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0 7 Aside

Zero. Decimal point not relevant.

There's nothing before this zero. Matter, energy and time do not have a beginning, but
now they are.

You probably count: one, two, three ...

Mathematicians and computer programmers count: zero, one, two ...

The rest of you are weird. Catch you later.
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1 - Textures

... human experience is often a misleading guide to the true nature of reality.

Brian Greene, from 6The

Matt Shepherd knew he should resist, but he still let himself be drawn along the valley
towards the cliffs. This mountain had three peaks close together with what appeared from this
distance to be two people standing on the main summit. It was called Tryfan, three fangs, so
this must be the Ogwen Valley in North Wales. He knew it well.

He also knew he should not be here, not at age sixteen, not ever.

Dad had taken him up several of the climbs on these rock faces. They were not all that
difficult as rock climbs went but did have loose rock, and route finding could be a problem to
the inexperienced.

Of course that had been in the days before rock climbing became pointless for Matt.

The ridges shoring up the mountain drifted closer. Heather Terrace was brightly lit: the
greens and purples of vegetation, the greys and ochres of lichen-encrusted boulders, the
browns of tracks the sheep shared with climbers. This morning there were no climbers and no
sheep i an odd situation for such a fine day. Matt felt no concern, just joy at being here
enjoying familiar scenery from a fresh perspective. Was this what it felt like to paraglide over
Snowdon?

He had no paraglider to complicate the experience.

He really should not be here.

The ridges stood out against darkly shaded gullies. Gullies had been easier to climb but
far looser, requiring more care each time you moved a hand or foot.

He reached for control, which some people said was not possible in a dream, and in
some remote part of his mind he knew this was a dream. He floated towards the ridge leading
from Heather Terrace to the highest summit. Memories warmed his mind. The rough-edged
rock laced with cracks and gashes, leaning at just the right angle to make a great day out for
occasional climbers.

He glided up beside the route of First Pinnacle Ridge until he reached Yellow Slab, a
section out of character with the rest of the rock. It rippled, smooth, like the glacier-polished
slabs in the valley. His Dad had snapped a photo of him on the trickiest section i a kid on the
crux of a striated slab. He still had the photo framed on his wall, though now it teased him
with something that could never feel the same again.

Something else was wrong.

He allowed his body to rotate so that he could see the sky which remained clear 1 yet
darkness was approaching, in late morning.

He rotated further to look at the sun. Never look directly at the sun! But it was safe
because the sun was very dim now even though surrounded by clear sky i clear but dimming.

The humming started again. It was threatening to prevent him controlling his flight.
Whispers of humming, like a remote swarm of bees mildly angry at something T angrier than
last time. Why would they be angry?

It was...

Hmmm.
The buzzing shifted to recognisable sounds and motions. A distorted voice announced
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they would shortly commence their final approach to JFK.
Matt became fully awake. He was seated 1 not flying as in the dream but being flown.
He opened, closed, and slowly reopened his eyes.
He could feel the pressure of the passenger seat under him. You do not have the sense of
touch in dreams so this was real. He was on his way from England to New England.
AThat dream | ooked Ii ke it turned nasty
The lady on his left was looking at him, her head tilted to one side. She wore practical
trousers that looked suitable for mountaineering. As he stared at the age blemishes on one of
her arms he considered suggesting to her that she should wear long sleeved blouses.
She was still knitting, a ball of faun wool bouncing in her lap as she worked. Was it real
wool or synthetic? If he touched it he would be able to feel the difference i but Mum had
warned him about reaching out and feeling other people’s property without their permission.
Next she had persuaded him never to ask for permission. There you go. Other people were
strange, except perhaps for Mum and Dad who at least tried to understand him. Dad said not
to worry, Newton and Einstein had experienced similar problems.
Als the wool real or synthetic?o9
AAh, you're properly awaikreg. |Whats hwds ciotu
He repeated the question.

AWhy would anyone in their right mind wa
He | ooked more cl osel y.-coniekviad ptopertice al wo ol
especially when wet but is typically 172% more expensive than synthetics these days and
about 47% as hard wearing. When they tried to recreatethe Kon-Ti ki voyage. .. 0

Her face changed in some way. She became a stranger, a completely different face on a
body wearing the original clothing; but she had to be the same because he had been watching
her face when it switched and no one had swapped with her. Despite a lifetime of experience
he still hated it when this happened. What did this particular change in expression signify?
His voice faded to silence.

ADo yos abwayli ke that?o

ADo you mean with those intonations, or
l evel .. .0

ANever mind. o

A . of diaphragm support, or onid hat su

AStop! o

He stopped.

AHow olbd?a&r e vy

ASi xt Ben but

iStop! Just |l eave it at O6ésixteend6. | real
glanced down at her knitting, the colouring of her cheeks changing very slightly, skin
crinkling under her ey e seeifiyddirap telldne which typgy o u  f
it i s?o0

Be careful here. Was she asking a question requiring an answer, or was it what they

called a O6rhetorical 6 question?
She offered the ball of wool to him so h
AThat was very definite . How can you tell 2?0

Should he explain the alternative approaches, such as looking at the discarded label, or
doing qualitative chemical analysis? Dad kept saying, when in doubt KISS: Keep It Simple,
Stupid.

Alt feels wrong for real wool. It feels in some ways like synthetic fibres | have felt
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before, and even more like synthetic wools. | would guess it is a type of synthetic | have not

previously encountered. It i s better than an

She stared at him,andherface changed agai n. AYes 1t is sy
|l t6s supposed to be indistinguishable from r
di fferent?0

Al do not know. There are some things you can just do and you do not know the

mechanismbutyou woul d | i ke to identify i1t if you c
She nodded and glanced out of the window as he saw the distant Statue of Liberty slide

past at an amusing angle. Scaffolding was now in place, but somehow it would never be the

same. She looked back at him before continuing to knit.

iSo, Matthew, what are you doing travellin
Mctually it is Matt. | prefer Matt to Mat
Al dm sorry, | was just going by thadt. o She
hung in a translucent bag from a chord round

over here?o0
AiDo you remember a few months ago they had a competition to find young people with

the best potential for science and mat hemat.
He waited. At first there was no answer.
AWill this be the full version or can you give an abbreviated version just for me i so

youol l have finished before we | and?o

AWhi ch would you prefer?o0

AThe abbreviated version please. 0

AOkay. Did you wsotiitceemsa?noy of t he ne

She nodded.

ADid you try any of the questions?o

ATry?0 She | aughed. He recognises | aughs.

AYou did not try any?o

She | aughed again. fAiNo | didnét Matt but c

AWow they were fascinat i ngdroonvtwiceBaryn had t o
night till the deadline to tel]l me to go to

ADid you get anywhere?o0

AOh yes but | only did ten of them and t he

did have to leave all but four unfinished with brief indications of what | would have tried next
if only they had given us more time. o
Her mouth fell open. AYou did ten of them?~
ANO. Il only completed four of them, but I
going to school, and doing homework; and Mum made me stop to eat dinner with the family
because she said otherwise | would gobble it or forget it altogether, but | was able to leave the
computer testing some things when | wasnot t
AWhat software did you use?o0
ASometi mes a septhaeveoudsndt dod or yas flarwod slow Jo t would
write my own programs in C. Well, C doubl e p
AThat 6s an interesting choice of programmi
Matt fell silent.
AWhat 6s the probl em, Matt ?o0
A We | | apart f r om hddabd scaredos dompateds orltheygustdor e e i t
simple things with them. Most do not know the difference between software and hardware,
and apart from Dad and the Computer Science teacher at school T he is not very good by the

n
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way, never took it past degree level and does not really understand what he is doing i | have
not come across any other adult who knows wh
ANever take people at face value Matt. [
that, but 1 6m al so mgammerswho pravidewlert-speciicn s or t i um
software. o
AYou mean you are not stupid?0o
She | aughed and shook her head. AWell, not
stupid in some areas. My nan got me hooked on knitting as a way to relax, but I got drawn
into computing by the sheer thrill of using punched cards to program in Fortran; that was a
whil e back. o
The seatbelt warning sign pinged on.
As i f prompted by the change, she took anc
chance is your fathercalledCh r i s ? 0

AChristopher James Ansdel | Shepherd. Do yoc

AYou could say that. [ O6ve never met him, &
as members of the same research group, and |

By reputation?

AHeanmn sactuary, not a film star. I did not

She | aughed as a steward came to check t he
t hat what he tells people?d She reached into
meanytime, day or night, i f you think | might b

AHel p with what?o0

Al dve no idea, but |1 dondét think webre sit

sneaky sense of humour. 0

Dad indeed had a sense of humour, though some of the things he and Mum laughed
about did not make sense to Matt. He leant back in his seat to watch as much of the landing as
would be visible, and to feel it in his ears and body.

He had never flown in a plane before. After a few hours the Atlantic had become too
repetitive, but take off and landing were exciting. It was one thing to understand the theory
but another to experience it. One day he would love to learn to pilot an aeroplane himself.

Other people were on their feet reaching stuff from the overhead lockers before the
plane had finished taxiing to the gate. That was wrong. Had they not been listening to the
instructions?

As the queue began its shuffle down the ai
till the crush is over? I don't bounce as well as lusedt o . 0

He shrugged, and turned to stare out of the window.

The weather outside looked pleasant.

He felt her move next to him, and was aware of her reaching her coat down.

ASo what next, Matt? Seen enough of the <cc
thesame flight?0

He shrugged again.

He did not know how to answer because he really did not know whether or not he did
want to get off the plane. It terrified him.

Why did he have to be like this?
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2 1 Away

Home is where the cat lives. The Shepherds' home was mildly inferior: it was where the
neighbour's cats hung out during the day.

Mischief sauntered into the study, checked out who was where, and without breaking
stride moved the length of the room. Ann had brushed his long fur the day before but you
would never have guessed. He patrolled back and forth rubbing his face and neck against her
leg on each pass and purring furiously.

She gave up her attempt to continue working, turned from a screen of programming
code she had been studying and gave Mischief a loving stroke from top of head to tip of tail.

AHe' s getting really scrawny at the back.

ADo cats have hips?o0

AMust do. Have you ever pewegdirdl€ado cat t hat

Mischief stopped pacing and placed his front paws on the edge of Ann's chair, locked
claws into the cushioned fabric and made a few partial lunges as he checked his legs were up
to it today. At seventeen some cats remain agile enough to jump straight on to a lap; Mischief
required assistance.

Around the room the four visible computers murmured gently to themselves. A fifth
computer was hidden and unheard. Chris looked from Ann to the large wall screen.

By the look of it they were providing an unnecessary update on the situation in and
around Iran. It was eight days since the overtly successful nuclear test in the Dasht-e Kavir
desert. Warships continued to arrive in the Gulf but were not moving any closer. Pakistan and
Syria were saying a great deal, but they had rather less to negotiate with.

Chris recognised the name of the expert responding to the usual naive questions.
Judging by the misleading graphs behind him he was drawing parallels with the 19791 81
crisis, but the Saudis had rescued the world that time. This situation was fresh, with
undercurrents politicians still denied. Chris still had in the attic his Dad's petrol coupons
issued in 1973 but never needed. On that occasion it had also been the Saudis who led the
retreat which ushered in recovery. And even now they could come to the rescue again because
they still had a quarter of a trillion barrels of oil in reserve. Everyone knew that. They said so.

A picture of being driven up an almost deserted M6 on his way to Wales one weekend
during the '73 crisis. There was a 55 mph limit even on motorways at the time; seventies cars
were generally most efficient at that speed. Most drivers were avoiding unnecessary journeys.
You never knew when garages might run out. Chris could still feel the moody state he'd been
in turning to brooding anger at being driven so slowly on an empty motorway. It had never
occurred to his father to speed. The law was the law. They had driven at a steady 54 mph with
no one about to catch them. Over time some muscle on the left side of Chris' neck had been
steadily tightening. No matter how or how often he tried to flex the muscle it just went on
hurting.

The volume returned in timely fashion (as if controlled by a remote intelligence) just as
the CNN feed from JFK began. He walked across to rest his hands on the back of Ann's chair.
Even over the commentary he could still hear Mischief purring. The cat hadn't been offered
the fresh meat he wanted and arthritis troubled him, yet he purred. So few humans learned any
secrets of contentment from cats. Peace is a cat in pain purring.

As Chris moved a hand to Ann's shoulder he felt her shift uneasily.

Awi | | he be all right?0o

Chris stroked the muscles in Ann's shoulder and neck, feeling the tension ease but not
disappear. He brought up his other hand from the chair back. His arms felt heavy, and there
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was a hint of tension in his neck. Hell, the next episode was beginning. It always started with
a pain in the neck.
five'll find out. And if he isn't he'll ring us or text us or message us, and we'll get Pat to
pick himup. Whoknows , he may even have met Pat on the
looked up at him as she did when checking if he might be teasing.
AiYou didn'"t. o
iMi ght have. o
She shook her head, laughing.

fiYou're impossible, you know that? One day you'll get caughtandthen.. . 6 s he gr abb
one of his hands with both of hers, A...o0r mw
They both yearned to be in the States with Matt, but even more they wanted him to be
over there without them, coping.
Al know. |  wo r asyellasabout tke riskstinavbiat theywhare doing.
AHe i s sixteen years ol d. | do realise the
Al know, but it is what he wanted to do,
he has Pat as a safety net on that side of the pond . 0
Her shoulders were quivering as if she were gently crying, but there was no sound. He
gave her a gentle squeeze with one hand, letting the panic run its course, knowing their fear
could not ease till Matt was safely back home in a couple of weeks' time.
Als that him? Is that our Mattie?o
Yes, it was their Matt.
Chris used one hand to pull his chair next to Ann's and as he seated himself took her
hand in his. She felt cold.
ANot entirely lost. Over to theotihaolght : t he
heds finding his own way through to the conf
place he | ooks wearing school shirt and trou

All of the other kids visible on screen wore trendy pastel shades, and there was their son
in white and grey.
AHe has to wear what feels right. Thatds t
They watched a second camera pick up Matt ¢
conference check-in people. If you knew him well you could spot the signs of nervousness. It
w a s n &donscewsness. It was trepidation at meeting new people, worrying how to
understand them, wondering if they might expect him to recognise them later. The camera

zoomed in on Mattdés face as he sl| owhsy bl i nke
bl athering on about Mattds name, background

Chris felt sadness creeping up his neck. \
across Britain but fame isno6t aetedwasMatbs cr ack

himself. And perhaps, please God, what the boy might become.
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3 i Opposites

He felt useless.

Making such a trip successfully on his own for the first time ever: it was like flying, like
reaching a solution to some intractable problem, like running across virgin snow in the park
with a | ow morning sun turning Soldierso Fie

Perhaps this was what it felt like to drink alcohol.

At the same time he was troubled in a familiar way. He had first confronted the problem
during a PE lesson in the school gym when he was about eight.

Everyone else in his form had been busy, but he had not known what to do. The teacher
was nice, so he asked him. He was told to pair off with Linton who would show him what to
do. Please, Sir, which one is Lintom®@ had asked. The teacher had looked at him in a strange
way. Youbve been in this form for si Hehaldelit hs, a
stupid and embarrassed. Did the others really know each other's names? He scanned recent
memories; perhaps they did. | do know what most of them are like as people, Sir, but | can
only remember a few of the names

It was like that now, only he was sixteen and should be more competent at things
everyone else handled without effort. He had been introduced to several of the other kids, and
a few more had introduced themselves to him. He had tried tricks found in a book on memory,
|l i ke repeating the persondés name back when r
name several times in his head and visualising the spelling, but unless he could write it down,
and unless he could be sure he would only ever meet that person in the original context, forget
it.

And he had.

He had already forgotten all but the one name: Carol.

Well that was not entirely true. He could remember fragments of other names. They
were kind of jumbled up of course, and blurred like something sinking below the surface of a
lost pond. One of the guys was called either John Dixon or Dick Johnson, but which? He
knew the person was a guy because both John and Dick were boys' names, but there were lots
of people around, and he could not even remember which ones he should recognise.

That one over there with the odd looking trainers; had he met him? The face was
strange, but the trainers were distinctive. What was the name he had tried to attach to those
trainers? Frank? Sandor? Brent? He knew it had an n somewhere.

And that was always assuming no one else was wearing the same type of trainers; they
might be fashionable. He had never managed to figure what made some stuff in and other
stuff out

Why did he lose names?

Learning mathematical theorems: piece of cake 1 why did everyone else find them so
hard? Programming languages: almost obvious once you had latched on to the underlying
intent. But names were just labels imposed by humans. They were arbitrary and open to
change. He knew his parents had called him Matthew when he was born, but would he not be
the same person if they had called him Frankensteiror Child 001. Why did people make such
a fuss? If people forgot his name, it did not matter so long as they accepted his presence.
Other people seemed so precious about their names, as if they were defined as an individual
by their name alone.

But Carol.

There was a wise saying something like: a rose would still be a rose if you called it
something else. It applied to most things. Why did it not apply to Carol? Just the shape of her
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name in his mind brought her closer.

AWake up, Matthew. This is our coach. 0

They had taken a connecting flight to Boston, and were about to travel the final miles by
road. He looked up at the group escort. She was the good looking one, with dark hair and a
friendly disposition. AOkay. Thank you. 0

Now that was odd.

He had read about such things and understood why they would occasionally be worth
the extra cost, but America was not where he should be finding such a vehicle. Something odd
about the nearest tyre had caught his attention. It had taken almost two seconds to analyse:
the tyre had no air valve. It had never been inflated and could not burst. It was solid rubber.

He was too far from the other tyres to see properly and he might annoy that escort lady
if he wandered round the vehicle checking, but they looked the same size, same tread pattern.
He turned his attention to the door. The latch was unusual, and that was not normal coach-
window glass. A trademark symbol in one corner identified it if you were familiar with such
things. Matt had come across the mark before, in a book. It was the sort of thing that did stick
in his memory.

The windows were of exceptionally tough construction; they were what people loosely
referred to as bullet proof.

Did they really make coaches to this specification? They must do; he was clambering
into one. What possible danger could there be for a load of kids travelling through New
England? Even if there was real danger T and he had heard rumours on the net 1 this was an
expensive vehicle which would surely only be used for valuable contents.

Matt did not feel valuable.

He just felt like Matt: a small teenager with a lot of fun things buzzing around inside his
head, an occasional sense of puzzlement over why other people were so strange, and flashes
of blurred fear.

There were only a couple of empty seats left, both near the front which suited him fine.
He certainly did not want to get mixed up with the rowdy group at the back. Why did they
have to make so much noise and keep prodding each other and stuff? What was it Dad had
said? Fathers want their sons to show lots of testosterone, which tends to mean they are lazy
and go around thumping each other. Matt had read up on testosterone so he knew all about it.
He did not understand this obsession with going around thumping people.

He sat next to a kid with rampant curly brown hair, reddened skin along the cheek bones
of his sharp face, and a pastel yellow-ochre shirt. The trousers were pale Venetian red: very
fashionable, presumably. Whatever. He would try to file these surface details away.

It might be relevant to the situation if he introduced himself. It was difficult to tell, but
there you go. Therebds nowt so strange as f ol
think of it he had lived in Yorkshire for over ten years and only heard, what, three people say
the phrase. Perhaps he had heard more, but had not really been listening. People often fail to
listen.

AHel | o. Il am Matt. From Engl and. 0
AYes, I know. We met at JFK. O
Hmmm.

Maybe...

But no, he was not going to receive any help. Was it worth making a fool of himself?
Well what the hell, why not?

AET , |l do not do names and faces very well
are. Pl ease. 0
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AWhat? Oh, Ri cky Torri ngttoemeal Edinbunghasimme guy f
Scotland. Didn't grow up there,j ust moved a couple of years ba
ARIi cky Torrington. Edi nbur gh. Ricky Torrin
AWhy do you keep repeating it?0o0
Al am not very good with names but sometir
it. Would youmindifIwr ot € your name down?06 Matt pull ed
pocket and felt Ricky Torrington watching as he wrote down in a margin: Ricky Torrington,
Edinburgh, JFK, curly hair.

