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Star Dragon
by Mike Brotherton
     The lights fade as a twin glow is kindled within the picture tank.  Swirling fire materializes into a disk of plasma, muted to a tolerable intensity, yellow-tinged at its outer edge, violet-tinged at its inner.  At the center of the disk burns a pinpoint of hell -- a condensed star, a white dwarf, the system primary -- sucking greedily like a vampire.  Feeding the fiery accretion disk is a red secondary star, a teardrop of glowing blood, gashed open and spilling its life to its more evolved partner.
     "The classic dwarf nova system, SS Cygni," announces the Biolathe brain to Dr. Samuel Fisher, exobiologist.  The data come from a probe launched five hundred years earlier;  SS Cygni is nearly 250 light years from Earth.  "Magnify."
     The image in the tank balloons, centered just off the hot spot where the secondary star’s accretion stream splashes into the disk at 600 kilometers per second.  Waves of fire churn on the flaring disk, magnetic instabilities erupting like planet-sized sunspots as they come into focus on the whirlpool of plasma.
     Something moves there that is not plasma.
     The image grows larger.  A serpentine form, dark green against the blaze, rolls in a spiral along the edge of one of the magnetic eruptions, lazily twisting under great arcs of violet lightning.  It turns in a manner that suggests intention, bending to the disk as if feeding.  It is alive.
     The brain says, "We are calling it a star dragon."
     "It's magnificent," Fisher thinks, standing up from his chairbeast to get a better look.  It's the most interesting creature he's ever seen, and fully compelling enough to dump his current projects, his current life, and sign on for the Biolathe expedition.
     "It's the greatest trophy ever," thinks expedition leader Lena Fang, captain of the wormship Karamojo.  She was born on a colony world, of Chinese and Swedish descent.  In an era when artificial brains are making people increasingly redundant, this is a task to test her mettle.
     Mankind is spreading though the Milky Way, terraforming and populating dozens of worlds.  Although alien life is common on planets in many stellar systems, so far none is very intelligent, and none is so different and awesome as this creature.  Biolathe has speculated that the star dragons use biological fusion for their metabolism, and sees the possibility of long-term profit for their biotechnology.  The mission is to study the star dragons, and, if possible, to return a specimen.
     The crew of the Karamojo encompasses Fang, Fisher, and three others who will accept the one-way trip five-hundred years into the future (relativity makes the on-board trip about a year each way).  Axelrod Henderson runs the ship's biolab and is a neo-Skinnerian.  Sylvia Devereaux is the ship expert on SS Cygni and a mistress of puzzles.  Phil Stearn is the human back-up for the ship's automated systems, the Karamojo's "Jack of all trades," a hedonist who sports the latest bodmods.
     The ship's brain is an AI named "Papa" patterned after Ernest Hemingway.  The décor of the Karamojo follows one Hemingway motif or another: the main hold is an ancient savanna that can be used for hunting, there is a hall of trophies built of living animal heads, and a ring available for boxing.
     Fisher and Fang feel an immediate attraction for one another.  Sexual options on board are limited, and they pair off quickly, as do Stearn and Devereaux.
     The travel time is spent reviewing the available data about the dragon and speculating about its nature.  Fisher spends long hours building a computer model.  Fang thinks the safest course of action is to use their nuclear weapons to strafe the disk and grab a dead dragon to ensure a measure of success at minimum risk.  Fisher is aghast at this notion.  He's concerned that something so strange as a star dragon living in such an extreme environment didn't evolve naturally and interlopers may have to answer to the star dragons' creators.
     Fisher and Fang's differences in approach to the dragon problem eventually spill over to the bedroom.
     Fisher tells her in private she is "A soft winged angel wrapped in clouds, saying please.  It’s such a nice change from when you're in that uniform, being bitchy about how to bag a dragon."
     Lena Fang's cabin is a safe, womb-like, place where she can be herself and set aside responsibility.  She keeps her personal life separate from her professional life as much as possible.  Fisher's growing obsession with the star dragon permeates his thoughts even when he should be focused on her.  She tells him, "I’m in the middle of sharing something important with you, and suddenly you jump out of bed and start ranting about your precious dragon, and you don’t know what’s wrong?"
     The argument worsens, and Fang drives Fisher from her cabin.  He is furious with himself for losing sight of his purpose on this voyage, of jeopardizing his goals by becoming emotionally involved with the captain.  He vows to focus on the star dragon, and to show everyone else that he wasn't even close to obsession before.
     To aid his study of the dragon and to set himself apart from the others, Fisher visits Henderson in the biolab and has his body modified into a human-dragon amalgamation.  He fills his cabin with fire and uses green laser cells in his skin to cool himself instead of sweat glands.  Anything for the dragon becomes Fisher's mantra.
