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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.




      
      I

      
      THE SHIP FROM Sigma in the Dragon had changed orbit, inexplicably as always. Now it circled close, barely above atmosphere, a star which
         newscasts around the world said would rise before dawn. Many folk must have wondered, must have been a little hopeful or a
         little afraid; but probably few got up to witness the sight. Three blank years had somewhat blunted awe.
      

      
      That did not seem to be the case in We. The coming of the ship had been more for the Theontologists than a spiritual event.
         Everything was supposed to be that. It had brought on a kind of spiritual crisis. Finally they integrated the ship’s existence
         with the formal part of their religion, and the sole telescreen in We was monitored largely for whatever word might come in
         about it.
      

      
      One among those who had spent the night in vigil blew on a conch to awaken the rest. The lowing roused Skip, too, where he
         slept on a pallet in the room of Urania’s two small boys. He yawned, muttered a drowsy ‘Damn’ and climbed from under his blankets.
         Adobe makes good insulation, but the nights get cold in northwest New Mexico and the window stood open. He shivered. The air
         was dry in his nostrils, faintly sweetened by sagebrush smoke. He turned on the fluoros, glad he didn’t have to fumble around
         with candles. This community might believe in the simple life, but it had the common sense to realize how simplicity depended
         on a selective use of technics. ‘Tom Swift and his electric Tibet,’ he had said to himself on first arriving here.
      

      
      The room leaped forth in the light—handmade furniture, an outsize God’s Eye hung on a whitewashed wall. Urania belonged to the Spirits cult. But she or somebody had also made humanly foolish toys for the children, and half-finished
         on another wall was the mural of fairytale characters that Skip was painting. This colony didn’t seem to hold more than the
         usual proportion of stuffed shirts. Maybe less, in fact. He had been received with cheer as well as warmth.
      

      
      His packsack held one good suit, dark-blue tunic and pants in the Timeless style. He didn’t carry curly-toed buskins around,
         though, just a change of walking shoes. Passing into the main room, he found Sandalphon and Urania. The man, who was tall
         and richly bearded, belonged to the Jesus cult and had thus donned a black ceremonial robe, setting off a pectoral cross of
         turquoise-studded silver. The woman’s slight form was almost lost in an Indian blanket; Skip glimpsed an ankle-length beaded
         gown beneath.
      

      
      ‘Blessings,’ Sandalphon greeted. ‘I’m sorry the call interrupted your sleep.’

      
      Is that a hint? ‘Uh, I figured I’d tail along,’ Skip answered. ‘But of course, if you’d rather not have outsiders—or if you want a babysitter—’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense!’ Urania squeezed his hand. ‘Nothing to fear. The boys will still be tucked in when we come back. And as for the
         ceremonies, this is a general observance—no in-cult secrets—and you are welcome.’ Her pert features kindled with a smile.
         ‘Why, we might convert you.’
      

      
      Likelihood not bloody, Skip thought. He ducked into the bathroom. Combing his hair took little time. He wore it short, bobbed directly under the
         ears, to save trouble. Or at least he minimized trouble; the brown locks always seemed to go their own ways after about five
         minutes. He was likewise an individualist in being clean-shaven, though that was because, at age twenty-two, he couldn’t yet
         raise a crop of whiskers which wouldn’t look as if locusts had been in it. (Hey, a cartoon idea there.) Otherwise he was in appearance ordinary: medium height; rather stocky; however, more agile than most; freckled face, snub nose, large green
         eyes.
      

      
      Returning, he found Sandalphon and Urania benched at the rough plank table in the kitchen. An incense stick smoked near a
         teapot and three cups. Outside, the conch had been joined by a gong. Skip wondered how the kids could sleep, then decided
         they must be used to chanting and such at odd hours. Urania laid finger on lips and motioned him to sit. Sandalphon traced
         a cross in the air; she kept her gaze downward into her cup. The tea was drunk with slow ceremoniousness. It was hot, pungent,
         a trifle dizzying. Probably some pot in the pot, Skip thought.
      

