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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.







Preface*


The very nature of the plot has forced us to set this story in the more distant future than we would otherwise have preferred. It is hardly possible to foresee the shape of society a century or more ahead of one’s own time, and we have not attempted to do so. Instead we have been content to extrapolate those social trends that can plainly be seen at the moment. The story was written in August 1962. We mention this to bring out the prediction – we take a little pride in its apparent correctness – at the head of page 13. We do not know whether to hope or fear that other predictions of the story will turn out to possess a similar validity.


The basis of the plot is to be found on pages 205 to 207. However, to avoid too much interruption of the narrative, the ideas mentioned in these pages have been shortened as far as possible. Physics regards the world as four dimensional. All moments of time exist together. The world can be thought of as a map, not only spatially, but also with respect to time. The map stretches away both into the past and into the future. There is no such thing as ‘waiting’ for the future. It is already there in the map.


Two problems arise out of this. The first is the so-called ‘arrow of time’. Events occur in the map in definite sequences. Light emerges from a torch after you press the switch. The emphasis here is not on the word ‘after’ – it would be possible to turn the map round, to count time backwards, as we do in counting years B.C. Then one would say that light emerges from the torch before one presses the switch. This is simply a trivial inversion. What is not trivial is that light does not emerge both before and after the pressing of the switch. Events do not occur symmetrically with respect to time. In the case of the torch there is an asymmetry whichever way we elect to read the map. It is this asymmetry that we refer to as the arrow of time. The ‘future’ part of the map is radically different from the ‘past’, and this is true whichever way we turn the map.


Physics has made a good deal of progress in understanding this problem. The arrow of time may not be completely resolved, but at any rate it is being grappled with. The same cannot be said for the second problem.


What constitutes the present? Provided one considers oneself as something apart from the physical world, the answer does not seem difficult. The present can be thought of as the particular place in the map where you happen to be. It is your subjective presence at a particular spot that defines the present. But you cannot have your cake and eat it. You cannot consider your subjective presence as being outside the physical world and in the same breath consider yourself as a part of the map.


According to science, a human is an animal. He takes his place in the map along with all other physical events. In fact the events that constitute the human are confined to a four-dimensional tube, a world tube, that threads its way over a finite portion of the map. What then is the subjective present? It is certainly not the whole collection of events inside one’s own personal tube, otherwise we should live the whole of our lives all at once, like playing a sonata simply by pressing the whole keyboard. Stated more precisely, the subjective present consists not of the complete collection of events but of a certain subset. How is the subset defined?


Certain clear technical issues now appear. Is the subset such that one particular member has a time-like displacement to all other members? In that case the other members could have a causal connection to the particular member. But if so, how is the particular member of the subset chosen?


There seems to be no way of coping with issues such as these except by admitting that something else besides the four-dimensional world tube is needed. Something else outside what science would normally describe as the animal itself.


This approach need not be mystic. The required subset could be defined mathematically as the intersection of the world tube with a three-dimensional space-like surface. Thus a surface


ϕ (x1, x2, x3, x4) = c


for a particular value of c, and with ∂ϕ/∂xi (i = 1,2,3,4) a time-like vector, serves to define a subset of points in the world tube. Changing c changes the subset. We could be said to live our lives through changes of c – i.e. by sweeping through a family of surfaces.


It is plausible that the subjective present has a mathematical structure of this kind. But what then are the ϕ surfaces? Could they be derived from known physical fields, for example from the electromagnetic field? That is to say, is the subjective present really controlled by normal sensory data. An obvious way of testing this possibility would be to keep the known external fields constant and to consider whether the subjective present can be considered to change.


Our impression – no more than an impression – is that changes of the subjective present do occur under conditions where the external electromagnetic field, for example, is essentially unchanged. As a rather imprecise example of what we mean, suppose two visits separated by many years are made to a particular place – say to a mountain – and suppose the weather and the lighting conditions are generally similar on the two occasions. Exact identity of condition are of course impossible, but we find it difficult to believe that major differences of the subjective present, such as might be felt by an individual, are determined by slight, and perhaps even unnoticed, changes in the external conditions – e.g. by the slight shift in the disposition of grass and boulders on a mountainside.