     The dragon meetings devolve into trench warfare.  Fisher's opposition has hardened Fang to a brute-force approach:  if they encounter difficulties, they will herd dragons to the Karamojo with a series of nuclear explosions in the accretion disk.
     As Fisher and Fang's relationship has fallen apart, Stearn and Devereaux's has strengthened.  Stearn had changed his own bodmods to solid, practical ones.  Devereaux is charmed at the effort he's taken to seduce her with board games by actually learning what it is she find attractive.  Concerned about the crew dynamics, the pair conspire to reach out to Fisher and Fang.
     Fisher lies to Devereaux in an effort for sympathy and support when she comes to see him.  Fisher also manipulates a safari game that Stearn sucks Captain Fang into in an effort to change her tactics toward the dragons.  When this fails, Fisher attempts to reprogram the nuclear missiles so they can't be used against his beloved dragons.  However, he is caught.
     The Karamojo approaches SS Cygni. The binary system is beautiful, awe-inspiring.  The disk is in outburst when they first draw close, a semi-predictable event with a period of about fifty days that occurs when the accretion rate jumps as a result of a thermal instability.  The mass transfer rate jumps by an order of magnitude resulting in a hotter, more luminous disk.  The dragon hunters must wait for the disk to lapse back into quiescence before they can approach.
     "This," Fang proclaims, "this is a sea worth sailing."  Indeed, the bowl-shaped lake of fire covers 3000 times as much area as the Pacific Ocean.
     Their advance probe shows no clear evidence for star dragons.  Returned samples in fact show no evidence for any sort of life whatsoever.  Fisher doesn't doubt that the dragons are in the disk somewhere, but he expected evidence for a supporting ecosystem.  He suggests they should be extra cautious, but Fang is determined to have quick success.  The dwarf nova outburst fades and the hunt for the dragon finally begins.
     "There she blows!" Stearn shouts when the first nuclear explosion disrupts the disk.
     Faced with no visible dragons and the enormity of the disk, Fang has gone ahead with her plan.  The nuclear missiles are set off in a pattern designed to send shockwaves through the disk, funneling any dragons toward the Karamojo's giant hold where a magnetic cage awaits.  The technique works -- too well.
        Thousands of dragons are forced out of the disk and toward the ship.  Fang elects to make a stand and try to capture one of the rocketing creatures.  The alien horde closes, and her nerve breaks as old fears surface.  Papa is similarly frozen, too overloaded with data and too short on analysis time to overrule Fang with a clear course of action.
     The Karamojo is caught in the torrent of a massive plasma flow generated by the dragons.  They swarm past, leaving the ship battered and powerless, its electrical systems blown despite their shielding.  Wormdrive and raildrive capabilities are lost, and portions of Papa's brain are damaged.  The Karamojo begins free fall toward the disk.  In less than twenty minutes they will sink into the cauldron and be incinerated.
     Everyone endeavors to complete repairs as quickly as possible.  The ship's automatics raid their bioreserves to regrow essential systems.  There isn't enough time.  Fang and Papa figure out an ingenious way to put off their death sentence: they can use their limited maneuvering rockets to reduce the tangential component of their orbital velocity.  This brings them closer to the white dwarf and into the hotter, faster parts of the disk.  The velocity differential between the Karamojo and the disk is so large that they bounce instead of sinking.  With the respite, essential repairs are completed.
     They decide they have the resources to proceed, but they will be more cautious.  A new plan is devised.  With more data on the physical characteristics of the dragons and their bioelectric field, Fisher designs a magnetic cage that can be activated using their fleet of shuttles.  A single dragon must be isolated, pursued, and boxed.
     Their initial failure brings about changes with the crew.  Henderson realizes that he is in actual mortal danger on this expedition, and redesigns his body into that of an armored bronze giant.  Fang is blinded by doubts, shaken by the storm of dragons and her failure.  When Fisher attempts a reconciliation, she accepts him back.  He's furious with her, but he knows he needs her for the mission to succeed.  Fisher also undergoes a body modification, covering his glowing green dragon body with an outer layer of human skin.  The bodmod is like his emotional change -- only on the surface.
     With some difficulty, the crew manages to locate a lone dragon.  It's an overwhelmingly large sea.  Their target differs from the dragons that rocketed past them before; this dragon has a strange bulb at the end of its serpentine form and stays near the disk surface.
     "Cast the nets," Fang orders.
     An array of shuttles launches from the Karamojo and attempts to surround and bottle up the dragon.  The creature takes up the offensive and wipes out a number of shuttles.  Fang calls off the hunt, again defeated.  The Karamojo backs off, although continues to shadow the dragon.
     Still, they have collected additional data about dragon capabilities and behavior.  Stearn and Devereaux team up with Papa and make a game out of hunting a dragon with shuttles until their strategies are sharp.