AYoudbre weird. o

ASo | have been tol d, budu lt ionkhome f®e@? 0 WE
ADo you al ways dress | i ke that?0o

ALIi ke what ?0

ANever mind. So which question did you tr)

Something told Matt he should not answer truthfully. Dad said sometimes white lies
were necessary with other people, and he thought this would classify as a white lie.

AET , |l did the one about orthogonal singul
spaces but | ran out of time before I could generalise it to n dimensions, and i 0

AOh | wanted to try that oneqofftnfingtheonmy Mat h s
on transcendent al number s. 0

AYes that one was really interesting too,

Whoops.

AWhat ?0

Ah. He had already said too much.

Al mean, it | ooked really interesting. o

ANo. You actwually did it, didn't you. o

There was silence for several seconds, and Matt felt uneasy with Ricky staring directly
at him. What was so strange about having tried all of them except the biology, psychology,
economics, politics and sociology ones? Why should he be shy about how many he had
worked on, how far he had got with them, and that he had completed four? He did not
understand why but he knew there was some sort of danger, so be careful. Be careful. Be
careful! Yes, Dad, | will try to be careful. I will not forget your warning even though you have
not given me a logical explanation.

Awell vyes | did try both, | suppose. o
Ricky gasped. fAYou must be brilliant. How
Al finished it in the sense that | proved

hypot hesis. 0
fAiYou...finished...it? Wow! That must have taken forever i though | suppose you only

had a month, same as the rest of wus. o
AHMMM. o
AYour brain must be incredible. Only a fev
one of the problems. You finished one and almost did a second. How the hell did you get to
have so much intelligence?0
An odd question. AThat is just the way my

with similar instructions and then a unique brain grows and starts being pushed around a bit
by the environment. The branching neurons and the precise chemistry at each intersection i 0

ARIi ght . 0 Ricky turned his head to contempl
and opened his book.

He was practised at closing his mouth and opening a book.
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He was part way through the second paragr e
this fortnightds going to be I|ike?0
He put the briefing pamphlet in place as a bookmark just in case the book got closed by
accident. He could remember where he was but not the page number, so a bookmark would be
less hassle than flipping through looking. Of course he could always try remembering the
page number, but sometimes he mislaid numbers: you know, telephone numbers and locker
numbers and stuff. He preferred not to write the page number down so soon after having
written Rickybs details down. People could b
Ricky was still staring out at the passing
much sense, which is pathetic given the moneythey ' r e putting into this t
ABut we're going to meet all these incredihbl
seen Strike so many times on TV, but | never
read Har buc&dise mtoiofkisc akmer i can articles. 0
Matt cast his eyes back to his book, mind half on its analysis of possibility-set algebra.

AOt her sciences are also represented you kno
extraordinary Biochemist what ishisname,and t hi ngy t he Psychol ogi st
AYou really dondét do names well, do you. T
dondédt know how Porchinsky got invited: I mea
psychology isnét a real science, is it.o

That was what Dad called a rhetorical questionPeople used them a lot. You could spot
them by the way the voice dropped at the end of the sentence indicating no question mark,
instead of rising to imply a question mark i at least that was the theory. You were not
supposed to answer rhetorical questions.
Al't used t o bseiena, dudeyiDadeays & i3 be@ming mareasingly
rigorous and therefore more widely accepted as science. In fact i 0
AOh come on, it "' smindedmttcasessmaking licdigueseed, testmgp o | | vy
them sl oppily, then | abelling them as rul es.
Al saac Newton was a nut case by some stanc
based on observations. He then he used Maths to analyse his guesses and suggest more
experiment s . 0

A Dondt be daft. No way was Newton a nut ¢
Get real . o

Matt blinked, mildly embar rSgndremredda A Have yc

AOf course | have. Webve got oneouknaw, my Vyea

|l i ke a serious geek. 0
The coach paused at traffic lights and Matt blinked again even more slowly, both eyes
together. He focussed for a moment on the red light. It started to change. He took a deep
breath. H@ANewton probalbly had Asperger
ARubbi sh! o
AHe seems to have pretty much fulfilled tfF
obsessive enough to stay focussed on the one question until they have cracked it. And he was
a bit weird because he made up differential calculus to help him with an astronomy problem,
created it in a fraction of the time it takes most students to have it explained to them, and then
just dumped it on one side because he failed
AReal |l y? So what happenoekd atboo umakiet 2nd m pu bl
The suburbs were fading away now, the avenues of trees replaced by scraps of
woodl and. Some of the trees were beginning t
shortly the leaves of deciduous trees would fall? Or was that too logical? The sun was almost

s Synd
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visibly sliding toward the horizon, subtly altering the quality of light. For a moment he
allowed himself to hear the buzz of conversation, the bass notes of over-loud personal music
systems, the muted hum of bullet-proof tyres on tarmac.

AHooOKke, Hall ey and Wrédmn were sort of frier
AReally? As in Hookeds Law and Hall eyds <co
AOf course. And Wren as in St. Paul 6s Cath
AThey were around at the same time?090

1

There was a | ot goi ng o n RdydhSeaety. Ofietlagy wer e
the three of them were walking through some park in London discussing the idea of gravity.

At that time people were looking for really simple rules to explain the world, and they had

come up with the weird idea that things like the sun and the earth pulled at each other. Perhaps

how hard they pulled might vary according to

Alt's called gravity, Matt .o
AHmMmMmM. Wel | people wanted there to be a re&e
halve every timethedist ance was doubled. . . 0

AA str aiigriefawiowar d
AExactly. And they had the Maths to prove
sun in circular orbits. Trouble was Kepler had fowled it all up by finding out that the orbits
were ellipses. So they got talking about what if the pull between things was divided by four
when the distance was doubl ed. 0o
AThat' s cabglaedawn Matverge
AHMmMmM. Well, people had been trying to fin
elliptical orbits but no one had been able to, and Wren said he thought it would not work, and
Hooke, or Halley, one of the ones beginning with H, said it would, and they had a five guinea
bet on it.o
AFi ve guineas? Bet that was a | ot of mone)
A We | | oHHzalteyk ame of the 'H' ones, went to see Newton at Oxford, or maybe
Cambridge, and asked him what he thought and he said oh he had proved that months ago and
could he get on with studying astrology. The Hooke-Halley guy said no this is really

importanty ou must write it wup and | wil/l pay to h
Rickyds expression changed. #Als this a trtu
What? 1Is it true? AOf course. My Dad told
Rickyds expression changedoagaitro.r yf?You me a
Als that not the same t hArntigi@Mathematicaayne t hat i

aboutit hey had to write everything i mportant in
AWow! 0 Ricky part turned to gauatehatirurt her L

from Dublin; she's fit. Sorry Matt she's far too tall for you but don't worry, we'll find you
someone. 0
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4 | Space

The Shepherd office was built o-detachedt he gar
with originally a large, a medium and a small bedroom. Chris and Ann had the office added
when they moved in.

The medium room was Mattodos, and on a good
doorway. There were few days |i ke that. Mat t
when she cleaned. Both her men had odd filing systems with no apparent logic, and required
that no one else move anything. Their stuff was interconnected, like neural pathways in the
brain, like thoughts. We bung stuff into our brains in any old order and the brain does
splitting and sorting in a way no public library would countenance, but meet the right stimulus
or ask yourself the right question and the m
bedroom.

The house was one of many comfortable, medium priced, anonymous homes in a
modest area towards the edge of Leeds. It wa
therefore important lived. It would do.

It was what Chris had wanted, and Ann had been very happy with it when he first
pointed it out t owebsierEarlierie hadigoae foe sldolkaatomdtteg e nt 0
area and checked with a couple of friends. H
knowing or being there, but he hadndét wanted
out to be inappropriate. Now they both loved the house. It was definitely OK. Their needs
were weird and their base fitted the bill.

He was scribbling on the touch-sensitive wall screen when Mazy drily commented that
Betelgeuse had received mail: it was safe, had been authenticated, and was of interest. Jeff
had sent from New Zealand the latest photo of their baby, their third child. It must be very
different to have several children instead of just one. Was that jealousy again? You bet! Fair
enough but Chris was also curious, a bit sad, a bit jealous, and more than a little nosy. The
nosiness was convenient since otherwise he might have been too lethargic to bother reading
the message.

He transferred the photo to memory stick and from there to computer Cirrus, which was
noton the net. In fact it whuweddadsttofohadifiedct | y on m
uninterruptible power modules which in turn were charged from the mains. There were
reasons for this set-up.

Some months back a council official, Roger something or other, had called to check on
any changes to the property relating to rateable value. Turned out he was a computer nerd and
theydd got chatting. Chris took him up to se
Roger had been surprise that a private home should have a string of UPS modules. In a
relaxed and friendly way Chris had given reasons, all of which were true, but not one of
which was the justification. It turned out Roger dabbled in a number of computing areas,
sometimes spending a month or two knocking off a new program which would then be posted
as freeware on one or other speci al i nterest
had been downloaded by nearly a thousand people. Chris had expressed genuine
congratulations and Roger had promised to e-mail him a copy. Chris had in return showed
Roger the program Cirrus was running: high res graphics showing mutating fractals. It was a
good show, and Roger had been sufficiently impressed that Chris had promised to e-mail him
theraw code. Theydpd parted friends, and the rateabl e
unchanged.

Chris would have been able to afford an increase in council tax, but too much official

Copyright material - 14



interest and there could be real problems. They did not want to lose this house. Not now.

He and his friends were determined to remain free to communicate and free to think.

That was why the real message from New Zealand would be in Jeff's attachment.

Years ago Hoon, a friend in the States, had felt lazy one afternoon. While browsing
some snapshots on screen, he had investigated the palatability of several chilled bottles of
Budweiser. He'd recently purchased one of those new digital camera things and was frustrated
by the low quality of its images. These days cameras were rated by the number of megapixels
in each image, which hints at how big a sheet of paper you can sensibly print the result on but
does not indicate colour quality. Chris could remember the early computer arcade games
which described the shade of each pixel with one of eight numbers; that doesn't even allow for
variations on red. So what? The games were great.

Chris had told Windows to use 16 bit colour quality, which was one hell of a lot better.
For 'one hell of a lot' read eight thousand times. Gives loadsa loadsa shades of red! Ann was
into art so she'd set hers for 32 bit quality; don't ask.

On that distant afternoon Hoon had put his third Bud on one side and started tapping at
the nearest computer keyboard i have you noticed real nerds can never make do with just a
couple of computers? Chris' were along one wall of the study. Hoon kept his in a polygon
with a swivel chair on wheels in the middle.

The result of Hoon's chill session had been a program for enhancing how many colour
variations showed in a photo. It cheated of course, and guessed at intermediate shades, but it
worked. The latest version could take, say, a photo Chris had as a 16 bit screen saver on his
computer and convert it to a 32 bit version Ann would love.

There are always side effects. An upgraded picture looked better. It didn't have bits that
looked as if the printer was feeling lazy or the viewer should make an appointment with the
optician. But the file was far larger with, frankly, a lot of spare space.

And that became the basis of how they now sidestepped the nosy, the narrow-minded,
and the downright intrusive; there are a lot of them out there. Some of them just want to nick
the details of your credit card. Others are rather more sinister.

Jeff had upgraded a 16 bit photo and then made subtle modifications to the 32 bit data.
If you didn't possess the Hoon program then tough, you wouldn't be able to tell there was a
message hidden in the spare space. Chris had the software filed away on Cirrus, and Cirrus
knew what to do:

Hi , Chr i s. Hiusays greeiings frgnothe maple noRhaeeastern United
States, and you might like to know that by pure chance she ended up booked not only on the
same flight as Matt, but in the adjacent sea

Making progress with the osciliay fractal sequencing. Let you know when | have
something definite.
Marge sends her love. When are you next coming over to help us drink the town dry?
And howdés the cavity wall insulation doi ng
Jeff
The cavity wall insulation was growing nicely.
Chris looked a final time at the photo itself. He wanted very much to crawl into a box
full of hay and sleep for the next six months. The picture made him feel worse. What did this
sort of thing feel like to normal people, people who weren't brought to their knees by clinical
depression every year? If he'd been normal, might he have had a normal son? Would he have
preferred less talented children?
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5 7 Intersections

The man with a beard swung his rifle to follow the coach as they drove past. It felt to
Matt like the gun was aimed directly at him. Bullet proof glass. Keep telling yourself it is
bullet proof glass.

The man was standing twenty metres back from the road. Behind him was a tall narrow
structure built of wood, the white paint cracked and discoloured. The open main door looked
odd as if it was only attached by one hinge. A large crucifix was suspended above it as if
waiting to slice down on anyone who tried to enter T or maybe tried to leave.

Something had been daubed on the front of the church in matt red the shade of dried
blood, but Matt was unable to make the words out from this distance.

Just before trees hid him from the coach the man raised his gun to the trees and fired a
shot.

Difficult to take in much as they drove past.

Pity.

The road was single lane each way, forest lined, with infrequent but unexpected
potholes causing the coach driver to keep his speed down. He occasionally swerved. Leave
those potholes for much longer and they'd spread rapidly, especially with the freeze-thaw of a
modern New England winter. Without attention the road could become virtually unusable
within a year, especially with traffic like the line of petrol tankers they'd overtaken half an
hour back.

ADid you catch that dowalkense?not ary | ast week

Matt nodded, and waited for Ricky to continue.

ABunch of i diicbatgisg,monkydotcon pedple intt renming across red
hot coals, and pretending itdés all to do wit
enough and gettingoffsoon enough. Did you see that geekos
scientists it could be done sl owly?o0

Matt cast his mind back, seeing clips fror
across the Heisenberg principle?b90

AWel | obvi o utkebprgsence of an obseavgr @wayts ¢thandes what is
happening, but it only applies at subatomic

AHMmMmM. Actwually it applies at human scal es

ANo way. 0O

ALIi sten: at my | ast school a | oad of kids

in the assembly hall. One of the duty staff must have spoken to the Headmaster because one
day there was the Head sitting all lunchtime at a table on the stage marking a pile of exercise
books and pretending not to have noticed us.
Ricky |l aughed. ACreepy. o
A Eagtly. The rowdy kids did not put a foot wrong that day. Well would you with the
Head in the same room? And they were all too busy trying to figure out what the hell he was
doing marking books there i and how he could possibly not notice hundreds of kids having
lunch just a few metres away. Apparently he went back to the staff and said | dondét see wh
the problemis 0
AMy Head would understand kids better thar
how?o

~

nl s it not obvious?9o
AiNo. O
AReal | y?0o
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AReal l y. o
AWell normally there would have been the two fire walking trainers and the group of
wannabes. In the programme there was also a TV crew, various other TV people, a guy who
kept trying to make the instructors look daft i classic case of a journalist deciding in advance
what to notice T and scientists who were, you know, measuring the temperature of the coals,
talking about what temperature human skin could handle over different periods of time, and
making categorical statements about what would happen. Like Heisenberg said: an observer
changes what happens because he is bound to
ABut . . . O
Matt put one hand up to stop Ricky. AEven
when he tried to demonstrate what he had done many times before. He had to leap out of the
trench with burnt feet. o
AYou mean when he tried to demonstrate wha
believed him? | thought the scientists analy
Matt si ghed. edriofdiskelevedthimgthere viaenbt theeevidence either
way because of the way they tested him. Anyway, scientists are fallible and can be stupid.
Someti mes they are part right and someti mes
AGood scientists aren't wrong. o
i N e wdtaroe up with a set of laws which were accepted for centuries, and then
Ei nstein came along and showed that Newton w
AYeh but Newton was only wrong in seriousl
light, or close to high gravitylike a neutron star or a bl ack hol
shook his head.
AHe was c¢cl ose but he was wrong. 0
AYou're just fussing. o
Matt paused before continuing. What was wrong with fussing about details? Was that
not how most scientific advances were made?

He said, AOften people misinterpret the re€
beyond the most obvious. Do you remember the study they did in Glasgow on the link
bet ween the use of tranquillisers and safe d

Ri cky shook heins whaesa dt.h afit N°oo, w h

AOh a while back. They checked into a | oac
accidents, and found an unexpectedly high proportion of them were being prescribed
tranquillisers. ..o

AYeh so what: drugs make you a more danger

AThat is what the journalists reported, but is it not also likely that doctors tend to
prescribe tranquillisers to people whose mental state before taking the medicine already made
them unsafe drivers?o

AYeah that's possible. And. .. O
AAnd sometthimigght klee tthmue of cold fusion. o
ACold fusion's Iimpossible. You need the te
Alt would be really wuseful if we could get
reasonably | ow temperatures?o
A Wel | y e s, 0 bgenerateelsctrigity using eenewableaurdsodrces. But it
candt be done. 0
AHow do you know?o
AfBecause it candt. Therebs | aws in science
ABut what actwually is a scientific | aw?o
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AWhat ?0

The sun had bounced fully below the tree line prompting the driver to turn on his
headlights. Matt and Ricky had a good view through the front of the coach. Occasionally
amber light still reached the tarmac, but they were entering an increasingly hilly region.

The road was wide enough for cars to pass, but no more. Vegetation grew right up to the
road edge and tree branches overlapped the roadway from both sides; it was like travelling
through an inadequately lit tunnel. With a couple of vehicles you could block the road, no
problem. This had never been a Roman road; there were bends beyond which a road block
could be hidden, bushes nicely placed to obscure armed men.

What might the tariff be for a coach full of genius kids?

Of course that sort of thing only happened in less advanced countries. It certainly did
not happen in New England. Definitely not this close to Boston.

AWhere do scientific | aws come from?o0

Ricky was silent for a while. Al guess sci
theydove noticed happening aund, thkbei tegtesébew

ASo something is observed, someone has an

observation in terms of our existing ideas, turns this into a mathematical model which is used
to make predictions, and someone starts to test the predictions. If the tests match the

predictions the theory is good, and after a
Alt's not just called a | aw, Matt, it is &
Matt sighed. ACalling it a | aw does not me

have to find a theory works before you can be
AAs many confirmations as possible. .. 1t &
AOkay. My Mum once said that Jews dondt hea

She said that she had met many Jews and had a number of Jewish friends, and not one of them

had red hair. | suggested she could not be sure unless she checked every single Jew including

every one that ever had existed or ever woul
Ricky smiled. Smiles were sometimes easy to recognise but not always, especially with

those people who seemed to be smiling all the time. Matt did not always get it right, but his

assessments of possible smiles were becoming increasingly reliable. He was 87% sure

Rickyds expression was 7 smile. Well, maybe
AWhat did she say to that?0o
AShe shrugged her shoulders and | ooked at
Ricky |l aughed. fAYou mean she gave you a fu
Als that not what | said?0o0
ANot quite. o
AHmMmMmM. Wel | I told her there was se Jewi sh

immediately modified her hypothesis by saying he must have had an ancestor who was not
Jewish and I said whether or not you are Jewish is decided by the race of your mother only so
there could have been an ancestor who was not Jewish and had the gene for reddish hair and

she said that was a technicality and | said
AYou pause for breath a hell of a | ot don'
AReal |l y?o0
ANo! o

The headlights picked out a large, green, three-toed footprint coming from the trees on
the right of the road. It was over a metre long. Rapidly a whole line of prints appeared in the
sliding beam. It was as if a three-toed dinosaur had walked through green paint, veered onto
the road, stomped down the middle for a few hundred metres, and then wandered off into the
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woods again.