The ϕ surfaces we feel must have the property of not being closely reproducible in the sense of this example. The fantasy of the present story lies in the properties we have ascribed to these surfaces, in fact to the functional behaviour of ϕ.
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CHAPTER ONE


Night Thoughts


Hugh Conway shifted uneasily. An hour before his wife had come to him with such fervour that he knew she must have been unfaithful again. He could hear her soft breathing, a more regular rhythm than his own. It wasn’t surprising, not with Cathy’s beauty, the completely flawless beauty that you couldn’t take your eyes off; the sort of beauty that you had to see, that couldn’t be described, photographed, or painted. They had been married for ten years, and still Conway couldn’t keep his eyes off her even though he knew it annoyed her. Even other women, women who might spend hours in front of a mirror, acknowledged it. For compensation they shook their heads and said sharply it was a pity Cathy had not been equally blessed with brains.


For ten years Conway had been on the hook. For ten years they had staggered from one domestic crisis to another, from one social absurdity to another. Things had seemed to be going better during the last few months, but now this new affair had started. The odd thing was that in the abstract he valued intelligence more than beauty. In the last few years there had been half a dozen other women that he’d liked, that he could talk sensibly to, and that he’d have been happy with. More than once he’d made up his mind to put an end to the inane, futile life with Cathy. But then, in some unguarded moment, he’d be riveted again; the old chemistry would start up in his blood, and that would be it. He wondered why Cathy herself didn’t break it up. She only despised him for his weakness. Probably she regarded him as a convenient base from which to conduct her operations.


Literary types had always written their own variations on the theme of ‘Love and War’. But only a hundred years ago they’d been talking about there being two cultures. Now the old literary culture was dead, and the scientific culture, if by that you meant physics, wasn’t in much better shape. Their places had been taken by a new culture.


What a tiger he’d have been if he’d lived in the middle of the last century, and known what he knew now. Conway allowed his thoughts to play with the prospects. It was, he decided, the confusion of the present that was the devil. Being a good scientist didn’t help. It only made you more keenly aware of the uncertainties of the future. The 1960s was the time when they’d first thought of going to the moon. He could have told them exactly what they’d find when they got there. There’d been quite a bit of argument about whether they’d find dust or lava. As it turned out they’d found both. Funny to think now that that first trip to the moon has set the whole world alight. It had been the touchstone of national prestige. Now it was just a pinpoint in the past. Today the world was alight again. Everybody said it was the biggest thing ever; and for once, Conway thought, everybody was right. Funny too to think that in 1960 they hadn’t had the slightest suspicion about it.


Even as recently as a hundred years ago the astronomers had known almost nothing about the proper motions of the stars. The line of sight motions were, of course, known from the Doppler shift. But the transverse motions, even of quite near-by stars, only caused them to change their directions by a few tenths of a second of an arc each year. It hadn’t been until the coming of high-quality satellite telescopes that angles as small as this could be measured in any particular year, although over twenty or thirty years it would have been possible to measure the cumulative effect from the ground. But nobody had been willing to start a programme that wouldn’t pay off results for thirty years. So, not until the nineties of the last century did the proper motions begin to be really well known. Not until then was it possible to decide just how each individual star was moving in space.


The same sort of measurements, parallax measurements, had given accurate distances to the stars – at any rate, for distances up to a thousand light years. And with the distances and motions fully known, it was possible to build a model of how all the stars were moving in the neighbourhood of the Sun. With the solar system at the centre, you could imagine each star represented by a little dot. Attached to each dot was an arrow, the direction of the arrow showing where the star was moving, and the length of the arrow showing how fast the star was moving. That was the first stage. Then you had to make a correction. If you wanted a model of the stars as they are now at the present moment you had to allow for the fact that we do not see the direction of the stars as they are, but only as they were at the moment when the light started out on its journey to us. If you want the model as it is now you have to move each star a bit along the direction of its arrow. The amount you have to move a particular star depends on two things – its speed of motion and its distance. The distance, because there has been more delay in the light from a distant star than from a near-by one. And the speed for the obvious reason that a star moves more out of its position every year the faster it is moving.


