opened his bottle and squeezed a careful drop into his palm and smiled when he sniffed the rich aroma.


“I never minded that.” His voice had fallen to a rusty whisper. “Even when people got hurt and Dad cursed the Tycoon, I loved to watch the buckets howling down the line. Because they came from space.


“Mom and Dad never understood. They hated the Sunfolk, fat and pompous inside their walls and fences. Because we had so little. That crazy little shack built of salvaged junk. Leaky when it rained. Icy in the winter, because we couldn’t pay for heat. What we ate was mostly garbage out of the luxury lodges in Sun Country, where the only Earthfolk were cooks and waiters and such.


“I learned to read.” He smiled, thinking of it. “Out of a book I found in a garbage bin. A lot of it was gone, and I never really understood what was left, but the hero had a three-word motto I’ve always remembered. ‘Silence, exile, cunning.’ I still think about it. We’re in exile here, if people ever were. Silence means caution. Remember that, boy. We never ask for trouble. With cunning enough, we can hope to survive. Three words to remember.”


He paused to breathe the starmist, looking hard at Quin.


“Words to help us stay alive, here in the halo.”


I won’t need them, Quin told himself. Not when I get back Sunside.


“The Tycoon back then was old Boris Chen.” Kerry inhaled again out his hand. “In the barrio, people called him El Cabrón. Yet I never really hated him, because Mom got me into a school he’d endowed for poor kids like I was. Dad said it was only to train slaves for the Company, but we got hot lunches and I learned a lot. Till the Santissimos wrecked the place, and it closed down.


“If I hated anybody then, it was them—the Holyfolk. For the way they hated the Tycoon and the Company and everything in space. But I never said much about what I felt, because of Mom and Dad and their friends.”


His eyes seemed very solemn now.


“One friend was named Saladin. A cell name, I found out later. He called himself a medic. Ran what he called the Sunmark Clinic. Promising to help people pass the tests for space and become Sunfolk. I used to wonder why he hadn’t got his own Sunmark. I finally guessed that he was a Santissimo agent.


“Mom and Dad must have been Santissimos themselves, though they never told me. There was a pit under the floor where sometimes they hid things I learned not to talk about. Illegal leaflets. Heavy little boxes that must have been weapons or explosives.


“Dad built me a little green wagon out of junk parts. I used to pull it through the alleys, looking for garbage fit to eat—that’s what I had to say. But sometimes I had to haul those boxes, hidden under the garbage. I guessed they came from Dr. Saladin, though I wasn’t supposed to know.”


He shook his hairless head, squinting off into a gloomy tunnel.


“Bad times, muchacho. Times I wish I could forget. One night a man and a girl came panting into the shack. Limping and bloody. Mom got them under the floor, not half a minute ahead of the cops. They kicked our door in and found Mom peeling rotten potatoes. Held their noses and took Dad away.


“He never came back.


“Mom was strange after that. She kept going to Dr. Saladin, and finally took me. A thin little man with eyes that frightened me. Hard and bright and black. Narrow and terrible when he talked about the Kwans and the Company. I knew why he had no Sunmark when I saw how much he hated them.


“Scared as I was, I asked him if he could help me get a Sunmark. He looked at Mom with a queer little smile and promised that he would. Finally, he did help me into space. To be a spy, I found out, for the Santissimos.


“Mom never wanted me to go. Space would kill me in a year or two, she told me, unless I happened to have good Sun genes. Even if I had them, La Seguridad would kill me if they caught me but in the skyweb without a Sunmark or a travel pass.


“Saladin’s clinic didn’t even try to treat my genes—that was just a cover for what they called the movement. But I didn’t care. For maybe just a year in space—”


“A whole year!”


‘To me, that was worth all the risks. I kept on begging till Mom let Saladin’s people tattoo a fake Sunspot on my face. His people gave me a fake travel pass and stowed me away in a new escape pod waiting shipment out to Coto High for the Aldebaran. The Tycoon’s flagship—though he was still Admiral Fernando Kwan, not the Tycoon yet.


“Headed for the halo!”


Kerry breathed deep again from his big brown hand.


“You can’t guess how thrilled I was. A raw Earthsider kid, just turned fifteen, on that great expedition.” His smile went away. “Too much I didn’t know. The Santissimos had filled the mass tanks with explosives to blow up the admiral and his ship.


“I had a little gadget they told me was a special signal set. I was to signal when we took off with the admiral aboard. When we finally got way, I was so excited I forgot. Anyhow, I’d had enough of Saladin.