AWhat caused those footprints?0o9
AYoubre kidding. Right? Theyore crop circl
painted them. o
AHow do you know?o
AwWell, itds obvious. Hoow el se could they h
AHow about -tearesttiabwitlggesen klood landed at night, damaged the soles
of its feet on something in the woods, and s
AYeah, and how Ilikely is that? You heard o
AOf course. o
AMYy theorgd si ts'ignptlreue. 0O
AActually we should just favour the simpl e
AYoubre being stupid. oo
AStupid, or pedantic, or careful, or real.@
AShut wup! o

They looked at each other in silence for a while. Dad had told him that doing this for
more than a few seconds made most people feel uncomfortable. How did you know when
someone was feeling uncomfortable?

They entered the outskirts of a village.

AWel | ?20
Wel |l ? That didn't make sense. AYou told me
Al didndt . méanpufseor wawmwerd you to [

stop gi Vil
AOh. OK. o0 Matt nodded, though he was s
think the earth was the centre of everything with the sun, planets and stars revolving round
it?o0
AYes. MTheyhiwek. 0
AThick or just going by what observations
AWel |l , OK, napuve. Once they |l ooked proper!l
The coach slowed at a crossroads, probably near the centre of the village. The traffic
lights were not working. Naturally. The last four sets of traffic lights had been non-functional.
They did not stop. Further on were some shops i doors and windows guarded by metal
shutters.
AYou mean once they had the t edbservatiohstheayy and s
found the sun and moon fitted the theory, but as the planets were moving across the sky they
sometimes did little loops. And that did not fit comfortably with their existing law of nature
that we are at the centre. o
AYeah, vy e dléouysedypietdetcope, aBdacdme up with a much more sensible
theory that all the planets including earth
A...and someone came up with an alternati.\
in. A clockwork engine must be hidden behind it and for some reason this mechanism was
making the movements of planets around the earth a bit odd. Naturally the great and the good

told Galileo he was wrong so shut wup and acc
AYes Matt bptopftter eal wisielde he was right. o
AOnly right as far as he went. And what at

falls in the same direction? For thousands of years they said that is just the way things are,

and then Newton came up with his laws of motion which said if you let go of an object and it

starts moving, something must be pulling it.
AYeh. Gravity. Heard of it?o0
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AWhen | was young | thought things fell

not that simple...Like 1 used to think there were two distinct types of people: children and
adults. At that time | just ignored contradictory evidence: the girl next door was kind of half
way between child and adult, and my parents sometimes talked about their own childhoods
and parents. When it finally dawned on me that | would one day be an adult | was really quite
shocked by the idea. Now | am appalled

The village was now a mile or two behind. In the headlights the green footprints
reappeared from the left of the road, and staggered drunkenly back and forth for a few
hundred metres before disappearing into the wood on the right.

ASpooky. O

AYes it was a weird experience. 0
ANo, you nerd, the footprints.o
Footprints.

You could avoid leaving footprints by walking an inch or two above the ground so your
feet did not make contact.
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6 1T Partnerships

It wasndét possible to observe the cavity v
was getting on by how Mazyowlbitsand bats:sevaradl e r es po
monitors including one filling the end wall of the study, keyboard, mouse, sketch pad,
scanner, speakers, mics, printers, and plotter. The plotter felt much more natural to her than
any of the printers, and she clearly preferred handwriting or speech to his using the keyboard,
which was now next to redundant. The trouble was, normal people expected a computer to
have a keyboard, so although it was now functionally redundant it remained in place. You
know the type of reaction. Howc an t hat be a computer, thereos

Then again Audrey next door thought the keyboard and monitor were the entire
computer and had several times asked Chris why she needed that other box which made so
much noise. It was a fairly quiet rack of hard drives. Well, there you go.

I f you were nosy enough yocoutguddeveeoveere spot t
connected wirelessly to Excalibur, a 'state of the art' computer, so that was all right. All that
expensive kit had a valid purpose, and youcoul dnd6t see the cavity wal/l
anyway, who but an eco salesman would want to check out cavity walls.

Excalibur the processing unit sat in a tower case under the fitted working surface that
hugged two walls of the study. It hummed away noisily, attracting attention.

Excalibur had terabytes of RAM, gigabytes of ROM, and a suite of hard drives. It was
powerful enough to make almost every other computer in the country wish the earth would
open up and swallow them T or was had the other computers been capable of thought and
feeling.

Now Mazy, she had loads of RAM, but her capacity could absolutely not be measured
in gigabytes, terabytes, any kind of bytes. She had some ROM, in a manner of speaking, but
most of her could not be described in such terms. She certainly had nothing analogous to a
hard drive; that would have been far too limiting.

Chris was catching up on some background reading in neuro-psychology. You would
naturally expect an actuary to be interested in how the brain works, wouldn't you. Well,
perhaps not, but Chris was fascinated by almost all aspects of psychology, and almost all of
the time Dandyds bank of parall el processors
human brain. Now was no exception.

Reading felt like trying to jog through ankle deep porridge. It didn't exactly hurt, but he
did have to push himself. Like that last paragraph: he'd read it, he knew, but had not a clue
what it said. He scanned it again, ponderously, forcing himself to identify key words.

Ah,thatbit proved worth the effort. Something
mind. After jotting some symbols down and trying some spidery sketches he turned to a
keyboard and tapped in a few Ilines of code f

what it was already chewing on.
Armstrong, Betelgeuse, Cirrus, Dandy and Excalibur were normal computers.
They were referred to as its.
Chris and Ann were happy to anthropomorphise cats, but not so digital computers. Cats
think for themselves. They have feelings. They have personalities. Cats are people.
Ann interrupted his thoughts saying, AThe
yesterday seems to have several i nconsi stenc
She was working with Armstrong, her favourite computer. It was the simplest one in the
room. Powerful but almost normal. It gave her a straightforward interface yet handled chaos
and catastrophe theory simulations with ease. That was how they had first met, in the
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university computing department, a common interest he discovered by accident. Later they
found they were both fascinated by Mathematics and Art.
Mat hs was not every studentdés favourite ar
He | ooked up from his keyboard, and smil ec
i nconsistency to make | ife more fun. o
She smiled back and then got up, walked across and kissed him, which felt good. The
overlaps were key; the differences were key. She kissed him again, lingering. Perhaps she had
been having similar thoughts.
When Chris was working in the study, which was a lot of thetime, s he di dnodot s
the living room watching wallpaper TV or fuss around the house tidying the already tidy .
Al nconsi stencies are it. I f | didnodét | ove
invitation to that concert. o
Ah yes, Bono, The Edge and crew. What a sensory backdrop to the start of a long
relationship. She didn't mean Bono was quirky, though he was.

AAny progress with that recent jump in the

AYes and no. l't's on the back burner si mme
havea f eeling that i1if either one of them comes

ASame underl ying maths then. o

She nodded with thumbs down, and then shoc
possibility. o

ALi ke barrage balloon cables and acoustic

Shelaughed. ACoul d be, but hopefully wondét re
One of the wall speakers projected a dry laugh.
ASubtl er weapons these days, Chris, and a
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7 17 Livewire

AHmMmMmM. Wel | it might be possibledowith some
AGeek! Thatodés absurd. o
The coach slowed to a halt as they reached the floodlit metal fence with a broad, closed
gate set into it. Gate and fence were higher than Matt's home back in Leeds, England. The
mesh was fine-woven. Rolls of barbed wire overlapped the top.
AWhy is it absurd??9
Three armed guards were visible. One came through a doorway set into the main gate to
speak with the coach driver.
AYou candét polarise a particle. Only a wayv
Papers were checked, and the guard walked round to enter the coach.
AWhat makes you think gravitons are partic
The guard walked to the back of the coach, smiling at the passengers in a friendly
manner. He behaved friendly. He might be friendly. He might have a loving wife, a baby and
two pampered cats at home. But his eyes checked every person on board. They checked every
spot anyone might be able to hide. They took in the way Matt watched closely, but without
looking directly at Matt. He felt stripped, his personality naked.
A That Gyravitenmearts, you twit. 0
AYou meetecronand ghetonare words meaning particles of electricity and
' ight ?20
Once the guard had returned to the front of the coach he murmured something into his
radio. The main gate twitched a couple of times before grinding out of the way remorselessly.
The coach moved forward about thirty metres, rumbling as it's unforgiving tyres reached
some kind of metal bridge. They were crossing a trench as wide as a motorway, depth unclear
even in the light spilling from floodlights. What Matt could make out were a line of concrete
bollards fading away into the darkness alongside the trench. Bollards were on the far side too.
A bit belt and braces. If someone could borrow a tank to try and get in, might they not borrow
a helicopter instead and just fly over all this junk?
AWell of course...hey | ook at that Matt! o
There was a second fence, this time only just about half the height of Matt's home.
Nothing odd there, apart from someone spending even more cash on security. What caught the
eye were prominent signs indicating this fence was electrified.
The other two guards were opening the luggage lockers on each side of the coach and
scanning inside with some kind of device. Then they scanned underneath the coach.
AYeh, theyobére hot athveé¢tagiet yhelyowendert wh

fence. How do they protect people inside fro
APerhaps they have another fence further i
on |light that show quite clearly. ..o
AMatt. o
AiYes ? 0
AShut wup. o
AOK. O
AWebre there, and |I want to see everything
Matt stopped talking. Ricky expressed himself well. Matt liked that.
Matt és Mum and Dad had sever al times told
stop tal king. devieedtdgp sorsewhere liké limeh,sa maetmgy qv the
toilet, and when you dondét comprehend the si
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because they donét know what to do next to g
people are weirdenough not to be interested in what youdcd
stop talking so they can bid you goodbye the
Why could people not just say what they meant instead of using some sort of non-verbal
secret code.
Matt grinned at Ricky. Ricky had been clear, and that was nice. He could get on with
Ri cky and he had written Rickyds name down,
Ricky again. Now what was Rickydés surname?
He heard the gate behind them grinding shut. His arms twitched almost invisibly and his
shoulders tensed. So this is what a point of no return sounded, felt and looked like: deep bass
grinding sounds, subliminal shivers and a sign warning of death by electricity. He sensed a
hint of ozone, an electrical circuit partially shorting somewhere, but he could just be
imagining it.
The second gate slid open surprisingly fast and gentle on its rollers. They drove through.
Ah, thought Matt, that is wise. Ahead was a third gate. You need to protect the protected
from their protection, but who protects the protectors? There was a Latin saying that was like
that. Quis custodiet ipsos Custodderatt was naturally unable to recall who had written it.
The real question was why: why take such precautions in rural New England? He had
read about estates in England that surrounded themselves with high walls and had a guard on
the gate. He figured that was OK if you had that kind of money, and liked being so insulated
from normal people. It made a kind of sense, though they had yet to experience the new
problems in Yorkshire.
This, on the other hand, was no high wall round a scattering of fancy houses. The first,
floodlit fence had looked straight as far as the eye could see. This enclosure must be vast. This
kind of security was not cheap, and in England the high voltage fence would be illegal.
Maybe it was here. This looked like the level of security that private individuals would think
to be over the top, and anyway they could not have afforded it unless they had founded
Microsoft. All he could see ahead were trees, rising over a small hill.
The question was, what could be in here that could possibly be worth so much cash and
effort to protect. It made Cheyenne Mountain look positively open to the public.
The two lane road snaked through woodland for nearly a mile, forking several times,
before they came to an open area of tended parkland centred on a massive stone structure. He
knew it was immense because of the external spotlights, and most of the windows were lit.
The coach swung round an arc of roadway to stop with its door facing stone steps leading up
to a terrace and the front doorway. It was as if an English stately home had been dismantled
stone by stone and reassembled here. Well, you never knew. Americans could be nostalgic
|l i ke that. Had not one even been conned into
that these structures had been designed for their original settings. Never mind that the rich
were effectively steal i nagntrgbyipdindng. Bubthen,bfer i t age
course, you should beware of losing your marbles over it.
AAttention everyone. Wedre at our destinat
Oh. Really?
Matt had never felt like this before. The day before a new school year had similarities
but was not the same. It was unnerving; it might even be frightening. Interesting.
AYou go right on in and wedl I put your | udg
throughout your stay; do feel free to ask me at any time if you have questions or concerns.
Nowenjoy,you hear me?0
Ricky and Matt were already at the front and were the first off the coach. Which was

Copyright material - 25



good. It got them out before the totally unnecessary shoving and yapping of the kids who had

sat at the back.
A Wo w! Look, Mat t . It 6s hi m! ltdéds really
At the head of the steps, well lit and grinning broadly, stood Allan Strike. He was

casually dressed just like on TV, relaxed and confident.
Ricky ran up the steps two at a time, and skidded to a halt just in front of the Professor.

A Wow! o
Allan extendedonehand t o shake Rickyds. fAHi, Charl
you. o0

Behind them it sounded like an argument had broken out between people trying to get
off the coach.

AWow. 6 Ricky finally took All ends hand,
really here. 0
Al l en | aughed. fAFortunately, vyes. Before

probability wave might dump me on in orbit around Proxima Centauri, but I was lucky this
ti me. o

€

an

Y

Ricky blinked a few times. AYehptwlChbelVes.

AOkay, my apologies. o Allen grinned. A@AYou

as Charles?0

f

AHmMM. Er, yes, that's what my parents cal
everybody calls me Ricky. Any chance you could get the documentat i on put right ?0

ANo problem. o6 All en | ooked past hi m.

AAnd you must be Matt. |l 6ve been | ooking

guite a bit about you. o
AMy Dad? You?0 The handshake was firm, f
A We 6 v e tmaénky we catwver the net. Now you guys go on in and meet
everyone el se. 0

Matt paused. AThat bwas atblhhaitt @®rjoxk endado Cent

fYes and no. 0

AOkay. O
Matt moved past Allan, and hesitated in the doorway.
ACome on Matt, this is it.o

-

C

Rickygrab bed Matt 6s arm and pull ed him through

coach, whatever it had been about, was over and other kids were heading up the steps behind
them.

They passed through a large, tiled hallway, to a second set of doors. These were also
open. Autumn in New England was a great deal warmer than autumn in real England, even at
mid evening.

They entered a carpeted room | arger than |
One area held armchairs and coffee tables. Further round were circular tables you could

sit at, with a dozen chairs round each. On the left were rectangular tables of bottles, vacuum

hot drink dispensers, glasses, cups, mugs, snacks, teaspoons...
AHey, | ook. |l 6m dying for a drink. You con

Matt followed him over to the refreshment tables. There were notebook computers
scattered everywhere in the room except this corner. Probably just as well.
AAw, thatodés typical. No al cohol . 0

AThe drinking age over here is 21, Ricky,

AShut up, Matt. Wh&t are you having to dri
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That was an interesting contradiction. Stop speaking, but tell me something. Hmmm. He
pointed at the sparkling apple juice.

The room was nowhere near full, but there were still a lot of strange people. The rest of
the kids from their coach were streaming through the main doorway, pausing to look around,
and then heading straight for the drinks. Trouble! At least a dozen of them would expect him
to know...

AHey, Matt, |l ook at that. o
Nearby laid out like a display in a large book store was a pile of hardback books: Allan
Strikeds |l atest. It had not reached the shop

get hold of an advance batch. A notice above the pile invited you to please take one, so Matt
did. His head felt funny from the flight and coach drive, but he reckoned reading the first few

chapters | ater would help him get off to sle
t hough the concepts he dealt with were deep
scientists. Matt likedtoread Al | ands books for the outline i

out the Maths for himself. If he got stuck, which was rare, Dad could usually help.
He yawned, and just for a few seconds sensed that buzzing, humming sensation. It
seemed aboutthesamedi st ance away as when hedd woken up
annoying, a bit like when you hear a high pitched noise in your ears, experiencing for a
minute or two what people with tinnitus have to put up with all the time. He looked at his
watch T twenty past two, in the morning, so here it must be only twenty past nine in the
evening. Definitely a day for an early night. Early by local time.
Everyone else from the coach was crowding round them, chattering, jostling. Matt was
feeling a little dizzy. The hand holding his drink shook, producing interesting interference
patterns on the surface of the liquid. He turned, looking around for a way through, saw a gap.
AHey, watch it, geek! o
Someone had moved backwards unexwenctedl vy,
the carpet. He tried again, and again, and finally reached the edge of the crush. Where t0?
There were several ways out of the room, so he took the nearest one, threading his way
through the scattering of circular tables with their computers and notepads, moving one of the
many empty chairs to get past. By now he was feeling light headed, breathing too fast. If he
had not already spilt half his drink he would be spilling it now.
The door opened onto a corridor, and he realised this was no transplanted stately home 1
more like a posh hotel, with the fancy bit on show as you entered, and the functional bits
hidden away till you needed them.
Unless they had completely gutted and refitted the original.
That would not have been cheap.
He edged down the corridor, looking at the occasional indoor plant, taking in the names
slotted into each door. Were these bedrooms, or what? It would be good to find his own room
and chill for a bit, let things die down without him. The flight, the airport and the coach ride
he had survived, but there were limits and he was very close to one. The empty corridor was
good. It would help him recover.
The next name card read O6Professor A. Stri
The next few doors had names some of which he sort of recognised. They felt familiar,
but he couldndét have said more than that.
Bright light shone through an open doorway.
He stopped. Abruptly. His breathing speeded up once more. The door ahead of him was
open. The corridor was lit well enough, but brighter light came through the doorway. He tried
to read the name card, but it was at the wrong angle.
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A Hi there. Dondt be nervous, I only eat pe
It was still Wednesday here, though early Thursday back home.

AAw, heck, it howabdWend makesandexception thisewleek? The
percol atorés just finished perking, and ther
Matt took one step forward, and could now
that name he did recognise. Matt moved into the doorway.
It wasno6t a bedroom suite, or even a bedrc

with untidy hair kneeling on it with a large sheet of paper in front of him, felt pen in hand.
There were some easy chairs by a coffee table which was almost invisible under a scattered
pile of journals. Some plastic chairs were stacked under an interactive white board. Several
balls of screwed up paper lay round an overflowing waste bin.. Nearby a couple of...

A Wow! o
Matt blinked both ®ges together. HAExcuse n
The man had scrambled off the desk, scattering felt pens onto the carpet and was

bouncing across to shake Mattodés hand. The cu

face was weathered, lined, and somehow friendly and warm. Matt rarely found people
friendly or warm till he had known them a while. Most of the time people were kind of
neutral, I|Iike an electronés probability <c¢clou
trust the potential would turn out to be good because that was the way it should be. He would
try to be friendly, and hope the other person was nice back. But on this occasion the
relationship with this stranger seemed to have already crystallised based on nothing more than
a voice and a face, and perhaps on a rather untidy office.

