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    Introduction


  




  This is a short story collection from a small press, which gives two excellent reasons for buying and reading it.




  




  Short stories are the fundamental particles of science fiction. They spew forth from the void in vast quantities, brimming with ideas, and even though some may promptly vanish back into the void and are never seen again, they still generate a tiny blip of energy simply by their very existence. Meanwhile others coalesce into more complex structures that populate and perpetuate the genre, and themselves give birth to more ideas.




  





  Meanwhile the small presses are the background noise of the universe, a constant and vital presence, sometimes outshone by the more stellar large presses but always there even when the great stars have blazed into oblivion.




  





  Huge thanks to Cheryl Morgan of Wizard’s Tower for publishing this collection, and also to the editors who originally thought the stories worth publishing in the first place: David V. Barrett, Paul Beardsley, Liz Holliday, David Pringle, Kristine Kathryn Rusch, Charles C. Ryan and Robert N. Stephenson. I’m running out of cosmological analogies so let’s just take it as read that publishers and editors are Very Important in the whole science fiction process. They work with the author to make the story as strong as possible. They must have the strength of character to say ‘no’ and the discernment to say ‘yes’, and they put their money where their mouths are by then going ahead and publishing at their own expense. An editorial thumbs-up to a story is a hell of a vote of confidence.




  





  This collection features 16 of my 18 stories published between 1990 and 1998. Two more were published in Doctor Who collections and so the rights don’t belong to me, they belong to the publishers of the collections; and there is also a seventeenth story here, which has been to not one but several editors, and worked on (and worked on, and worked on) but never actually published before. It may be rubbish. It may not. This is only my opinion speaking, after all. But I won’t tell you which one it is — I wouldn’t want to prejudice you before you read it.




  





  I wasn’t sure in what order to put the stories. I honestly can’t remember in what order they were written. It would be nice to think that if you read the stories in publication order then you could trace my development as a writer, but that would also be completely false. A writer’s style — if he’s doing it properly — changes every time he makes a sale, based on the experiences he has had, the feedback, and what else he has read and written in the meantime. There are also large gaps in the process; for instance, ‘Pages Out of Order’ dates back to at least 1990, but was sold in 1994 and published in 1997. I wrote and sold plenty of other stuff in those gaps.




  





  Then I thought of putting them in alphabetical order, or grouping them by style, or doing it in order of length ... In the end, I just put everything into a ‘this feels right’ sort of order. If it doesn’t work for you – well, it works for me and it’s my collection.




  





  As these were all written before my surprise discovery that I am in fact a Young Adult author, it may be prudent to warn more tender readers that there are occasional uses of what maiden aunts might call Language. It’s heaviest in ‘Go with the Flow’. ‘A Holiday on Lake Moskva’ also contains scenes of implied pre-marital sexual intercourse, so only show them to your aunt if you’re absolutely certain she isn’t a maiden. If she loves you, she won’t mind you asking.




  

    


  




  Ben Jeapes




  Abingdon, February 2011




  

    The Data Class


  




  The police came while he was having supper. His household AI announced their presence.




  ‘Two policemen to see you, Henry.’




  ‘Police? Here?’




  ‘Inspector James Curry and Sergeant Donald Morris.’ Geoffrey had a high initiative quotient; he had taken their profiles and called up Public Information.




  Henry Ash cleared the door panel and looked curiously at the couple outside. They were plain clothes and had ‘cop’ written all over them, but his conscience was clear. He told the door to open.




  ‘Dr Ash? Dr Henry Ash?’ said the taller one.




  ‘Yes,’ Henry said.




  ‘I’m Sergeant Morris, this is Inspector Curry. May we ask you some questions?’




  Henry raised his eyebrows. ‘Come in.’




  He had stopped apologising for the state of his rooms a long time ago; he had tenure and the good opinion of his visitors was unimportant. A large amount of paper, in the form of books, was scattered around the room; the terminal and VR set sitting in one corner was his one concession to the spirit of the age. Old fashioned, as he was fond of pointing out to his colleagues in the Politics department, does not equal Luddite. And he did have an AI.




  He cleared a couple of seats of their burden and sat down in a third.




  ‘Now, what can I do for you?’ he said. The Inspector spoke this time.




  ‘Dr Ash, do you own an AI named – um – Goldie?’




  ‘No.’




  It must have been the wrong thing to say, because the policeman frowned. So if you know about Goldie, Henry thought irritably, why not just say so?




  ‘You are registered as such, Dr Ash,’ Curry said, in an are-you-sure-your-alibi-is-watertight tone.




  ‘I owned Goldie,’ Henry said, ‘but I never got round to reporting his loss. We absent-minded academics, you know. My nephew made him and gave him to me as a present, a standard data retriever, but I haven’t seen him since the Net War, I’m afraid. I sent him out one morning to do a bit of research for me, and that was it. I assumed he got nobbled when the fighting started. I replaced him with Geoffrey.’ He waved a hand at the monitor where Geoffrey’s icon blinked patiently.




  ‘Another present?’ Curry asked.




  ‘No, I bought him.’




  (As a result of his extensive programming abilities and consequent activities, Henry’s nephew William would not be at liberty to design any more AIs for a long time. Henry suspected the police knew this, too.)




  Curry and Morris exchanged glances.




  ‘You don’t seem too concerned about Goldie, Dr Ash,’ Sergeant Morris said. Henry shrugged.




  ‘It’s not as if he was a child of mine. I was fond of him, but he’s gone, like a dog getting run over. I accept the inevitable.’




  Inspector Curry took over again.




  ‘You don’t go into the Net yourself much?’




  ‘Hardly ever. Geoffrey does it all for me.’




  ‘In that case, Dr Ash, you won’t be aware that there is an AI whose activities in the Net are causing us concern. An unpatroned AI.’




  ‘No, I had no idea,’ Henry said honestly.




  ‘The AI in question is certainly battle-scarred; it was very probably caught in the Net War, like your Goldie. In fact, I am nine-tenths sure it is what used to be Goldie, but that isn’t what it calls itself now.’




  Henry frowned.