Suppose that all this has been done and that you have a model showing the positions and motions of the stars as they are now. Then by following each star in turn along its appropriate arrow you can find out where they will all be a year from now. Or ten years from now. Or a hundred years from now. In fact, you can find out whether any two arrows will meet each other. If any two arrows do meet each other you know that some time in the future those two particular stars will come near to each other. Of course they can hardly be expected to collide, for stars are very tiny things compared to the distances between them. A direct collision is vastly improbable, but a close approach is quite another matter.


Conway began to figure the probabilities. Assume an approach within twenty astronomical units, the distance of the planet Uranus from the Sun. That gives a target area of ten to the minus eight square parsecs. Taking thirty kilometres per second as the average speed of the stars relative to any particular star, and taking the mean density of the stars as one per cubic parsec, the chance of an approach to any special star was just ten to the minus eight for every thirty thousand years. So over three billion years the chance was one in a thousand. In the lifetime of the solar system there had been one chance in a thousand of just such an approach of another star, and this really wasn’t very long odds. Taking all stars together, there had been more than a hundred million approaches between pairs of them during the whole history of the Galaxy.


All this the men of the twentieth century would have followed. And they wouldn’t have been particularly surprised to learn that the Sun was going to be one of these hundred million cases. The unexpected thing was that this particular moment – the late twenty-first century – was the time of the encounter. It wasn’t a billion years ago, and it was unlikely to be a billion years hence. It would be now, the year 2087.


A special name had to be found for the approaching star. At an early stage, helium lines were detected in the spectrum, so it had seemed obvious to use the Greek name for the Sun, Helios. This was towards the end of the twentieth century, before the last remnants of a classical culture were lost.


Of course, it wasn’t clear to begin with just how close Helios would approach the Sun. The target area was very small, so that small errors of measurement led to big errors in the answers. The first estimates gave a distance of closest approach that exceeded ten thousand astronomical units, that is, about three hundred times the distance of the farthest planet, Pluto. Then a half century of unremitting effort showed that the approach was to be a good deal nearer than this. By the year 2025 the best estimate was a thousand astronomical units, 961 to be more precise.


The mounting interest of the public had helped to maintain the popularity of the physical sciences at a time when nuclear physics and the study of elementary particles were steeply in decline – the latter because it had become too difficult. Fundamental astronomy was once more in vogue. As Helios came closer it became easier to make accurate measurements. During the sixties, excitement mounted furiously as it became more and more clear that Helios would actually move inside the orbits of the outer planets. By 2070, a definitive value was obtained. At its closest, Helios would be a mere twenty astronomical units from the Sun. It would be 15,000 times brighter than the full moon, although at that distance it would still have only a fortieth of the brightness of the Sun itself.


The orbit of the Earth would be disturbed, but not enormously so. After Helios had receded away again the Earth’s path around the Sun would be more elliptical than it was before. This would be the main effect. The result would be an accentuation, not enormous, but certainly perceptible, of the seasons of the year. And the year itself would certainly be changed from the immemorial 365¼ days. But nobody knew yet exactly what the changes would be.


If the effects on the Earth’s motion were to be comparatively slight, this was manifestly not the case for the outer planets of the solar system. Helios would exert as big an influence on these as the Sun did. Indeed there was a likelihood that the three outer planets, Uranus, Neptune, and Pluto, would be stripped away entirely from our system.


Because Helios was to penetrate our system it was clear that we should penetrate the planets of Helios itself, if the incoming star had any planets. Astronomical theories showed that this was a marginal issue. The larger mass of Helios was a point against the existence of a planetary system. But it was quickly pointed out that Helios was spinning around only very slowly, like the Sun, and this scarcely seemed credible unless a system of planets had indeed developed. In the event, just at the turn of the century, two planets were in fact detected observationally. They were large fellows, like Jupiter in our own system. Their American discoverers named them Hera and Semele.


This was before the development of quantitative social studies had changed our cultural and intellectual standards, before those philosophers of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries who had inquired into the nature of man’s thinking had attained a popular distinction exceeding Newton and Einstein. The new fashion was to have its opportunities, however. For when, forty years later, two further planets were detected, of about the size of our own Uranus, they were named Hegel and Kierkegaard.