      
      When they were finished, Urania stopped on the way out and draped a necklace of miscellaneous shells over her guest’s shoulders.
         No doubt each had a meaning. He’d been surprised at first by the elaborateness of ritual and symbolism in We. The village
         was only about ten years old. For that matter, the original preachings of what was to become Theontology had been less than
         three decades ago. Soon he realized that most was adapted from ancient traditions. ‘Our apprehension of reality is largely
         the construct of our own minds,’ Joswick wrote. ‘Thus anything ever imagined has truth in it, partial and distorted; it is
         a sign among many pointing towards that cosmic oneness we call God. Through meditation upon all these aspects, conventional
         and unconventional religion, myth, science, philosophy, art, all we can experience, we open our beings and may in the end
         hope for direct apprehension of the divine.’
      

      
      With frugality, hard work, and endless devotional exercises, We therefore combined ecstatic states and occasionally orgiastic
         rites. Withdrawn from the modern world, it nonetheless practised up-to-date dry farming with the latest gene-tailored plants;
         it turned out handicrafts shrewdly designed to sell at good prices in big-city stores; and few of its dwellers seemed intolerant of anything that outsiders might choose to do.
      

      
      A nice bunch, Skip thought. Rather too george for me. I won’t be staying long, especially if none of the alices will give me a gallop. But I’m glad I
            came.

      
      Urania took him by the hand. His pulses leaped. He was a bit in love with her. Of course, he was nearly always a bit in love
         with somebody.
      

      
      They emerged in the single unpaved street. The adobes shouldered black against a sky still dark, still wild with crystalline
         stars and Milky Way. At the far end of the street, leaders were assembling their groups by a bonfire. Lanterns swayed and
         glowed, picking out banners, rosaries, costumes, rapt countenances, the thousand-odd adults and older children. Their feet
         shuffled loud in the murk, their breath smoked white in the crackling cold.
      

      
      Sandalphon left to join those whose cult-lodge-token was of Jesus. Urania led Skip towards three masked, feathered dancers
         at the head of the Spirits’ people. Their tom-toms had begun to mutter. On the way, he saw the variously clad ones who chose
         to seek God in Brahma, Amida Butsu, Snake, Oracle. Flute, lyre, and Gregorian chant came into the music, which somehow remained
         a harmonious whole. The lanterns were extinguished. In seven columns, the last for postulants, the villagers passed slowly
         on to the Nason’s Peak trail.
      

      
      The moon was down, but starlight touched grey-white vistas of cultivated fields slanting towards a stream where cottonwoods
         grew, of sagebrush elsewhere, boulders, a scuttering jackrabbit, a ghosting owl, majestic mountains. Skip felt his irreverent
         heart uplifted. The night was so huge and holy.
      

      
      A half hour’s climb gained the top. Here stood that altar block inscribed. ‘To the Unknown God’. The people of We placed themselves
         behind it, faced west, and were silent.
      

      
      The spacecraft rose, and a long soft ‘O-o-o-oh!’ broke forth.
      

      
      Skip had seen the sight before, when the ship happened to be similarly near Earth. It was an endless marvel and joy to him—that
         beings beyond the sky had made the abyss come alive by sending an emissary in his lifetime. That the envoy should be so strange that three years of struggle to reach understanding only deepened bewilderment
         in the best minds mankind had to offer, was to him exciting, a challenge, maybe even someday a chance for him.
      

      
      This hour before dawn he stood among a thousand who had come to believe that the traveller from Sigma Draconis must be a direct
         manifestation of God; and the coldness of the mountain night ran along his spine.
      

      
      The twinkling light-point swung rapidly higher among the constellations. Skip wasn’t sure whether or not he could make out
         the accompanying module. A few binocular lenses shimmered wan in his sight. He didn’t quite dare ask to borrow. Those folk
         were looking on a persona of their ultimate.
      

      
      ‘Hail … Ave … Om mani padme hum …’ The chants, the dances, the kneelings and prostrations commenced. They went on after the ship had vanished in the paling
         eastern heaven. Skip stood aside.
      

      
      Worship ended, cult by cult. In simple unorganized fashion, the community straggled back to breakfast. Some chatted, some
         walked silent. The east whitened, the land came awake with light.
      

      
      Skip found himself again accompanying Urania. ‘Where’s Sandalphon?’ he asked.

      
      She blinked long-lashed eyes at him. A breeze stirred the hairs which had strayed from her ruddy braids. ‘Didn’t you know?
         I’m sorry. He and I must each have assumed the other told you. He’s been arranging to go on a month’s retreat, and decided
         to make this the occasion of starting.’
      