     As they hound the dragon, preparing for a second try, Devereaux discovers two phenomena she cannot understand.  One is periodic complex radio signals coming not from the primary or disk, but from the secondary star.  The other is that the accretion rate is starting to climb and that they have less time to the next dwarf nova outburst than her model predicted.
     They launch the shuttles and go after the dragon again.  This time it heads straight toward the Karamojo.  Henderson is sure the strange bulb on the creature's end is a bomb -- after all, the dragons have already demonstrated fusion-powered rocketing.  Fang, unsure of the situation, decides to err on the side of caution and orders a withdrawal.
     "No!  We can take it now!" Fisher argues, exhausted from working continuously for four days.  He thinks the dragon's charge is a bluff.  He's afraid to take a break and risk missing anything.  When Fang refuses, he snaps and takes a swing at her.  Just as in their boxing matches, Fang leaves him on his butt, and his underlying green glow is revealed.  Ordered to go rest and recycle his superfluous human skin, Fisher does as requested.
     Fisher decides to try to be a team player.  No one believes him.
     After several more days following the dragon with ever increasing accretion rates, there is a sudden bright flash and the creature bolts.  The Karamojo gives chase.  Reviewing the flash and the bolt, Fisher realizes that the dragon has shed its bulb.  Moreover, in the X-ray band they can see the shape of a small dragon with the bulb.  The bulb is an egg.
     They decide the egg is a suitable prize and reverse course.  The mother dragon turns to chase them when they stop their pursuit.  It is a race.
     Fang sends shuttles out ahead to pass them the egg on the fly, and sends Henderson and Stearn to oversee the egg's capture.  It's a near thing.  The Karamojo secures the egg as a surprise rocket blast from the mother dragon places her in a collision course.  Fang refuses to back down this time and the dragon is torn apart in the fields of the Karamojo, but not without doing damage.  Stearn is hit in the head after being knocked into Henderson's bronze body.
     Raildrive is rapidly restored, preventing any fall into the disk, but the Higgs generators of the wormdrive are misaligned.  This wouldn't be a problem, but the radio signals from the secondary have increased in frequency and the mass transfer rate has grown exponentially.  They're within hours of an outburst much more massive than a dwarf nova.  It seems a huge number of dragons have been blowing themselves up, inflating the atmosphere of the secondary star which is now spewing over the Lagrangian point to power this "dragon burst."  The invaders will be repelled and the burst will scatter dragon eggs into the galaxy.
     There are no emergency mobiles available to correct the alignment; their excess biomass was reabsorbed during the first round of repairs.  The increased radiation flux from the disk will kill anyone outside the protection of the Karamojo.  Fang orders Stearn to go -- this is his job -- and she realizes what the responsibility of being a captain really is.
     Stearn is ready to do his job, and tries to do his job, but he has a concussion.  Fisher steps in and volunteers to take his place.  In the course of his mania, Fisher studied every system on board the Karamojo and can do the job at least as well as Stearn.
     It's the only way to get the egg back to Earth, Fisher thinks.  And Lena can have no doubt I'm on her side.
Fisher makes the repair while Papa weaves a tale about the creation of the star dragons by an ancient alien race.  Fisher succeeds in realigning the Higgs generator, but, as expected, takes a large radiation dose.  He doesn't understand why they don't immediately activate wormdrive and flee the system.  Papa tells him that because of his elaborate dragon bodmod, the dose may not be lethal.
     The radiation is taking its toll on Fisher.  He can taste blood in his mouth and his limbs feel weighted with lead.  It's easier, and more logical, to cast himself away from the ship to die rather than jeopardize everything by making the long climb back inside.  He prepares to push off.
     "Aren't you curious Dr. Fisher," Papa says, "about the unexpected information we obtained from analyzing the egg that let us construct the story?"
     "What?" Fisher asks.  "What information?"
     "We'll tell you when you reach the airlock," Papa bargains.
     Fisher tells himself again that he can do anything for the dragon.  He eventually reaches the airlock and collapses in Fang's arms.
     Papa activates wormdrive and the Karamojo accelerates away at ten gravities as SS Cygni enters dragon burst.
     Fisher's injuries are grievous, but he survives.  Fang is there when he wakes.  She kisses him and calls him a hero.  He doesn't feel like one.  So many dragons have died, when all he wanted to do was to know them.
     Papa shows him some of the secrets of the dragon egg.  The story he told Fisher is true.  Fisher is enchanted, and although he is without arms and legs and is heavily medicated, his obsession stirs.  It seems likely they will be able to hatch the dragon and keep it alive.  Fisher itches to begin work on the problem.
     He remembers Fang, and the kiss, and the infinite uncertain future before them. "There's time enough later, after I've rested.  There's time enough for everything."
     Fisher smiles as he drifts off to dream of dragons and much, much more.
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