ANo, excuse me. 0 They shook hands. Al édm sc
next day or two and maybe have a chat but here you are, the first of the Brits | come across. A
strange encounter of the ninth kind.Oo

Matt was silent for a few seconds. i He | | o, |l 6m Matt Shepherd, f
meet you Professor Harbuck. 0
AHey, Matt, whatodés with the formality? 1 06n

my wife calls me Larry. Remember: over this side of the pond professors are ten for a dime,

not like where you come from. Take a seat. Can | get you anything to drink? You can even

have a beer i f you want. o
Matt moved slowly to sit in one of the chairs by the coffee table. It was comfortable, but

he could not br i ng hankyos ledd notdrinlobees thotigh myiDgdht b ac k

does sometimes. My Mum prefers white wine so that is what they sometimes have with a

meal, but I do not drink wine either. Mum says | might like it when I am older. | have tried

coffee, once, and Idonotunderst and why anyone would want to d
ARi ght. Okay. So |l etds check out the fridg

h

juice. That seems to be it, though you can
Matt | eaned f or war dthink bwoylddile an applejaioe pleasér e f r i d ¢
No i ce, and | emon wouldnét taste quite right
Larry unscrewed the bottle of juice, emptied it into a glass, and passed it over to Matt.
ANot into Coke then?o
ANO. 't has caf f elantdreg, andralthaugh it isvduite ggentlel s a st i r
stimulant and only mildly addictive | do not think anything like that would be appropriate at
the moment, thank you. o0 He was quite tense e

Larry collected his mug from the desk. Fortunately it had not joined the felt pens on the
carpet. He was unusual for an adult being not much taller than Matt.
ASo howdés Chris?o
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AChri s?o

AYeh, Chris. You know, your Dad?o

AHe6s very well thank you. And how are yolud

Larry shook hisheadashesatdownopposi t e Matt. AWow! You r e:
intelligent computer. o

ADo |1 ? | thought | talked |Ii ke myself. It
digital computer. The real thing does not ex

ADoesn't it. o Lar ry hackterdfjoarnaks offtheteble. Hhand t o
then grabbed one again and returned it to the table. This one was actually not a journal. It was
a recent issue of Time magazine with a cover photo of Allan Strike. Larry plonked his mug
down on All am&ags 6aye@uriMANmadni wal t &d

AMrs Ann Shepherd, yes. How do you know at

AYoubre kidding, Matt. Right?0o0

AWhy would | wish to be kidding you? My pé¢
a successful actuary I understand, but why wouldsomeone | i ke you know anyt |

Larry shook his head again, and sipped at
has to pay the bills somehow, but | bet he d

Al do not know how mabditwetdo haveanicedousm& nds on

nice area, and two cars, and my parents are able to pay my school fees, so he must work quite
hard. o
AYeah yeah, but what about his cutting edg
anything recentlyi 1 & v e hheleok outd hut after that incredible PhD thesis I know
heds been up to somethingbo
Matt was puzzled. fAWhat PhD thesis? My Dac
woul d be called Dr. Shepherd, but he is Mr.
AYou really dondét know?o
Matt shook his head to try and clear it. This was an odd conversation. Was there
something wrong with Professor Harbuck?
AKnow what?0 he asked.
Larry jumped to his feet, knocking the table and spilling some coffee in the process. The
photo of Professor Strike became blurred and would soon be wrinkly.
AHey, | 6ve got a copy of his thesis somewt
He rummaged through a jumble of books and folders until he found what he was
looking for: nearly two inches of sheets held in a red ring binder. He came back to the coffee
table and handed the folder to Matt.
AOf course thatoés just a computer printout
your Dad must have an original bound copy at
ACambridge University?o
ASure. And thatdés Cambri dge, Engl and. o
ABuadDwent to Durham University.o

ASure, but that was just his first degree.
half his time away climbing Welsh mountains and still managed to produce the best PhD
thesis | 6ve ever come across. o

Al di d naolts&knwevnthet o Cambridge or did a Do

through the pages of the thesis many of which showed lines of equations, some of which had
sketches that looked a bit like a school of octopi reaching out to touch each other randomly.
At one point he stopped to read a couple of pages in full.

AMy Dad wrote this?0
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AnWrote i1t hired the robes to coll ect hi s

face of academia. Every now and tihneone I hear
|l Ovkesipd o seems to know what, but they canot
t wenty years since he published that thesis

conclusions. The Math is without doubt brilliant, but what it says is mind boggling. 0
Matt read a few more pages.

ASo, what do you think?o0

AHMMM. O

AHMM what ?0

AHe seems to be applying his own version
bi ochemistry of the neur al circuitry in a br

AANnd?o

Matt jumped a few pages, read some more, skipped further and read another section.
AHe i s proving that we can never produce tru

want something really powerful, flexible, and able to learn, then we are going to have to go
down the analogue route and also build in fuzzy logic functionality and multiple overlapping
data storage systems which each contain only
Larry jumped to his feet ambdaboésnaepratctps
summary. Here, |l ook. 0
He was already sketching furiously on the board.

AProfessor Harbuck?o

ALarry. Al my friendRrofessall hi mg. dcarry. Il ju

ALarry, please stop. o

Larry stopped with board marker in mid stroke. Het ur ned t o | ook at Mat
probl em?590

Al't i s not a problem of itself since the s
to delay your explanation. o

AYes, go on. o

AMy body keeps telling me thisowuldrsllyt he ear |
|l i ke to go to sleep. o

AAh gee 1 Om sorry, | should have thought &

Al do not know. O

Larry turned to his computer, played with
well do you know your way round?2o9

Matts hook his head. Al could find the main ¢

ANoO probl em. Let me show you to your room.
there. Hey, |l etbés go. o0
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8 T Routes

They were walking warily along a sunken track. From time to time bushes or a fallen
tree slowed them down. Matt found it easy to negotiate the obstacles but then had to wait for
his companions. He had no idea who they all were, but that felt of no consequence. As a group
they were trying to escape. It was not even relevant to ask what exactly they were trying to
escape from.

He just knew that negotiating the track was the whole of existence.

Sunken track had become deeper gully. When had that happened? Who cares. It had.
The sides of the gully were steeper, with some slabby grit stone showing through.

A stream meandered along the floor of the gully now. It left plenty of room to get past
on dry land except where patches of vegetation had to be pushed aside. Sometimes it must
flood, carving out the gully, but there was little water in it now.

At one point the stone must be more solid and had resisted erosion. Blocks protruded
into the track just where thick, prickly bushes obstructed their route. Matt scrambled up the
outcrop and it felt good, but inside the sadness surged again. Rock climbing had been such
fun. Maybe he should try it again, just to enjoy the scenery, and the feeling of moving over
rock. Now what was the reason he had stopped?

Some of the guys were concerned about being followed.

One of the 6guys6 was Car ol

Matt felt the excitement of seeing her there with them, and tried to look more closely at
her. Somehow he coul dndét get her into focus.
flitted further away. How long had she been in the party?

She pointed upwards. Of course! Anyone tracking them could make much faster
progress up there than in the gully. Hebdd be

Going up, against gravity, was always harder. Slow was easy, but slow was frustrating.
He had to concentrate, and found himself banging his right fist up and down in the empty air
to help his mind to focus. None of the party seemed at all surprised at what he was doing,
which was mildly annoying. Shoul dnodét they be
he could do that.

He rose almost vertically, looking up to ensure he avoided the trees arching over the
ravine. Substantial boughs blocked his way, and wherever he looked to pass between them
were palisades of smaller branches. He searched frantically for a way through and suddenly
he was above the trees looking down at the ravine. Either side was undulating pasture land
with the occasional low hedge. There were isolated trees growing through hedges, and a
generous scattering of gateways joined together by farm tracks. The sun was low, casting
fractured light through wisps of cloud. The colours were entrancing.

Was that the sound of dogs somewhere behind them? A helicopter?

With some effort he rose further, squinting back the way they had come and shading his
eyes against the sun as he scanned the sky. He needed to be high enough to see well back, yet
low enough to not be obvious. To be not obvious. Not to be obvious. What the hell.

As he rose so did the humming, like a distant road busy with traffic.

Humming, buzzing, movement, that hint of peevishness, the portents of more
threatening sounds, greater anger, greater...

Matt rolled over and the bed felt wrong.

He opened his eyes to see a clean and tidy room.
Definitely not his room.
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Ah, yes, he was in New England and it must be the first full day of the experience, the
first day of the rest of his life.

One glance at his watch told him it was still quite early. Climbing out of bed and
pushing the curtains aside he realised it must be just after dawn. There was heavy dew on the
lawn outside, pristine, totally undisturbed. The distant trees were sharply outlined against the
sky..

He felt surprisingly alert. There was little chance of getting back to sleep and anyway
why try. He was ready for the day. He pulled his case off the rack, chucked stuff on the bed
until he found what he needed, then changed rapidly.

This was the best time of the day. No one expecting things of him yet, a chance to relax
his mind in preparation for the day i even more important on this day.

The corridors were empty, the main doors closed but not locked. He let himself out and
began to jog across the grass heading for the trees. Woodland looked inviting but he could see
no paths through the undergrowth, and if he stayed in the open the warmth of the sun would
soon reach him. He turned right, aiming to go the long way round to the road they had driven
in on yesterday. Once he reached it he would decide where to run next.

Looking to one side he could see his footprints in the dew, stride lengthening as his
muscles warmed up. The turf was gently resilient, making running on it a pleasant sensation.
Sometimes running on roads could get a bit annoying, despite the shock absorbing quality of
the soles of his trainers. If he ran more than a few miles on the same side of a road the camber
would make his knees and thighs complain a bit, but it was important to stay facing any
oncoming traffic.

Dad had told him how in his own younger days it had often been possible to run down

the centre of country | anes of ayanrarei nt er 0s

occasions when the headlights of a vehicle approached. Nowadays you would have to be
constantly dodging back and forth and night running on roads without footpaths was simply
not safe. In any case, in England in winter there was nowhere to run on country lanes except
right in the path of cars. Ploughed banks of snow either side made sure of that.

Hard British winters were also new.

The grass was undulating but even, not like a rugby or football pitch where studded
boots had ripped the turf unevenly making it tricky for someone in lightweight running shoes.
He began to occasionally accelerate up inclines and ease off on the gentle descents. It felt
good. Once you were fit the relaxed rhythm of running sent messages to the brain that felt
good, like listening to quality music. It was not as good as climbing a mountain crag in the
summer, or strolling along a Lakel and

there you go. Dad and he woul d pr akingobck y

this event was over.

That felt so far away it hurt.

Despite the early hour and the recent clear night none of the dew had chilled to frost,
and his breath was invisible. This could be a nice place to live. He wondered what the local
mountains were like. They were higher than back home, but Dad had said they tended to be
covered with gradually thinning forest up to about fifteen hundred metres, and after that the
powers that be had ruled out the fun of navigating for yourself by painting yellow blobs and
arrows on the larger boulders. Somehow, it was much more fun choosing your own route,
looking for interest off the beaten tracks, using your skill with map and compass to be sure
where you were, and using your eyes and imagination to pick out where it might be fun to go
next.

Back home the mountain rescue people had had increased problems once mobile phones
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came into common usage. ldiots with no training or experience would wander away from the

roads, slip on a wet boulder, break an ankle, andphone f or assi stance. They:¢
their location, and say things like: Well, we parked at the top of Glencoe, and went up the
vall ey away from the road, anldadthefgotramaps no ob

and compass? They had a road map of the area. How far had they gone from the road? No
idea.

Next came the era of the GPS systems, which could tell you to within a few metres
where you were at any time. What they could not tell you was where it was or was not safe to
go, what to do in the event of a rainstorm turning the stream you crossed on the way up into a
raging barrier. Cases of hypothermia increased and more idiots now knew exactly where they
were, but had given no thought to the likelihood of losing their mobile phone signal in the
folds of the mountains.

Approaching the road at last Matt wondered where its other forks led. This building,
despite its size, could hardly justify all the security he had seen the evening before. There was
an obvious way to find out. He turned down the road into the woodland and his pace
increased on the firmer of the surface. It took five minutes and fifty three seconds by his
watch to reach the first junction, which made it just under a mile. Odd really: that he thought
of most measurements in metric but of running in miles. Of course he had no interest in
racing, particularly on running tracks (seriously boring), and in England the road signs were
still in miles, though it looked like an EU directive might change that at astronomical cost. At
least it would not cause remotely as much chaos as the threatened change from driving on the
left to driving on the right. Tally ho for standardisation at any cost. Stop being different, it
annoys the pen pushers. A boringly homogeneous world is so much easier to administer.

The deciduous trees alongside the road were thinning out into a single line each side,
with dense fir trees beyond them. The nearer leaves were changing colour for the autumn, a
beautiful avenue of browns and ambers. Soon they would fall onto the road and into the edges
of the evergreen forest. From above, the road must be next to invisible, identifiable only by
the tree line. The main forest would be impenetrable to the eye. The road swung gently from
side to side avoiding going over the higher sections of ground. This was a truly enchanting
place to run. He might come this way again i

That was odd. He had entered a section of road covered with some kind of arching
mesh, at about the height of a double-decker bus. It was covered with something which kept
out the sunlight. Odder still, the covered road swung abruptly to the right, edged only by firs,
while the avenue of colourful deciduous trees continued on in the direction you would expect
the road to have taken.

This section was not as pleasant. Almost no light came from the tunnel above. What
light reflected off trees under the open sides of the tunnel was enough to run by, but the air
was cooler here. Give it another ten minutes, he thought, and if he had not reached an open
section by then he would turn back.

Seven minutes and twenty three seconds later the road swung aggressively to the right.
Matt rounded the bend on the inside and what he saw made him slow down and jog to a halt.

ACan | help you son?bod

ADo | have aw?da urn round n

ANot wuntil webve established who you are. ¢

A second uni formed man came out of the bui
Jim. His transportdés on its way. Theybve bee
tank. o

Matt turned hisheadtolook back the way he had just c¢come
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The second man | aughed. AThat as wel |, Ki c
Theyol | have heard every footstep and every
pul se rate too. oo

AYour devices must be small and well concealed. I did not notice anything like that, and
| usually do. How are they hidden?o0

ASorry son. You can |l ook out for them on vy
anything. o

Now he had stopped running Matt was starting to cool off. He jiggled, moving arms and
legs to keep warm.

AYep. |l t 6s cool under here. Next time wear
The other man turned to | ook at the one wt
They both laughed.

AWhatever. Her edlsi Joawr transport now,

A two-seater electric car came round the bend, did a U-turn and pulled up next to Matt.
The driver, wearing worn jeans and a sweatshirt, jumped out and shook hands with one of the

uni formed guys. HASorry about orthhlaest batchlyégt m. We h
and | guess we just werenot expecting anyone
grinning. fASo, do you prefer to be called Ma
AMatt. Everyone calls me Matt. Except for
AOK Matt, jump in. Breakfast wil.l be on tt
mi ght want to take a shower before eating. Y

di stances do you race?o
Matt climbed in to the right side of the car, which was the wrong side, just like on the
Continent. Al donét race | just run. Running
too much shoving at the start, and after | had won some teacher tried to make me join a team.
| am not into team sports. Ther e ar e t oo many ways Yyou can be
ARi ght. So youdd enjoy sports I|like fishincg
The dreams had started ninety three days before his last climb. That climb had ended in
a fall which should have made him a crock for life but instead had left him longing to return
to the days when climbing had been worthwhile.
Al used to enjoy climbing. Dad used to tak
running which is not quite the same, but s
They had driven down the otherwise empty road and were just coming out of the
evergreen tunnel into the brighter and war me
get away. What caused you to stop? Hang on,
A petrol tanker had just appeared ahead approaching fast. They pulled over to the side
of the road.
Matt watched in silence as tanker after tanker passed them, and he got his story together.
He hated lying. It was a matter of carefully missing information out while making what he did

saysoundcoher ent and reasonabl e. Anwell, we were d
summer . . . O

AHVS?Oo0

AYes, it ardVes Saveand tells youHoughly how hard the climb is going
to be. I think over here yo ue§arwgyrofggdding i t s o me
di fficulty using a number. o

AReal l y? Why not? 16d have thought it was
understand. Like over here itodés obvious a 5.

ASomet hing is not bet bdestandjAlscs Itthinboersystams e i t |
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using adjectives has much more character to
t

APossi bl y. But didn't you guwdExgeeely i nt o r

Severend ran out of adjectives? Wedl | never ru
ATr ue, b u ersgives theringpreseian thad your grades are exact. What is a

rock route grade really measuring?o
AHow difficult the climb is. o0
ARi ght. And that means what? How hard it i

my height? Does it measure the technical difficulty of the hardest sequence of moves, or does
it take into account how tiring the overall route is? How about how easy it is to protect

yourself, or how solid or | oose the rock is?
AOkay, okay Matt. I get yourstpoHEastt.erS o0 aynod
Anot her pause before Matt continued. @AThe

The lower section was easy and had several cracks in which | could wedge protection, but the
last place | could get any gear in was at about twentyme t r e s . 0

ASounds OK to me, Matt. You had ten metres
fall ten metres to the protection, another ten metres before the rope went tight, maybe another
couple of metres of slacklhlhndessaktéchdh in the
AThat i s what Dad reckoned when he picked
gear was a camming device. It was just right for a final pocket in the rock, and the harder you
pulled it the tighter it would get. o0

ASo what went wrong?o
They had reached the road junction, and turned in the direction the coach driver had
picked the previous evening.

AHave you ever c¢limbed on grit stone?o0
Mattdés driver shook his head. AMainly volc
AWel | grit stérihan mostotieerardcks, ehough not aa fast as sand stone.

The top of a grit cliff can be quite rounded, with nothing positive. | could have handled the

|l ast couple of moves fine, |l had plenty of s
ACool @ then.
AWe are talking central Engl and since the

over freezing. | had the strength, but my fingers had gone numb. | slipped on the penultimate

mov e . | sl ipped and fell .o

The driver gr i nne dises Sopwefelltwentymetresehichwaet t he
kinda scary | guess, and then the rope went tight and the stretch in it gave you a nice and
gentl e slow down so you didnoét hit the groun

Matt grimaced. fAThat i s what srimingdedce have F
that was supposed to protect me failed. o
AOh, wow. So you decked out. That must hayv
Awell, what would you expect? | fell thirt
AOQuch. o0 He glanced across at Maameintms t he t

sight. ABut you | ooked pretty fit this morni
climb any more? Your injuries have heal ed, r
Matt shrugged. AClI i mbing just never felt t
alwaysdoneabitof running, so I just shifted to runn
AAha. So every time you tried to climb agse
AHMmMmM. Something |like that. o
AAw gee, |1 6m really sorry. Youodve | ost a g
AYes. I have. o0 Matt si gh erdomethinBevetmote t hi nk |
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chall enging. 0
Al woul dndédt have rated running in the same
They pulled up by a door at the back of the main building, which saved Matt from
having to answer.
Al 6ve brought you frioguinrde d hyi csu dmha yr atehcearu sreo ti
breakfast area in shortsandat-s hi r t . 0

AThank you. How do | get from here to my r
The driver checked a device on his belt. §
you. By t he utgihmea hyeo udboroer thherdod | be there Cat

Copyright material - 36



9 1 Battery

ACome on, | et's get a closer |l ook. o0

A couple of tables had been set up at the front on the raised section provided for the
lecturer. Matt peered between the heads and shoulders in front of him, rising slightly from his
seat. Carol grabbed his arm and pulled with some force.

AAre we all owed to?0

ANo, absolutely not. I f we're caught it 11
nerd we've time to have a look; notever yone' s here yet. o

The tables held an odd assortment: EDITTHISLIST there was a standard car battery
(slightly dirty), one D rechargeable battery, a partially dismantled notebook computer, a
medical dispensary medicine pack (she did not let him move close enough to read the label),
an electric motor or possibly generator (not a lot of difference), a plastic container of lavender
scented bath créme, a chunk of broken concrete the size of a couple of skulls with some torn
and rusted metal protruding, a small roll of toilet paper, and a large gas cylinder.

Mr Jackson, wearing a suit, was near the tables chatting with some students on the front
row. He looked toward the back of the room, nodded, and stepped onto the platform. Most of
the room went still. Carol nudged Matt and they headed back to the nearest pair of adjacent
seats. After an obvious interval the group from Texas laughed and also stopped talking.

Mr Jackson coughed before saying, AGood mc
here; I imagineyouve been | ooking forward to this conf

He went on to mention a few administrative items he classified as orientation

AFinally you are very welcome to make use

but do remember we are but a small part of a high security compound spread across many
square miles. If you do wish to leave this immediate area for any reason, please have a word
with me. 0
He was looking directly at Matt. Several of the other kids turned to look. One of the
Texans sniggered.
AEven | have to keep to approved areas, ar
guarding the more sensitive parts of this facility do we.

ANow | '"m going to hand you over to Profess
introduce youto,dar e | say it?0 he gave an odd | augh,
which is not quite the story you or the medi

His lips smiled, and he waved a hand to welcome Allan onto the stage. Allan waved
back, made as if to shake hands but then abruptly swerved to pick up the pharmacy packet
which he flipped into the audience. Matt could not see who caught it.