      
      So lost in the landscape lay We that Skip must laugh. ‘A hermitage from that?’
      

      
      She smiled in turn. Outside her orisons, and to a large extent inside them, she was a relaxed and unaffected young woman.
         No name change upon being received into the kiva of the Spirits could wipe out little Mary Peterson, who had once felt hollow
         and unhappy in Chicago. ‘Takes all kinds, hm? Like you. I’m curious about you, more maybe than you are about me.’
      

      
      He shrugged. ‘You’ve heard the official facts. Not much to them.’

      
      In the first stage of acquaintance, when she asked about him, he had said: ‘Thomas John Wayburn, always called Skip, I don’t
         know why. Born and raised in Berkeley, California, comfortable middle class, father an electronics engineer, mother a computer
         programmer. Brother and sister stayed george. None of them are overjoyed at having a sigaroon in the family, but we aren’t
         estranged either. I see them now and then.’
      

      
      ‘A … what?’

      
      ‘George. Staid taxpayer type…. Oh. You mean sigaroon? I suppose it is a newish bit of argot at that. A drifter.’ In haste!
         ‘Not a grifter. We have our standards—well, nothing like a fraternity exists, we only kind of think alike, live alike, junction
         up together when we meet—we don’t beg, bully, or steal. Whoever does soon finds the rest won’t have any further to do with
         him, if only to protect their own good name. You see, we’re migratory workers, dependent on being trusted.’
      

      
      ‘I’ve heard about those, naturally. But you talk as if a lot more have taken up that life since I came here. Can they really
         find work?’
      

      
      ‘You’d be, surprised. Sure, machines are doing most of the harvesting as well as manufacturing these days. But you’d be surprised
         what a demand there is for odd jobs done, personal services, entertainment that doesn’t come out of a tube. And, uh, we’re not clinkerbrains. Some of us have
         college educations. I was offered a scholarship. But I didn’t want to be tied down, anyway not before I’d tasted a lot of
         the world, so I went on the wing. If you didn’t want me to decorate that room we’ve been talking about, well, I’m a pretty
         fair carpenter, mechanic, repairman, gardener, et cetera, and I have songs to sing and stories to tell.’
      

      
      She had nodded thoughtfully, her gaze gone far away, as she remembered what she had left. ‘I see,’ she murmured. ‘Modern material
         productivity can support almost any class of persons, any style of existence.’
      

      
      ‘Plenty of money floating around, for sure. I haven’t yet had to exercise my right to a public works billet. That’s a common
         stunt, though—do clean-up or whatever for just half a year. You can then get by at liberty for the next six months, if your
         wants are few.’
      

      
      ‘Right. Please understand that this community doesn’t disdain cybernation and machines. Without them—without income guarantee,
         the low price of most necessities, cheap and versatile power tools, everything technology makes possible—I doubt we could
         have made a go of this.’ She had gestured at We around her.
      

      
      Now she asked: ‘Did you really come here for no other purpose than to see what it’s like?’

      
      ‘I told you that when I arrived, Urania,’ he answered. ‘I’m a sub-culture hopper. The sub-cultures are springing up like mushrooms.’
         He frowned. ‘Poison toadstools among them. But plenty of good clean mushrooms, like here.’
      

      
      She giggled. ‘What a compliment! Calling me a mushroom.’

      
      ‘Why, uh—’ Confused, he blushed.

      
      She took his arm, pressing it against her side. ‘Don’t be so teasable. I want to know you better. A lot better. That’s why Sandalphon decided to leave this soon.’
      

      
      He stopped. His heart sprang. ‘You … you mean—?’

      
      ‘Yes, I do mean,’ she said frankly. ‘We don’t observe formal marriage. Too much chance of complications, jealousy, a dozen
         kinds of distraction from the spirit. But celibacy is worse yet, isn’t it?’
      

      
      They kissed. The sun rose blindingly over a tall peak. A lark whistled. A few persons in sight voiced friendly cheers.

      
      After a while Urania stepped back, flushed and breathing hard. ‘That’s another thing you’re good at, boy,’ she said.

      
      ‘And you.’ Actually, she seemed naïve compared to some—how many altogether, since he was fourteen?—but maybe she was shy in
         public, and anyhow it didn’t matter, he was in love again for a time and he had a job he enjoyed and though shadows were long
         and blue the air had already warmed enough to bring him a sweetness of sage.
      

