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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.



      
      

      Friends, take heart, banish all fear.

      
      One day—who knows?—we will

      
      look back even on these

      
      things and laugh.

      
      —THE AENEID BOOK ONE
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      [image: image]SIXTEEN LIGHT-YEARS from Earth today, in the fifth month of the voyage, and the silken force of nospace acceleration continues to drive the starship’s
         velocity ever higher. Three games of Go are in progress in the Wotan’s lounge. The year-captain stands at the entrance to the brightly lit room, casually watching the players: Roy and Sylvia,
         Leon and Chang, Heinz and Elliot.
      

      
      Go has been a craze aboard ship for weeks. The players—some eighteen or twenty members of the expedition have caught the addiction
         by this time, more than a third of the entire complement—sit hour after hour, contemplating strategies, devising variations,
         grasping the smooth black or white stones between forefinger and second finger, putting the stones down against the wooden
         board with the proper smart sharp clacking sound. The year-captain himself does not play, though the game once interested
         him to the point of obsession, long ago, in what was almost another life; his shipboard responsibilities require so intense
         an exercise of his energies that he can find little amusement in simulated territorial conquest. But he comes here sometimes
         to watch, remaining five or ten minutes, then going on about his duties.
      

      
      The best of the players is Roy, the mathematician, a large, heavy man with a soft, sleepy face. He sits with his eyes closed,
         awaiting in tranquillity his turn to play. “I am purging myself of the need to win,” he told the year-captain yesterday when
         asked what occupied his mind while he waited to put down his next piece. Purged or not, Roy continues to win more than half
         of his games, even though he gives most of his opponents a handicap of four or five stones.
      

      
      He gives Sylvia a handicap of only two. She is a delicate woman, fine-boned and shy. Genetic surgery is her specialty. Sylvia
         plays the game well, although slowly. She makes her move. At the sound of it Roy opens his eyes. He studies the board the merest fraction of a second, points, and says, “Atari,” the conventional way of calling to his opponent’s attention the fact that her move will enable him to capture several of
         her stones. Sylvia laughs lightly and retracts her move. After a moment she moves again. Roy nods and picks up a white stone,
         which he holds for nearly a minute, hefting it between the two playing fingers as though testing its weight, before he places
         it. Which is not at all typical of him: ordinarily he makes his moves with intimidating speed. Perhaps he is tired this morning.
         Or perhaps he is simply being kind.
      

      
      The year-captain would like to speak to Sylvia about the anaerobic gene-cluster experiment, but evidently the game is barely
         under way; he supposes that she and Roy will be occupied with it for another hour or more. His questions can wait. No one
         hurries aboard the Wotan. They have plenty of time for everything: a lifetime, maybe, if no habitable planet can be found. All the universe is theirs
         to search, yes. But it may well be the case that nothing useful will be found, and this ship’s walls will mark the full boundary
         of their universe, forever and a day. No one knows, yet. They are the first to venture out this far. At this point there are
         only questions, no answers. The only thing that is reasonably certain is that they are bound on a voyage from which there
         is no expectation of returning.
      

      
      All is quiet for a time in the lounge. Then Heinz, at the far side of the room, loudly places a stone. Elliot acknowledges
         it with a little chuckle. Chang, at the board next to them, glances over to look; Sylvia and Roy pay no attention. The year-captain
         scans the board of Roy and Sylvia’s game, trying to anticipate Sylvia’s next move. His eyesight is sharp: even at this distance
         he can clearly make out the patterns on the board. Indeed, everything about the year-captain is sharp. He is a man of crisp
         boundaries, of taut edges carefully drawn together.
      

      
      Soft footsteps sound behind him.

      
      The year-captain turns. Noelle, the mission communicator, is approaching the lounge. She is a slim sightless woman with long
         gleaming blue-black hair and elegantly chiseled features. Her tapering face is a perfect counterpart of the year-captain’s
         own lean, austere one, though she is dusky, and he is fair-haired and so pale of skin that he seems to have been bleached. She customarily walks the corridors unaided. No sensors for Noelle, not even a cane. Occasionally she will stumble,
         but usually her balance is excellent and her sense of the location of obstacles is eerily accurate. It is a kind of arrogance
         for the blind to shun assistance, perhaps. But also it is a kind of desperate poetry.
      

      
      He watches in silence as she comes up to him. “Good morning, year-captain,” she says.

      
      Noelle is infallible in making such identifications. She claims to be able to distinguish each of the members of the expedition
         by the tiny characteristic sounds they make: their patterns of breathing, the timbre of their coughs, the rustling of their
         clothing. Among the others there is a certain skepticism about this. Many aboard the starship believe that Noelle is simply
         reading their minds. She does not deny that she possesses the power of telepathy; but she insists that the only mind to which
         she has direct access is that of her sister Yvonne, her identical twin, far away on Earth.
      

      
      He turns to her. His eyes meet hers: an automatic act, a habit. Her eyes, dark and clear and almost always open, stare disconcertingly
         through his forehead. Plainly they are the eyes of a blind person but they seem weirdly penetrating all the same. The year-captain
         says, “I’ll have a report for you to transmit in about two hours.”
      

      
      “I’m ready whenever you need me.” Noelle smiles faintly. She listens a moment, head turned slightly to the left, to the clacking
         of the Go stones. “Three games being played?” she asks. Her voice is soft but musical and clear, and perfectly focused, every
         syllable always audible.
      

      
      “Yes.”

      
      What extraordinary hearing she must have, if she can perceive the sounds of stones being placed so acutely that she knows
         the number of game-boards that are in use.
      