“Later, hiding in the pod, I ran out of drinking water. Tried to get water out of the mass tank and found the explosive. Scared me witless. I expected to be tortured and killed. In no hurry for that, I dug through the aid locker and found a Metabrake needle. Shot myself with too much of it—that’s what happened to my hair.”


With a half-sad grin at himself, Kerry slid the red cap back and ran his hard brown hand across his slick brown head.


“It kept me alive. On Metabrake, you don’t need food or even much air. We were two months out when they found me. My fake Sunspot was peeling by then, and my fake travel pass was just a quick ticket to die. Ship Security took me to Jean Charbon—captain of the ship. He was going to give me another shot of Metabrake and cycle me out through the waste lock.


“Jason saved me.”


Kerry’s brown face twisted, as if he had tasted something bitter.


“Jason Kwan, the admiral’s son. Maybe six years old. A wicked little imp, but cute as a kitten with his new Sunspot. Cunning enough, and charming when he tried. Aboard because his mother didn’t want him back Sunside. The admiral doted on him.


“Little Jason saved my life. Not because he loved me. Charbon had scolded him for stealing an officer’s lasergun. The sly little brat took me to the admiral, trying to spite Charbon.


“Old Fernando brought me into his quarters, just to please Jason. He somehow got to like me. Laughed at the peeling Sunspot and wanted to know why I’d stowed away. He said my genes couldn’t have been all that bad, or the Metabrake would have already killed me.


“I told him about the explosive in the mass tank. It turned out the radio gadget had been meant to set it off. Ship Security wanted to kill me, but old Fernando slowed them up. Talked to me a lot, asking questions as if he really cared why people joined the Santissimos. Came to believe I never wanted to be one of them. Finally made me his cabin boy, and let me study in his own library.


“So here I am.” Kerry grinned, happy about it, and then leaned to look at Quin hard.


“Muchachito, I wanted you to know how bad things are, back Sunside. See?”


Quin nodded because he didn’t like to argue, but the barrios weren’t where he meant to go. His father must have worn the Sunmark. When he learned where he belonged, it would be in the skyweb, an altogether better place than Azteca Down. A thousand times better than Halo Station, with the starsiders watching out of the dark. He still felt cold inside when he thought about them.


He saw Kerry squirting another hot brown drop into his hand. That meant he still had time to talk, and Quin decided to ask what he thought the starsiders were.


“Nobody knows.”


“Mother says they hit your ships on the way here.”


“Something did.”


Quin waited while he exhaled a fragrant cloud.


“We were cruising a million kilometers apart to give us long baselines for the lidar gear. Flashing our lasers ahead and watching for echoes. Most of a year out from Coto, with never a hint of anything ahead. Till the old Spica reported contact.


“Her signal officer was Reynard Charbon—Captain Charbon’s son. Running the search gear, he’d got something that unnerved him. A laser burst that came back down his search beam, too strong to be an echo. It was on his search frequency, but modulated in a way he didn’t understand. The Doppler shift showed its source approaching him, coming ten times faster than his ship was flying.


“Zar—Bela Zar was captain of the Spica—Zar wanted orders. The admiral told them to keep contact and report everything. Another Doppler showed that unknown source slowing to intercept them. A little later, they got an actual echo from an unidentified object drifting with them, only sixty kilometers off.


“That was the last we heard. Radio and lasercom went dead. Stayed dead. We closed in on the Spica’s trajectory, shooting search beams at where it should have been. No echo of anything. We couldn’t find the Spica. Karl Rohn—he was commander of the other ship—Rohn lost his nerve. Wanted our two ships to give up and run.”


Kerry’s grin grew wider.


“But old Fernando never ran from anything. We came on out, toward where the halo had to be, till we picked up the echos and found Janoort. No sign of any starsiders here. None that anything alive had ever been here. We landed. Built the station. Fernando left Jean Charbon in command. Went back home and got to be Sun Tycoon.


“And here we are.”


“If they took the Spica—” Quin shivered a little, wondering what sort of things could have been born in the halo. “Aren’t you afraid they might come here to hurt us?”


“Afraid?” Kerry took a tiny sip from his tiny bottle. His face relaxed and his eyes half shut, he worked it in his mouth before he swallowed and licked his lips and blinked a little sleepily at Quin.


“I used to be afraid. When I was a kid, back in the barrio. Afraid of the meteor stuff at first, when the broken ore buckets rained it out of the sky. Afraid of the Security cops. Afraid of the Santissimos, most of all.”


He was wiping his hand on a big red neckerchief.


“But we’ve got neighbors, boy. Somewhere out there.” He waved the rich-smelling cloth in the starside direction. “Probably smarter than we are, with know-how enough to live in the halo. I expect they could kill us if they had to, but I hope they never do. Old Charbon still lives in terror of them, but me—I’m keen to meet them.”