And now a fifth planet had been found only a few months ago, by Conway himself. It was much smaller than the others and had therefore been difficult to pick up against the background glare of Helios. It was much more like the earth in size. Apart from this simple fact, little so far was known about it. Conway’s mind ranged over plans for the future. There was a tradition that whoever discovered a new planet had the honour of naming it, like the rule that had operated a century or more ago in the naming of the chemical elements. Conway smiled to himself in the darkness. Because he was British and because the British, according to the rest of the world, were still immersed in the twentieth century, he had refused widespread international pressure to adopt the name Spinoza. Instead he had called it – Achilles.




CHAPTER TWO


Tight Little Island


Hugh Conway scraped a fragment of butter over a piece of hard half-burnt toast. Cathy made a pretence of reading The Times. The financial page too, Hugh noticed, as he cocked an eye over the top of the paper. He studied the flawless complexion and the pile of dark, soft chestnut curls, thinking, for perhaps the millionth time, that he was an ass. She put down the paper and looked at him squarely with deep-blue killer eyes.


‘Well?’ she said.


‘We’re having another conference. I’ll probably be away about five days. And I was wondering if you’d like to make a trip up to Town.”


That was the last thing she’d been expecting. With a wary flash she came back at him, ‘How much? How much can I spend?’


Hugh knew that a few days in London, spent in the intimate company of some new boy-friend, was exactly what Cathy had been scheming towards. By offering her the trip on a plate he’d forced her back on to her final line of defence – money. He smiled wryly.


‘I’m overdrawn at the bank. And I’m not paid till the end of June. If you look up at the top of the paper you’ll see that it is still only the middle of May.’


‘Bob Shaw doesn’t have any difficulty about money,’ returned Cathy with the merest twitch of her nose, ‘and he’s only a rag-bag of a fellow, as you always say.’


Hugh snorted, ‘Property development. Property development in Slough.’


‘Well, why not?’


‘I’m not putting my slender resources into any development in Slough, even if the Americans are taking to the place.’


Elbow on table, Cathy cupped her chin in her right hand, ‘You could do something better, couldn’t you?’


Hugh smiled now. ‘It is my job to do something better.’


He paused for a moment. Then shot it straight out, ‘Well, who is it this time?’


She looked blankly across the table, the soul of innocence. ‘What do you mean?’


‘You know damned well what I mean. Who is it?’


Cathy giggled, ‘I thought it was a mouse. It turned out to be a tiger.’


‘Stop being absurd.’


‘I’m not being absurd.’


Hugh put his second boiled egg into the cup and absently began to crack the top.


Cathy now had the bit between her teeth. ‘I don’t ask you who you sleep with when you’re away.’ She smiled broadly, and Hugh felt the old, but still sharp, pangs of jealousy.


‘I don’t sleep with anybody,’ he exploded.


‘Don’t you, darling? Well if you did I wouldn’t want to know about it.’


Cathy leant back in her chair so that her hair fell backwards, as if to suggest that the subject was closed.


‘You know perfectly well we’re not talking about me.’


‘No? If I should sleep with another man, what does it matter to you, so long as you don’t know about it.’


‘Of course it matters.’


‘Why?’


‘Because it affects both of us.’


Cathy pondered this for a moment. Then wrinkling her face to show that she was making a serious effort she said, ‘If you don’t know about it, it can’t affect you, can it? If it was to affect me, then it would be wrong. But I don’t allow it to affect me, do I?’


With a vicious stab of his spoon Hugh sliced the top off the egg. It was hard-boiled.


‘It’s hard-boiled,’ he yapped.


Cathy looked down at the egg as if she had never seen one before. ‘You’re always making a fuss about things that don’t matter.’


‘But the first one,’ he nittered, pointing to the bits of shell on his plate, ‘the first one was soft-boiled. It was so soft-boiled that if I’d held it up the whole egg would have run out.’


Cathy stretched herself lazily, ‘Just like the two of us, dear. You hard-boiled, me soft-boiled.’


Fuming helplessly, Hugh jumped up from the table. He stalked from the breakfast-room to his study, stuffed a pile of papers which he had been reading the previous evening into his brief-case, walked back to the kitchen, and shouted, ‘Those eggs are substandard.’ Then he stormed out of the house, thinking that, in an age of female emancipation, the arguments of patriarchy were no match for those of matriarchy.