      
      “It seems strange that the game hasn’t begun to lose its hold on them by now.”

      
      “Go can have an extremely powerful grip,” the year-captain says.

      
      “It must. How good it is to be able to surrender yourself so completely to a game.”

      
      “I wonder. Playing Go consumes an enormous amount of valuable time.”

      
      
      “Time?” Noelle laughs. The silvery sound is like a cascade of little chimes. “What is there to do with time, except to consume
         it?” Then after a moment she says, “Is it a difficult game?”
      

      
      “The rules are actually quite simple. The application of the rules is another matter entirely. It’s a deeper and more subtle
         game than chess, I think.”
      

      
      Her glossy blank gaze wanders across his face and suddenly her eyes lock into his. How is she able to do that? “Do you think
         it would take very long for me to learn how to play?” she asks.
      

      
      “You?”

      
      “Why not? I also need amusement, year-captain.”

      
      “The board is a grid with hundreds of intersections. Moves may be made at any of them. The patterns that are formed as the
         players place their stones are complex and constantly changing. Someone who—isn’t—able—to see—”
      

      
      “My memory is excellent,” Noelle says. “I can visualize the board and make the necessary corrections as play proceeds. You
         would only have to tell me where you are putting down your stones. And guide my hand, I suppose, when I make my moves.”
      

      
      “I doubt that it’ll work, Noelle.”

      
      “Will you teach me anyway?”
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      [image: image]I HAVE NOT yet ceased to wonder at the fact that we are here, aboard this ship, carrying out this voyage, acting out this destiny
            that the universe has chosen for us. How many times have I made this entry in my journal, after all? Five? Ten? I keep returning
            to this one slender point, worrying it, prodding at it, marveling that this is happening and that it is happening to us. Not
            to me, particularly—what good would all my training on the island have been if I were still the center of my own world, like
            a child?—but to us, this larger entity, this group of individual and disparate and oddly assorted people who have come together willingly, even joyously, in this curious endeavor.

      
      How odd it all is, still! Traveling through endless night to some unknown destination, some virgin world that awaits our finding.
            There has been nothing like it in all of human history. But this is the proper time, evidently, for it to be happening. It
            is our fate that we fifty people live at just this moment of time, this present epoch, when it has been made possible to journey
            between the stars, and so here we are, making that journey, seeking a new Earth for mankind. Someone had to do it; and we
            are the ones who have stepped forward to be selected, Leon and Paco and Huw and Sylvia and Noelle and I, and all the rest
            of us aboard this vessel.

      
      In the minds of all those myriad people who have come and gone upon the Earth before our time, when they look forward toward
            us and try to envision what our era must be like, we are the godlike glittering denizens of the barely imaginable future,
            leading lives of endless miracle. Everything is possible to us, or so it seems to them. But to those who are not yet born,
            and will not be for ages, we are the merest mud-crawling primitives, scarcely distinguishable from our hairy ancestors. That
            we have achieved as much as we have, given our pitiful limitations, is fascinating and perplexing to them.

      
      To ourselves, though, we are only ourselves, people with some skills and some limitations: neither gods nor brutes. It would
            not be right for us to see ourselves as gods who sit at the summit of Creation, for we know how far from true that is; and
            yet no one ever sees himself as a pitiful primitive being, a hapless clumsy precursor of the greater things to come. For us
            there is always only the present. We are simply the people of the moment, living our only lives, doing our best or at least
            trying to, traveling from somewhere to somewhere aboard this unlikely ship at many multiples of the speed of light, and hoping,
            whenever we let ourselves indulge in anything as risky as hope, that this voyage of ours will send one new shaft of light
            into the pool of darkness and mystery that is the reality of human existence.
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      [image: image]THE YEAR-CAPTAIN leaves the lounge and walks a few meters down the main transit corridor to the dropchute that will take him
         to the lower levels, where Zed Hesper’s planetary-scan operation has its headquarters. He stops off there at least once a
         day, if only to watch the shifting patterns of simulated stars and planets come and go on Hesper’s great galactic screen.
         The patterns are abstract and mean very little in astronomical terms to the year-captain—there is no way to achieve a direct
         view of the normal universe from within the nospace tube, and Hesper must work entirely by means of analogs and equivalents—but
         even so it reassures him in some obscure way to be reminded that those whose lives are totally confined by the unyielding
         boundaries of this small vessel sixteen light-years from the world of their birth are nevertheless not completely alone in
         the cosmos.
      

      
      Sixteen light-years from home.

      
      Not an easy thing to grasp, even for one trained in the mental disciplines that the year-captain has mastered. He can feel
         the force of the concept but not the real meaning. He can tell himself, Already we are sixteen kilometers from home, and find that concept easy enough to understand. Already we are sixteen hundred kilometers from home—a little harder, yes, but he can understand that too. What about Already we are sixteen million kilometers from home? That much begins to strain comprehension—a gulf, a gulf, a terrible empty dark gulf of enormous size—but he thinks he is
         able to wrap his mind about even so great a distance, after a fashion.
      

      
      Sixteen light-years, though?

      
      How can he explain that to himself?

      
      Somewhere just beyond the tube of nospace through which the ship now travels lies a blazing host of brilliant stars, a wilderness
         of suns all around them, and he knows that his gray-flecked blond beard will have turned entirely white before the light of those stars glitters in the night sky of distant Earth. Yet only a few months have elapsed since the departure
         of the expedition. How miraculous it is, he thinks, to have come so far so swiftly.
      