AOK Jane, tell us something about that mec
There was a pause before a girl's voice wt
Allan smiled, and it was not just his lips that moved. His whole face looked different.
AYou caught the packet so sorry yes, you're
ot hers on the spot | ater. o

AWhat do you want me to say?o0

Al l an | aughed. foVDWe negduoygs on. Edcheoite bf you lsagaa r t h
remarkably high level of intelligence in at least two areas, and you have all shown you can
think clearly and creatively towards solving a specific problem in limited time. That applies to
everyone hereundertheage of twenty, and al most but not
gl anced in the direction of Randal Jackson,
Please don't ever say something because you think it's what someone wants you to say. If |
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catch anyone doing that. ..o

He smashed his right fist into the palm of his left hand.

ANow Jane, examine t hé thqughdok'tswallowtaeny way
capsulesiand t hen tell us about it.o

His warning brought some laughter. One of the Texans punched the guy next to him and
slapped his thighs loudly, giving a whoop. Allan glanced in their direction. Matt could not see
their faces, but Allan seemed to be holding someone's gaze for a long time.

AJane?o0

AnETr, it'"s a pack ofibdmokxicibllin which

AGo on. o

AWell there are six capsules here in a

AKeep going. o

AWell , er, the | abel says to take one ¢

Als that all it says?o0

AWell, there's the usual stuff ugdndthet ke
date, and how many capsul es. o

AThe usual stuff, which suggests i1t's s

Al guess. O

A Wel | humour me and give your attention

AWhat do you mean?o

He waitedafew s econds. AHow | ong ago was this

She consulted the pack once more. nAOver

AHow many capsules were prescribed?o

She checked again. AEr, twenty.o

AOK now put that together with what you
conclusion. o
ADo you mean the person this was for di
Allan continued to look at her in silence, folding his arms.
Er, wel | , oK, it |l ooks |l i ke they didn'
Do you know why not ?0
ATheyeftdletr . 0
This was a different voice; it was Ricky's voice. He was seated in the second row.

Ot N

Al's that the only possible explanation,
ANo, obviously not, Allan, but it happe
AWhy do people ignore thesei?mstructions

Ricky |l aughed, fAHey. Because they're pe
bothered. That means that one day soon there'll be a strain of some nasty bacteria that beats
every existing antibiotic. o

AHow do you f eel about that Ricky?0o0

Ricky shrugg e d . alrt 1l happen, Al Il an. Only q

r Th i e

u

wi || arrive fi st. e one in 1918 kill d
Al l an blinked. AThat was going to be my
Al know, Al Il an. | tywgok hbhefbobokythgoaghbuht
AThey were in my bag. o
Aln your bag which you Il eft | ying aroun
AThey were at the bottom of my bag unde
Al't wasn't all that confidential AIIl an,

Allan laughed.
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Why was he laughing? Was it that type of laugh which did not mean amused but
threatening? Matt would be feeling very angry if Ricky had gone through something of his
without asking first. You do not do things like that.

Allan was looking at others in the audience now.

AOkay guys. Now put how most peopl e abuse
turned, grasped the car battery in both hand
this is: it's a state of the art energy carrier, subspecies car battery. The question is, what has
this got in common with the one my Dad had i

For several seconds there was no response. Then two and three person discussions broke
out around the room. Only to be interrupted by one of the Texan boys.

Alt' sl ona Ihet better. o

He turned to one of his friends who gave him a high five.

All an mi med pressing a button. ABurrrrrrp.
wrong answer. You forfeit five thousand dollars and the chance to win a holiday for one in the
recommi ssi oned Al catraz. Now: did anyone hear

AOf course, 0 Carol whispered at Matt, fhe
they differed. o

Al l an was | ooking at Brent again and wal ki
saysomet hi ng?o

AYeh, | said they're the same size and | Kk

AThank you Brent. Now you have the batter)
help me put it back in my hire car, perhaps

Brent spluttered. Al don't know what your D

have lithium-i on batteries then.o
ATr ue, hi-aidbaterg nealed toppiagdip with distilled water from time to
time, gave problems in cold wet weather after a few years. So apart from increased reliability

and no need to keep topping up, how el se is
For a few seconds Brent was silent. He looked to his friends, one of whom shrugged.

A Wel | hey, 1t has to atloogte Iwarygemworandc netrigfyf .a
Al " m guessing you're confusing things | i ke

cars are more comfortable and have all mod cons, but stereo and air con doesn't make the car

itself a better «car .fiomWslpdcketand fliakdd it. €hdscreenlit e mot e
up with the words:

If cars had advanced as fast as computers since 1973
we would now be driving cars which:

- accelerate from 0 to 60 in a fraction of a second,

- get us from New York to Los Angeles inva feinutes,,

- do thousands of miles to the gallon.

AHow do you judge the power of a computer?

AYou're kidding me, right?2o

ANoO, " m asking you. o

Brent turned in his chair and | ooked rounc
how fast theyare,how much RAM, how big the hard drives

AFi ne. Now adapt that kind of thinking to

A different voice called out.

AWei ght for weight how much energy it stor
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can recharge it, how many years it lasts, how much of its charge it loses a month if you don't
useitit hat enough for you?o

AWow yes, that'l] do nicely thank you Ri ck
can store?o
ALooks | i ke a 12kg batt er y-hosrsoofenefgy, pr obabl vy

maximum power just under two kilowatts which would by the way drain it in half an hour. It'll
recharge maybe two or three thousand times, probably not need replacing for at least five
years, and if unused it will go flat in about eighteenmo nt hs . 0
ANot bad. Not bad at all. Now, someone el s
goodoldlead-aci d battery in my Dad's seventies car
Someone a few rows in front of Matt and Carol put his hand up.
AYes, Asher?0
AEr, wel | , tylprabably stovesitieree or foly tamestthe anergy of the
seventies one, is perhaps able to hit six times the power for a few seconds, will recharge
maybe four times as often, and last a year or two longer. But given how hard we've been
trying to improve batteries that's not much of an improvement. In 1970 the best computer in
Britain needed a suite of rooms, took its instructions from punched cards and drained power
like nobody's business. My current notebook computer is five hundred times as fast and has
thousands of times the RAM storage. That old mainframe used reel-to-reel tape for backup so

the hard drive on my notebook is unbelievahbl
Allan blinked.
A Wow! o
AThat was part of a project | had to do r e
Nodding, Allan turned to collect something else from the table. Holding up the D-cell
rechargeable battery he said, AThis is a mod
AWrong shape! 0 someone shouted.
ATrue, but models only portray some aspect
isn't about shape. I't'"s about storing energy. How | ong

Several people shouted out at once with times ranging from fifteen minutes to eight
hours.

AFine, so quite fast then compared with tfF
how the Earth has stored energy from the sun as oil, gas and coal. How long did that charging
process take?0

ATen t housfaMidl lyieanm si. fbiylelairen oyear s. 0

All an'"s face changed into smile mode. ASo,
There were shouts of, ANo way! o0 and AWhat
AfGoing once, going twice, clunk. Sold at v
recharge. We're actually talking more like a million generations. And how quickly are we
dischargingal I t hat stored solar energy in our veh
There was silence.
AOkay, we started drilling for oil in 185¢€

ever created on this planet, which gives us an estimate of three hundred years to completely

discharge compared with millions of years minimum to recharge. That is pretty damned

alarming, but wait a minute: if we'd been using oil from the beginning at the rate we are right

now we'd have discharged that part of our planet's battery just about the time Germany

invaded France at the start of World War 2.0
When he paused there was some shouting. 0\

forget coal and gas! o0 and Al ' m getting a hyd
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of shouting and Matt began to wish he were somewhere else. He shifted in his seat to be
facing more towards the nearest aisle.
He pointed to the person planning on gett.i
Hydrogen is a really clean fuel. And there's so much of the stuff around. Not. Where will we
get it from? Takes a lot of energy to make hydrogen. It's just an inefficient energy carrier like

a battery, not an energy source |i ke coal .o
AFusi on power. o0 someone called out.
AWhen will we have fgusioommepaewead | yl?@nts rur
ASoon. 0O
AHow do you know?o
There was a moment's silence before the re
past. We'll find a solution in time.o

AYou're recommending an experiment with bi
experiment we only get one shot at. Burn up all the fossil fuel fast and bank on someone
coming up with an alternative in time. And h
across the audience encompassing themeall 0
The shouting had stopped, and chattering died out. Even so he turned to grab the water
pistol from behind him. AWe've a fortnight t
want you thinking through. ayWaeraerdndmeagrosot her . 0
them all.
Not a lot of water in any one direction but some caught Matt's face just above the eyes.
It annoyed him. He liked Allan but being sprayed in the face annoyed him. It had made him
wake up a bit more, which hurt. He pulled one sleeve across his face but too aggressively, and
had to use the other sleeve to finish off.
AWe' re also running out of that stuff: dri
problem except in a few places yet but we're draining ancient aquifers to make for rainfall that
doesn't match our population. Before the oil runs out worldwide we'll be needing to choose
whether to water our crops or drink enough ourselves. That of course is a prediction based on
sea levels not rising enough to get into any aquifers, and that's a daft assumption given one of

the Florida aquifers has already been poll ut
He paused.
He nodded.
ANo, that has not been reported in the mec
as | speak, and by theyldont mean just at State | evel. Now.

He held up one finger, swung aside and pointed at the notebook computer.

AWe're going to run out of easy energy, we're already running out of fresh water, and
we ' | | be running out of behkaptaw. miaMest abst
from oil. Crucial other parts are also in limited supply, particularly the copper. And we're still
designing and manufacturing them to stop working about when the extended warranty

expires. Neat, eh?0d
He put the computerdown and grabbed the bath foam. AO
type of stuff is also made from oil. Dream o

A picture appeared on the screen; it showed a field of grass and yellow flowers edged by
low trees. In the background clearly not more than a few miles away towered a slanting ridge
of sand .

fiDepending on your point of view that is either Crescent Moon Spring in the Dansu
province of China, o he flicked to the next
banana bordered on the leftbygr as sl and, tr ees, pagodas, nand
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Moon Lake attracting a million tourists a ye
i mages zooming out from the |l ake, da... i f yo
inexorably encroaching on Dunhuang. The lake is less than half the depth it was fifty years
ago and now covers under two acres. Desert already covers twenty per cent of China and is
taking over an extra million acres every year i that in a country already tens of billions of
gallons of water short every year. This might be global warming, or could just be the way
|l ocal <c¢limates change naturally over time. P
He'd removed removed the lid of the plastic jar and upended it. Earth tumbled out and
fell to the carpet.
fiwhat is it? And what does it have to do w
A...this?o0
A moment's silence.
fiEarth and concrete. We keep concreting over the earth we need for growing food, and

increasingerosion t o remove what's | eft. o
That was Ricky.
fiNot bad, but you're not using quite the most appropriate term. Notearthb ut . . . ? 0
iSoi |l ? You're being pedantic and we get en

AA bit pedantic Ricky, but for a reason. This stuff is used for growing food, and it used

to be soil but isn't any more. Agriculture is being taken over by the corporations, who in this

country have the rights of people but not the responsibilities. | took this sample from a factory

farm. It won't grow crops without the use of cash and energy expensive artificial fertilisers,

and even with the use of oil-dependent tractors and harvesters doesn't produce enough to keep

the whole country alive. Hey! o
He raised a finger.
fANd the politicians, corporate heads and bankers who are in a position to make the

only changes that will see us to mid-century without major, major turmoil and death? They

only got to where they are by being insanely hungry for power, and usually having been born

and raised to support the system. So which type of specialist does the world need to figure out

if possible a way through the next few decad
He pointed to someone over on the | eft. @A
To someone on the right. AA chemist?0o0
Straight towards ?Matt. AA mat hematici a
At the front row where Randal was sitt
With his thumb he inmmoduitcha2aoed hi msel f . A
He looked down at the carpet, maybe at the soil; he was breathing hard, but his

breathing slowed.
fil don't think so. And that is why you're here. What we need is a new generation of

brilliant people with specialities yet with the enthusiasm and training to work with everyone

el se. 0
He looked up once more and let his gaze drift slowly across the entire audience.
AiYou have two weeks to find out more, ask many things, and if you wish you will

become involved in planning and commencing a new type of research and training college, a

new community, a home for the greatest young
Hmmm.
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10 i Thinker

There were six computers in the Shepherd house.

If you ignored the PDAs and those spooky things grown inside mammalian skulls that
is.

Add the mammals in and you had another three plus three: three members of the
Dominant World Species and three unpredictable visiting feline friends haling from next door.

Holly stalked into the study, tail flapping. She gave the bowl of cat biscuits a single
disdainful sniff on her way to check what Chris was doing. He reached down to offer her a
fist. She backed off half a pace, looking at him as if he smelt bad, and then moved forward
one step at a time until she could rub the sides of her face along his knuckles. Chris moved his
hand a few inches, making Holly jump. She batted his hand with one paw, apparently
disturbed that he should dare to change position while she was rubbing against him. When
she'd first started visiting being hit with her paw had not been pleasant, but now she thought
to retract her claws first.

She wandered off to collapse in one corner and curl up with one eye half open still
watching Chris, who felt like a break. He had been feeling like a break since he woke up. It
would get worse before it got better.

He switched from Excalibur to Betelgeuse.

Physically this was a move of just under three metres.

Technologically, well that was altogether different. Ask Armstrong.

Betelgeuse was connected to the net with a broadband connection slightly wider than
current main world technology permitted.

Betelgeuse processed data available on the internet; that was all.

A minor sub-routine handled ingoing and outgoing e-mail, and at full throttle required a
small fraction of her system resources. She was not a computer you could buy off the shelf.
There were plenty of techno-nerds out there would love to have had her in their own homes
but few of them could have afforded her. Even fewer could have designed and built her.

Chris entered a series of unprompted keystrokes and was taken from the usual net
interfaces to a set of icons. One included a progress bar currently flashing red, and he selected
this one.

The internet is a great tool, but like all tools it has both limitations and dangers.

As a teenager Chris had used a cross-cut saw on a branch as thick as his leg. The saw
was fine for that task, but would not have been much use for tightening bolt or hammering in
a nail. That is to say, the saw would have been good at cutting the branch if it he'd known how
to use it. Instead it had bounced on the first push. Noticing the triangular scar on the back of
his left hand would still produce in Chris the nausea he'd felt originally as blood oozed out of
the gash..

If you want a couple of computers to communicate you have just the two options.

You can transfer the messages to some removable medium like a memory stick or DVD
ROM which you then take physically from one computer to the other. This can be quite time
consuming if the computers are widely spaced, say one in England and one in Australia. It had
been pretty slow in the late seventies when his father had used audio cassette tape.

Alternatively you can connect the computers using some medium like radio waves or
cabling.

Both have their security risks, especially if you use that rambling, shifting, shared web
of connectors and relays they call the Internet.

Mind you, the beast had some advantages.
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In 2006 the East Anglian police had needed to check something like ten thousand hours
of video surveillance tape as part of trying to catch a serial Killer.

First they'd had to collect all the video tapes; now increasing numbers of CCTV systems
were connected direct to the police over the web. These days most of the video would already
be available for download, if you had the right security codes.

Banks used to reassure people that cash machines were absolutely, one hundred per
cent, don't even think of arguing with us secure. IT professionals knew they were lying from
the start. But if you keep asserting a system is secure, then it must be.

Then the Anglian police had needed to view that ten thousand hours. You can speed
tapes up, but scanning at speed requires a lot of concentration and is tiring, and inevitably
things are missed.

What they had really really really wanted was a computer that could scan at ultra high
speed, miss nothing, name every person and location on the tapes, and just for good look tell
you what the people were doing and what mood they were in.

The chances of any digital computer being built and programmed to do that were low,
and certainly they couldn't do it this decade.

Digital computers have unavoidable design flaws.

They are digital.

Cats are more clever in many ways than digital computers. Cats use analogue computers
with distributed processing, redundancy of many areas, and which were structured like a
universe far larger than ours with every single star connected to a range of other stars.

Neurons looked a little like cartoon stars.
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11 T Exclusion

AJust sit still, Matt, and be quiet for a
They sat as still as possible for about thirty seconds.
AWhat can you hear?0
Matt considered car ef wvedthpughitisTibitel. Semaohel c | o c k
is playing music too loud somewhere | think, because I can faintly hear the rhythm of the bass
notes. There is some noise seeping through from the main meeting room. Every now and then
the air conditioning whispers as it blows a little warm air into the room. | can hear myself

breathing. |l think that is i1it.0o0
A OK. Now, | ook at any single item in the r
AHmMmMM. Il can see two classes of object. L ¢

three or four letters of a word, so | can see the individual letters, their colour, the way you
have written them, their size, the varying thickness of the marks on the board, the slightly off
white of the board immediately behind them where it has not been a hundred per cent cleaned
before your wrote on. o
AWoul d you normally notice all of those
Al guess not, but my eyes would be taki
Larry |Iifted up a hand, slowly extendin
explain. What do you mean when you say your eyes are taking in all the data, but you
woul dndét wusually notice all of 1t? No, donoét
classes of object. Whatoés the other one?bo0
Matt turned his face back to the board, and focusssdon t he same few | et t ¢
there is the fuzzy stuff picked up by my peripheral vision. Would you like to know about the
way the anatomy of the eye puts one small bit in focus, and the much larger periphery
vague?o0
AAnot her t i me yopkeep lookimgstthe sina gpdt an thd bbard, what
are you seeing with your peripheral vision?o
Matt blinked and focussed back on the boar
what is written on it, including a variety of colours. Then there are the edges of the board,
which seem to be some kind of metal. Beyond that is the wall, a pale yellow with some kind
of pattern on it i | cannot make out what. There is your desk with papers, pens, and your
computers on it. Over to one side there is someone sitting in an armchair T you, obviously, but
| cannot tell that while focussing on the board. | can however tell what colour top and trousers
you are wearing...Oo0
Larry raised his hand again, waving it to
bestthi ngs t hat move. AOkay, okay, thatoll do
like the pressure between your elbows and the arms of that chair, your sense of how hot or
cold you are, et c. On top of t hherdarethcher edbs wh
thoughts and feelings in your mind. o
AWoul d you | ike me to |ist the specifics?¢
AEr, no, but thank you.o0 Larry swung his &
bombarded with sensory data all of the time. What would happen if you became aware of all
of it at once?o0
Matt pondered. He tried making himself aware of more at one go. There was a marginal
increase in what he took in, but as soon as he paid attention to what he was hearing, he lost
most of what he could see. There was no way. So what did that suggest would happen if some
machine forced him to notice everything at once?
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AMy brain would be totally swamped. 0
AExactly. And thatdés where your reticular
AReti cul ar. That mean shesimp@ryertabrates prdbably br ai n s
have it. Does it filter out which bits of ex
AYoubve got it. And how does it know what
AHmMmMmM. Wel | , |l guess it must be programmed
fExactly. 1 todés physical/ chemical structure
sets the | imit on how much can go through. Y
fair bit of conscious control, since you decided which to notice most of all the sights, sounds,
physical sensations, and so on. And then the
Matt f r own esubconsfiddsning sathey adoose term for a much more
complicated situation. o
ATrue, but as a metaphor, is it helpful 2?9
AWel |l , yes. 0
AOkayet 6sso use it. o Larry | ookedmoming hi s wat
break already. Shall we go and get somet hing

Matt nodded. They headed out of Larryds te
the main meeting room.
There was a commotion towards the centre of the room, something happening obscured
by a throng of cheering kids. That was worth steering clear of. Matt followed Larry across to
the drinks tables by the wall and was puzzled. Three of the tables were in place, but one
seemed to be missing. A table cloth lay crumpled under the nearest table, and next to it stood a
row of insulated coffee dispensers and several trays of cups. Oh yes, and some jugs of milk,
bowls of sugar, and spoons.
AStri ke has beat e ntedwrs gestuoed towards the noleoather L ar r y
|l eft. AHow about we postpone the drinks for
He led the way and Matt warily but closely followed him as he pushed his way through
the crowd. Someone caught his attention and he realised with a shock that his shoulder was
brushing against Carol s chest. Hmmm. Actual
was looking straight at him, with an unidentifiable expression on her face. He felt his face
redden, and a strange but pleasant shiver ran through his body as he took in who he had
pressed against. He rapidly moved on in Larr
There was the missing table, with open spaces at each end. Copies of the hardbacks of
Al l an Strikebds new b oo kofthedablesslightly open diithepmes acr os s
upwards. At one end of the table was Allan, another copy of the book in one hand. Opposite
him was Ricky in the process of using another copy of the book to hit a ping-pong ball back
towards Allan.
Larry turned his face to Matt, eyebrows raising and then lowering, whatever that meant.