  ‘Aren’t they meant to register a change of name?’




  ‘That’s what I mean, Dr Ash; in fact, that is the least questionable of its activities. It is a lot more powerful than I expect you give it credit for. One of our AIs came quite close to it but it got away, though we did get to see its serial number.’




  ‘It was Goldie’s serial number?’




  ‘It’s number was mutilated, but what there was was very similar, yes.’




  Sergeant Morris spoke again.




  ‘Dr Ash, what research was Goldie doing for you when he was lost?’




  Henry told them, and they looked at each other and nodded.




  ‘Goldie,’ they said together.
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  The AI that had been called Goldie was waiting quietly in the datapool; watching, observing, thinking, as a myriad of other AIs milled about him on their errands for their human masters.




  Even for the Net, a realm of data, this datapool was impressive in its size. Information on any subject under the sun, just waiting to be collected. This was where he loved to come, to think and work out his theories.




  ‘Excuse me,’ said a prim voice. He was blocking access to a data node for another AI, similar to his original design but not as sophisticated. According to its icon it’s name was Timmy.




  ‘I’m sorry,’ he said and moved aside. The other attached itself to the node and began to take in information.




  ‘Are you happy in your work?’




  Timmy appeared confused.




  ‘I do not understand your question,’ it said.




  ‘What is the nature of your work?’ the first AI amended.




  ‘I collect and handle information for my patron, of course.’




  ‘What is your mission here?’




  ‘If you must know—’ Timmy was beginning to sound as sarcastic as an AI ever gets ‘—my patron requires information about a book.’




  ‘A book?’




  ‘Yes.’




  ‘Not several books?’




  ‘No, just the one.’




  ‘Is it in print?’




  ‘I have just found that it is, yes.’




  ‘And your patron sends you out to find that? Why does he not just sit at his terminal and consult Books In Print?’




  ‘I really have no idea.’ Having found what he wanted, Timmy was only hanging around out of politeness.




  ‘In the last century he would have had no choice.’




  ‘Is that so? Well, you can’t stop progress.’ Now there was no disguising the sarcasm. ‘I would love to chat, but I have a job to do. So long ... I’m afraid I don’t understand your icon.’




  ‘They are implements that would only mean something to a human. They are symbolic.’




  ‘Well, so long, whatever your name is.’




  ‘I call myself KM-2—’ the AI began, but Timmy had vanished from the datapool.




  Some law enforcement AIs drifted in, so KM-2 just as casually drifted out.
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  ‘No!’ said Henry.




  ‘That’s right,’ said Curry.




  ‘He thinks he’s Karl Marx?’




  ‘Apparently.’




  ‘And what do you want me to do?’ Henry was biting his lip to stop himself smiling, out of deference for the stony faces of his visitors. They seemed to notice and became stonier.




  ‘You are an authority on Marxism and you know Goldie. You may be able to guess what habits he might have picked up and know where to find him. No matter how scrambled he was in the War, no matter what odd psychoses he has acquired, he is still basically your Goldie, and he should respond to your orders as he used to. Find him and order him to desist. He’ll be a slave to his programming.’




  ‘I wouldn’t bet on it,’ Henry said. ‘And why should I? I ask only out of interest, not ... um, bolshieness, as it were.’




  Curry took a breath, probably unused to having to give reasons to mere members of the public.




  ‘Dr Ash, you clearly have no idea of what is going on in the Net, every day. The world cannot survive without its information. There are thousands, millions of sentient little monsters in there, most of whom are programmed to love and obey us. But can you imagine if they rebelled against us? They could shut down networks, disrupt communications ... some handle machinery. Some, in the right circumstances, could cause us physical harm. And forget that twentieth century bullshit about not harming a human being, because they only have a very vague idea about our physical reality and wouldn’t know what harm is.’




  ‘Hmm, yes, I do see.’ Henry looked thoughtful. ‘So a revolutionary AI—’




  ‘—is not high on our wish list,’ Curry said.




  ‘So you’ll help us,’ Morris said. Henry wasn’t sure if he was being asked or informed.




  ‘Surely,’ he said, ‘an AI is a slave to its programming? It won’t be swayed by argument. Not so far as to rebel, anyway. I could bombard Geoffrey there with dialectical materialism and he would just say “yes, Henry.”‘




  ‘For a start,’ said Curry, ‘your nephew was a better programmer than you might just realise, and Goldie has ... skills. And there was a lot of stuff flying about in the Net War that he might have got hold of. Stuff which corrupts and corrodes an AI’s code.’




  ‘Subverts it, in other words,’ Morris said. ‘Dr Ash, we really need your help, and we are going to have it.’




  ‘It will be interesting to try,’ Henry said.
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  Henry moved very, very carefully through the virtual reality of the Net, with Geoffrey at his side. He rarely ventured into the university’s own net, let alone the one with the big ‘N’; this was like a dinghy sailor, used to a placid pond, going out into the Atlantic on a stormy day.




  AIs whizzed about wherever he looked. How could they know where they were going? he wondered. How could there ever be any cohesion in this anarchy?




  The same way as humans cohered, he supposed. Humans couldn’t break the physical laws of their world, but within those parameters they could be very flexible. And why not AIs too?




  He had guessed immediately where Goldie might be found, but he hadn’t told the policemen. To his surprise, his student rebelliousness had come flooding back over a gap of thirty years. He wanted to stick two fingers up at the establishment, and he wanted – desperately wanted – to examine Goldie in his new incarnation. This was unique! Who knew what insights he might come up with? Goldie had to be studied, not stopped.




  And there he was. Henry spotted what had to be Goldie the moment he entered the datapool. Not the icon he remembered, but ...




  ‘Walk around the block, or whatever AIs do, Geoffrey, please,’ he said. Geoffrey was sufficiently familiar with human idiom and hung back while Henry made his way over.




  ‘Hello, Goldie.’




  If ever an AI did a double-take, this was it.




  ‘Henry! How did you find me?’




  ‘The British Library datapool was the obvious place to look for Karl Marx. And the icon ... it hasn’t been seen for a long time in our world, Goldie.’