      
      Even so, there is a greater miracle. An hour after lunch he will ask Noelle to relay a message to Earth, summarizing the day’s
         findings, such as they are, and he knows that he will have an acknowledgment from Control Central in Brazil before dinner.
         That seems a greater miracle to him by far.
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      [image: image]HE EMERGES FROM the dropchute and is confronted by the carefully ordered chaos that is the lower deck. Cluttered passageways
         snake off in many directions before him. He chooses the third from the left and proceeds aft, crouching a little to keep from
         banging his forehead on the multitudinous ducts that pass crisscrossingly just above him.
      

      
      In the year-captain’s mind the starship sometimes appears sleek, narrow, graceful: a gleaming silver bullet streaking across
         the universe at a velocity that has at this point come to exceed a million kilometers per second. But he knows that the actuality
         is nothing like that. In fact the ship is not remotely like a bullet at all. No Newtonian forces of action and reaction are
         driving it, nor does it have the slightest refinement of form. Its outlines are boxy and squat and awkwardly asymmetrical,
         a huge clunky container even more lopsided and outlandish in shape than the usual sort of spacegoing vessel, with an elaborate
         spidery superstructure of extensor arms and antennas and observation booms and other excrescent externals that have the appearance
         of having been tacked on in a purely random way.
      

      
      Yet because of the Wotan’s incredible speed and the serenity of its movements—the ship is carrying him without friction through the vast empty cloak
         of nospace at a pace already four times greater than that of light and increasing with every passing moment—the year-captain persists in thinking of it as he does, an imaginary projectile, sleek, narrow, graceful.
         There is a rightness to that which transcends mere literal sense. He knows better, but he is unable to shake that streamlined image from his mind,
         even though he is familiar with the true shape of the vessel inside and out. If nothing else, his routine movements through
         the labyrinthine interior of the starship each day provide constant and unending contradiction of his fanciful mental picture
         of it.
      

      
      The tangled lower levels of the ship are particularly challenging to traverse. The congested corridors, cluttered with a host
         of storage domes and recycling coils and all manner of other utility ducts, twist and turn every few meters with the abrupt
         lunatic intricacy of a topological puzzle. But the year-captain is accustomed to moving through them, and in any case he is
         a man of extraordinary grace of movement, precise and fastidious of step. His outward physical poise reflects the deep strain
         of asceticism that is an innate part of his character. He is untroubled by the obstacles of these corridors—to him they have
         no serious existence, they are barely obstacles at all.
      

      
      Lightfootedly he makes his way past a dangling maze of thrumming conduits and scrambles over a long series of swelling shallow
         mounds. These are the cargo nodules. In sheltered chambers beneath this level lies all the precious furniture of their journey:
         mediq machines, bone banks, data bubbles, pre-read vapor chips, wildlife domestication plaques, excavator arcs, soil samplers,
         gene replacement kits, matrix jacks, hydrocarbon converters, climate nodes and other planetary-engineering equipment, artificial
         intelligences, molecular replicators, heavy-machinery templates, and all the rest of their world-building storehouse. Below
         all that, on the deepest level of all, is the zygote bank, ten thousand fertilized ova tucked away snugly in permafreeze spansules,
         and enough additional sperm and unfertilized ova to maintain significant genetic diversity as the succeeding generations of
         the colony unfold.
      

      
      He reaches a Y-shaped fork, where the passageway abruptly widens and takes the abrupt left turn into Hesper’s little room.
         A blare of colored light confronts him, blue and green and dazzling incandescent red. Things blink and flash in comic excess. Hesper’s screen is the center of the universe, toward which everything flows: from every corner of the firmament
         data comes streaming in torrents, and somehow it all is captured and reconstituted into visual form here. But only Hesper
         can understand it. Possibly not even he, the year-captain sometimes thinks.
      

      
      The air in Hesper’s room is warm and close, dense, moist jungle air. Hesper likes heat and always keeps humidity turned to
         the max. He is a small black-skinned man, with thin, perpetually compressed lips and a startling angular beak of a nose, who
         comes from some island on the far side of India. The sun must be very strong there; the fair-skinned year-captain imagines
         that he would find himself baked down to the bone in a minute, if ever he were to set foot in that land. Is it a place like
         that toward which all of Hesper’s zealous scanning is bent, one with a sun of such ferocity?
      

      
      “Look here, year-captain,” Hesper says immediately. “Four new prospects!”

      
      He taps the screen, here, here, here, here. Hesper is an eternal optimist. For him the galaxy brims and overflows with habitable
         worlds.
      

      
      “How many does that make? Fifty? A hundred?”

      
      “Sixty-one, within a sphere a hundred and thirty light-years across. Plausible suns, probable planetary configurations.” Hesper’s
         voice is light, high-pitched, inflected in a singsongy way. “Of course, I’m not yet ready to recommend an inspection of any
         one of them.”
      

      
      The year-captain nods. “Of course.”

      
      “But it won’t be long, year-captain! It won’t be long, I promise you that!”

      
      The year-captain offers Hesper a perfunctory smile. One of these days, he knows, Hesper actually will find a planet or two
         that will be worth taking a look at—it’s an article of faith for everyone on board that there must be such a world somewhere—but he understands that Hesper’s early enthusiasms are just that, enthusiasms. Hesper is a quick
         man with a hypothesis. No matter: the voyage has just begun, really. The year-captain doesn’t expect to be greeted here with
         any real discoveries, not yet. He simply wants to stare at the screen.
      