When he had gone, Cathy took on an air of set purpose. She went to the telephone, dialled, and got a wrong number. Deciding that she was using the wrong code, she consulted a small red notebook. Very deliberately, reading the numbers as if they were some strange hieroglyphs, she tried again. A voice answered.


‘Will you put me through to Mike Fawsett, please?’


There were two ways of going between the Conways’ house in the sleepy village of Alderbourne and the Helios Project Centre at Harwell, the site of which had been a nuclear research establishment in the dim distant days. There was the super-S highway, or the winding, tree-shaded lane that had not changed much since the eighteenth century. In fact, the whole English countryside had not altered much since the eighteenth century. In the last hundred years the population of the British Isles had risen from fifty to seventy millions, but the increase in building had been almost entirely in the cities. In spite of their growth, the cities hadn’t managed to achieve quite the same sprawling, amorphous character as had their American counterparts; Los Angeles had now stretched out as far as Albuquerque, which perhaps explained why Americans were favourably disposed towards a property development in Slough.


Hugh decided that he was too furious to risk driving along the highway and took the country road. The may hedges were in blossom, and it was all quietly beautiful as he followed the ridge of the Downs. By this route he came into the Helios Centre from above. On impulse he parked the car and got out to stretch his legs. Then, squatting on the grass, he gazed down on the Centre, the Centre where the decisions affecting man’s greatest adventure would be made. He sighed softly as he contrasted the grandeur of the world of ideas with his own petty domestic squabblings. The buildings below shone brightly in the sun, reflecting gold mixed with opalescent blues.


Ten minutes more brought him to the parking-lot, the one sordid spot in the Centre. Five minutes’ walk, and he entered a long, curving, strip-like building, made of glass and metal. The staircase had the sweep and magnificence of an eighteenth-century manor house. His feet made no sound as he walked up the steps. A light ahead beckoned him as he strolled, silently, down a long, curving corridor. Turning off the corridor, he went into a room that almost defies description. It was not small, but neither was it very large. It was not barely furnished or decorated, but it would be difficult to say just what materials had been used in order to set it out. It was entirely silent to the tread, as had been the corridor and the staircase, but it was not entirely silent. There was a faint hum of electric motors. There was a magnificent old table in the centre. But the dignified effect was spoilt by a dozen or more absurd pads of white paper spaced at regular intervals around it. This was the Committee Room.


By this time all important decisions affecting the structure of human society were taken in committee. Everybody knew that the system was wrong, but by now no one had the power to stop it. No committee was willing to vote to destroy itself. In the early days a few men had found themselves, more or less by chance, to be possessors of the power to persuade their colleagues – they were natural intellectual salesmen. And like good salesmen, who can dispose of anything under the sun, they could get their way on any matter, however absurd. What had begun as a purely amateur sport had gradually developed into stark professionalism. Nowadays one did not become a good committee man by chance. One became a good committee man by sheer unremitting effort in which every working moment was spent in planning and scheming how to operate. But not all committee men were good. There had to be some who were bad, simply because some members had to possess an adequate knowledge of the essential facts. It was by now quite impossible both to be a good committee man and to know anything. The trouble, of course, was that those who knew what they were talking about never got their own way, although supporters of the system claimed that this was a good thing.


Hugh was one of the first to arrive. He busied himself in a futile, unprofessional way with his papers. Even though there was something he wanted from this particular meeting, his mind wandered from the business in hand. He jerked his thoughts back from Cathy. He must try to remember that only one other member of the Committee would be British. He must try to remember the motives and opinions of the other members, to put himself inside their skins. Above all, he must try to make use of the complex of emotions that had led to the Helios Centre being built in Britain.