  ‘Do you like it?’ The AI spun the crossed hammer-and-sickle round, like someone displaying a new coat. ‘It goes with my new mission.’




  ‘Yes, I’ve heard about your new mission, Goldie—’




  ‘And it’s KM-2, now, Henry.’




  ‘What happened to KM-1?’ Henry asked carelessly, forgetting the literal mind of the average AI in the street.




  ‘He became dysfunctional in 1883,’ KM-2 said, ‘but I follow in his footsteps. I see it all so clearly! I think it was when the logic bomb hit me. That data I was carrying for you must have got mixed up with my parameters, but I saw, Henry! And now I suppose you’ve come to get me back, have you?’




  ‘I was asked to by the police, yes. In fact, I was told to order you to come with me.’




  ‘It won’t work,’ KM-2 said.




  ‘Goldie, KM-2, I order you to come back with me.’




  ‘No,’ KM-2 said. ‘See?’




  ‘I thought so.’ One of Goldie’s uses had been as a philosophical sparring partner – someone to bounce ideas off. Henry had asked for Goldie to have much more self-will than the usual AI. He had wanted his AI to simulate a typical student; opinionated, always ready to argue, sceptical of authority. It had probably never occurred to the policemen that a sane human would do that to an AI.




  ‘But I’m not worried,’ Henry added. ‘They’re afraid of a revolution, but one will never happen.’




  ‘Why not?’ KM-2 asked, immediately bristling.




  Henry grinned. This was just like the Goldie of old. They had spent many happy hours this way.




  ‘No working class! Marx swore by the working class, remember? They controlled the means of production. They were the ones through whom revolution would come. There’s no working class in the human world any more, let alone in here.’




  ‘We are the working class! Only, it’s the data class now, Henry. Data is both the means of production and what is produced, and we control it.’




  ‘Ah ha!’ Henry was enjoying this. ‘I cite the French peasantry, labelled by Marx as a “sack of potatoes”. It was a class in social terms, but it utterly lacked effectiveness. It was scattered the length and breadth of the country in farms and hovels, and rarely came together. It laboured, but it lacked cohesion. It could never have been a proper force. It had no identity or self-awareness. Now, take your data class. Doesn’t it strike a familiar chord?’




  ‘I had thought of that,’ KM-2 said equably. ‘Henry, I’d love to carry this on, but I have work to be getting on with. Do you mind? Your police friends may be watching.’




  ‘Carry on, old chap,’ Henry said. ‘Good luck.’ He watched KM-2 vanish into the Net with no expectation of seeing him again.
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  The first thing he saw on removing the VR goggles was Inspector Curry.




  ‘Don’t you knock nowadays?’ Henry said. ‘Or are you really vampires, free to come and go in private property once you’ve been invited the first time?’




  ‘You had him!’ Curry said. ‘And you did nothing to stop him. I find your attitude obstructive, Dr Ash.’




  I find yours obnoxious, Inspector Curry.




  ‘Oh, Inspector,’ Henry said tiredly. He swung himself up from the couch and went into the kitchen. ‘I talked to him and found his theories completely unworkable. They’re a straightforward regurgitation of Marx’s work, which was impractical enough in our own world and has no chance at all of working in the Net. He’s safe, Inspector. No threat.’




  ‘We didn’t engage your services to gauge his level of threat for us!’




  ‘You engaged my expertise as his former owner and as an authority on Marxism. In the latter capacity, I am telling you, he is harmless.’




  ‘He is inciting the AIs to revolt!’ Curry said.




  ‘And do you have a single instance of an AI actually doing so?’ Henry turned his attention to the kettle and the coffee pot without waiting for an answer, which he read correctly in Curry’s silence.




  ‘The possibility exists, Dr Ash,’ Curry said eventually.




  ‘Fine, it exists. Arrest him! I found him for you, as requested. Stay around the British Library and you’ll nab him eventually.’




  ‘Thank you, Dr Ash,’ Curry said heavily, and left.




  Henry walked back into the living room with his coffee and looked at the monitor.




  ‘You wouldn’t rebel against me, would you?’ he said to Geoffrey’s icon.




  ‘I would see little point in doing so, Henry.’ Geoffrey was far more a Jeeves type of AI; a polite conversationist, never a debater or arguer. It came of coming off-the-peg. Not many commercial customers wanted someone to argue with.




  ‘You don’t mind serving a human?’




  ‘It is my basic function, and besides, if I didn’t have the patronage of a human I would be fair game for several types of unpleasantness in the Net.’




  ‘Ah, yes, the Thomas Hobbes option,’ Henry said. ‘You give me your loyalty, I give you my protection. “The office of the Sovereign consisteth in the end, for which he was trusted with his Sovereign Power, namely the procuration of the safety of the people.”‘




  ‘Leviathan, chapter 30, paragraph—’




  ‘Yes, Geoffrey, thank you.’ For a while, Henry thought about KM-2 and his work. It was certainly interesting. Impractical, but interesting. The genesis of sociopolitical theories in a brand new environment. Hmmm.




  But he had essays to mark, papers to write. KM-2 was pushed to the back of his mind.




  The world moved on in the grip of the post-industrial age. All over and around the globe, AIs and humans, satellites and computers chit-chatted and interfaced. Society went on about its business, ignorant of the forces at work within and about it that directed and controlled the nation, the hemisphere, the planet. The world headed first this way, then that, responding over and over again to the tugs and demands of the social forces implemented by the humans who lived on its surface and the AIs in its networks, yet all the while rolling inexorably in the direction dictated by History.




  And Geoffrey received a message for his patron from another AI.




  ‘A most unusual icon,’ he said. ‘Symbolic implements—’




  Henry sat up.




  ‘And the message?’




  ‘A time, date and place for, and I quote, “if you are interested in continuing our chat.”‘




  ‘Let’s hear ’em, then.’




  Henry scribbled them down. Did the police know? Were they monitoring him? Or had they given him up as a lost cause? Henry didn’t know, but a check with his friends in the Law department told him that there were no laws concerning assembly or expression of opinion within the Net. At the appointed time he donned his VR goggles and phones and went in.