      
      Hesper has told him, more than once, what the blazing swirls and squiggles on the screen are supposed to signify. The sequence of criteria for habitable worlds. The raw astronomical data, first. Each sun’s place on the main sequence, the indications
         of the presence of planetary bodies in constructive positions. Mean orbital distances plotted against luminosity. And then
         a spectroscopic workup. Evidence for the presence of an atmosphere. The chemical components thereof: suitable or not? And
         then—biospheric analysis—conditions of thermodynamic disequilibrium, indicating the possible presence of transpiration and
         respiration—the temperature range, probable mean highs and lows—
      

      
      The starship has data-gathering tentacles reaching far out into the incomprehensible void. A host of sensory receptors, mysteriously
         capable of piercing the nospace tube in which the ship travels and extending into the dark reality beyond, collects information
         tirelessly, information that is not actual realspace data but is somehow a usable equivalent of such data, and processes it
         into these bright designs. Over which this bubbly little man hovers, evaluating, discarding, reconsidering, unendingly searching
         for the ultimate new Eden that is the goal of their quest.
      

      
      Hesper wants to discuss his newest prospects. The year-captain listens with half an ear. He wants nothing more just now than
         the simple relaxation that watching the screen affords. The abstract patterns, so very bright and cheerful. The wild swirls
         of color that whirl and flash like crazed comets. Is there any real meaning in them? Only Hesper knows. He devised this information-gathering
         system; he is the only one, really, who can decipher and interpret the mysterious factoids that the ship’s sensors suck in.
         When the time comes, the year-captain will pay close attention to the little man’s data. But this is not yet the time.
      

      
      The year-captain stands and watches for a while, mindlessly, like a small child, taking innocent pleasure in the colors and
         patterns, admiring them for their own sake. There are few enough pleasures that he allows himself: this one is harmless and
         comforting. Stars dance on the screen in wild galliards and fandangos. He imagines that he identifies steel-blue Vega and
         emerald Deneb and golden Arcturus, but he knows that there is no way he can be correct. The patterns he sees here are not
         those of the constellations he watched so often soaring across the icy sky over Norway in his long vigils of the night. What Hesper views here is not the sky itself, nor even any one-to-one equivalent of it, but simply the nospace correlative
         of the sky, a map of energy sources in realspace as they have been translated into utterly alien nospace terms. No matter;
         let these seeming stars be any stars at all, let them be Markab or Procyon or Rigel or Betelgeuse or ones that have no names
         at all—let them, for all he cares, be nothing more than imaginary points of light. He wants only to see the dance.
      

      
      He savors the light-show gratefully until his eyes begin to ache a little and the wild spectacle starts to weary his mind.
         Then he thanks Hesper gravely and goes out.
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      [image: image]NOELLE’S CABIN IS neat, austere, underfurnished: no paintings, no light-sculptures, nothing to please the visual sense,
         only a few small sleek bronze statuettes, a smooth oval slab of green stone, and some objects evidently chosen for their rich
         textures—a strip of nubby fabric stretched across a frame, a sea urchin’s stony test, a collection of rough sandstone chunks.
         Everything is meticulously arranged. Does someone help her keep the place tidy? She moves serenely from point to point in
         the little room, never in danger of a collision, moving this object a centimeter or two to one side, lifting another and fondling
         it a moment before returning it to the exact place where it had been. The supreme confidence of her movements is fascinating
         to the year-captain, who sits patiently waiting for her to settle down.
      

      
      Her beauty fascinates him too. She is precisely groomed, her straight dark hair drawn tightly back from her forehead and held
         by an intricate ivory clasp. She has deep-toned Mediterranean-African skin, smooth and lustrous, gleaming from within. Her
         lips are full, her nose is narrow, high-bridged. She wears a soft flowing black robe with a border of silver stitching. Her
         body is attractive: he has seen her occasionally in the baths and knows of her full rounded breasts, her broad curving hips. She is light-boned, almost dainty, but classically feminine.
         Yet so far as he knows she has had no shipboard liaisons. Is it because she is blind? Perhaps one tends not to think of a
         blind person as a potential sexual partner. Why should that be? Maybe because one hesitates to take advantage of a blind person
         in a sexual encounter, he suggests, and immediately catches himself up, startled by the strangeness of his own thought, wondering
         why he should think of any sort of sexual relationship between adults as taking advantage. Well, then, possibly compassion for her handicap gets in the way of erotic feeling: pity too easily becomes patronizing,
         and that kills desire. He rejects that theory also: glib, implausible. Could it simply be that people fear to approach her,
         suspecting that she is able to read their inmost thoughts? Noelle has repeatedly denied any ability to enter minds other than
         her sister’s. Besides, if you have nothing to hide, why be put off by her telepathy? No, it must be something else, and now
         he thinks he has isolated it: that Noelle is so self-contained, so calm, so much wrapped up in her blindness and her mind-power
         and her unfathomable communication with her distant sister, that no one dares to breach the crystalline barricades that guard
         her inner self. She is unapproached because she seems unapproachable: her strange perfection of soul sequesters her, keeping
         others at a distance the way extraordinary physical beauty can sometimes keep people at a distance. She does not arouse desire
         because she does not seem at all human. She gleams. She is a flawless machine, an integral part of the ship.
      

      
      He unfolds the text he has prepared, the report that is to be transmitted to Earth today. “Not that there’s anything new to
         tell them,” he says to her, “but 1 suppose we have to file the daily communiqué all the same.”
      

      
      “It would be cruel if we didn’t. We mean so very much to them.”

