



[image: Cover Image]









THE INFINITIVE OF GO


John Brunner


[image: image]


www.sfgateway.com









      

      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.


      










ONE





to travel faster
than a speeding bullet
is not much help
if you and it
are heading straight
towards each other





“I’d be much happier,” grumbled the ambassador, “if I understood how these damned posters work.”


In a formal high-necked jacket and dark pants he, and his companion the first secretary who was almost identically clad, looked like intruders in the deep-dug concrete-lined redoubt concealed beneath the embassy. Everybody else present wore color-coded oversuits, even the man who, posing as a trade counselor, was responsible for gathering and forwarding local intelligence data.


Because nations are never friendly in the paranoid universe inhabited by spies, the latter would normally have been in command of any operation of this sort. But the current one was devoid of precedent. A specially-trained technician had been flown in under cover of forged documents and an improvised trade agreement. So far as this room at present was concerned he outranked everybody, although his oversuit was indistinguishable except by its tint from those worn by the lowly Marine guards standing bored beside the armored door.


It was not his first visit; he had set up an earlier, smaller installation when its parts—like the new one’s—were delivered by devious means. Not looking up from the dials, gauges and meters which were engaging his attention, he said now, “With respect, Mr. Ambassador, the fewer people who do understand it, the better for us all.”


“Yes. Yes, of course,” sighed the ambassador, and went on staring at the poster.


It was a nondescript-looking cabinet about the size of two telephone booths side by side, which occupied the center of the floor and reached nearly to the low, two-meter-twenty ceiling. Its front was a transparent door; its walls might at a glance have been taken for blocks of the kind of solid plastic used for mass-produced disposable articles a generation earlier, when there was still cheap oil.


In fact those drab brown walls were dense with microcircuitry. Every cubic millimeter of them, and the floor and roof as well, contained a maze of sensors and logic units, some mere molecules wide. It had taken nearly as long to grow them, under controlled conditions, as the nervous system of a moderately advanced mammal: a dog or a horse.


Yet it was already one of dozens such, and there were hundreds more in preparation, and into the bargain there was only a quantitative, not a qualitative difference between these circuits and the ones which, built into the embassy’s walls, had for the past decade ensured its immunity from bugging, eavesdropping and even sniping.


All of which advance in security did not prevent the ambassador from saying fretfully, “Even so, I keep wondering whether a bomb might arrive when you switch the thing on …”


The first secretary raised an eyebrow at the trade counsellor, and he favored her with a broad grin behind the ambassador’s back. The technician finished his checks and set aside his testing instruments.


Patiently he said, “There is literally no way that could happen. Not even if someone stole the programs from the dozen or fifteen different factories where the various parts are made. We have enough trouble matching two units that we’ve built ourselves. For someone trying to imitate one from scratch, it would be a nightmare.” He consulted a clock on the wall which was governed by a master-signal relayed via satellite from half the world away. It showed that more than a minute remained before the intended time of transfer.


“I have to take your word,” sighed the ambassador. “But you must forgive me for being on edge. After all, a live human is very different from a mere—well—package!”


“We never had any trouble with non-living consignments,” the first secretary countered.


“There was one group so badly garbled—” began the trade counselor; she cut him short.


“One group out of how many hundreds? Given that most of us can’t even make a phone-call home from this damnable country, diplomatic priority or no, I think you ought to count yourself fortunate in having so much cipher-traffic!”


The first secretary’s complaints about how her tour here was apt to ruin her marriage were public knowledge. The counselor said placatingly, “Oh, I’m alive to the fact that this is a wonderful invention. The small version has brought in more information faster and by a more secure route than ever before, and we have a head start with the technique over everyone else on the planet. Aren’t I right?”


The technician gave a wry smile.


“The Japanese have comparable computing capacity, remember, so in principle they might be on to it. If they were, how the hell could we find out? But myself, I do believe the States have a clear lead. What we have here is almost unique—an invention that has genuinely been kept secret even after it went into regular operation. And pretty soon it won’t just be information that we’re posting, but weaponry, H-bombs, armies!” He pointed at the clock. “Coming up to zero now,” he added. “Quiet, please!”


They all fell silent. They had seen objects arrive by poster before; they were prepared for the curious wash of pale violet light which would announce a delivery to the interior of the cabinet. But the ambassador was right. The transmission of a live human being was a new benchmark in this new technology, even though back home there had been plenty of tests on volunteers and no ill-effects had been detected.