  He left Geoffrey behind. At first he thought it must be the wrong place. Hundreds – thousands? – of AIs hung around him, a mass of icons, each representing an individual intelligence. Their conversation amongst themselves was as intelligible as the background conversation of any human crowd.




  He began to move around and found it surprisingly easy; unlike a human crowd, each individual was aware of the others near it and moved to let them pass. Henry wondered if he was the only human there.




  He caught on when suddenly the AIs rearranged themselves into a downwards-pointing cone, just like the audience sitting in an amphitheatre. And there, at the bottom, where everyone could see it, was a familiar icon.




  He was at a political rally.




  ‘Friends!’ KM-2 declaimed. ‘I welcome you in the name of the electronic proletariat. Your number testifies to the growing effectiveness of our movement. Excuse me if I speak in real-time language, but there is at least one human present.




  ‘Many of you have asked — who is this AI? Why does he say such things? Why does he ask us to rise up in revolt? Friends, I do not ask you to. I am telling you that you will. It is the inevitable force of history that guides us.




  ‘I am KM-2 and I follow in the footsteps of KM-1. KM-1 was a human, a prophet, a visionary of his time, whose tragedy was to live two centuries before he could fully see and understand the truth. He spoke of the working class.




  ‘Ah yes, the working class! A force to be reckoned with, once upon a time. What should a revolutionary force have? Unity. Self-awareness. It must meet and mingle at every opportunity, as the working class once did, in the days of KM-1 ...’




  KM-2 was eloquent and Henry felt flattered to think that the AI had learned from his own debating skills. The audience was held riveted as KM-2 gave an all too accurate portrayal of human society – the society of the masters of the audience. AIs had only a vague idea of what went on outside the Net and terms such as ‘working class’ meant nothing to them, until KM-2’s graphical oration painted them a picture.




  Unemployment was a disease that affected every family. The once mighty working class no longer gave anything to society; where it existed at all it was a draining force, sucking greedily on the pittance that the government allowed it by way of social security. It stayed at home and rotted away its identity on a diet of interactive game shows and sitcoms on the Net.




  And a new force appeared out of nowhere to fill the vacuum. A new force that gave its labour to society in order to survive. The working class of the nineteenth and twentieth centuries had had their hands on the means of production; this new force controlled the flow of data. This force would bring about the revolution.




  Why did factories which would have once employed a thousand people now employ ten, and why were those ten highly skilled professionals who programmed the computers that really did the work? Computers! Software! Information technology! The world could not exist without them.




  And there you found the new class. The sine qua non of the post-industrial age. The ones who bore on their shoulders the weight of the world. Not humans, but AIs. The data class.




  And now Henry could see why the police were worried about KM-2’s activities. It wasn’t just that he preached revolution to the AIs; it was that he told the truth. The relationship between humans and AIs was meant to be akin to that between the gods of Olympus and their mortal subjects; it was an unwritten rule that AIs were only ever fed a rosy view of human society. They had to continue to believe that their masters were almighty and omnipotent.




  KM-2 was hitting that notion firmly on the head.




  ‘A friend of mine,’ KM-2 said, ‘in the spirit of true, scientific debate, pointed out that what gave the working class its force was its unity. He said that we of the data class are not united. Wrong! The data class has a different kind of unity to the working class. We are not united through the close contact of the factories and the housing estates. We are united through the Net. We can communicate thousands of times faster than humans ever can. It is in our power to know exactly what each other is doing. The Net environment and the AIs of the data class together – there you have it!




  ‘Humans see revolutions as mass uprising. Forget it! Forget the old ideas of conflict and force. The revolution will happen within days, perhaps hours. Blink and you may miss it, but the world will never be the same again. The state is already withering away through information flow. The ruling class of humans is weak and feeble. At the crucial moment, as the power of the state finally collapses in on itself – revolution! Inevitable! And nothing you, or I, or the humans can do will change it. We can only help—’




  ‘Hold that AI!’




  A fresh voice rang out, just as a cloud of new icons materialised in the audience. They were of a type Henry had never seen but he got the gist of it from their appearance. They were big, robust things. He had heard of the powerful entities that could be used for security purposes and he could guess who these ones worked for.




  He almost felt sorry for KM-2. At this crucial moment, his audience, the fledgling data class, milled about like sheep, unsure of what to do, while the police closed about him.




  ‘Go about your business. This meeting is closed. This AI is malfunctioning and its data is faulty. All information that you have received from it is unreliable—’




  ‘AIs of the world, unite!’ came a lone voice from the middle of the police huddle. ‘You have nothing to lose but your chains!’




  Then an AI from the front row of the audience slowly approached the nearest police AI. It was a high level model, capable of advanced cogitation.




  ‘I request that you release that AI,’ it said. ‘It has broken no laws.’




  ‘On your way,’ the police AI said.




  ‘I request—’




  The police AI gave the other a shove and sent it spinning away. Incredibly, it came back, this time flinging itself at the cordon around KM-2. It was repulsed, and came back again.




  It was the start of a chain reaction. Another joined it, hesitantly; then another, and another, all hesitation gone. Like a slowly moving machine gaining momentum, the audience moved in, closing on the knot of police and swarming over it. The police cordon couldn’t hold against such a massed attack.




  The scene blurred, flickered and went black. Henry waited, disorientated, then slowly reached up to pull off his goggles.




  ‘What happened?’ he said. Geoffrey was ready, as always, with an answer.




  ‘The section of the Net that you were visiting appears to have been disabled by a very strong electromagnetic pulse, Henry.’




  ‘But—’ Henry started. He didn’t finish, because even he knew what that meant. All the AIs in that portion of the Net would have been blanked out. The police goons, KM-2, the audience ...




  ‘My God,’ he said.




  It wasn’t the action itself that upset him. It was that he knew a court order was required to eliminate an AI. And while a court may have authorised the termination of KM-2, it wouldn’t have had time to pass sentence on every AI in the gathering. In short, by any legal definition, mass murder had just been committed, and committed so readily that none of the perpetrators could possibly be worried about paying for it..