      
      They continued downhill, hand in hand but faster than before, dancing and laughing. When they reached Urania’s house, she
         must first ready her youngsters for school. We avoided trouble with state education authorities by keeping its own certified
         teachers of required subjects. Ample hours remained for Theontology.
      

      
      Urania whispered she’d arranged yesterday to have today off from her share of communal labour. He needn’t faunch. Besides,
         breakfast would be mighty welcome!
      

      
      ‘I wanted to see the spaceship,’ Micah said.

      
      His mother rumpled his hair. ‘Too early for you, dear. It looks like any artificial satellite.’

      
      He clouded for a storm. ‘I want to!’
      

      
      ‘That’s a wrong attitude. You’re turning inward from God.’

      
      ‘Aw, he’s only six,’ Skip said. ‘Mike, I mean, not God. I think you can see it Saturday, fella, if it’s hung around. Right? Now c’mon, you bucks, get washed and dressed and I’ll tell
         you a story while the pancakes are making.’
      

      
      ‘A Maroon Balloon story,’ Joel demanded at once, for Skip always made him the hero of those.

      
      ‘A story ’bout the planet Willoughby,’ Micah said for similar reasons.

      
      ‘No time for both,’ Skip pointed out. ‘I’ll tell you about a, uh, a dragon.’

      
      While they splashed and shouted and became more or less presentable, he sat at the kitchen table, his attention half on a
         Urania moving about more sensuously than hitherto, half on the sketch pad he used to illustrate while he related. A dragon … what about a dragon? He drew it potbellied and smug-looking, so much that he put a halo above. A most pious dragon. Bible clutched under the right forepaw. In fact, a saint dragon. No. Better not. Might spoil her mood. He changed the Bible to a piece of sheet music, wrote ‘O sole mio’ in what had been the halo, and the story became that of Philibert Phiredrake, who wanted to sing on the concert stage but
         kept setting it aflame until two clever boys named Joel and Micah thought to install a hood, whose pipe led to a Dutch oven
         where the dragon’s dinner could be cooked. Telling it gave him small opportunity to eat before the half-brothers had scampered
         out.
      

      
      He reached for Urania, who dodged. ‘Don’t paw my clean floor,’ she said merrily. ‘I want a proper meal in you. We’ve the entire
         day and night, you know.’ She had told the kids to stay elsewhere till next morning. Such favours were casually exchanged.
         Doing away with the nuclear family had its advantages, Skip reflected, though he knew that presently he would find the togetherness
         of ‘We stifling.
      

      
      She started to cook for him. He sipped his coffee. Sunlight poured through the open window, soaked into mellow earth walls, glowed on a kachina pattern. Fragrance welled from the stove. She was right, he confessed; his belly was
         growling. Otherwise the walk had invigorated him. He felt gigantic with happiness.
      

      
      ‘That was quite a yarn,’ Urania said. ‘I don’t see how you can do it on the spur of the moment. They’ll miss you when you
         go.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, it’s nothing special,’ he said, touched by quick unease.

      
      She sobered, didn’t look his way, busied her hands. ‘I’ll miss you too,’ she said low. ‘You wouldn’t consider staying?’

      
      ‘I wouldn’t fit in. Not the religious type.’

      
      ‘Everybody is, at heart. That’s why society is breaking in pieces…. Yes, it is. The Ortho grows more and more frantic, hunting
         for pleasure, novelty, thrills, anything to numb the pain of being empty. I belonged to the Ortho myself, remember; I know.
         And what makes the rest break away altogether, turn their backs on the whole thing, try completely new ways to live or try
         to revive old ones from a past that never was? ‘What except a search, a need, for meanings? Your sigaroons included, darling.
         You yourself.’
      

      
      ‘N-n-no, hardly me. I’m just an artist. I hope someday to be a good artist. That’s the end of my ambitions.’ Skip rubbed his
         chin. He was not introspective by nature. ‘I think in the long run it’ll turn out that going on the wing was right for me.
         Staying in a studio, reading books and gawping at TV, what does that give a buck to paint about?’

      
      She did regard him. ‘I can’t believe you weren’t near God this dawn,’ she said.