Quin got to know Charbon in the classroom, there to lecture on astronomy and space navigation. A short fat man with sleek black hair, short of breath when he moved too fast, strutting in his too-tight black-and-gold uniforms until he looked ridiculous. Sometimes jolly, he was arrogant with his men and shrill when anybody angered him.


Kerry never did. Charbon loved wine and good food, and Kerry had come to be his special friend, helping with the grapes and truffles and spices he grew in the gardens from his own store of Earthside seeds and cells.


Often with them, Quin came to share some of the same fear and hate that haunted old Charbon. Talking about the starsiders, the little commander forgot to be jolly. His puffy face twitched and his black eyes glazed when he remembered what the space creatures had done to his son, and his voice rose higher.


“Diables!” he exploded when Kerry tried to say he hoped the aliens might become friends. “Bien la mime! They’re the same wicked things the Revelator rants about. They took the Spica and murdered my Reynard. That’s why I stayed here. To hold the station and hunt them down and make them pay.”


“He’s sick,” Quin’s mother said.


“He’s insane about the aliens.” Kerry nodded. “I like him when he’s working in the garden or having me for dinner, but he’s no good for us here. Because he’s burning inside. Crazy for revenge.”


“Still—” Quin looked at Kerry and then at his mother, wondering why they weren’t afraid. “If the things are out there watching—”


“They can’t be looking for us.” Kerry shrugged, grinning at him. “Not very hard, because we aren’t hiding. We’ve had the search gear going ever since we landed. Shooting laser pulses out to probe for haloids. With never another reflection from anything at all. If we’ve got neighbors, I’d love to meet them. Could be they want to meet us. That might be why they took the Spica,”


“If they ever do want us—”


“Forget it, boy.” Kerry laughed at him. “Halo Station is a great place to be.”


Quin didn’t argue, but sometimes he had nightmares about the outsiders. They came out of dark space, flying on black flapping wings. When he tried to hide, they searched him out with monstrous eyes that blazed like lasers. They caught him up with great sharp claws, cruel and cold, that froze him into ice. He couldn’t move or even breathe, while the whole hideous swarm came flapping and howling in to eat him while he was still half alive.


The year he was seven, they caught the starbird.


Begging for the starward mission, Quicksmith flickered nervously in spite of himself. He felt too anxious for it and nearly sure the director would turn him down. To his surprise, the old fellow kept on listening. That cheered him for a time. Then he began to wonder why.


The core-star observatory had the shape of a tiny solar system, the various facilities in orbit around a small haloid. The director’s lab was a huge crystal shell that let them see the star itself, near and bright. In airless space, they spoke with photon radiation.


“An urgent undertaking.” Quicksmith let his eagerness shimmer. “A great chance for me to serve the Elderhood—and to make my own name.”


The director swam a little higher, regarding him with an air of easy toleration that had begun to vex him. Coming from a race that was nearly ageless, the old scholar had a patience Quicksmith couldn’t afford.


“Sir—please! Really, we can’t let it wait.”


“Our sponsors have advised us to scrub it.” The director spoke at last, glowing with a bland indifference to his anxieties. “Too chancy.”


“Risky, maybe,” he agreed. “But I can’t hope to live forever.”


“You’re young.” The director paused to survey him with a philosophic deliberation. “You’ll live a lot longer if you learn to take your time.”


“I don’t have your kind of time.” He tried to slow his voice. “And I doubt that the planetics do.”


“They do display a reckless haste.” The director dimmed. “This incursion into the halo shows amazing progress since their first nuclear experiments were detected. They do require closer observation.”


“Which is why I’m begging you to reconsider—”


“We’ve been reconsidering.” The director’s troubled stare shifted to the search instruments. “But avoidable violence has to be avoided. Our sponsor advised us not to risk another chance contact.”


“Waiting for the Elderhood—” He tried to shade his hot vexation. “The planetic hulk is still out there. Empty and drifting. Crying for examination. I’d expect no contact, because the other planetics have never come near it. They’re probably afraid to. It can tell us more about them than we’ll ever learn in any other way.”


“Perhaps.” A tolerant twinkle. “But we’re still talking to the specimens we rescued—”


“They’ll never tell us much.” He flashed disdain. “I’ve worked with them, or tried to. A dimwitted lot. Attacking us with no provocation. Killing each other now, in their stupid efforts to escape.”


“Don’t judge them too soon.” The director shone mild dissent. “Though they do require caution, I’m beginning to admire them. At least for their hardiness in getting out here in such crude spacecraft.”