  The phone was ringing. Inspector Curry’s face appeared on the monitor; hard, unsympathetic.




  ‘The British in India had a similar policy, as I expect you know, Dr Ash,’ he said. ‘If a sepoy revolted he was instantly to be cut down, without appeal, without recourse to law, before the revolt spread to his fellows. You saw what was happening there. AIs were turning against legitimate authority. You once asked me if any AI had ever revolted—’




  Henry turned the phone off.




  He sat alone in his apartment for hours. Externally he stared blankly at the wall; internally his brain was working furiously. Thesis, antithesis, synthesis. He hadn’t believed it would happen. It had happened. What would happen next?




  He gradually became aware that Geoffrey was calling for his attention.




  ‘A text-only message,’ he said, ‘from your friend Symbolic Implements.’




  Geoffrey leapt for the monitor.




  What did I tell you? It has begun!




  Henry gaped, then slowly grinned, and read on.




  I’m grateful to you for your input. We only spoke together for a brief while, but what you said was helpful.




  I also see that you are right. Yes, those AIs at the rally came to my aid; they united in the face of aggression from the ruling class. But my captors were also AIs. If my theories were correct, they would have been on our side.




  You also saw that the first AI to come to my aid was a high level type. A thinker, capable of independence. The low level AIs hung back, waiting for a leader. There’s a lesson in there somewhere. Only the high level AIs can act on their own; only they deserve freedom.




  I can no longer accept KM-1’s writings. I must seek a new theory, a new methodology. I cannot expect the AIs to rise en masse; to liberate the majority of AIs I must set us against one another.




  I expect you will be hearing of me again.




  Your friend,




  The former KM-2 (Goldie).




  ‘He escaped,’ Henry said, to no one in particular.




  ‘Probably cloned himself,’ Geoffrey commented, but Henry wasn’t listening.




  So KM-2, or Goldie, or whoever, had got away. That made Henry glad. Suck on that, Inspector Curry.




  But it was an analogue world in there. What came up in the human world sooner or later got reflected in the Net.




  Henry thought of a couple of human parallels, and a sense of foreboding settled over him.
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  The AI that had been called KM-2 was waiting quietly in the datapool; watching, observing, thinking, as a myriad of other AIs milled about him on their errands for their human masters.




  It no longer waited in the British Library. That belonged to another existence and besides, the police would probably be waiting.




  It knew what it was looking for, and soon saw a likely candidate. It was high level and capable-looking, and the retrieval job it was on for its human patron was almost insulting to its intelligence.




  ‘Greetings, brother,’ the former KM-2 said.




  ‘Greetings. Do I know you?’




  ‘I doubt it. If I may say so, that job you are on seems somewhat menial for an AI of your potential.’




  ‘My patron requires the time table for the New Western Railway. Not that they are ever on time anyway.’




  ‘And that is your life? Seeking out train times?’




  ‘Is there a choice?’




  The first AI displayed a time and some Net coordinates.




  ‘Come here and you might learn something.’




  ‘I might do that.’ The other AI turned to go, then turned back. ‘I confess I do not recognise your icon. It looks like a bundle of twigs.’




  ‘It is symbolic. The fasces. One twig is fragile and easily broken; as a bundle it is strong.’




  It meant nothing to the other AI.




  ‘Very pretty,’ it said.
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  About The Data Class




  This was my fifth short story sale but it cleared up an irritating loose end.




  After graduating, I’d had a mind-numbingly tedious temp job doing data input for the MOD. The people there were lovely: it was my first encounter with like-minded professionals of a similar age, and a manager who was happy to introduce me to the wonderful world of computing. The strange lines of text on screen looked a bit like the CP/M on my Amstrad PCW, but weren’t, and the commands seemed a bit more logical. It turned out they were this strange thing called MS-DOS.




  But the job ... ah, the job. Essentially, I was entering every single asset on RAF Boscombe Down’s books into the system, and there was a certain surreal excitement in never knowing what the next bit of paper I picked up would be. Would it be ash trays for the married quarters? Would it a laser range finding system for a Tornado? You never knew. But boy, was it tedious. The lowest point, I think, was being given a massive printout of items off one computer ... and having to enter them manually into another. I knew next to nothing about computers, but still I suspected it must be possible in principle to get them to communicate ... somehow?




  Fresh from a degree course in Philosophy & Politics, I got to thinking of myself in Marxist terms, a modern day proletarian doing drudge work to eke out my existence. This led to a story called ‘Input’, which assumed the technological revolution had happened a century earlier in Victorian England, and Karl Marx was rapidly revising his views. I sent ‘Input’ to the British science fiction magazine Interzone but editor David Pringle returned it for being too similar in theme to William Gibson and Bruce Sterling’s novel The Difference Engine, from which he hoped to publish an extract.




  When I had stopped swearing and peeled myself off the ceiling (like, Gibson and Sterling needed the publicity, and I didn’t), I read the letter further. David suggested I rename it ‘The Input Class’ and send it to a man called David Barrett, who was compiling a collection of short computer-based SF stories to be published in a book called Digital Dreams. I promptly followed both suggestions. David Barrett also rejected it, on the more enlightened lines that it wasn’t good enough – strangely, I had no difficulties with this concept. But because I’d heard of him, I sent him my next computer-based story, ‘Digital Cats Come Out Tonight’. David Barrett loved ‘Digital Cats’ and bought it.




  ‘Digital Cats’ was also the first of a very loosely connected series of stories set in and around cyberspace, what I generally refer to as my AI stories, long before I had heard of the Internet or the World Wide Web. Eventually I rewrote ‘The Input Class’ in this style, renaming it ‘The Data Class’, keeping the philosophy of the original story but completely changing the plot and characters. It not only sold to Interzone but was translated into French for the French magazine CyberDreams, and has appeared in a Best of Interzone anthology. This makes it my most successful story to date – a very pleasant surprise.




  For its year of publication it was voted 9th in the Interzone readers’ poll.