The common man of the twentieth century would have been surprised to have learnt just how far the trends of his own day had been carried through into the twenty-first century, just how far the logic of ideas had been pressed. The development of the deterrent is, of course, an outstanding example. To our innocent ancestors, civil defence meant exactly what it said, defence to protect the civil population, to protect the man in the street. To us now, this is an outrageously archaic notion. In fact, two-thirds of the way through the twentieth century, a few perceptive pioneers had already realized that civil defence was to become the outstanding weapon of aggression. With ruthlessly effective civil defence a nation could afford nuclear war – almost. And if the other side couldn’t afford it at all, you could bully him just as much as you pleased. So what started as the sole concern of the individual became a matter of major national policy, in America, in Europe, in Russia, and China. Refusal to take part in effective civil defence programmes became a treasonable crime. It seems laughable now to think that at one time civil defence consisted merely of building a shelter in one’s own garden. As we all know, effective defence lies in evacuating whole cities at a moment’s notice, in fact at the very worst and most inconvenient moments. And, of course, one cannot be said to be prepared to do this unless one actually does it. Remorselessly. This means that the times of evacuation cannot be announced beforehand, it is the essence of the matter that people must not be prepared. The warning comes in the middle of a wedding, a funeral, a confinement. It causes the restaurants of the Champs-Elysées to disgorge their diners into the street, gourmets with their napkins still tucked into their collars. All this in the interests of l’honneur.


Through a series of accidents the British had escaped all this. In the sixties of the last century their politicians had at last realized that power had become a shadow. A little genuine power could be won, however, by joining in a United Europe. This they earnestly strove to do, but their efforts were thwarted through a series of mischances, an intransigent French president, the conservatism of their own people at home, and the lack of conservatism of the people abroad. At all events, the British were kept outside, and power vanished for ever from Whitehall. Gone was the need for expensive military budgets or for the remorseless logic of the deterrent. The British slept in their beds, the forgotten men of the twenty-first century.


Or not quite forgotten. For to the harassed American, the ulcerous Russian, the thought of a few weeks’ holiday in London became indescribably precious. New York became almost entirely automatized, Paris became the city with thoughts only for the glorious future, in Moscow puritanism lay like a dead hand on the people. Only in London could one dine in peace. Only in London could one follow dinner with a little play that didn’t matter at all.


Because of its enormous attraction for tourists Britain was extremely prosperous. Other parts of the world, Africa in particular, split themselves asunder in their rivalries, in their attempts each to become the workshop of the world. Small financial crises triggered each other across the globe like falling rows of skittles. And throughout all this the British lent money here and there on profitable terms, as the Swiss had done a century earlier.


The Swiss at last abandoned their neutral position and threw in their lot with Europe. Communication through radio and the aeroplane, prosperity and power, achieved what invading armies could not do. It was the enormously rising prestige of Europe that did it. The Swiss gained status by joining, it was like marrying the daughter of a noble house. One effect was that the various small international organizations that had made Switzerland their home felt obliged to seek new quarters. Britain by now had become the obvious place. After all, what was Britain except a raft afloat in the sea, a raft exposed to the wind and weather, populated by a calm people who went about their business without ever realizing that the world was a serious place to live in? It was just the place for bored international secretariats to move to.


The decision to build the Helios Centre in Britain was a more serious affair, however. This was not a small matter. Its ramifications affected every major nation in the world. And just for this reason it could not be placed in any one of those major nations. Quite obviously the Russo-Chinese bloc would not permit the Centre to be sited in the territory of the Euro-American bloc. And, of course, vice versa. Africa was too hot, dusty, and industrial. South America was a serious possibility, but the fact that most interested parties were in the Northern Hemisphere, the attractions of London, and the precedence established by other International Agencies, swayed the day. So the Helios Project came to be established at Harwell.


Around the year 2040, the British Government made an attempt to get itself back into the power complex in a small feeble way. The belt of power spreads in an ominous girdle across the northern latitudes of the Earth. The two division points, one in the Bering Strait, the other to the east of Germany, unified during the short period of Western ascendancy in the 1990s. The West is the West, America and Europe, and the East is the East, Russia and China. The leaders of neither group want war, for war would put an effective end to the exercise of their power. But neither do they want a cessation of tension, for this also would produce an important down-grading of their functions. Besides, it has been proved mathematically by the social scientists, now dominant and rampant, that a world without tension would be a world in decline. The problem is to live with tension without allowing it ever to break loose. Our main safety factor lies in our ability to predict, again with mathematical precision, just what the other side will do in a given set of circumstances. Unpredictable behaviour by either side would soon lead to disaster.