      
      The moment she begins to speak, all of the year-captain’s carefully constructed calmness evaporates, and instantly he finds
         himself becoming edgy, oddly belligerent, distinctly off balance. He is bewildered by that. Something in the softness and
         earnestness of her sweet gentle voice has mysteriously annoyed him, it seems. Coils of sudden startling tension are springing up within him. Anger, even. Animosity. He has no idea why. He is unable to account for his reaction entirely.
      

      
      “I have my doubts about that,” he says, with a roughness that surprises him. “I don’t think we matter at all.”

      
      This is perverse, and he knows it. What he has just said runs counter to all of his own beliefs.

      
      She looks a little surprised too. “Oh, yes, yes, we do, we mean a great deal to them. Yvonne says they take our messages from
         her as fast as they come in, and send them out on every channel, all over the world and to the Moon as well. Word from us
         is terribly important to them.”
      

      
      He will not concede the point. “As a diversion, nothing more. As the latest curiosity. Intrepid explorers venturing into the
         uncharted wilds of interstellar nospace. A nine-day wonder.” His voice sounds harsh and unfamiliar to him, his rhythms of
         speech coarse, erratic, words coming in awkward rushes. As for his words themselves, so bleak and sardonic, they astonish
         him. He has never spoken this way about Earth and its attitude toward the starship before. Such thoughts have never so much
         as crossed his mind before. Still, he finds himself pushing recklessly onward down the same strange track. “That’s the only
         thing we represent to them, isn’t it? Novelty, vicarious adventure, a bit of passing amusement?”
      

      
      “Do you really mean that? It seems so terribly cynical.”

      
      He shrugs. Somehow this ugly idea has taken possession of him, repugnant though his argument is, even to him. He sees the
         effect that he is having on her—puzzlement turning to dismay—but he feels that he has gone in too deep now to turn back. “Another
         six months and they’ll be completely bored with us and our communiqués. Perhaps sooner than that. They’ll stop paying attention.
         A year’s time and they’ll have forgotten us.”
      

      
      She seems taken aback. Her nostrils flicker in apparent alarm. Normally her face is a serene mask. Not now. “What a peculiar
         mood you’re in today, year-captain!”
      

      
      “Am I? Well, then, I suppose I am.”

      
      “I don’t see you as in any way a cynical man. Everything about you is the opposite of cynical. And yet here, today—saying
         such—such—” She falters.
      

      
      “Such disagreeable things?”

      
      “Yes.”

      
      
      “Perhaps I’m just being realistic. I try to be. A realist, yes. Is a realist the same as a cynic?”

      
      “Why do you feel you need to put labels on yourself?”

      
      “That’s an important part of being a realist.”

      
      “You don’t know what real is. You don’t know what you are, year-captain.”

      
      Her counterattack, if that is what it is, amazes him as much as his own outburst. This is a new Noelle, agitated, vehement.
         In just a few seconds the conversation has veered entirely out of control: much too charged, much too intimate. She has never
         spoken to him like this before. The same is true of him. He is saying things he doesn’t believe; she is saying things that
         go far beyond the bounds of her normal quiet aloofness. It is as if there is a malign electricity in the air, a prickly field
         that distorts their normal selves, making them both unnaturally tense and aggressive.
      

      
      The year-captain feels a touch of panic. If he disturbs the delicate balance of Noelle’s consciousness, will she still be
         able to make contact with far-off Yvonne?
      

      
      Yet he is unable to prevent himself from parrying once more: “Do you know what I am, then?”
      

      
      “A man in search of himself is what you are. That’s why you volunteered to come all the way out here.”

      
      He shakes his head briskly, futile though he knows such nonverbal language to be with her. “Oh, no, no, no. Too slick, Noelle.
         Too easy.”
      

      
      “They say you were a famous actor, once. Isn’t that so? And after that, a biologist who made a great discovery on some moon
         of Jupiter, or maybe it was Saturn. Then a monk on a desert island somewhere. And now the captain of the first starship. There’s
         no continuity in any of that that I can find. Who are you, year-captain? Do you really know?”
      

      
      “Of course I do.” But he does not care to amplify that response. Her words make no sense to him. He sees the logic of his
         jagged zigzagging career with perfect clarity; it is obvious to him how one thing has led inevitably to the next. He could
         explain all that to her, but something hardens in him. He is not willing to present an apologia for his life just now. That
         leaves him with nothing of any substance to say; and the best he can do is merely to throw her taunt back at her. “What about you?” he asks, still almost angrily. “Would you be able to answer such a question?”
      

      
      “I think I could.”

      
      “Then tell me. The same things you were asking me. Show me how it’s done, all right? What made you volunteer to come all the way out here, Noelle? What are you searching for? Come on. Tell me! Tell me!”
      

      
      She lets the lids slide down over her unseeing eyes and offers no reply. She holds herself stiffly, hands tightly knitted,
         lips compressed, breath coming in ragged bursts. She moves her head from side to side three or four times, doing it very slowly,
         the way a wounded animal might try to shake off pain.
      

      
      The year-captain says nothing: he has run out of sophomoric nonsense at last, and he is afraid that what he has already said
         has done terrible damage. He knows why Noelle is here, and she knows that he knows. How could he not? She is essential to
         the mission; her participation in it was less of a choice than the inevitable assumption of an unrefusable mantle, involving
         a terrible sacrifice of the one precious thing in her life. It was contemptible of him even to ask.
      