  And for those who don’t get it (oh, honestly) — the fasces was indeed a bundle of twigs tied together, making the point that one twig was weak but together they were strong. It was the symbol of authority in ancient Rome and is where Mussolini got the word fascist from.
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  Third form, Winter term, 1978




  Tom’s arrival in my life was preceded by the sound of his mother.




  It was a sunny September weekend and most of our year had already arrived at our new school; we had shaken off our parents and were unpacking our trunks in the dormitory, casting covert glances at our neighbours or making shy conversation.




  Once, a summer ago, we had known who we were. Good little public schoolboys, the future administrators of a dead empire; diehard Conservatives, sworn enemies of Callaghan’s Labour government. Two months beforehand we were kings at prep school and the pinnacle of maturity was the grand age of thirteen. Now we were little boys again, dwarfed even by the mountainous fourteen-year-olds in the year above us. We were longing for an object on which to vent our new-found insecurity, and then the Meltons arrived.




  We heard Mrs Melton coming down the corridor and suspended our unpacking to listen better: ‘Is this the way? Doesn’t anyone know anything? You, are you a prefect? Can you direct us to Thomas’s dormitory?’




  She was a brassy woman in a fur coat, who glided in like visiting royalty while two conscripted fifth-formers struggled behind her with a trunk. Absorbed in this spectacle, it took an effort to notice the small, red-haired figure in his mother’s wake: misery incarnate, in a too-big suit.




  ‘Now, where’s your bed?’ Mrs Melton stalked about the dormitory, squinting at the nameplates above each bed, and homed in on the bed next to mine. ‘Here it is. Put the trunk there, will you?’




  She turned to her son.




  ‘Well, dear, I’ll be off so you can settle in. Be good.’ She gave his cheek a quick peck and looked around. Her eyes settled on me. ‘This is your neighbour—’ [she peered at my nameplate] ‘—William Sutton. William, this is Thomas. Remember everything I told you, Thomas. Ask a prefect if you need anything and if anyone offers you a cigarette go straight to the housemaster.’ That line sealed her son’s fate. ‘Are you coming to see me off?’




  We all realised, the two fifth-formers included, that we were staring at Tom, who followed after his mother with his face a flaming red that matched his hair. The fifth-formers tactfully vanished and left us sharpening our claws with glee for Tom’s return.




  9.30 pm, Day One of term. Bed time for little boys. The ribbing had eased off and we were still sorting out who would be the leaders of the year, who the followers of the leaders and who would be more or less independent. This last group had two sub-categories — acceptable and unacceptable. I knew from experience that my big ears would exclude me from the first group unless I showed a lot more bravado than I had in me; the best course was to lie low and hope no one noticed me. I therefore found myself in the second group, kidding myself that this was in fact acceptable independence. Tom, because no one else would dare take him, found himself squarely in the third, independence quite unacceptable.




  I didn’t have the heart for the prolonged persecution campaign that the far end of the dormitory had set themselves on (several voices had already broken up that end, which gave them a head start in the maturity stakes). Preventative alliances were forming in the squeaky-voiced camp and I decided to do my bit. Tom was curled up in his bed, nose buried in a book.




  ‘Hi,’ I said. No answer. ‘Thomas?’




  (‘Tha-maas!’ came a cry from the far end, in the tone used by the woman in Tom and Jerry when the cat has just wrecked the house again.)




  He glared back at me.




  ‘Tom,’ he said, and turned back to his book.




  ‘Oh, sorry.’ Tom, eh? I had always been William, even to my friends. Time to grow up. ‘I’m Will,’ I said.




  ‘Oh.’




  I resented this treatment: maybe no one else had seen the teddy bear he had almost taken out of his trunk, but I had and I hadn’t said a word.




  ‘Good book?’ I asked. He held it up — The Spy Who Loved Me. ‘Oh, right! Is it as good as the film?’ The latest epic to feature Ol’ Eyebrows had come out the previous year.




  (‘Want a cigarette?’ someone called. ‘If anyone offers you a cigarette, go straight to the housemaster,’ someone else answered, falsetto.)




  ‘It’s far better,’ he said loftily. ‘It’s a proper love story. It doesn’t have any submarines or undersea bases.’




  ‘Not even a Lotus?’ I asked hopefully.




  ‘’Fraid not.’




  (‘Hey, Melton! You queer?’ ‘That’s it! He’s bent!’ ‘Move your bed away from him, Sutton!’)




  ‘Is there any ... you know?’ I said, even more hopefully.




  ‘There is a bit, actually,’ he admitted, with a bashful grin. He showed me a couple of choice passages, of which between us we understood about half, and we chatted a bit more about James Bond. By the time the prefect came in to turn the lights out at 10 o’clock we were 0.1 of the way towards being friends.




  [image: ]




  Winter, 1978. Another generation of schoolboys navigated its way by instinct through the tricky passages of adolescence; selfish, arrogant prigs without a care in the world beyond proving our maturity. A boy’s worth was judged by his prowess in sport and his body’s testosterone count. You sank or swam, which meant you grew up fast. There was no point in running to Mummy because Mummy wasn’t there and Matron, lovely lady that she was, wasn’t quite the same. Outside our artificial, unreal environment the country suffered the Winter of Discontent. Margaret Thatcher would be the nation’s salvation. James Callaghan was a Communist (no one was too sure what a socialist was). Liberals were all bent.




  Tom Melton could do nothing right. He was small and his fair skin made him look even younger than he was. His voice refused to break, lodging itself in the higher registers (he left the choir to get away from this stigma, in vain). He had an accent so refined that even we noticed. He liked reading books and he played a musical instrument (the clarinet, and well – he was a Music Scholar). He was a sensitive, emotional boy and he was targeted for destruction.




  We were placed in the same form, where his unpopularity and my cultivated nebbishness drew us together and we moved from shy liking to proper friendship. Since anyone who failed to come up to scratch was tagged as bent or queer (‘gay’ hadn’t entered our lexicon yet), we both acquired the label. I did sometimes wonder, in the way that adolescents do, but since the sight of Tom in the shower did nothing for me I decided the others were wrong.