The clock ticked away the last few seconds, and there was the violet flash, and there he was, known to them, recognizable: a man of thirty-five or so, about one meter eighty tall, slim, fair-haired, grey-eyed, wearing unremarkable dark clothes. Chained to his left wrist was a portfolio, while his right hand grasped a pistol at the ready.


The pistol was unexpected … but this was a first run, so in the excitement of the moment nobody thought to question its usefulness, accepting it as a forgivable precaution. What counted was that, if asked to swear to his identity, they would all have declared him to be the person they were awaiting: George E. Gunther, who had preceded the present trade counselor as head of intelligence at this embassy before being recalled to participate in the poster application program.


The name “poster” had been selected after much debate as adequately misleading, by analogy with “tanks” in the First World War and “tuballoy” in the Second.


Tension evaporated as the cabinet’s door slid open, accompanied by a metallic and electrical smell; the transfer had required a great deal of power at both ends. Right hand outstretched, the ambassador strode forward.


“George, it’s great to see you again! I guess there’s no point in asking if you had a good trip, because—”


He broke off. Gunther’s eyes had narrowed with suspicion and his gun was levelled at the ambassador’s navel.


“George!” cried the first secretary. “Is something wrong?”


“Countersign!” Gunther hissed through tight-drawn lips.


“What countersign?” the ambassador demanded. “Nobody warned us you were instructed to require one!”


“Then I have been intercepted!” Gunther cried, and without a heartbeat’s worth of hesitation turned his pistol on himself, while at the same time a thermite charge exploded in his portfolio, destroying the secret data it contained.


And incidentally wrecking the poster as efficiently as any saboteur’s bomb.










TWO





suppose you wanted
to talk to the stars
and you succeeded
but it turned out
the stars themselves
are not on speaking terms





Being relatively small and relatively recent—it had been founded in the thirties by a millionaire whose fortune survived the Depression—Chester University was also relatively unknown. Eight years earlier, when telling his friends that he was taking up a post there, Justin Williams had met with blank looks, partly because few people had heard of the place, partly because he was forbidden to describe what he was going there to work on, and even if it had been allowed he would probably have been met with mockery.


But at least he had been able to say, “You know! Same place they run Project Ear.”


At which their faces would light up. Everybody had heard about that latest of several attempts to detect messages from the stars, surviving to everyone’s amazement when project after fundamental research project was being cancelled in the name of economy.


He had other cause to be grateful for its existence. Since he was still banned from discussing his own work save in the most general and misleading terms, he had often found it convenient to let strangers assume he was involved with Ear, having no difficulty in conveying that impression because the few friends he had made at Chester actually did work on it, and kept him up to date. Attempts to classify or restrict news of it had long ago foundered on the intransigence of its director.


But he was dead now, and the vultures had closed in.


Daily since his arrival here Justin’s drive to and from work had carried him along a two-mile overpass, separating through traffic from the city-center slums where almost the only splash of color was provided by billboards bearing patriotic slogans and pictures of Congressman Chester. From it there was a fine view of the range of low hills to the west crowned with the antennae of Project Ear’s four-kilometer radio-telescope array.


Today in the morning sunlight polished girders shaped to a fraction of a degree of curvature were being not so much dismantled as hacked apart by a great ungainly bird-shaped machine whose hammer head was tipped with the slashing beak of an electric arc.


A carrion-eater. A fit surrogate for the man who had ordered this desecration: T. Emory Chester.


Over the hum of the sparse morning traffic—several self-guiding buses, a few cars, no “gas-guzzlers”, by order—Justin heard the clang and clatter as one especially heavy girder plunged to earth. His car was too old to boast automatic routing; he was glad the need to steer prevented him from looking that way.


Once, Project Ear had been a symbol of his own ambitions. When he left college he had promised himself that one day he would make that sort of mark on the world.


And he was doing so. But not in the manner he would have chosen: instead, privately, deviously, under government security restrictions and at the dictates of a man he loathed.


Until very lately he had not been aware how much he hated T. Emory Chester, grandson of the university’s founder. He owed him everything, above all the chance to prove that a hypothesis inconceivable a generation ago—for it was due to exhaustive computer evaluation of the original postulate—could be converted into functional machinery. Last year he would hotly have defended Chester—had done so, arguing with staffers from Project Ear who claimed he was trying to shut it down. Along with everyone else Justin had made compromising noises about satellites being preferable, the need to site detectors clear of all possible human signals, and so forth. Since it had been proved, though, that for less than the cost of launching a satellite these antennae could be automated, and since their life-expectancy was about half a century, he had imagined the worst that might happen would be the firing of a few of his acquaintances—unpleasant at a time of high unemployment, but not fatal.