      
      His throat is dry, his heart is pounding; his entire performance of these past few minutes amazes him. It is as though he
         has been possessed, yes. Transformed. He makes an effort to get back in touch with the self that he regards as his own, and,
         after a moment, seems to succeed in reaching some vestige of contact with the man he believes himself to be.
      

      
      Can anything be salvaged now? he wonders.

      
      As calmly as he can, he says into her tense silence, “This has all been very far out of line. I hope that you’ll forgive me
         for the things I’ve said.”
      

      
      She remains silent. He sees a barely perceptible nod.

      
      “I’m sorry that I upset you, Noelle. It was the last thing I intended when I came in here.”

      
      “I know.”

      
      “Shall I go?”

      
      “There’s a report to transmit, isn’t there?”

      
      “Do you think you’d be able to transmit it just now?”

      
      “I’m not sure. I’m willing to try, though. Wait a little, all right?”

      
      “Whatever you want.”

      
      She appears to be collecting herself. Her eyes are still closed, but he can see them moving about less rapidly beneath the lids. Unreadable furrows appear and vanish on her broad
         forehead. The year-captain thinks of the meditation exercises he learned to practice in his island days, under the bright
         Arctic sky of Lofoten. She must be doing something like that now herself, he thinks. He sits quietly, watching her, waiting.
      

      
      Finally she looks at him, at any rate looks toward him, and says, after a moment, in a calm tone more like the one she normally uses, “How do you think they see us at home?
         As ordinary human beings doing an unusual job, or as superhuman creatures engaged in an epic voyage?”
      

      
      “We don’t really need to continue this discussion, do we, Noelle? It isn’t getting us anywhere useful.”

      
      “Let’s just finish it with this one last point. Tell me what you think. What do we seem like to them?”

      
      “Right at this point, I suppose, as superhuman creatures engaged in an epic voyage.”

      
      “Yes. And later, you think, they’ll regard us as being more ordinary—as being people just like themselves?”

      
      He searches himself for his truest beliefs. He is surprised at what he finds, but he shares it with her anyway, even though
         it tends to support the dark, unexpectedly harsh words that had come blurting from him earlier. “Later,” he says, “we’ll become
         nothing to them. They’ll forget us. What was important to them was the great global effort of getting this expedition launched.
         Now that it is launched, everything that follows is an anticlimax for them. We’ll go on to live our lives, whatever they’re going to be,
         and they’ll proceed with theirs, pleasant and shallow and bland as always, and they and we will travel on separate and ever-diverging
         paths for all the rest of time.”
      

      
      “You really believe that?”

      
      “Yes. I’m afraid I do.”

      
      “How sad that is. What a bleak finish you foresee for our grand adventure.” Her tone tingles with a grace note of irony. She
         has become very calm; she may be laughing at him now. But at least there is no danger that he will unsettle her again. She
         has taken command. “One more question. You yourself, year-captain? Do you picture yourself as ordinary or as superhuman?”
      

      
      
      “Something in between. Rather more than ordinary, but certainly no demigod.”

      
      “I think you are right.”

      
      “And you?”

      
      “I regard myself as quite ordinary,” she says sweetly. “Except in two respects. You know what they are.”

      
      “One is your—” He hesitates, mysteriously uncomfortable for a moment at naming it. Then he pushes ahead. “Your blindness.
         And the other, of course, is your telepathic communion with your sister.”
      

      
      “Indeed.” She smiles. Radiantly. A long moment’s pause. Then she says, “Enough of this, I think. There’s work to be done.
         Shall we send the report now?”
      

      
      The speed with which she has regained her poise catches him off balance. “You’re ready to go? You’ve been able to make contact
         with Yvonne?”
      

      
      “Yes. She’s waiting.”

      
      “Well, then.” He is numb, hollow. She has completely routed him in whatever inexplicable duel it is that they have been waging
         here. His fingers tremble a little as he unfolds his notes. He begins slowly to read: “Shipday 117. Velocity … Apparent location
         …”
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      [image: image]NOELLE NAPS AFTER every transmission. They exhaust her terribly. She was beginning to fade even before he reached the end of
         today’s message; now, as the year-captain steps into the corridor, he knows she will be asleep before he closes the door.
         He leaves, frowning, troubled by that odd outburst of tension between them and by his mysterious attack of brutal “realism,”
         from which he seems to be recovering almost at once, now that he is no longer in Noelle’s presence.
      

      
      By what right, he wonders, has he said that Earth will grow jaded with the voyagers? And that the voyage will have no ultimate consequence for the mother world? He was blurting idiotic foolishness and he knows it. The expedition is Earth’s
         redemption, the most interesting thing that has happened there in two hundred years, the last best hope of a sleepy stagnant
         civilization smothering in its own placidity: it matters to them, it matters terribly, he has no reason whatsoever to doubt
         that. All during the hundred years of preparation for this first interstellar journey the public excitement had scarcely ever
         flagged, indeed had spurred the voyagers themselves on at times, when their interminable training routines threatened them with boredom. And the fascination continues. The journey, eventless though it has been so far, mesmerizes all those millions
         who remained behind. It is like a drug for them, a powerful euphoric, hauling them up from their long lethargy. They have
         become vicarious travelers; later, when the new Earth is founded, they will be vicarious colonists. The benefits will be felt
         for thousands of years to come. Why, then, this morning’s burst of gratuitous pessimism? There is no evidence for the position
         he has so impulsively espoused. Thus far Earth’s messages, relayed by Yvonne to Noelle, have vibrated with eager queries;
         the curiosity of the home world has been overwhelming since the start. Tell us, tell us, tell us!
      