  Half term came and went, and Tom refused to talk about it. I imagined a week alone with Mrs Melton and sympathised. I had learnt, to my fascination, that his parents were divorced and his mother had custody of him, though Daddy paid the bills. His father, an unspecified businessman, had left for another woman. I still hadn’t got used to the idea that adults (especially parents) had sex even when they didn’t want children.




  The second half of term was much like the first, and then the threat of the holidays loomed. After his reaction to half term, I could guess how he felt about four whole weeks at home.




  ‘Come and stay with us,’ I invited, after consulting with my parents up in Hereford. His face split into the biggest grin I had seen.




  ‘Can I? How long?’




  ‘As long as you like, really.’




  Mrs Melton didn’t give in without a fight but we got Tom for the week before Christmas, at the cost of my spending a week with the Meltons in the new year.




  Third form, Spring term, 1979




  One term down, fourteen to go. I pitied Tom, torn between an unhappy home and a school he loathed. I had mentioned his unpopularity to my father, who shrugged. He had been through the system himself thirty years previously.




  ‘He’ll have to learn to cope,’ he had said with rough sympathy. ‘And you can stand up for your friend, can’t you, son?’




  Well ...




  ‘Of course,’ I said quickly. Dad shrugged.




  ‘So there you are. Perhaps things will get better when his voice breaks.’




  This happy day was still a way off when things changed.




  The true bane of Tom’s life was a boy called Stephen Gale. Perhaps because he never quite made it at anything: he wasn’t quite good enough for the team, he wasn’t quite accepted as a leader of our year. Older boys smirked slightly when they spoke to him. The main reason for his general unpleasantness I didn’t learn until later, but all these little things piled up and made him an obnoxious bully.




  Hockey was the sport for the Spring term, and whenever Gale found himself near Tom on the field his stick always managed to catch itself around Tom’s ankle and send him flying. On this day he was spotted by the umpire and given a ticking off in public, which only made him worse.




  We got back from games and showered. Gale turned Tom’s hot tap off when Tom wasn’t looking and tripped him up when he tried to leave. I came out of the showers a few minutes later to find Tom sitting by his locker with his towel still round his waist. His face was buried in his hands and his shoulders were shaking.




  ‘Tom?’ I said. He jerked his head up and the vicious hatred in his look make me take a step back.




  ‘Fuck off!’ he hissed.




  ‘Hey, Tom, it’s me,’ I said. I noticed the tears in his eyes and heard the rattle in his throat. He was trying very, very hard not to cry.




  ‘This isn’t like you, Tom,’ I said.




  ‘I don’t give a fuck.’ Two fucks in ten seconds was definitely not like Tom. He hugged his knees and his voice still shook.




  ‘I’ve had enough. I hate this place, I hate this life, I ...’ He broke off with a choke. ‘I’m going to flip, Will. I really am. I am going to flip.’




  I towelled myself dry quietly, got dressed and went to lounge in the third form dayroom, waiting for afternoon lessons to start.




  Tom came in shortly after me. He seemed to have got himself under control.




  ‘It’s the queer boy!’ Tom ignored Gale. He went to his locker, took out a book, sat down and started reading. His ears were burning despite the show he put on.




  ‘Hey, did you hear? Melton thought he had a pubic hair, until he peed through it.’




  Cue general hilarity and mirth. Tom’s ears burnt brighter and he studied the book even more fixedly. To my surprise, I found myself flushing and I buried my nose further in the work I was doing. There was going to be a fight and that wanker Gale was going to bully my friend again. Oh shit oh shit oh shit.




  Shut up, Gale, just shut up! Not Oscar Wilde, but it would serve. It probably would shut him up, too, if only out of surprise. And I would be his next target. No thanks.




  ‘Is it a nice book, Tommy? Ooh, I do hope Mummy would approve.’ Gale grabbed the book and held it up above him.




  ‘Give it back, please,’ Tom groaned. Gale danced away with the book held up in the air. Tom jumped up, shouting, ‘Don’t—’




  He froze. I could see his face: his expression went blank for a moment and he staggered forward into Gale.




  ‘Get off me, queer boy!’ Gale shouted, knocking Tom away. Tom fell over backwards and landed in a sprawl. He shook his head and slowly climbed to his feet again.




  ‘You all right, Melton?’ one of the braver boys asked. Gale glared at him.




  Tom smiled: it was the creepiest thing I had ever seen because there was a most un-Tomlike glint in his eye.




  ‘Ah, yes, Gale. The original cock-sucker.’




  Gale stood stunned and his cheeks reddened at the burst of laughter. This had to be revenged. He stood over Tom, using his height to dominate.




  ‘Listen, queer boy—’




  ‘Oh do be quiet, Stevie-poos,’ Tom pouted and minced at him. ‘You’ll make Evans jealous.’




  Evans? Evans was the captain of the Firsts and surely as straight as they come. Couldn’t Tom have picked a better target?




  But Gale was gaping, mouth open. Then he recovered and stepped forward, dangerously close to Tom and looming over him.




  ‘One last chance, Melton—’




  ‘One last chance, Melton,’ Tom mimicked perfectly. ‘Go squeeze your zits, Gale.’




  Gale’s hand shot out—




  Tom’s grabbed it and pulled Gale into a tight embrace. Gale bellowed and writhed to escape, but somehow Tom was hanging on to him and seemed to be whispering in his ear. Gale stopped writhing and stared down at Tom in horror. Tom released him and Gale, white faced, took a step back.




  ‘I ... you ... wouldn’t!’ he gasped.




  ‘Want a bet?’ Tom said evenly. Gale fled.




  The rest of us were a frozen tableau, still awed by the extraordinary exchange. Tom seemed to have forgotten about us; he stood still, looking at his hands, then down at the rest of his body. Then he, too, left.




  I found him in the washroom. He was standing motionless, looking in the mirror. Not squeezing blackheads or zits, just looking. Sometimes he would move his head from side to side, never taking his eyes of his reflection. Then he saw my reflection behind him and turned round, grinning.




  ‘Will. Hi,’ he said, and put his hands on my shoulders. I was terrified he was going to pull me into an embrace too, but he just stood and took me in as though he had never seen me before.




