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The campus heating plant was venting steam in shapes resembling integers, shapes that broke apart into the darkening September sky. Adjacent to and dwarfing the heating plant, the looming auditorium, with its array of mirror-like windows and its marble mezzanine enclosed in glass, was lit up and already strewn with bearded mathematicians. And more were streaming in from all directions. Max Tischler, who'd been approaching this hallowed building for the last several minutes, suddenly detoured left and walked to the campus pub, Mr Bojangles, where he downed two pints of stout to steady himself.


When, twenty minutes later, he ascended the dais slightly wobbly yet steady of mind, the auditorium was packed with students (many of them his charges), colleagues, visiting academics, and hobbyists. Most of the students had stopped in at the university’s cafeteria and now fed themselves from Styrofoam food boxes. The place smelled like vegetable shortening. A few of the PhD candidates had already delivered their talks, and now Professor Tischler would formally start the proceedings, welcome the visitors, get things going posthaste.


Max’s chosen topic was pi. Standing behind the lectern and keeping track of his notes with one hand while occasionally sweeping back his mop of black hair with the other, he went on for some time about the advances made by the latest supercomputers, which had recently calculated the number to nearly ten trillion decimal places. “And what a thrill,” he said, “that we can now chain together a hundred-thousand middling home computers for that high purpose, or devote an entire datacenter to exploring our beloved pi; and how breathless the world will be when quantum computing comes fully online –how humanity yearns to find the hidden patterns, to fill the known universe with the digits of our favorite constant. And yet…” he paused, letting his notes drop to the floor and spread around him in mirth, “and yet how ridiculous, how ludicrous we have become. You see my friends, just because our tawdry base-ten system cannot rationally accommodate pi, some of you – probably a majority of you – assume that pi is full of secrets.” He paused again, this time to look out onto the sea of half-bored faces with his practiced expression of omniscience. A woman with reddish hair and the broad, confident smile of a stage actress caught his eye. She was sitting in the second row and wore a low cut cerulean dress, a spot of color in a sea of ironic t-shirts.
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