      
      And, knowing the importance of the endeavor they have embarked upon, the voyagers have tried to make full reply. But there
         is so little to tell, really, except in that one transcendental area where there is so much. And how, really, can any of that
         be told?
      

      
      How can this—

      
      He pauses by the viewplate in the main transit corridor, a rectangular window a dozen meters long that provides direct access
         to the external environment of the ship. None of Hesper’s sophisticated data-gathering analog devices are in operation here:
         this is the Wotan’s actual visual surround. And what it is, is the void of voids. The pearl-gray utter emptiness of nospace, dense and pervasive,
         presses tight against the Wotan’s skin. During the training period the members of the expedition had been warned to count on nothing in the way of outside
         inputs as they crossed the galaxy; they would be shuttling through a void of infinite length, a matter-free tube, and in all
         likelihood there would be no sights to entertain them, no backdrop of remote nebulas, no glittering stars, no stray meteors, not so much as a pair of colliding atoms yielding
         the tiniest momentary spark, only an eternal sameness, the great empty Intermundium, like a blank wall surrounding them on
         all sides. They had been taught methods of coping with that: turn inward, require no delights from the universe that lies
         beyond the ship, make the ship your universe. And yet, and yet, how misguided those warnings had proved to be! Nospace was
         not a wall but rather a window. It was impossible for those on Earth to understand what revelations lay in that seeming emptiness.
      

      
      The year-captain, his head throbbing from his encounter with Noelle, now seeks to restore his shaken equanimity by indulging
         in his keenest pleasure. A glance at the viewplate reveals that place where the immanent becomes the transcendent: the year-captain
         sees once again the infinite reverberating waves of energy that sweep through the grayness, out there where the continuum
         is flattened and curved by the nospace field so that the starship can slide with such deceptive ease and swiftness across
         the great span of light-years. What lies beyond the ship is neither a blank wall nor an empty tube; the Intermundium is a
         stunning profusion of interlocking energy fields, linking everything to everything; it is music that also is light, it is
         light that also is music, and those aboard the ship are sentient particles wholly enmeshed in that vast all-engulfing reverberation,
         that radiant song of gladness, that is the universe. When he peers into that field of light it is manifestly clear to the
         year-captain that he and all his fellow voyagers are journeying joyously toward the center of all things, giving themselves
         gladly into the care of cosmic forces far surpassing human control and understanding.
      

      
      He presses his hands against the cool glass. He puts his face close to it.

      
      What do I see, what do I feel, what am I experiencing?

      
      It is instant revelation, every time. The sight of that shimmering void might well be frightening, a stunning forcible reminder
         that they are outside the universe, separated from all that is familiar and indeed “real,” floating in this vacant place where
         the rules of space and time are suspended. But the year-captain finds nothing frightening in that knowledge. None of the voyagers
         do. It is—almost, almost!—the sought-after oneness. Barriers remain, but yet he is aware of an altered sense of space and time, an enhanced sense of possibility, an encounter
         with the awesome something that lurks in the vacancies between the spokes of the cosmos, something majestic and powerful;
         he knows that that something is part of himself, and he is part of it. When he stands at the viewplate he often yearns to
         open the ship’s great hatch and let himself tumble into the eternal. But not yet, not yet. He is far from ready to swim the
         galactic Intermundium. Barriers remain. The voyage has only begun. They grow closer every day to whatever it is that they
         are seeking, but the voyage has only begun.
      

      
      How could we convey any of this to those who remain behind? How could we make them understand?

      
      Not with words. Never with words.

      
      Let them come out here and see for themselves!

      
      He smiles. He trembles and does a little shivering wriggle of delight. His sudden new doubts all have fallen away, as swiftly
         as they came. The starship plunges onward through the great strange night. Confidence rises in him like the surging of a tide.
         The outcome of the voyage can only be a success, come what may.
      

      
      He turns away from the viewplate, drained, ecstatic.
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      [image: image]NOELLE WAS THE first member of the crew to be chosen, if indeed she could be said to have been chosen at all. Choice had not
         really been a part of it for her, nor for her sister. The entire project had been built about their initial willingness; had
         they not been who and what they were, the expedition would probably have gone forth anyway, but it would have been something
         quite different. Perhaps it would not have happened at all. The mere existence of Noelle and Yvonne was the prerequisite for
         the whole enterprise. They were central to everything; their consent was mainly a formality; and once it had been determined
         that Noelle and not Yvonne would be the one actually to travel on board the ship, her examination for eligibility was a mere charade.
      

      
      Of those who had truly volunteered, Heinz was the first to win the formal approval of the Board, Paco was the second, Sylvia
         the third, then Bruce, Huw, Chang, Julia. The year-captain was one of the last to pass through the qualification process.
         The last one of all, technically, was Noelle, but of course, she was already a part of the project, as much so as the ship
         itself, and for many of the same reasons.
      

      
      For each of them, but for Noelle, the process of qualifying was the same: simple, cruel, humiliating, insincere. Generally
         speaking, the crew members had been picked even before it had occurred to some of them that they might be interested in going.
         The world had become very small. Everyone’s capacities were known. No one was particularly famous any more, but no one was
         obscure, either.
      