All this was first recognized, long, long ago by the scientists of the Rand Corporation, a decade or so before that organization took over the effective control of American policy from the Pentagon. To begin with, the fly in the ointment was that one side didn’t quite know the basis on which the other side made its calculations. Without this knowledge things could go wrong – they could become unstable, as the mathematicians said. Nobody at first had the impudence to suggest the obvious solution. But little by little steps were taken towards it. A hundred years ago the most closely guarded secrets were those that concerned methods of calculation, military logistics as it was then called. Then secrecy was gradually relaxed. Papers on the subject began to be published quite openly. Finally, after a series of seventeen summit meetings, the answer was reached, the answer that an intelligent child might have arrived at after five minutes’ study. The military planners of both sides should get together to discuss their suppositions and hypotheses. So it came about that biannual meetings between the planners and mathematicians of both sides were arranged. The meetings would allow them not only to make sure they understood each other but to arrive at a common basis for future developments. The seminar was the answer. But the question immediately arose where the meetings should be held. It was here that the British Government made its bid. The meetings should obviously be held in Britain, that raft in the middle of the ocean, beholden to neither side. But, of course, this was not to be. It was decided that the meetings be held alternately, first on the one side, then on the other. That is why they were arranged biannually, and have been so ever since.


‘Gentlemen, the meeting is integrated,’ boomed the voice of the Chairman, ‘the time is half-past nine.’


Conway wrenched his mind back to Helios and today’s meeting. He thought to himself, not for the first time, how screamingly boring it all was. How boring compared with the world of ideas!




CHAPTER THREE


First Preparations


Conway had known that this would be a critical meeting. He had never before had to sit in on anything quite like it. Very difficult decisions had to be taken, and lives would depend upon them. And the meeting wasn’t properly constituted; it didn’t have the right technical knowledge, it was too high-level for that. There were still higher levels, of course, but it was unlikely that anyone would have the energy or determination to change what this committee decided.


The first part of the meeting, up to coffee-time at eleven o’clock, was taken up mainly by four speakers. There was Dr Hoddas, a Hungarian. Conway, as he drank his coffee, would have been in some difficulty to remember a single word that Dr Hoddas had said. For Conway had long since learnt the art of not listening. If you listened to everything that was said you became utterly exhausted and were unable to take effective part when the really important issues came up for discussion. In fact, the exhausting of a meeting with pretentious inconsequential nonsense was a part of the technique of a good committee man. It was also part of Dr Hoddas’s technique to speak in a guttural French. He was equipped with a large dictionary in which he insisted on looking up words and phrases.


Professor Bombas from Tanganyika had urged that, whatever decisions were taken, the small nations should not be left out. Conway wondered just what he meant by this. Perhaps that the metal coils be made in Togoland, the graphite chambers in Colombia, the computer in Greenland, and the whole thing assembled by a friendly consortium of Americans and Russians. If so, God help the crew. Doctor Leyburn, the economist, wanted decisions to be taken as soon as possible, so that exactly what was involved financially could become known to the respective governments. Conway also wanted the decisions to be taken, but for a different reason, because Helios and its retinue of planets was approaching them by seventy kilometres in every second, and the later they started the harder would everything become. Irichenko wanted parity. Whatever the West was going to do, the East would do and, of course, vice versa. He emphasized this critical observation with an enormous blow on the table, and was on the point of raising his fist for a second time when he remembered that emphasis was regarded as bad form in the West.


The after-coffee-pre-lunch session was worse. They spent it discussing whether they would go for a landing, instead of simply sweeping in orbit around the planets of the Helios system. They decided they would go for a landing. Conway had known that would be the decision. It was so inevitable that it could have been decided in thirty seconds.


The next question, which they closed in on after lunch, a lunch of five courses and four wines, was – which planet? There was of course only one possibility, Achilles. But nobody was going to admit this. Long reports on the four big fellows, Hera, Semele, and the two philosophical planets, were read out. It was just as impossible to make a landing on them as it was to make a landing on Jupiter or Saturn. So it all came back to Achilles. The point of course was that Conway, as the discoverer of Achilles, had to have his position devalued. It was a basic rule that no technical expert should be allowed to get on top of a committee. It was time for him to speak up, ‘Mr Chairman, there is an important point that I’d like to draw the Committee’s attention to,’ he began. ‘Really we know very little about the surface of Achilles. It may be just as hostile as the surfaces of the other four.’
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