      
      Briefly a ghost of that eeriness returned. ‘Well … maybe…. Kind of like times I’ve camped out, lain in my sleeping bag and
         looked straight up at the stars. I’d feel what a whirling tiny ball the planet is, and us nothing more than specks and flickers on it. The feeling was scary and glorious.’ He retreated towards the everyday. ‘But shucks,
         lady, I can’t stay solemn for more’n thirty seconds in a row.’
      

      
      She pursued. The mystery, Skip. That being isn’t merely a foreigner in costume. It’s a creature, a … an existence we can’t
         comprehend. Don’t you see, it shows us that science will never give more than a broken piece of understanding, even of what
         we can see and touch?’
      

      
      The cakes were ready. She shovelled them on to his plate and sat down opposite him. He poured on molassess. If I don’t steer her off this missionary runway, it could be hours before she’ll gallop. Maybe never, if she gets angry at
            me. ‘M-m-m, what lovely proviant!’ he said around a mouthful.
      

      
      She sighed and reached across to stroke his hand. ‘I want you to win enlightenment. You deserve it.’

      
      ‘Not really. Look, robin, let me be honest. I respect your beliefs but they aren’t mine. To me, the Sigman’s behaviour is,
         well, interesting. A problem they’ll solve sooner or later. It obviously doesn’t think like us, but would you expect a non-human
         to? Eventually some bright boy will find a key, and once we’re through the door, I bet communication’ll get established astonishingly
         fast.’
      

      
      ‘Unless it leaves first. Forever.’

      
      Skip nodded, his pleasure dimmed. That fear was voiced quite often as the months of bafflement mounted into years. Didn’t
         the ship take frequent tours elsewhere, immense curves to sister planets, at speeds unmatchable by the puny craft of man’s
         first half-century in space—yes, sometimes orbiting the sun itself, close enough for radiation to kill a human vessel—the
         human crew would long have been dead—wouldn’t such a path at last reach, not back to Earth in weeks, but to Ginnungagap?
      

      
      That technological miracles would go with it, out of man’s grasp, was the smallest dread. The possibility of star travel had now been proven. But this generation would be denied it. Maybe the denial would outlive humankind. Skip, who always carried several paperback books
         and found odd moments for reading them, had seen more than one competent scientist’s doubts whether machine civilization,
         confined to a single liveable planet, would survive many centuries.
      

      
      ‘I’m afraid that could be,’ he said. ‘How long can we expect the chap, alone the way he, she, or it is, getting nowhere at
         arranging a language with us, how long a heel-cooling can we reasonably expect?’
      

      
      ‘The trouble is,’ Urania said, caught up by earnestness, ‘they’re taking too limited an approach. Sending scientists mostly,
         a few officers and bureaucrats and journalists. Nobody else gets invited. Hasn’t it occurred to anyone that perhaps what the
         Sigman wants isn’t to communicate but commune?’
      

      
      ‘Can you do the second without the first?’ Skip resigned himself to a conversation which, if not in the main line of his immediate
         interest, need not be dull either. ‘What’s occurred to me is, the Sigman may not really be interested in us. Polite, I suppose
         we must admit. But maybe having no motives, emotions, purposes in common with us. Though damn it, you’d think their being
         a species who build starships, like we hope to, you’d think that shows the reason for making the trip is one we could see.
         If—’
      

      
      And his mouth fell open, his fork clattered to the table, he let out a yell which brought Urania scrambling frightened to
         her feet.
      

   
      
      II

      
      AFTER A WEEK, the vessel returned to its usual Earth orbit. The manned satellites reported it was englobed for an hour in a rainbow ripple
         of luminance. That meant the Sigman would receive visitors: almost the sole signal which men believed they had unambiguously
         decoded. Because those welcomes never lasted more than a few days, spacecraft and personnel were kept on standby, according
         to schemes which had formerly been the subject of fierce scholarly and political wrangling. Nowadays assignments were made
         on a somewhat more rational basis.
      

      
      Not that that said anything very noble about Homo sapiens, Yvonne Canter reflected. (Meanwhile she scrambled into a coverall, grabbed the bag she always kept packed, closed her apartment,
         took the elevator fifty floors down to the conurb’s garage, set the pilot of her car for Armstrong Base, lit a cigarette,
         and tried to relax. She did not succeed.) Three years of frustration had drained most of the prestige, professional or international,
         out of being personally on the scene. Besides, everything that happened was fully recorded in every feasible way and put on
         the open data lines. You could mull it over in the comfort and privacy of your office and have as good a chance of getting
         a publishable paper as did the poor devils who’d sweated to gather such a maddeningly tiny and vague increment of information.
      