“Savages!” Quenching his tensions, Quicksmith wondered again what the old fellow wanted of him. “They’ve always been surprising. With their heavy-metals technology and their habits of murderous aggression. They surely need watching.”


“The Elderhood has files enough on too many such primitives killing themselves with their own technology.” The commander paused to inspect him again, with an air of benevolent concern. “That’s why they want us to be cautious.”


“I’ll take care,” he promised. “All I’ll require is a cutter to put me on the hulk and come back to pick me up again when I’m ready. The odds are they’ll never know I’ve been there. If anything goes wrong, the life at risk is mine.”


The great eyes blinked and blinked again, until his impatience was hard to restrain.


“Good enough!” The blaze of approval amazed him. “Invading the halo, these creatures do require closer study. I simply wanted to be certain of your dedication to a mission most of us would shrink from. I trust your competence, and I’m going to let you go.


“The cutter will be ready when you are.”






Starbird. Space alien discovered aboard drifting wreckage of Sun Fleet cruiser Spica. The creature was apparently intelligent and actively engaged in dismantling what was left of the ship. Trying to establish communication, Captain Caffodio brought the creature to Janoort, then back to the skyweb, finally to Zurich Down, where it died. Major problems of its biology, habitat, and purpose aboard Spica remain unsolved.
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The supply ship for Halo Station was due to come every two years. It was always delayed, for reasons that rarely got past the censors. Even with no trouble, the flight took many months for such early fusion craft as the old Aldebaran.


Captain Caffodio had been delayed in space. The linguist Aurelia Zinn was aboard, with signal equipment designed to probe the halo for intelligence. Three AU out of Halo Station, her search gear picked up an unknown object. When her signals brought no response, Captain Caffodio braked for contact.


What he found was the dismantled remains of the lost Spica, still drifting near its flight trajectory. Closing, he sent Dr. Zinn with her husband and two crewmen in a minishuttle to board the wreck. Though they found no apparent battle damage, the hulk had been stripped.


Escape pods gone. Hatches open, air pressure lost. Temperatures near absolute zero. Crew missing. Supplies, records, and astrogation gear removed, and even wide sections of the hull itself. All without a clue, until Zinn reached the aft compartments.


Her headlamps found the alien there. It had been disassembling the fusion engines and the ion drive. Parts removed had been neatly bundled with plastic thread, “fibers almost invisibly thin, but stronger than kwanlon.” The creature recoiled from their lights and took off toward a hole in the hull, propelled by a jet that condensed into a cloud of white vapor.


Perhaps blinded by her lights, it collided with a bulkhead. The men tackled it, finding it surprisingly weak and apparently unarmed. They took it back to the Aldebaran. Captain Caffodio locked it in an empty mass tank and brought it on to Janoort. Quin’s mother saw it there when Caffodio called her aboard to help with their examination. She came back pale and dazed, and Quin saw her swallow one of the pills meant to keep her fit for space.


When she felt like talking, she told them about the starbird—Aurelia Zinn had named it that. The mass tank had a queer ammoniac reek that took her breath. She found the creature huddled away from the lights the medic had strung in the tank. When she dropped inside, it roused and turned to face her.


“Tall! Taller than a man when it stood up.” She was still trembling, and Quin thought she needed another pill. “But not so massive. It seems—flimsy. The body’s nearly round, covered with what looks like fine scales, maybe metallic, patterned black and white. It has three lower limbs, more like tentacles than legs—the medic says they’re hollow. Drive jets with fingers.


“Its eyes—they’re strange! Mirrors, really, round and enormous. Telescopes, I imagine. The thing must have evolved far out in the dark, where distances are vast. I think it tried to speak to us. Though not with sound, because it lives without air.


“It came a little toward me. Those vast eyes shimmered at me, flushed with rainbow colors in queer patterns. Speaking, I think, with light. It must have seen I didn’t understand. In a moment it was shrinking away again, folding its eyes—an odd word to use, but they’re only thin membranes, and they rolled up like petals of a fading flower.

OEBPS/images/9780575111998.jpg
KTEWAY

WINNER OF THE HUGO, NEBULA,
JOHN W. CAMPBELL & SFWA
GRAND MASTER AWARDS

wILLIAMSON
LIFEBURST

‘AN SF WRITER OF SUBSTANCE
FOR OVER 60 YEARS. IN HIS
WORK AND IN HIS LIFE HE
ENCOMPASSED THE FIELD’
ENCYCLOPEDIA OF SCIENCE FICTION





OEBPS/images/GatewayLogo.jpg
«@-EWAY





