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Cosmologists tell us that in a universe which is infinite (or, at least, unimaginably vast), every conceivable possibility must actually exist, somewhere or other.

So we might conclude that somewhere in the universe there is a planet very, very similar to our Earth.

Such is the planet Hetra. It closely resembles Earth in every way. Its continents are comparable in shape to Earth’s and it’s inhabited by a sentient species so similar to homo sapiens that if you passed a Hetran in the street, you would notice nothing remarkable about her or him.

Even Hetran history, culture and technology bear an astonishing resemblance to ours.

And like us Earthlings, the Hetrans could go either way. They could have a bright future, or they could throw it all away through greed, stupidity and ideological conflict.

And they have the same problem with their politicians that we have with ours: anyone who actually wants to be a political leader is, by definition, someone who shouldn’t be allowed any political power whatsoever ...



1

St Aydun’s College, Oxenford, Grand Britane

“But ... but that’s ... that’s just ... impossible!” exclaimed Dr Joziff Murvyn, Professor of Experimental Physics at St Aydun’s College at the University of Oxenford.

An unremarkable-looking portly middle-aged man with rapidly thinning brown hair and thick black-framed spectacles, Murvyn was in fact one of the most respected scientists on Hetra. He wasn’t a household name (yet), but everyone who was anyone in the world of scientific academia knew about Murvyn and his work.

“But, er ... despite that obvious fact,” replied his lab assistant, Hari Peeterzun, a nervous tremor in his voice, “it has actually ... er ... happened. Hasn’t it?”

“Yes ...” answered Murvyn, gazing in mixed horror and wonder at his suddenly frost-coated laboratory, “... so it would seem.”

“Professor, were you expecting something like this to happen ... at all?” enquired Peeterzun.

“I’d like to say I was, but that would be a lie ... Come on, Hari. Let’s take a closer look at it.” He sidled out from behind the protective shield where he and Peeterzun had been sheltering and began to make his way into the interior of the lab.

But before he’d moved more than a metre his assistant firmly grabbed hold of Murvyn’s arm. “Professor, wait!” he insisted. “Are you sure it’s safe?!”

“Er ... well, it looks safe ... don’t you think?” Murvyn gestured at the spacious lab – the steel workbenches crammed with equipment and computers, the shelves and storage units heaving with all manner of scientific paraphernalia. Every last square centimetre of it was now coated in thick frost, and the air inside the lab was almost too chilly to breathe.

The temperature just three minutes ago had been the standard 18 degrees. Then Murvyn had activated his experimental array, and the temperature had almost instantly collapsed to minus 20 degrees.

Quite impossible, of course. But then, Murvyn’s research was at the very frontiers of physics, where strange things might be likely to occur ...

“Don’t worry, Hari, my boy,” he said. “I’m sure it’ll be all right.” He moved forward again, and Peeterzun let go of the Professor’s arm. Feeling a little ashamed of his own fears, he followed his boss into the lab.

“Don’t touch anything,” Murvyn cautioned him. “These surfaces are so cold, your fingertips will get stuck on them.”

Everything was deep-frozen, and most of the receptacles which contained water or water-based liquids had ruptured, due to the sudden expansion and solidification of their contents. “We’ll have to get a clean-up team in here as soon as possible,” commented Murvyn.

“I’ll see to it, Professor.”

Finally they reached the far end of the lab. Here was the cause of the bizarre phenomenon which had transformed the lab from a fully functioning scientific workplace into a giant freezer: Murvyn’s latest experiment, the culmination of more than nine years of research.

Sprawling across a huge steel-topped workbench was a complex jumble of copper rods, glass tubes and electrical cables, all servicing the heart of the machine – the Q-Particle Generator.

A two-metre-wide one-metre-deep hollow titanium hexagon crammed with magnetic coils and cutting-edge nano-circuitry, the Generator was designed to grind up electrons and manufacture Q-Particles, the exotic subatomic entities that Murvyn had discovered ten years ago. Having created the precious Particles, the Generator then stored them within a powerful magnetic-flux field. Apparently, everything had worked beautifully – but with one unforeseen side-effect.

“Professor, what is that?” asked Peeterzun, simultaneously fascinated and afraid.

They were both staring at something they could neither identify nor explain. Within the concentric copper coils of the flux field, right in the centre of the Generator’s structure, was some kind of weird optical effect. The air there seemed to be quivering, as if there were an invisible hole into which the room’s heat was falling. And the closer they got to it, the colder the air became.

Now it was Murvyn’s turn to grab Peeterzun’s arm. “Don’t get any closer, Hari,” he whispered, fear in his voice. “Run to the main control station and cut off all the power. Quickly!”
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