AMIi ght have guessed it. Hebs playing table t
Allan missed the ball, and while someone retrieved it for him he looked across at Matt
and Larry.
AHey gQguys you want a go?0
Larrywaved hi s pal m horizontally. AThanks, Al
ANo probl em. 0 A l-shitibattoliha kiddveodhad fetched therballk e
AThere you go, Luke. You see i f -ypowdedcan sort
somener dy academic hasndét moved all the coffee
for you, Shepherd! Your early morning jog wa
water, Har buck That percolator of yaours wi.l
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few hour s, caffeine junky. o

People moved out of the way as the three of them headed across to the refreshment
tables. Matt glanced back, and Carol was looking at him again, or more likely looking at
Professor Strike.

Allan Strike went straight for a bottle of fizzy apple drink, poured a glass and handed it

to Matt. AThis your poison again today?o
Matt took it, sipped, and nodded. AYes, tAh
Abruptly Allan grabbed the glass back from him.
AHey! o
AYes, h

ey! E v i ldheew & glass of fizhyeapplé dairk bver you me
somehow the point didnét get through. o
Matt blinked, and | ooked back and forth be

face. ABut you have never thrown a glass of
ANot vyet, dPwtssorbinkeocoakl mmre and | will . 0 He
back to Matt. AEven my enemies call me Al | an

Matt accepted the glass back, and Allan accepted a cup of steaming coffee from Larry.

ASo Har buck, am laryany Shepgerd bee anvhydronaybulafeer t o t e
the coffee break?o

Larry waved his hands in a gesture that Matt could not place, and the three of them
moved across to some easy chairs.

Awell ? What have you found out from Matt s
Larry shrugged hisshoulder s . fiFrankl y al most nothing. Sc
guestions. Which does seem the wrong way aro

What was this all about?

Larry and Allan were leading men in their respective fields, with vast experience and
strings of academic papers behind them. They had each become known to the general public
through their popular science writing, but like Hawking they were far from just writers. Matt
had travelled three thousand miles to meet with and listen to men like them. Why ever would
they want to ask him questions?

He would have to ask Dad about that in his next e-mail.

Spooky.
Al l an gul ped a mout hf ul of coffee. Al nter e
AYeah. | 6d worried a bit they miwguhdlt have p

have been extremely boring. o
AHal f an houft soferasany sessicneup ly a soit iseacceptable. Would
have been reassuring if theydd spent more th
here but | guesshawhwatovte dtbeael menthl i Wgawedi d
There it was again. They wanted to know what he thought. Maybe it was what Mum had
warned him about, people asking questions just to be polite when they did not really want to
know the answers. In what way was it polite to pretend to want to know something when you
did not? Could that be classified as the enquiry version of a white lie? In which case what
might you mean by a blackquestion?
AHey Matt? I s there anyone at home?0
A Oh. Hmmm. He r adtheyraseeods problem imilew England® 1 A
know they have been getting worse in some of the southern states but what | read about this

region suggested it was more civilised. o
Al think they were just trying theareda, mpr ess
but theydre no real problem yet, just a bit
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Larry scratched his head. fYdheViagéne mber M.
Those guys this morning made this place sound like that. You know, step across the tree line

and the monsters wil/l get you. o
Allan made a slurping noise like a monster feasting on human flesh and then burped
| oudly. AThat 16d |Iike to investigate. Maybe
fil ms: | 6dti,gnaowvesthgaserisgi enti fically, and
Matt waited a few seconds in case All an ne

interfering with anything else in this compound. I nearly did on my run this morning. What
exactlyisittheyhave out here that warrants so much p

Larry and All an exchanged gl ances. All an s
protection? Whatever. At least the military are willing to plan further ahead than the next
election. Joast tdiométawkishge fyor a guided tour
young Matt, shall we go chat where we wonot

ASee you guys |l ater. o Larry called as they
refreshments where he was approached by a couple of intense young men with spotty faces
and glasses. Allan and Matt headed for the n

AAIl an?90

AMatt ?o0

AYou told me | must call you by your first

ADid I ? I f you say so. 0

Al mmedi at el y af HabuckinhShephexdadu cal |l ed wus

AAnd your point i s?0

AThat contradicted what you had just indioc
names. O

AYoubre right, Matt, it did.o

There was silence. Matt waited. Allan held locked eyes with him, unblinking. Finally
Matt said, ASo why did you behave in a way t

Al have a suggestion, Matt. o

AWhat ?0

AAsk your Mum and Dad about that when you
AOkay. 0O

They had reached Ahl akhkéslLaffiydéese Wwhdca winoc
the parkland and forest beyond.
The man installed himself on the chair behind his work table, leaned the chair back and
slung his feet onto the table. He gestured at an easy chair placed at an angle so that whoever
sat there could chat comfortably with him without the table getting between them. Matt settled
himself in the chair noticing he could see clearly both the white board, and the screen of
Al l andbs computer.
ASo, Matt, what do youfmakRe of the confer e
Matt shifted about a bit more in the chair to make himself comfortable. A second chair
had been placed where he could rest his feet
he did not. He found putting his feet up impaired his ability to think clearly. He put his feet up
level with his torso when he wanted to sleep. You sleep at night unless you were Dad when he
was ill. It was not currently night and would be quite a waste if he could not think clearly
about what Professor Strike had to say.

AWhy?0 he said.
AWel |l , gee, |l guess I 6m just curious what
ANo. I mean why are we all here? What i s t
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must be costing someone a lot of money. What you said this morning made more sense than

stuff in the press but it was not the whol e
AStraight to the point, eh?0o0
AYes. Why not ?o0
AOkay, | etdos see if what ITittle I know sat
AHmMMmMM. I would not calll it curaliwihstiet y. Wi t h

situation properly?o

AAre you comfortable here?o

Matt wriggled around a little more, leant forward to push the footstool-chair further
away, and finally shifted right back into his own chair so that he was sitting as near upright as
possiYeke. tfiank you. o

ANo, you twit. Do you feel at ease at thi s
here, in these surroundings, your first ti me
How did Allan know he had not been out of

reasonably at ease, though | would rather be at home. And | would prefer there were fewer
people at the conference. 0 That main room fe

Al 611 take that as youodre feeling uneasy ¢
overWhat about the incident on your morning ru
Matt closed his eyes for just a couple of seconds, flicking images of the run across his
mind. He reopened his eyes. fARound here is |
go. They should have tolduswh en we arrived, but now | know.
AYou havendét felt at all threatened by the
saw on the drive in?o
ANo, why should | ? They must be there for

Allan swung his feet off the table, half stood as he swung his chair back to front, and sat
on it the wrong way round resting his elbows on the backrest as he faced Matt fully.

AFair enough. So what do you think this s
Oodd. AJust what | have read in tihe papers
morning failed to say anything new except a

AYes but thihkk® do you

Al think it would be good if they told us
AWhat makes you think they havenoét ?o0
AYou

Matt stared at Al Il an. nmistgpid, attheastnae r e a d
by normal standards. . . 0

AThank you. o

A...so you know the story they gave out dc

AOkay. |l 6m not entirely stupid so | do knc
concl usi on May | start with a historical p e

AYes i f you think that wil!/ hel p. o

Matt waited, wondering why Allan did not start his historical perspective at once.
Perhaps that strange faci al expression was A
to recall the events of his run.
A L e tckthree key periods in the history of science. Pythagoras, Newton, Einstein.
What do those guys have in common?o
AEach was a dedicated scientist and mat her
results named after them. They all broke new ground in major ways. All three were male. All
three gained respect in their own I|ifetimes.
AFine, thatoél]l do to make the point. Do yc
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APyt hagoras: between 550 and 500 BC, rought
probably 1900 to 1915, though he did a lot of less successful work more or less up to his
death in 1955.0

AYou swall ow an encycl opaedi a?bo9
ANoO. |l have read sever al of the better one
ANot edi bl e | agr ee. therdHave yplhcoveredthd ogi cal |y

Encycl opaedia Britannica amongst your explor
AYes but that was about ten years ago. It
have not bothered with their updates. There are more detailed sources for the latest research,
and Encyclopaedias miss out so much detail that I wish to know. They can be useful for an
initial overview. o
ARi ght. Whatever. So we have three key era
2500, 400, and then 100 years ago? Science isspeedingu p, i snét it . o
Aln one sense it is, but in another sense
AVery true, and thatodés one of the two reas
di fferences between the work of the three gu
That was something that had worried Matt ever since he had first noticed it, and he had

decided that it was just another of the ways
significant difference is the progressive na
ANarrowi ng?o
AYou failed to notice? The narrowing is ob
ATedel more. O

This guy was not stupid but he could cert e
brotherhood at Croton were interested in pretty much everything: Maths and Science of
course, but also things like art, architecture, music, theology and philoso p hy . 0
They probably didnét see any relevant di s
Exactly. And they were right, although th
What about Newton?o

AMost people think he just did Mawehs and F
now call science, and he and his contemporaries in the Royal Society covered an immense
breadth of study. Newton himself included Biology and later in his life tried to work with
astrology, theology, chronology and al chemy.

ot 3t DN

AHow does hibsfheerpaf obmwBykhdgorasé then?bo
Al't was significantly narrower. o

AThough still broad. o

ABy modern standards yes. Compared with Ei

Einstein focussed on fairly narrow areas of Physics and Maths, and his Maths was a bit sloppy
in places. 0
AAnd now? What about Larry Harbuck®os wor k?
AWell , chatting with Professor Harbuck he
all of his recent published papers deal with detailed aspects of Riemannian geometry and
topograph y . 0
AAnd my own research?o
A We | | | eaving aside the superficiality of
research has mainly looked at ten and eleven dimensional potential aspects of gravity and
their possible application to understanding what happened just before and during the so-called
BigBangwhen this wuniverse started to take on it
fAiThisuniverse? Currentf or m? 0O
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Very strange. Must be rhetorical questions, so Matt waited in silence.

AHow many of my publi&hed papers have you

AAIl of them. o

AAM | getting anywhere?o0

AProbably, but some of your thinking is re&

AWool |l y. Okay. Il can run with that Anyt hi

AYes. O

AWhat ?0

Als it not obvious?o

Al may be thinkindgadsometuldireg tdt mdéot ntgh am nw «
stupidbynormalst andar ds, so tell me . O

Matt sighed. AYou say you have no problem

AThe three visible dimensions of space, ar

Mat t s hr u g gnea your Bodk$ younsaid you are unable to visualise any
additional di mensions. 0

AYes, but | can think about them.o

Al'tdés not the same. Youbre using the anal o

unreliable, and you are using some notquittac cur at e equations to do t
ANot quite accurate?o0

APrecisely. Li ke every one el se these days
instead of endeavouring to grasp | arger pict
ASo I 6m a typical twenty first century sci

A Y o u stilhbeirg too narrow. Almost all scientists and almost all people doing any
kind of research these days deal with just a tiny part of a minute area of something artificially
categorised as a separate subject When our Science teacher tried to explain to us the
differences between Physics, Chemistry and Biology I told him he was just being absurd. The
boundaries between these overl apping areas a

ASo | should, in addition to Asmtivophysi cs,
Linguistics, and Geography?9d
Matt shook his head in frustration. AYou &

ability to research much beyond what you are doing, but you need to be aware of the rest, you
need to be reading papers in those areas, you need to be talking shop on a frequent basis with
researchers who would not even know what Ast

Awhat i1 f | told you that is one of the t wc
nlt makes sense, and not before.
Awat the. . . O

Something thundered outside. They swung to look out of the window just as something
else roared over.
AHey, somethingds prodded the wasp nest. o0
out what. o
The first of two matt black helicopters was already disappearing over the distant trees,
its partner not far behind.
AHel |l , they must have nearly hit the roof
The second helicopter screamed out of sight, and the racket died away surprisingly
rapidly. Matt sat back down a little shaken. He had experienced RAF jets flying below him
through the Ogwen Valley. He had watched from a cliff on the north west end of Tryfan as
they rotated through a full ninety degrees to get round the sharp bend in the valley. He had
envied the pilots being paid to do that just for training. But those helicopters had not looked
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like they were training.
Allan paused by the window before turning back to flip his chair once more and sit on it
the normal way. fAWow. Okay. sé&dsomethingwhidhs j ust b

guite frankly, is close to unbelievable. 0

ADi d | ?20

AYes. You implied itds possible to visual:@
space and time. o0

AOf course it I s possible. o

AYou can do it?o0

AYes. O

ADoes anyonecah%e know you

AApart from Mum and Dad | have never met &
people are seriously thick.o

Al l andbs face had gone pale. Was he having
quite young, but always possible. Other symptomsweremis si ng. fAAre you f eel

Professor Strike?b90
Allan did not even notice what Matt had called him. He shook his head very slowly, and

then closed his eyes. fAiNo, but I 6m not il
two. Please. 0
AOkay.

Matt waited patiently. He was kept waiting for several minutes, but that was fine. He did
not understand why, and he could not make sense of the changing expressions progressing

across Allands face and body, bedt he was qui
AMatt. o
AYes?o0
AHow do you visualise a fifth dimension?
Matt had needed to deal with the same (ques
someone for a second time, how do you recogn
AWhat do youj unetando Ptelogptl.e. . ah, yes, but |
AExactly. Whereas me, I usually do not rec
really quite well. I have asked some people to explain how they recognise faces so easily but
noone hasbeenablet o t el | me. Even Mazy, my Dadds ¢ o0mj
to talk about Mazy. o
AMazy? I tés you that i s amazing. How many
Al do not really know. It is not actually
bedoom | ooks |l ike; it is more kind of sensing
ANot half as vague as the way |1 6ve been tF
di mensions can you O6sensed?0o0
AThat s difficult to say.groupofpeopkesoamew i f you
at the one glance if there are three of them, or four of them, but more than about five and all
you know is if it is a small group, a large group, or a crowd? You know, like the writers of the
Bible often use forty to mean quiteal ot ? O
AfYes yes, so roughly how many are you awar
A We | | I can sense the space our visible wur

small number of dimensions. Definitely more than five or six, but almost certainly less than
t wenty. o
NfBet weeanditwenty? And you can. ..o
He was interrupted by a siren.
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AOh hell, this is the dril|l they warned us
Matt could barely make out what was said, but he knew what to do and rose quickly to
his feet.
Al l an waved towar ds tshheo udtoeodr,. MlYéoowe gjou sath e
some confidential files. 0O
Matt headed into the corridor where it was actually painful coping with the siren. A
flashing sign directed him further into the building. This practice was not for a fire.
People were streaming out of the main meeting room as he passed the doors. Just a few
ahead of him was Carol, her long hair swirling softly as she moved in the crowd. Interesting
that she was one of the very few people he had recognised easily every time he saw her. What
was it about her? Something unusual, special.
Someone knocked against him hard as they pushed past him. He lurched sideways

al most bumping into the wall. fAHey, geek, wa
Al am sorry. |l did not. .. O
Matt was cut off by a second guy shoving him even more force.
AGetting in the way again, geek?090

His shoulder hit the wall so hard that his head also swung, banging the wall painfully.
He staggered dazedly away from the wall. He needed to avoid a hall table with flowers on it
just ahead, but before he could do so a hand pressed against his spine just below the shoulder
blades.

AKeep away from her, geek. 0

The hand shoved him again sharply and he half fell into the table. Flowers and water
cascaded onto the carpet and he felt the table crack as he knocked it over and landed on it
heavily. He lay there confused and angry as shoes and legs moved past him.

AAre you all right, kid?o0

He looked up into the face of a stranger who was gently helping him to his feet. He
struggled to maintain his balance, and stood gaping at the shambles of wood, flowers, and
soaking carpet.

AJust | eave it for now. There are people v
stairs quickly. They did schedule a drill fo
real. 0

There were few people ahead of them now. The man headed off down the corridor, and
Matt had to move fast to keep up. A fresh sign directed them right, and then down a wide
flight of concrete steps. As they neared the foot Matt heard a rumble behind him, glanced
back, saw a heavy metal door sliding into place.
ARel ax, kid. That door only shuts once t he
the stairs. There are two other ways down to
Next | evel ? Theydd flashmgsigns. €hesfeltlikeahe d t o f ol |
definition of over the top.
They entered a wide corridor. Walls, floor and ceiling were featureless concrete. As they
headed away from the stairs Matt heard the rumbling behind him, and this time did not need
to look back. Twenty metres along the corridor stopped. A second flight of stairs led down at
right angles to the first.
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12 T Messages

The buzzing woke Chris up. He raised himself and reached across for the palmtop on
the bedside table. Inevitably this awoke Ann.

AWhat is it, | ove?0

AMatt's trying to contact us on Messenger.

Ann struggled to | ook at the alarm cl ock ¢
night! o She rubbed her eyes.

This is Matt wedre talking about. Over t

Ergh.odBe fghedd apply what he knows about

hris was tapping at the screen with a st

he has to | earn common sense the hard way. o
ASo t &urgh-phintoutwhattimeitishere,andthat we wer e sound as
Chris sighed. Al o6d | ove to, but by the solt
He was tapping rapidly now, the stylus movV

seen a hibernating hedgehog prodded repeatedly with a stick. A long stick. Prodded until it

woke up. That had been one mean hedgehog. Chris knew how it felt.

(@ =11

AWel | ?20
A Ha n @ hesays, Can | come home noveaRd | replied, Wh at 6s ap, Matt?
A We |l | shift yourself, t hen. |t 6s easier |if

Chris swung round and leant against Ann, which felt good. She rubbed her face against
his gently as she got herself into the best position.

Matt: | want to come home.

CS: How soon

Matt: Now!

CS: I understand, Matt, how are you feeling

Matt: | feel cold and nauseous, and a#lydl have just wanted to go to bed and sleep.

CS: Gosh you are having a tough time

Matt: Yes.

CS: How are you getting on with the other teenagers

Matt: | have made friends with two of them. Most of the others | do not like. They are so
juvenile and thick.

CS:1 6m gl ad t her ei"whichafthe specalists hayeog/au béen dble to
chat with

Matt: | had a long chat with Professor Harbuck this morning. Later | was chatting with
Professor Strike and it was getting quite interesting but the alarnh efieand interrupted us.
It was only a practice and was very annoying and a complete waste of time.

CS:Larry is nice isnbét he

Matt: Yes.

CS:l 6ve not met All an in person, but he con
show

Matt: Professor Porchingkwas nice to me this morning.

CS: Good old Rocky

Matt: I did not know you knew him. He is a psychologist.

CSSHeb6s much more than just a psychol ogist.
over the net for years.

Matt: We chatted a bit after lunch. Held me a little bit about his work on neural
networks and fuzzy logic gates. How soon can | come home?
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CS:Youdbd rather come home than carry on cha
Matt: | have got all their contact details in a handout.
A What ar eoday@hrisg@nce hegpetshimself into this state it can take weeks
for him to pull out. o
ALet 6s see what he thinks of this. o
CS: How about | contact Pat at onéeyou met her on the plarieand ask her to come
and pick you up the day after tomorrow ankiegou back to New York where you can get the
plane
Matt: | do not think | can cope that long.
CS:1 understand, but | know Pat candét <coll e
you in the short term is Rocky
Matt: Professor Porchinsky?
CS: Yes. Ask him tose the time reduction trickonyoy ou ol | | i ke 1t . | 0l
and ask him to set things up for Pat to collect you.
Matt: | am going to go to sleep now.
CS:Okay, smai.l IPdtiése response. We | ove you

Matt: Good night Dad.
The link closed.
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13 7 Distinguished

It had rained overnight but the sky was clear now and the turf pleasantly soft without
being squishy. No question: he would stay on this parkland area. No more exploring side
roads. No way.