      
      That’s what they think, Yvonne told herself. Doubtless they’ve been right hitherto. But this time, oh, this time, maybe—The blood beat high within her.
      

      
      The Denver streets were only thinly in use at five a.m. Traffic Control’s computers steered the car out of town in short order. When their electronic writ no longer ran, the pilot
         opened fuel cells to maximum, till the electrics whined aloud, and made the 300-odd-kilometre run inside of ninety minutes.
         Yvonne hardly noticed the flat agricultural landscape reel by, nor the sprawling complex through which she finally rolled.
      

      
      The observation did cross a mind otherwise churning with plans : Not alone Armstrong, the working spaceport, had lost glamour.
         The same had happened to Kennedy’s R & D—to all of man’s astronautical facilities. With a star-ship overhead, you continued
         ferrying supplies to the Lunar and Martian stations, you continued organizing a Jupiter expedition, you spoke of sending men
         to Saturn; but your heart wasn’t in it.
      

      
      She came back to alertness when she sat before Colonel Almeida’s desk for briefing. Lift-off was set at 9.45; she’d arrive
         first by two hours—‘I forget. Who else is coming?’
      

      
      ‘Just Wang,’ he told her. ‘The Europeans haven’t finished repairs after the Copernicus crash, you know. We offered to carry Duclos or whoever for them, but they declined. I suspect they’ve about decided to save
         their money and use second-hand material. The Russians—um—they informed Centre that Serov is ill and no substitute immediately
         available, therefore they’ll sit this dance out. My guess is they’re hurting more from their last fiscal crisis than they
         care to admit.’
      

      
      ‘Wang and me? Well … at least we’ll be less crowded.’

      
      Almeida studied her. She was a tall woman, slender, verging on thinness, though ordinarily her careful dressing and grooming
         brought a number of excellent features to notice. Her face was likewise rather long and thin: high cheekbones, curved nose,
         pointed chin, a structure attractive in its way and brought alive by the full mouth, the lustrous dark eyes under arching
         brows, a complexion to which no one of her age, thirty, had a legal right. The coverall and the normally shoulder-length black hair drawn into a severe bun did her less than justice.
      

      
      ‘I didn’t realize Wang annoyed you,’ the intelligence officer said slowly.

      
      She laughed. ‘On camera the whole time, who makes a pass at whom? Besides, he’s robotically correct.’ Seriously, a touch hesitantly:
         ‘No, nothing to complain about. I shouldn’t have spoken. He’s simply not cheerful company. Under that stiff surface he’s too
         tense, or should I say intense? You feel he never stops watching you, calculating what you’ll do next. It gets on the nerves.’
      

      
      Almeida refrained from answering that she had given him an exaggerated description of his impression of her own personality.
         Her standoffishness, her half-fanatical concentration on work at hand, made him wonder if she had anyone you might call a
         close friend…. Parents and other kin back east, Berdt, Jewish name, didn’t that suggest she had a warm place to fly back to?
         Or had Professor and Mrs Berdt taken overmuch pride in their brilliant girl, unwittingly driving her from them by urging her
         without pause towards achievement?… Almeida doubted Yvonne had had any bed partner in her life except her husband, and that
         marriage disintegrated within five years … two years ago, right? … She’d joined the Sigman project shortly before.
      

      
      He recalled his attention to her: ‘No worries, Andy. I’ll be too busy to notice, this time.’

      
      ‘What? You have a lead?’

      
      ‘Maybe. A thought that came to me after the last session. I’ve been working with it since, and a pattern does finally seem
         to be emerging.’ Enthusiasm made her suddenly beautiful. But she closed her lips and shook her head. ‘I’d prefer to say no
         more until I’ve tried the idea out.’
      

      
      Almeida tugged his military Vandyke beard. ‘You’ve noted it, haven’t you, in case of, um, accidents?’

      
      ‘Certainly. In my study at home, with the rest of my papers.’ Yvonne rose. ‘If we’re finished here, I’d like a bite to eat.’
      

      
      She couldn’t imagine she would ever weary of the sight as her pilot manoeuvred towards rendezvous.