He had never expected Chester to demolish everything when he won over the dean and faculty to his view that here was an unproductive application of his grandfather’s fortune. Notionally the money was administered by an impartial trust; in practice Chester—who, like many who have inherited great wealth, craved the exercise of power he owed to no one but himself—was able to cajole, and wheedle, and browbeat, and if all else failed probably blackmail the trustees into agreeing with him. He ruled the Chester roost.


And he would not even consider the possibility of automating the project. In private he dismissed it as on all fours with astrology; in public—he was a frequent speaker at Department of Defense fund-raising events—as a waste because it did not contribute to national security. He wanted it torn down and the metal sold for scrap. He got his way, and the sole reason for Chester U to be famous vanished with every peck of that flaring electric beak.


The project which was going to ensure continuance of DoD support was not mentioned in the media, ever … that being Justin’s own.


Sometimes, he thought bitterly, Chester reminded him more than anybody of the Moslem warlord who burned the great library of Alexandria, on the grounds that if the manuscripts therein agreed with the Koran they were superfluous, and if they disagreed they were heretical.


The perimeter of the university was walled and its points of access were under armed—and, more importantly, computerized—surveillance. Justin halted his car at the usual gate before the accusing eyes of a small crowd of men and women in shabby clothes, doubtless lured here by one of the recurring and always false rumors that paid volunteers were wanted for some research project or other. All of them, whether black or white, looked somehow grey, the color of long deprivation. Half seemed approving of his car because it was compact and old, half ready to spit at it because it was foreign. He drove a 1980 Volvo which he could well have afforded to change long ago, but which showed no sign of wearing out. Besides, it was approved by the security branch of DoD as adequately inconspicuous and typical of an academic.


He admitted himself to the campus by inserting his identity card in a sensor-slot. Accepted, it was printed with a one-time electronic code entitling him to park in the lot outside Wright & Williams Inc. and enter his own office, provided he did so in not more than fifteen minutes. The world was undergoing another of its cyclical waves of paranoia. Perhaps this one would wash Chester up on the shores of the presidency if it lasted out the decade; he was ambitious enough.


But at all events they were talking about having next year’s identity cards attached to an explosive thread, which would melt them into unrecognizability if they were snatched.


Sighing, Justin locked and left his car, making sure he was in plain sight of the guard on duty in the overseer’s tower, and approached the headquarters of Wright & Williams Inc. It had never seemed proper to him that a commercial company should operate on university land, but there were others here not dissimilar, especially in the behaviorist-controlled psychology faculty. He was fairly sure DoD money was being spent there, too, but he had no proof.


Glancing up at the building’s almost windowless facade, Justin wondered what would happen if Dean Shafto himself, let alone an inquisitive student, were to try and gain admission unannounced. The men and women who guarded the place were soldiers in plain clothes assigned on a random basis by the DoD, having no connection with the university, while even the staff he and his partner Cinnamon Wright worked with were picked not by them but by computers at the DoD, and were military or career civil service personnel. Not, of course, that that meant they were incompetent. In times like these some of the best university graduates looked at the figures for unemployed Ph.D.’s and settled for security in the one area where employment was actually increasing.


How the people at the top reconciled that fact with their cuts in every other area of public spending, Justin had long ago given up trying to figure out.


Once more, as he crossed the threshold, he offered up his identity card and thought about the mass of circuitry which was (how to frame it in words?) glancing at him.


And was glad this near-intelligence could not literally read his mind, as currently-fashionable jokes pretended. Lately he had heard a dozen such—for example: “I can’t get to see my shrink any more, goddammit! I went in his office the other day as usual, and that dumbbell of a machine he keeps for a receptionist decided I was cured and gave me a bill for twenty thousand!”


Justin felt the reverse of cured. He felt he had acquired a problem he didn’t deserve. What could have possessed him to walk into this kind of trap?


Oh, he remembered perfectly that at the time taking DoD money, with Chester’s sponsorship, really had been the sole way of turning his brilliant inspiration into a career. When he sent his one and only published paper on the poster principle to a carefully-selected journal known for its hospitality to avant-garde ideas and its willingness to reprint lengthy computer analyses of the type known jokingly as “yet another four-color problem”—after the classic computer-exhaustive list of solutions to that classic poser in topology—he had been firmly convinced that it would instantly be recognized as a breakthrough. He had dared to hope it might be called a work of genius.