The low sun had just touched the grass at one edge of the park and that was where he
headed first, starting at a gentle jog to get his muscles warmed up. It felt cool, but not cold
like the day before when he had been surprised there was no hint of frost.

The sunlight was a pale glow. As he swung left it caught his face and was pleasant to his
eyes. The slight warmth on his arms and legs felt reassuring, consoling, cheerful, uplifting. So
it helped a bit.

The woodland next to him was entirely evergreen firs of he type he had not seen in
England. The trunks were close enough to suggest they might need thinning. The leaf cover
some nineteen metres overhead was close woven making it quite dark further into the wood.
Little undergrowth grew there though there were a few shrubs near the edge. Perhaps they
flowered in the spring.

He estimated it was just over a mile round, almost everywhere visible from almost
everywhere else. The undulations were pleasant, gentle, nothing more. Good lines of sight if
you wanted to keep an eye on what was happening.

On the second circuit he realised he should have made use of the bathroom before
coming out but he wanted to do at least six circuits with the middle four at a good speed So he
kept going. Towards the end of the third circuit it was clear an interim measure was needed.
He slipped between a couple of bushes and headed further in, beyond the sunlight, hopefully
beyond prying eyes, and relieved himself against one of the rugged trunks. He hated using
anything but a properly appointed toilet, preferably the one at home, but sometimes when
running or mountaineering there was no choice.

He recalled the first time Dad had taken him climbing at Caley crags. He could feel the
warmth of the summer sun even now. They had climbed a VS on the side of the Sugarloaf
Boulder and were standing on the top untying the rope from his harness. There was no one

el se in sight, but he had | eaned closer to h
Dad had | ooked up from retri evtandup,orasit coupl e

down??9d
0Er, stand up. 6
Dad had pointed away from the path through the ferns and weather beaten trees to

another |l arge |l ump of grit stone. 6Just the
60There is a toilet just beyond that boul de
ONo but Ino seree ywiu t here and al most no one
O Hmmm. But | need a proper toilet. o
6Sorry, the nearest one of those you coul c

and | think they closed it down last autumn when they realised how short the season had

become. | woul dnét want you relieving your se

fine providing you keep away from where peop
That had been his introduction to the ways of wilderness people.
He returned to the parkland and continued with his run.
As he followed the gradual curve of his route he could see the road ahead. A Jeep
appeared and pulled over just inside the open area. A man in uniform got out and stretched his
arms and legs as if he had recently been stuck behind a desk for hours.
AHey, son, come here. o0 He beckoned Matt oV
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close.

Matt jogged over, stopped, and waited.

Als your name Matthew Shepherd?0 alhe voi ce
expression indecipherable, naturally.

Matt nodded. AYes, but | prefer to be call
The man just stared at him. AYesterday it
outside the grass area. You werassedaxfpl i ci tl vy

waiting for Matt to respond.
Matt felt his face reddening. How had they known he had nipped into the edge of the
woodland? He waited for the man to continue.
AwWell 2 Have you nothing to say?o
Al needed to relieve myself. o
AYou needeydoutros erlefl!i efTvheer e6s j ohns over the
time use one of them. Remember you are a guest on this base and frankly not that welcome a
guest . o
Matt turned his head to | oo
lonlywe nt about twenty metres in
The man grabbed Mattbés head

k at the edge ¢
to the woods wt
i n both hands

him. fADondt push it, boy. We spot every squi
lifts a wing above tree level. You British kids need to learn a bit more discipline. You put a toe
past the grass | ine again and 10l have you

Matt stared at him in astonishment.

AHave you got that?o

Matt nodded. Something told him not to argue. Too often in the past when he had tried
asserting the obvious he had ended up being shouted at. He disliked being shouted at.

The mandés eyes narrowed. AOver here we exf
answer yes, sit 0

Matt just stared at him. This man was an idiot, but he was a powerfully built idiot at
least thirty five centimetres taller than Matt, and he appeared to have some kind of authority.

The man muttered something under his breath, returned to his Jeep, swung it round
aggressively and drove back into the woods.

Matt was shaking. He could feel himself breathing faster and he had to slow that down.
For a moment his sight blurred, but then he had his breathing under control the way Dad had
taught him. He stood there, cooling off, breathing in deeply for five seconds, then out for five
seconds, and then repeating it. He felt his heart rate begin to slow down. The parkland around
him had returned from shades of grey to real colour again.

He looked across the way he had come, and then the way he had planned to continue.
The run held no attraction now. He started towards the main house slowly, slowly, almost
dragging his trainers through the soft grass. It seemed a long way to that back door he had
been shown the day before.
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147 Recognition

i D o e sntifi® Amerecan bill Larry as Professor HarbuckDo they call Allan Prof
Strik# We just dondt treat each other | ike that
over here. o

Matt did not respond f BrofessooPorehinskislhowddn ds. A Sc
call you Rocky o

AYou got it, kid. You call me Rocky, and |
Matt shook his head as if to clear i1 t. fARI
AYou dondt know?o

AHe i s an actuary who wor ks f rompatingandne . He

applied Maths but he does not work in a University, or publish scientific research papers. |
only found out two days ago that Dad had don
his first degree. o
A Wo w. He does keepo thhadomkgys puinsdheered hhiss hbaas eb
with one hand so he could scratch his receding hairline. The surviving hair was long enough
to overlap his sweat shirt, and was unkempt.
They sat at one of the round tables, nearest notebook computer brushed to one side. The
babble around them felt intrusive. The permanent aroma of freshly brewed coffee was
developing stale undertones. It was about time they aired the room properly. Sweaty
adolescent whiz kids, unwashed eggheads, spilled milk on the carpet by the refreshments that
still had to be adequately removed. And the babble: the incessant row of woolly minds trying
to impress.
AThat was a joke, Matt .o
AOh. Okay. o
Rocky grinned. fAWhatever . Guys hte doesndt ev
AThe guys?0o0
AGood name isno6t it. |l suggested it years
each specialise in one area of research but realise we need to be open to cross fertilisation
from other disciplines. Years ago some of us started communicating by letter, bouncing ideas
off each other. Then there was the net - which made it all so simple - and gradually the size of

the group grew. Thereds well over a hundred
be amazed what analogies and links have cropped up and then proved really useful to
someone in the Guys. 0 Rocky paused, and | ook

you woul dnét be surprised. o

ADad does not do research. o

AWhat ?0

AWhy would Dad be involved in your 6Guys?®o?~-

Rock y sl apped a palm on the table and | augh
One of the first three. And who says he does

Matt blinked, as wusual with both eyes t oge
need to work for auniversityor maj or busi ness. 0

ARI ght . Hebés an actuary. How many computer

ASi X...no, sorry, five. Er , I was thinking

AFi ve computers and a palmtop. dhatodés a bi

Als 1 t?20

AAnd which shop did he buy Betelgeuse fror
as Matt had.
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AHe did buy the palmtop before he made a f
computers from scratch. o

Rocky raised hi sbueyy ewhraccwsy.o ui Whayntnoteady ma
cheaper because manufacturers can buy the components in bulk much cheaper than
individuals can. o

Oodd. AShops sell computers for ordinary pe

ATo be an act ua rmuchtini2 be spgndsa wekkmmrodaing theo w
actuarial work that brings in the cash? In a bad week, a couple of hours. In a good week,
none. 0

Al had not realised that an actwuary coul d
wor k. o

ARock musi ci anss caannd, sbpuotr tyso usétrae r i ght , act
ago your Dad wrote the first version of some actuarial software. These days people
subcontract projects to him over the net. | f
inaccuracy inthedataprovi ded t he program asks Chris to |
on with what you call his édhobbiesd. Hi s har
nearly a million dollars a year, and all for

AWhat does ilhatdo ?roesear ch

AWhat doesndét he dabble in? Some of the qt
brain works | candt answer and neithe coul d

r
assistants wouldndét even understand the ques
Als Dad a aps ywehHdl| agi sat mat hemati ci an?o
Rocky pulled the notebook across, logged on, and rotated it so they could both see the
screen. fAJust connecting with my home system
Rocky typed in another untanmnme earmpd spavsogvdar dC.o uil
including Stallonei n it . O

AWhy?o0

AWhy what ?0

AWhat i s the | iStalkn®det ween you and

ANever mind. Ask your Dad when you get hon

Matt felt another wave of nausea. He shivered, and hoped Rocky had not noticed. He
blinked again. Several times. Slowly. Squeezing his eyes tightly shut each time. It helped. It
helped. Keep telling yourself it helps.

ARocky, I want to go home right now. 0

He pushed the comput er awahguldea giangina and put
sqgueeze. Al know, Matt. Your Dad contacted m
morning for him. He said he couldndt arrange

Al do not know i f | ipedasleeveaceoss hiseyeshHe tookddong. o N
at Rocky and then dropped his head.

The man | ooked up to his | eft. nWwel | |, may k

AYou can get me home earlier than that?0 F

Rocky shook hishead. i Sor r vy, | candédt do that. I have 1
people who want to chat with me, and Pat rea

make the waiting seem much shorter. o
AOh. 0 Matt sl umped bac knthettdeand sicleBnorchlkai r, p
hands. The racket continued around him and he was aware of some boys nearby fooling
around. He glanced across but was unable to remember if they were the ones who had pushed
him over, so he looked away again quickly before they noticed he was staring at them.
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y put a hand gently on Mattodés shoul der
uppose so0.0

t will require some work on your part, [
you manage that do you think?59

ock
| S
I

ot g

Al do nonm fkinnodw.ngl iat harder to think clear

AOkay. 0 Rocky | eant back in his chair, tha
Al want you to think about your experiences
dooccasionallyl i ke buying cl othes, going to the dent

AHMMM. 0

AWhat wedre | ooking for is something you F
dondot want to do. Something you wish wasnot
exactly when you have to deal with it. When | was your age it would have been going to the
denti st because he was a really unpleasant m
ages, which hurt, and be breathing into my f
holdyour breath and he wouldndot | et me breathe
mirror up. o

AHMMM. o

AHave you thought of something??9

AYes. O

Al dondt need to know what it is, but | dc

Matt shrugged. ciihewdochad year. Théreeare viay@sohe of e a
teachers | do not know and probably one of them will be nasty to me. And you never know
who you are going to be made to sit next to.
AAQ. Right. 0 Rocky |l ooked wupwar dses,for a f
think | can relate to that.o
Matt looked up at him. He doubted this relatively normal guy had any idea what Matt
experienced. The bullying was almost entirely verbal, but intelligent kids can be brutally
clever in what they say, and teachers just never seem to notice that sort of thing. The worst
was teachers who arranged classes alphabetically from the front which often put Matt in the

€

back row where snide remarks, stupid things
calculators were even less likely to be spotted.
AHow | ong before the school year starts dc

approaching?o

Matt buried his face in his hands once mor

Rocky |l eant a I|little closer. Al Om sorry, N

Al am dtr efaodri ntghei whol e summer . 0

AOkay. And do you feel worse over the | ast

He gl anced up, fAWhat do you think? | cannc
nauseous. O

AThat bad. o Rocky screwed his face up. N We
we may still be able to use this. Think about how quickly time passes over that last few days,
compared with how fast it passes when youobre

Puzzling. ATime passes at a constant rate.
observing someoneelse who i s moving at a different rela

AThat 6s true Matt, but the subjective expe
feels Ii ke time is passing faster or sl ower

Today ti mpasesemyg taochbedi bly sl owly. o
Okay. And the day before the school year
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AHMmMmM. The day is hardly started before it
annoying. o

AThat sounds normal . o0 He nodded. fAdMdOw | we
the school year starts the day after tomorro

Matt started shaking, but got himself under control with an effort.

Als that too much for you?bo

Matt nodded.

AOkay, how about this. | magi ne angtolmac her y
off work for several weeks. You know that tomorrow afternoon will be the first lesson with a
supply teacher who you dondét know. Would you

A HMMmMM. Yes. I think |1 woul d, t hough not hin
year . O

Al magine you are in that situation now. |t
will this teacher be taking you for?o

AMat hematics. We have got a really nice Ma

AFi ne. So imagine itdés nkimganhyountigetableardaek t o d ay
youdbve got the first | esson with this new te
you feel ?0

AUnhappy. | want to have our real Maths te

AWhere are you as ggda | ook at your ti met at

Aln the Campanile, where the student recer

Als she nice?o0

AOh yes, very nice Il can al ways talk to

ASo i magine sheds busy with other peopl e &
abletotalktoher . She candt help you. Youdre stuck w
tomorrow afternoon. What can you see?0

AThe fl oor. o

Als it in colour, or monochrome?o0

AEr, well, i1t should be polished wooden ti
grey. | can see my shoes as well, and they are kind of blurred. They are black shoes, but the
| aces are not clear at all .o

AWhat can you hear?0

Al am breathing fast and wheezing slightl.y

receptionist, but | cannot make out what is being said. Some other boys are hanging around
waiting to see her and they are chatting. o
AOkay. Now | etds experiment. I nside your h
notice if that changes how you feel. Then make the sounds quieter and further away, and
check how that feels. 0 Rocky waited.
Matt shivered. #Alt feels bad when | i magir
l oudl y. o
ACan yo
n

u cope with how you feel 2?0

Al t hi k so.0 He opened his eyes and star e

AGoNdw | want you to tell yourself youdve
afternoon. Any time you start feeling upset
take yourself back to looking at your timetable with people crowding you and speaking too
loud, and everything blurred in shades of grey

Al think so.0 Matt smil ed.

AYoubre smiling. O

Copyright material - 61



AOf course. I understand what you have dor
happening tomorrow, it feels as if time is passing much faster. That i s cl ever . 0o

He became aware that someone with long, straight hair had arrived and was leaning on
the table trying to attract his attention.

AHel | o, Matt . l's it alright 1 f a thick 1ri
He breathed in sharply and felt pleasure and embarrassment kicking in simultaneously.
AET . Hi . Carol . This is Professor Porchinsky
AThat 6s Rocky Porchinsky to you Carol. Ik
formal, but there you go. o0 He st beoffgotup, and
ot her guys to meet. Catch you both | ater. o H
fooling around not far away.
AMay | sit down Matt? | wanted a chat. o
That was odd. There were several chairs available, and they were there for anyone to
use. Ah wel | . Better do the nor mal bit. ifYes

She pulled a chair out and seated herself, adjusting her skirt as she did so. Few of the
girls here wore skirts T they mostly wore jeans or similar i but Carol did and she looked good
in it. She looked good. It was annoying that he did not feel he could sit there gawping at her
so he looked across to where Rocky had fitted himself into the rowdy group and their
conversation. Hmmm. That was the wrong way to look. He swung his gaze back past Carol to
the table, which was less interesting but safer. Why did girls make him feel like this? The
nicer they looked the more awkward he felt, as if his brain were somewhere else trying not
very successfully to operate the body by remote control, as if he were riding his bike on a
saddle ten metres up using puppet strings.

AAre you okay?o

AHMMM. o

AYou dondét | ook well .o

She touched his arm with her hand which sent a thrill up the arm, along the spine, and
into his brain. He jerked his arm back.

AOh, 1 &m sortyg. aladmdgodu. mean
ANO. It is alright. You just startled me. 0
Al 6m sorry. Il 61l try not to touch you agai

What he wanted to say was: please do touch me again and please ignore me if | respond
oddly because compared with most people my life has been unusual and I have had almost no
friends. He wanted to say that but the words refused to sort themselves out in his head. And
his mouth failed to move.
Al 6m sorry. Look, can we talk a bit?0 She
His eyes followed where she was looking. There was not much to look at until her gaze
settled on the group surrounding Rocky, quieter now with only two or three speaking at a time
as they threw questions at the psychologist. He was moving gently away from Matt and Carol,
the group following him.
Carolnodded,and r eturned her scrutiny to Matt. 0
outside today and yesterday. What do you t hi
She was facing him, with one elbow on the table, her head tilted back slightly.
|l went where | was. not wanted. o0 He shrugc
Thereds more to it than that.o
Why should there be? At the briefing they
own. 0
AYeh. Right. They invite us here, al | s mi |

ot 3t N
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prisoners? What is out there to make them aggressive about you just wandering a few steps
into the woods for a pee?o0
How did she know that? He had not told anyone that was why he had entered the wood;
he had not even told Mum and Dad yet.
She must have detected something in hischangeofexpr essi on. fARel ax, Ma
them came over to speak to the man in charge here. You know, the silent one who often stands
next to the guy who did the initial briefing yesterday. Anyway | happened to overhear part of
their conversation. The army characterwas angry and not worried ab
AYou overheard them?0

She grinned. Al noticed uniformed man dr i\
boss mandés office just after theyo6d gone in
asiftocheck there was no one el se around. Al di c
were shouting that | oud. 0o

ALoudl y. o

AWhat ?0

ALoudis an adjective, but you were using it to qualify a verb, so you should have used
the adverb loudly. 0

She stared at him for what felt like a very long time.

ARI ght . |l can see itds going to be a while
okay after your fall yesterday?o

AYou saw that?0

She nodded. Al heard the crash. Before | ¢
hel ping you to your feet, so | kept moving wi

What should he say? Nothing good had ever come from him trying to describe events
|l i ke that to anyone but Mum and Dad. Al gues
coul d interrogate him further, ASo what do yol

ARight. I f you say so. The conference? 1|1t
but most of these brats are too interested in their own street cred to ask worthwhile questions.
What is it with boys and hormones? TheyOore s

Al mmat ure? Hor mones?o

AWhat ?0

AYou said hormones are i mmature. 0

She I ooked briefly down to her |l eft. HARI gl
peopl e?o0

APedanti c? Oh.usYeasl. | yl.haMai mMlloy nwhen | f eel

Al see. How are you feeling? Youdve | ooked

AHmMmMmM. Not too good. | want to go home as
coll ect me wuntil t omooumakewme fealrmabdytweird, magoadl Oh vy es
way, but I just do not know if I can say I really like you.

AYoubre feeling down. I can relate to that

't certainly helps to haveatifyeoudspendalloh at wi t
time in your company | would almost not feel homesick. Almost.

AThat 6s good. 106l1 hang around a while the

AWhat makes you say that?o

AHavenodét you noticed any inconsibstwhates$
think. The worldés in a mess and getting wor
spreading. The worl dodés resources are close t

not just over oil but over food and water. Global warming is beginning to bite but the people
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who make the money out of destroying our planet are such narrow minded, short term
thinkers theyoll never do whGaidwillsdo infer es,dre d e v en
more precisely tous. Research isdyingonit s f eet because the people
a clue, and people with real brains have become so specialised they need their clothing
labelled so they know whether to put their shoes or socks on first in the morning. As a result
webre gettrisng ond haengpwe bl ems that really matt
AHMMM. 0
Al s HMmat 6 m ovHmm Iy otuhi nk youdd eAsvalye ooveendad

mouth she placed a raised index finger al mos
decides to get together some of the brightest teenage minds in Britain and the USA, give them
a free fortnightoés holiday in New England, s
a range of disciplines and try to persuade t
AThat i sewBpwpehe and TV said. o
She snorted. AWhen do they ever get it ric
quarks and quasars confused, and when it comes to politics what do they know except what
government agencies f eretd itthetno ilnfcridgadse oudlre:
but a bit boring or hard to understand, eith
Al rarely read newspapers. o
ABully for you. Try it some time, but be s

laughter ratherthan cr yi ng. o
He tried to respond but she gave him no chance.