      
      Certain formalities were observed, though. It was always possible that the covert a priori selection process had been mistaken in one or two instances, and no one wanted mistakes. Eleven hundred candidates were summoned
         to fill the fifty slots aboard the starship. They came from every part of the world, a carefully impartial and studiedly representative
         geographic sampling. Many of the old nations that had once been so distinct and noisily self-important still had some sort
         of tenuous existences, more as sentimental concepts than as sovereign entities now, but they had not completely evolved out
         of existence yet and it was a good idea to pay lip service, at least, to the continued quasi-fact of their quasi-status. Each
         of the formerly sovereign nations or historically significant fragment thereof contributed a few of its former citizens to
         the long list. And then, too, the candidates represented most or perhaps all—who could say, really? The old distinctions had
         often been so minute and dubious—of the planet’s racial and ethnic and religious groups, insofar as such groups still existed
         and looked upon themselves as mattering in the small and cozy society that had evolved out of the turbulent, messy societies
         of the Industrial and immediately Post-Industrial epochs. In the cosmic scheme of things it no longer counted for very much
         that one person might like to think of himself as a Finn and another as a Turk, or a German or a Brit or a Thai or a Swede,
         nor was it really easy any more to fit most people into the old racial classifications that had once had such troublesome significance, nor had the world’s innumerable theological
         distinctions survived very coherently into modern times. But there were those for whom—perhaps for philosophical reasons,
         or sentimental ones, or reasons of esthetics, or out of a lingering sense of historical connection, or a fondness for anachronisms,
         or just out of simple cantankerousness—there was still some value in valiantly claiming, “I am a Welshman” or “I am a communicant
         of the Roman Catholic Church” or “I carry the blood of the Norman aristocracy.” Such people were considered quaint and eccentric;
         but there were plenty of them, even now. The world had come a long way, yes, yet ancient vestiges of the grand institutions
         and solemn distinctions of former civilizations still cropped out everywhere like fossil bones whitening and weathering in
         the sun. They had ceased to be problems, yes, but they had not fully ceased to be. Possibly they never would. And so the long list of candidates for the Wotan expedition was an elaborately representative one. The final group would be too, insofar as that was feasible. Formalities
         were observed, indeed.
      

      
      There were five Examiners, distinguished and formidable citizens all, and they sat around a table on the top floor of a tall
         building in Zurich whose enormous wraparound windows offered a clear, crisp view that stretched halfway to Portugal. You stood
         before them and they asked you things that they already knew about you, things about your technical skills and your physical
         health and your mental stability and your willingness to say goodbye to the world forever, and to spend anywhere from one
         to five years, or perhaps even more, in intimate confinement with forty-nine other people, and you could tell from the way
         they were listening that they weren’t really listening at all. After that they wanted you to speak only about your flaws.
         If you were in any way hesitant, they would list some for you, sometimes quite an extensive list indeed, and ask you to offer
         comment on your most flagrant failings, your choice of five. The whole interrogation lasted, in most cases, no more than fifteen
         or twenty minutes. Then they told you you were rejected. Every single candidate who came before the Board of Examiners was
         told that, calmly, straightforwardly, without show of regret or apology: “Sorry, you’re off the list.” They wanted to see
         what you would say then. That was the real examination; everything that had gone before had been mere maneuvering and feinting.
      

      
      The ones who passed were the ones who had rejected the rejection. Some did it one way, some another. Points were given for
         arrogance, so long as it was sane and sensible arrogance. The man who eventually would become the expedition’s first year-captain
         had simply said, “You can’t be serious. Obviously I’m qualified. And I don’t like it that you’re playing games with me.” Heinz,
         who was Swiss himself and indeed was the son of one of the Examiners, had taken a similar stance, telling them that it would
         be the whole world’s loss if they stuck to their position, but that he had a high enough opinion of the human race to think
         that they would reconsider. Heinz had helped to design the still-unconstructed Wotan; he knew more of its workings than anyone. Did they really think that he was going to build it for them and then be left behind?
         Huw, who did indeed proudly call himself a Welshman, was another who reacted with the cool and confident attitude that the
         Examiners were making a big mistake. He had designed the planetgoing equipment with which the people of the Wotan would explore the new worlds: was he to be denied the right to deploy his own devices, and if so, who was going to handle
         the job of modifying them on-site to meet unanticipated challenges? And so on.
      

      
      Most of the female candidates tended to temper their annoyance with a touch of sorrow or regret, partly for themselves but
         primarily—constructive arrogance again, only imperfectly concealed!—for the enterprise itself. Sylvia explained that she knew
         more about tectogenetic microsurgery than anyone else alive: how would the coming generations of starborn colonists be able
         to adapt to some not-quite-suitable planetary environment without her special skills? Giovanna, too, observed that it would
         be a great pity for the expedition to be deprived of her unique abilities—her primary specialty was metabolic chemistry, and
         there was something magical about her insight into the relationship between molecular structure and nutritional value. From
         Sieglinde, who had helped to work out some fundamental theorems of the mathematics of nospace travel, came the simple comment
         that she belonged aboard the ship and would not accept disqualification. Et cetera.
      

      
      
      What the Examiners looked for—and found, in all of those whom they had chosen anyway before the examinations had even begun—was
         the expression of a justifiable sense of self-worth, tempered by philosophical realism. Anyone who raged or blustered or wept
         or begged would have been unanswerably rejected. But no one did that, none of the predesignated fifty.
      

      
      At the end of the entire process it was Noelle’s turn to come before the Examiners, and they played out their little charade
         with her too. They spoke with her for a while and then they gave her the ritual verdict, “Sorry, you’re off the list,” and
         she sat there in calm silence for a time, as though trying to comprehend the incomprehensible words they had just spoken,
         and then at last she said in her soft way, “Perhaps you would want to have my sister go, then.” It was the perfect answer.
         They told her so. Her sister, they said, had given them the same response at the same point in her examination.
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