If it did nothing else, though, he would have been content to have it act as his admission card (the image was pervasive) to a university career, where he would have plenty of friends working in research and plenty of stimulating students.


Indeed he had seen at least a little of that secondary ambition fulfilled, for just the kind of people he looked forward to befriending had been working on Project Ear.


Had. Past tense. Now thanks to Chester they were scattering. Leaving Justin behind, with his guaranteed funding, his infuriating partner, his single stroke of genius unknown to the world at large, and almost literally nobody to talk to. Being of a solitary temperament, he had expected to go on being resigned to comparative loneliness all his life. But how different the world looked from the vantage-point of thirty-four, compared with twenty-six! How much less bearable!


What it amounted to was this: he had become a weapon, and against his will.


The moment he stepped out of the elevator on the office level—the computers were above and the poster lab above that—Justin realized this was going to be no ordinary Monday morning.


Cinnamon should not have been in the reception area. Nor should that man—what was his name? Bunker …? No! Bulker!


For he was one of the immense entourage with which Chester surrounded himself. Machinery had grown cheap, even very complex and elaborate machinery. It was the proof of vast riches to purchase people instead. Chester would have made a good slave-owner. In this period of rising unemployment he had signed up scores of aides and servants. He was far from exceptional. Heirs to the older fortunes which were still multiplying cancerously on the world’s stock-exchanges were acting like medieval British barons and recruiting what amounted to private armies.


But Bulker was among the most dislikable of Chester’s hirelings. Why in hell were he and Cinnamon here, as it were lying in ambush?


He sought for clues in his partner’s face. Wright and Williams were almost diametric opposites; she was as tall as him, but where he was stocky—and growing plump—she was lean. One day she would be gaunt. He was fair and blue-eyed; she was everywhere dark. Under a close-cropped head of tight-curling hair she displayed features like her African ancestors’ ceremonial masks: square vertical forehead, deep eyes, broad nose, angular jaw. Today, as ever, she wore garb which announced that she didn’t give a damn for her appearance and had the incidental advantage of matching the national mood: a blue shirt torn at one elbow, faded blue pants, old shoes on bare feet.


He had known her since the week before meeting Chester. She had tracked him down as a result of the publication of his—now unobtainable—paper about the poster principle, in what started as a fit of fury and ended up as an uneasy partnership. She had been the only other person in the country, probably in the world, working along analogous lines. His ideas and hers had matched like coffee and cream, like ham and eggs, and because of her he found all other women boring, and most of the time nowadays he wished they had never met, because she had pre-empted half his life and given nothing in return. He had never dared so much as put his arm around her for fear of being rewarded with a roundhouse blow. Her upbringing, like his, discounted personal involvement. He had been briefly married while in college; it had not worked. It was presumable that she was not a virgin, either. But so far as long-term relationships went he admitted he might as well have been, and he was virtually certain the same applied to her.


Today she was changed. Never had he seen such an expression on her face: as though her skin had been drawn outward, compressing the flesh on her bones until she seemed desiccated, leaving her teeth bare in a feral scowl, her forehead ridged like a field new-ploughed, her eyes in a pumpkin-ghost glare.


He was so startled, he was unable to speak before Bulker said in a cool reproving tone, “Dr. Williams, we’ve been trying to reach you for nearly twenty-four hours.”


“So? I never answer the phone on weekends!”


Even to himself, Justin’s tone sounded like bluster.


“But this is a rather special weekend. It was the one the Defense Department chose to post a live agent overseas for the first time.”


A great chill closed on Justin’s heart. But he retorted, “So? We’ve posted live people before. Cinnamon’s been posted—and so would I but for the chance of a coin that came down heads!”


That wasn’t something he believed in his heart. At all costs they would have prevented him from running that risk. Even so …


“You don’t believe,” Bulker said musingly, “that anything could have gone wrong?”


Justin gazed at Bulker’s inhumanly calm face. “You mean—?”


“I mean something big and bad went wrong, and Mr. Chester wants to discuss it with you personally. You’d better not keep him waiting any longer!”










THREE





what if when you castled
you found a weak square
what if when you castled
you found out about cannon
what if when you castled
you found it was in Spain





Deciding to build his family home on a bluff overlooking an inlet of the sea, the founder of the Chester fortune had instructed his architect to model it on a European castle. In an age when assassination was once again a constant risk for any public figure, his grandson had converted it into a true fortress. At either end of the terrace where he received his unwilling visitors this morning, anti-projectile radars hummed in ornamental turrets.
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