ASo we have a few hundred incipient geni us
energy left over from ogling the opposite sex to even be paying attention to why they're here.
And donedtl tjeddt msplit an infinitive: | 6m a T
me you wereno6t going to tell me. So wedve go
be directed towards saving the world, but by the time any of us kids have produced something
wor kable there probably wondédt be much | eft t

Allen said yesterday made more sense but wasn't it. So why have they really got us all
together ?0
Matt waited. He wondered if she had come to any conclusions.

Al 6m a hacker, Matt, as a sort of spare hc
Since we got here | 6ve been on the net five
working on at home, no probl aemalyif.Wiese | t hou
what? My net connection dropped. mgkomgutet hen my
|l brought it with me, no one el se has ever u
sophisticated defence systems even if 1 do say so mysel f . 0O

ADoes it work after you reboot?0

ADid the first ti me. But not the second. ¢

hard drive is wiped. Not just wiped, but when I tried getting at what should have still been
there, nothing, not even a distant echo of data having been stored on it. | know of no way to
do that to a hard drive no matter how much t

of a magnetic field, but after that second c
basic reformat . Makes my hair stand on end. o
He glanced up at her face.
ANot | iterally, you bozo. Metaphorically. o
AHmMmMM. Have you told anyone el se?0
AwWhat | was doing? No way. That my hard dr

replacement notebook for the duration which is fine if | want to process words or check my e-
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mai | but | had some hot software on that har
accessed over the net. Obviously. o

She looked up, saw something, and her eyes narrowed. Matt looked across to where a
couple of guys had left the Rocky Porchinsky group and stood staring.

AWhat are they |l ooking at?o

ATheydre scowling at you and ogling me. Si
precedence they | ook as pathetic as they are

He looked at the guys again. One had the tail of his shirt hanging out. The other had
both thumbs hooked in to his | eather belt. L
do you know they are resentful of me?o0

ALook how their faces. . . yesedhsogaeforeme how tF
to you and his face changed to show anger ?0

Al saw his face change but | did not wunder

angry?o

She | aughed, turning her back on the obser
Theyodre sarsi omdslypuj saltai ng here so close to
in Mattods expression. fAThey fancy mditt you tw
bitchh whi ch was presumably intended to i mpress

Well you are highly fanciable.
i So unddes. or u
AAha! You ispdt ttehdatt Hadtm surprised. Youlbre ¢

you make them |l ook |ike they sleep under roc
AOh. o
She shook her head and smiled. AOh yes, dc
astange | ook. fAYo really couldndot read their
He shook his head ASometi mes | can read e

smiled because of the way your mouth curved.
confusing. o

AHow gooud atr ergcognising peopl e?d

Ah. Yes. Right. Okay. Well . fAl need to get
recognise them and even then | often realise | know someone but I cannot find where my
brain stored their name. O

ATha bad?o

AYes E & lopmeetthera undxpectedly outside their usual context i you know,
|l i ke encountering one of my Mumdés friends 1in
house having dinner. o

She tilted her head oddly, st orhelthatl ooki ng &
doesndét make sense. Larry, you know, Prof Ha

got an incredible mind. You can so easily grasp scientific concepts that most specialists in the

world have to work hard at. How can you do that butnotrec o gni se peopl eds fac
Matt had to think for a while. She remained silent, watching and waiting, which he

appreciated. Wel |, he valued that she was wi

scientific concepts and words and numbers and so on, they are easy because they are like a

rock face, they are fixed, constant, | can get a proper grip on them. But faces are never the

same twice. They keep changing. My Mum says
communicate emotion and meaning are actually quite subtle and the truly extraordinary thing
i's not that | cannot interpret these subtl et

AWow. Yes that makes sens esupeBovavheotieredo you
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are a range of possible types of supernova e ? 0

Als that not obvious?o
ANo. O
AStars are nothing |ike people. They have

classified in broad ways with clear definitions. In my lifetime they only change in
straightforwar d way stlychaRging mdrpeirdgswitifnething s ar e con
particularly fixed, and you are expected to classify every slight shift as special. For instance |
know that i f someoneds mouth forms an arc | i
probably means they are being friendly. But Mum says some people look as if they are
smiling when their faces are just relaxed, and some people put their mouth into that sort of
shape when they dislike you or are preparing to be nasty to you. I just cannot figure out how
to measure or classify expressions. Even if | go by hair style and colour there are so many
variations and hair often wil/l not stay the
AAnd supernovae are easy because?0
He sighed. Fortunately he didnotpeopef t en hav
just avoi ded c @Guopereovasthemape ofva sdt df thilgs, amd is cldarly
defined. I tdos easy in most cases to identify
and it is always possible to tell. Within the set of supernovae there are variations, which are
classified into subset types 1a, 1b and 2. Within each type, each supernova is unique, but fixed
in obvious ways inspace-t i me . 0O

AFi xed? |1 thought they were massive expl os
AYes, but t her e i yafaalypbedctblersequenoegf.events.ofhel o we d b
changes in someoneds face do not follow a pr
point there is no logical way to predict the

At that point they were interrupted by one of the conference organisers announcing
loudly but politely that the next seminar would be starting in five minutes.
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15 T Rhetoric

Matt and Carol were walking towards the door together when they heard Mr Jackson
call out from behind them.

AMatt hew SMeatpthlea d? 0

They looked round, and Randal was moving towards them as fast as he could push

through the throng. Alt i s Matthew isnb6t i1t?
Matt nodded uncertainly. What had he done now?
Al tds alright vy o ejustneoveoverhereifonamonenbautofi e. Can v
everyonedbds way?o0
Carol touched Mattdés ar m. ACatch you | ater

Matt nodded before turning to follow Randal. They moved well away from the rest, into

a back corner of the room.
ASo Matthew, howeacenyewehicediswmgfar ?0
A

| prefer to be called Matt. Il am finding
as school . 0

AAh. Wel | . I have an invitation that might
know that on this site isa top secretgove r nment research establ i shme

Matt blinked. Alf it is top secret then |

Randal forced a | augh. ANo. Of course not.

security measures in place for the compound as a whole. One of the reasons for them is that
section dedicated to a range of research projects. Apparently one of the senior researchers
noticed your score on the competition questions and was sufficiently surprised he pulled your
work out of the data bank. He was so impressed he has asked to meet you, and has invited you
over to see round his department. o
AWhat i s his speciality?9
ASpeciality? Er, something in Electronics
when you meet him tomorrow. o0
ATomorrow?0 Thhdetn. coul d be a pro
AYes. And heds sending a chopper over to p
great: not just talking in the abstract like it's been so far at the conference but hands on
research beyond anything thdebdadki bely to be

ACan it be this afternoon?o

AToday? Er, 1 6m afraid not. o

ATomorrow morning?o

Al dondt think so. He suggested tomorrow ¢
guite a privilege to meet him at all . o

Matt sighed. The cloud was descending again. With Carol around it had started lifting.
Just for a while. Al wi || not be able to se

AWhy ever not ?0 The moaniftheawasnat reatlyeaskidgthe pped a't
question; which was odd since it did not feel the right context for a rhetorical question.

Al am going home tomorrow. 0

AGoing home? Why would you want to go home
started?0o0

Matt shrugged. Al just am. o

AHave you told anyone of your plans?o

Al have mentioned it to Professor Porchins
Randal shookhishead. @A No, I mean to anyone i mport:
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AProfessor Porchinsky is important. o
AWell , yes, | suppose he i s. I meant anyon
Matt was getting impatient. Starting to walk out of the lecture room had made him

realise he needed the loo. He shifted from one foot to the other.

AYou candt just | eavel! o

AWhy not? I s this a prison?0o

A Wel | no of course not. Il tds just that the
channel s. o

AWhy?o

AWhy? Well therebo t he quest i allyrespohsiblb ow y ou

s
for you while youbre here you know. 0
AEverything has been arranged by my Dad. £
l unchti me tomorrow. 0
AThis i s a high security government compol
ask for you. o
AWhy not? They had precise records of who

do is ask for me by name. 0

AWell vyes, but we are obliged to make procg
authorised you to go home and this person to take responsibility for you. And the conferenceis
really going to heat wup over the next few da
now. O

Just think how things will feel like in another day or two, just how the homesickness
will bite. At the moment the down feelings were mainly about circumstances but stay in this
state too long and it could become a full blown chemical change in the brain and that would
take a lot longer to heal. Antidepressant medication tends to be less effective with adolescents
than adults.
ARi ng Dad wup. He wi | | confirm things. o0 he
Al 6m afraid it isndt that simpl e. He gave
conference on your own, and legally we must either accompany you home ourselves or have
you parentso nnew iitnstgr.wbct i ons i
AiSo all ocate someone to accompany me. 0
Randal shook his head. Al 6m sorry but | dc
ARIi ng Dad-mand bhé&é&l peemi ssion to you. oo
[ 6s a | egal twriting. &nderWelawh av e t o

Al 6m sorry, it
aneemai | or fax is not enough since both are e
AYou can check whaiclh ocroingpiunt aetre st hfer cem. 0
ANo. We cané6t. That can be falsified now t
someone else could be usingyourpar ent sé computer. O
AYeh, that is really |likely.o
Al'tés possible though. And the | aw may be

for you to grow up.o
Matt stared at the man for a few seconds before simply turning and heading for the door.
H e 6 d thissert of thing before. Some teachers were like this.
AWhere are you going?bo9
Matt ignored him.
Al said where are you going? We havenot fi
Matt halted abruptly and | ooked back withc
finished talking at me. It is none of your business but | need to relieve myself and then I will
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be going to lunch. Tomorrow | wil/l go home. 0
was quite surprised he had actually said as much as he had. Must be feeling low.
He marched down the corridor until he reached the gents, resisting the temptation to
check if he was being followed.
At least by now everyone else would be at lunch. He did not feel at ease using public
toilets when there were people around.
He pushed through the two doors and stopped in shock. Three guys were fooling around
the wash basins, spraying each other with water. He had a tickling sensation that he ought to
recognise them.
AHey, |l ook who just came in!o
Altéds the geeknd, mgeek 20 How ya doi
Matt would have preferred to leave at once, but he really needed to relieve himself. He
edged round towards the urinals trying not to look nervous. Inevitably the harder he tried not
to look nervous the more self conscious and tense he became, so the more frightened he must
appear. He could not read that in other people, but he had long known they could read it in
him.
AWhere you going, geek. The girly room i s
Matt kept moving. He was nearly there, but maybe he should lock himself in a cubicle.
That would save embarrassment, and might be safer. Anyway, he usually could not operate if
he knew he was being watched.
One of the guys had darted between him and the urinals. That decided that. He was
about to head sideways to the cubicles when someone grabbed his arm hard and spun him
round.
ADi dndét you | isten to me yesterday, boy
Matt stared up at the guybés face, takin
muscle not fat. Back home he would have been in the rugby team. Matt could feel his heart
beating, his legs shaking. He did not know what to say. What could he say? How was he
going to escape from here? Maybe someone would arrive and catch them. More likely not.
They never had in the past.
AFaglgioke you should never have been all owe
Now there was a typical contradiction. They were angry that he had showed an interest
in a girl, and expressed it by suggesting he was not interested in girls.
AYou keep awaoy fwedmlheareal ly fix you next
What happened next took Matt completely by surprise. One moment he was standing
there with shaking legs, the next he had been punched so hard on the chest that he had to step
back to avoid falling over. The git had put his full weight behind the attack.
The trouble was Matt found he could not step back. Something was blocking him and
he was pitched over, cracking his shoulder blades hard on the tiled floor. His head could not
have missed by much being split open on the urinals.
It had all happened so fast, taken him completely by surprise. One of the guys had
crouched down just behind him before he was punched and it was over before he had realised
what was happening. Just a fraction extra warning and he would have fallen some of the way
but have been able to prevent himself from hitting the ground i though that would have led to
other problems.
Hell, his back and neck hurt.
Someone kicked him in the side, though not as hard as they might. There was a whoop.
He heard feet running away across the tiled floor and the door slamming open and seconds
later starting to close itself.

? |
g i
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He started to push himself warily to a sitting position. The floor felt dry, which was a
relief, but it was smelly down here. Moving his head hurt a bit, but it was bearable. His
elbows were sore. Maybe they had hit first, slowing him slightly. If he had managed to get his
forearms down in time he would probably have sprained a wrist; it had happened in the days
when it was still worth climbing, jumping for a hold on a boulder, sliding off it and trying to
stop himself landing too hard with his other hand. Of course, that time he had fallen from far
higher: a full twenty centimetres off the ground on that occasion. Well, he thought, you cannot
be that badly injured this time if you can joke about it.

He was unsteady on his feet but did what he had come in here to do. Somehow he did
not feel like food. That was something else about being away 1 at home you could adjust
mealtimes, and grab something to eat at any time.
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16 1 Static

He did not bother with lunch.

Instead he went to his room and had a long, hot shower. Ideally he should give the sore
muscles twenty four hours before having a hot shower or exerting them more than necessary,
but the shower felt so good, so comforting. The clothes he had been wearing, even the socks
and boxer shorts, felt contaminated and disgusting. He stuffed them into a carrier bag. No
point in using the laundry facilities on site, and no morning run tomorrow. Twenty four more
hours felt like forever. Oh yes: he triggered the visualisation of knowing he had an unknown
teacher tomorrow. He could feel the need to talk privately with the student receptionist. He
could see the group monopolising her attention.Time speeded up.

The topics for the afternoon seminar sounded too interesting to miss. He might as well
make the most of his remaining time here but he delayed until he figured everyone else would
have arrived at the lecture room, crept in, and found a set near the back. Carol was way in
front of him. She looked round, spotted him, and beckoned to an empty place next to her. He
just waved back. Her expression changed. She beckoned more vigorously. He was too sore to
shake his head, so just waved his hand horizontally as he had sometimes seen other people do.
She stared at him for quite a while before turning back to face the low stage where they had
put the lectern to one side to ensure the wall screen was easy to see. The man called Mr
Jackson was walking across to introduce the first speaker.

AHI everyone. Great meal wasnodét it.o
A few of the ardent ones in the front row nodded.
AOkay. Some business before we move on to

alarmed, youodore definitely aqgteitcelliponeamthy danger
|l ast couple of hours?0 He didnoét wait for a
jammed. Apparently a local militia groups has been causing problems not too far away.

Pesumably to make it harder for the forces of law and order to coordinate their response the
militia are jamming al/l radi o communicati on.
connections. 0

He paused to allow people to turn to each other whispering their initial reactions, before
raising his voice slightly to quieten them.

AThis i s of course just a temporary probl e
resol ved. Now, on to our first speaker, some
chance to chat with him yet. Please welcome Professor Rocky Porc hi ns ky. 0

Rocky's talk was lively, humorous, stimulating, and in unexpected ways extremely deep.

It might have made a good TV program, although most TV viewers would not have followed
the jokes. Matt was seriously impressed. This was a man worth getting to know better. Well,
he knew that already.

As soon as the question and answer section was over Matt nipped out and headed back
towards his room on the third floor i what these Americans called the fourth floor. Early
Americans had clearly not been programmers if they started counting at one.

He desperately wanted some peace and security, and once back at the room he removed
his shoes and slid fully clothed under the duvet, pulling it right over his head and curling up.

It felt good. It felt safe. It felt friendly.

He was not actually sleepy so let his mind review Rocky's key points. There was some
odd stuff there, weird, just a little outrageous which very much attracted Matt. Outrageous
ideas are worth thinking about. Why not make a television set out of cheese? What kind of
cheese? Cheddar, Edam, Brie? How about that cheese with holes in it that cartoonists often
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use? What would be the point of putting a hole in a TV screen? Maybe it was a window, not a
hole. Aha! Why not a little window which shows what is on some other channel? That could
be useful if you wanted to know when a program was about to start, or were surfing channels.
Keep the original on main screen and show what you have surfed to in a window. Now that
had been a good idea. It had not made a fortune for the inventor, but it was certainly neat and
potentially useful.

Into his head came the image of a cliff made of cheese with holes of all sizes in it, a cliff

that towered over him inviting, demanding he try to climb it. In his mind he was reaching out
for the first handhold when something made him pause and shiver. Against his will he was
now reliving the final second of that final rock climb last Easter, that final second of seeing
the grit-stone cliff race past him, knowing boulders below were driving up at him with bone-
shattering speed, remembering the one that would snap his spine, cripple him for life, maybe
even take his life. The emotions had been intense, all-embracing, terrifying and adrenaline-
pumping. He could still feel his mind twisting, diving, thrusting out for any means to save
him.

He should have become a basket case, another Stephen Hawking, a brilliant mind yet
paraplegic, tetraplegic, trapped in a distorted body.

There was a sharp rap on the door.

Matt shifted so he could peek over the duvet. The knock came again, louder.

AHey Matt, are you in there?o0

It sounded like Carol. It certainly was not those yobs who had attacked him.

Matt moved awkwardly from under the duvet, muscles feeling sore after the inactivity,
and went across to open the door. It was Carol.
Hi Matt. Am | dis
No. Il was just thi
You prefer to be your own?o
No. | do not mind alking to you. o
racing each other through his mind. With a conscious effort he kept his focus on the face.

She moved a step to the right, then back again, staring oddly past him. He would have
glanced over his shoulder to see what she was looking at, but turning his head hurt would

—

ng you?o
ng. o
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hurt. And turning his back to her would be rude apparently. Mum said people thought that sort

of behaviour was rude.

He

gaz

She coughed. fAArendt you going to invite

He gazed at her face, and found himself focussing on her mouth. He could smell her
scent, and it made him feel unsteady. Her lips, they were so...

Alf you donét want to invite me in woul

Her eyes were like windows onto the universe, but his gaze kept returning to her lips.
When she spoke her teeth looked so white and even, and he could see her tongue flickering.
He wanted to do something he had often seen people do in films, and occasionally seen his
parents do, but it made no logical sense at all. He wanted to press his lips to hers and slide his
tongue into her mouth to play with her tongue. If only he were five or ten centimetres taller it
would be possible, but should he do something like that? He did not want to offend her. He
definitely did not want to offend her.

She said AMatt?d6 in a really nice way,

Wow, if only he were tall enough to touch his lips to hers it would be so good.

He needed to kiss her, he really needed to, and gradually her lips approached his until
they brushed against each other. He found himself putting his arms round her and pulling her
to him feeling her soft against his chest, and he felt her hug him back. She twisted her face
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slightly so that their noses did not collide 1 yes, logical, that i and pulled his mouth tighter on
to hers.

And then for no obvious reason she pulled her head back, smile vanishing, and let go of
him. Her eyes were level with his. He peered into them, puzzled, confused, yet still reeling
from her touch.

AWhat the... 0 She was staring at him, bacek
and down.
AHow the hel]l did you do that?0o0

The sharpness in her voice pulled him back to reality and he started to panic. Oh no. He
must have offended her.
AMatt ?0
He closed his eyes slowly and then reopene

have done that. | do apol ogise. 0
AMatt! o
OddYe sii? 0
AMatt, the kiss was great, but how the hel

This was seriously confusing. Surely it was obvious. He had touched her lips with his,
and put his arms...

AMatt, how did you do that?o

He blinked again.

AMatt, youor e at egrootdh asn xme .n clh edsi drhdotr r eal i
wanted to kiss so |I didnét | ean down to meet
same | evel as mine. |t was |i ke you had sl ow

Really? Had he done that? Oh hell. He had not intended to do anything like that.

AOnly there is no stool, nothing for you t
Ssix inches too high. o

They stared at each other. Then she |l ookec
that ?0

She gestured towards his feet and his eyes followed hers. He had not put his shoes back
on but was wearing socks. Oh yes, and he had made a serious mistake. Without thinking,
without consciously knowing what he was really doing he had let himself drift so that the
soles of his feet were a good fifteen centimetres above the carpet.
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