      
      In the left window, ten degrees wide at 75,000 kilometres’ remove, Earth glowed against the dark. Dayside was a hundred rich
         shades of blue, swirled over by dazzling pure whitenesses that were weather. The blurred greenish brown glimpses of land were
         unidentifiable by her, as if she had already left for shores never trodden. Nightside was black, overlaid with faint shimmers,
         dancing with brief sparks that might be thunderstorms or might be cities.
      

      
      Turning her glance away and letting pupils expand after that lambence, she found stars. Because of cabin illumination, they
         were actually no more than you might see from Pike’s Peak, but unwinking and wintry-sharp. Athwart them floated the ship they
         had sent.
      

      
      What you saw there was likewise fragmentary. The craft was—perhaps—more an interplay of enigmatic huge force-fields than it
         was metal, crystal, and synthetic. You saw two spheroids, shining coppery in colour. The larger, some hundred metres across,
         was entirely enclosed. From the hull protruded turrets, needles, discs, frames, domes, webs, less nameable objects, at whose
         functions you could merely guess. They made no ugly chaos. Instead, the shapes and masses had a flowing, breathtaking unity,
         never static because the eye kept finding new angles, the mind new aspects; Parthenon, Chartres Cathedral, Taj Mahal, Taliesin
         West could not match this intricate simplicity, this serene dynamism.
      

      
      About two kilometres aft, locked in place by hydromagnetics (?), a smaller, less spectacularly equipped globe was of skeletal
         construction, open to the void. Telescopes revealed a pattern which Yvonne couldn’t help thinking had charm, playfulness. Yet around it could burn the energies that shape suns. Astronomers had picked out the monstrous blaze
         of the ship, as it decelerated towards the Solar System, a light-year away. For a year and three-quarters that running star
         had waxed, while perplexity and anxiety on Earth bred panic often exploding into riot. Yvonne remembered anew how the calm
         words of Sigurdsen’s famous television lecture had turned her own tension to hope, yes, exuberance.
      

      
      ‘—beyond doubt a spaceship from another planetary system. R. W. Bussard suggested back in the last century the principle it
         must be using. Interstellar space is not a total vacuum. In this galactic neighbourhood, the gas amounts to about one hydrogen
         atom per cubic centimetre. Little indeed! However, when you travel at speeds comparable to light’s—light speed, the never-quite-reachable
         maximum which the laws of relativity physics permit—when you travel that fast, those few atoms, colliding with your ship,
         will release X-rays and charged particles in such lethal concentration that no material shielding can protect you from nearly
         instant death.
      

      
      ‘No material shielding. But we have learned something ourselves about electromagnetic and nuclear forces. The reactor which probably supplies
         the electricity for your home uses those forces to contain a plasma of hydrogen atoms which move so violently that they fuse
         to make helium and thus generate power. Bussard theorized that similar forces, on a vast scale, might someday deflect interstellar
         gas at a safe distance from a starship. He went on to propose that, since the gas was under control, it could be channelled
         aft, could be made to undergo reactions and thereby power the ship. In other words, a Bussard vessel would “live off the country”.
         Needing only a modest amount of fuel to get up to ramjet velocity, it could thereafter approach indefinitely close to the
         ultimate speed. So we could reach the nearer stars, not in millennia but in a mere few years. The gates of the universe would swing wide for humanity.
      

      
      ‘Well, we’ve been anticipated by a more advanced civilization. That body has to be a Buzzard-type vessel. No reasonable alternative
         explanation has been suggested, among the hundreds that have been made. It is a spacecraft, coming in at about one-third gravity
         negative acceleration, which hints that the crew hails from a smaller planet than Earth. The chances are it comes from a nearby
         system, quite likely to investigate the curious radio emissions its builders have been detecting from us for the past century.
         If so, judging by its present course, the most plausible origin is Sigma Draconis. This is a star not unlike Sol, a little
         more than eighteen light-years distant. We shall see.
      

      
      ‘We shall have nothing to fear. On the contrary, we have a cosmos to gain. I know a few of my colleagues worry about the ship’s
         photon drive. Apparently it does not expel matter for thrust. It does still another thing we have not learned how to do it.
         It uses an enormous gas laser to project radiation, a beam of photons, the most efficient kind of reaction motor we can imagine.
         If a beam of that intensity struck any part of Earth, the devastation would be beyond our imagining.
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