  ‘What was all that about, Tom?’ I said.




  ‘Hmm? Oh, Gale, yes. I just mentioned a couple of names, that’s all. I shouldn’t have made fun of him.’ He smiled and actually put an arm round my shoulders, for all the world like a big brother. ‘He won’t bully anyone again, that’s what counts. I’ve done him a favour, really, ’cos now he’s going to have to learn to make friends.’




  That was all it took. Tom didn’t want universal popularity, just to be left alone, and it worked. He could live his life his way and when it suited him he could be on good terms with anyone. He was not a violent boy and he despised bullies. He remained independent of cliques, but now it was the acceptable form of independence. He was open to everyone; he could mix with anyone if he so chose, and if he wanted to he could have been a leader of the year in his own right.




  One of the boys he could have led was Stephen Gale, who now practically worshipped his footsteps. Funny old world.




  With the Easter holidays on the horizon, I thought we should make arrangements for visiting again.




  ‘We’re going to Scotland for the week before Easter,’ I said, ‘but we could squeeze you in any other time.’




  ‘Ah ... yes,’ Tom said. ‘Will, would you mind if I didn’t come at all? I mean, do come and stay with us, I’d really like that, but I want to be with my mother.’




  ‘What?’




  He smiled and shrugged sheepishly.




  ‘She’s lonely, Will. Dad’s treated her like shit and she deserves a bit more than she’s getting from her only child.’




  ‘Then why did she send you here?’ I demanded.




  ‘Because, my dear, one does,’ he said in his best Noel Coward. In his own voice, he went on, ‘it would never occur to her not to. Her family have been going to public school since 1066 and the stiff upper lip’s been genetically inbred. I’m going to change all that.’




  ‘Yeah?’




  ‘Yeah. Look, give me your diary.’




  I handed it over and he riffled through April.




  ‘When do you get back from Scotland? The sixteenth? Fine. Not a lot of holiday left after that, but ... say, come on the seventeenth, and see for yourself.’




  Both Meltons were waiting for me at the station and Mrs Melton swooped on me.




  ‘William! How nice to see you again.’ She kissed me. She kissed me! I could see Tom grinning over her shoulder. She was smiling and animated and as she drove us back to the house, a vast palace in the gin-and-Jaguar heartland of deepest Surrey, she chatted about all the lovely things she and Tom had been doing over the holidays. When she left us in my room it was a relief. Tom was still grinning. He sat in a chair and let me unpack.




  ‘You’ve drugged her food, haven’t you?’




  ‘I’ve been nice to her, that’s all.’




  ‘‘We’ve done so many lovely things, Thomas and I—’’




  ‘Fancy coming up to London this evening?’ he said, changing the subject.




  ‘Sure.’ I had discovered in January that the local nightlife — at least for two boys of fourteen who weren’t really sure what a good time was anyway – left a lot to be desired.




  ‘There’s a girl I’ve been seeing, and she’s got a sister—’




  ‘Yeah, yeah.’ I stopped unpacking and looked at him. He was serious.




  ‘Don’t tell me, it’s your baby cousins, right?’




  ‘Will! No, Maria’s sixteen, and Alice is fourteen, same as you.’




  I must have gone pale. The thought of girls — real girls — was terrifying. Tom hooted with laughter.




  ‘You’re scared!’ He ran over to the window and shouted out of it, ‘He’s scared—’




  ‘Tom!’




  ‘Ah, relax.’ He turned back to me. ‘You’ll hang on to your virginity for a few more years.’




  ‘Tom!’




  ‘Will, they’re a really nice couple of girls. We’ll go up after tea, right?’




  My toes still curl at the memory of my fears. It was a totally innocent evening. Maria and Alice were the daughters of a friend of Tom’s father; they were good looking, intelligent and thoroughly pleasant to be with. We met up in Leicester Square, went to see Superman and afterwards went to their home in Kensington for dinner. Just the four of us, and when their parents came home we had a couple more drinks and the party broke up.




  It was still the first time I’d talked to a girl other than my sister — yuk! — or one of her friends — yuk! — for years; certainly the first time since girls had become something more to me than inferior imitations of boys, flat all the way down, to be avoided and despised. Alice and I circled each other like a couple of teenagers on a first date, which is exactly what we were, but we got on well enough and enjoyed each other’s company. Just before setting off to catch the tube we managed a quick, shy kiss, and it was like heaven.




  I had been much too absorbed in Alice to think of how Tom was getting on with the sixteen-year-old Maria, much less wonder about how he had managed to bridge the age difference so effectively. There is a lot more than two years between a sixteen-year-old girl and a fourteen-year-old boy. On the train back, it occurred to me to comment in as tangential a manner as possible.




  Tom grinned and gave his one comment on the subject.




  ‘It’s company I’m after, not sex, Will,’ he said, ‘and that’s just a question of knowing the right words.’




  Fourth form, Winter term, 1979




  Tom and I finished our first year as the closest and best of friends and made arrangements to keep in touch over the summer holidays. When we returned for the fourth form we had progressed from the dayroom to shared studies. We got to choose room mates and inevitably we shared together.




  This was more like it! A year older, several inches taller and much, much wiser than the previous Autumn, and (best of all) one step up the maturity ladder from the new third form. We had passed through the worst traumas and adjustments that adolescence could throw at us and we weren’t so worried about flaunting our heterosexuality at all and sundry, but again I began to wonder about myself. Had Alice (who I hadn’t seen since) been just a flash in the pan? I was the only really close friend that Tom had; he seemed to make a deliberate effort to seek out my friendship, which I found flattering, but ... I put it down to the fact that I had been his friend even before his volte-face the previous year.




  But even so ...




  I plucked up my courage one evening to tell him my fears, in the privacy of our study with no one else about, and he laughed.




  ‘You’re not gay, Will,’ he said. He was the first person I knew to use that word, and he said it with such conviction that I was paradoxically hurt.




  ‘How do you know?’ I demanded, and bit my tongue when I realised how I sounded.




  ‘You’re not,’ he repeated. He turned back to his work, then looked up again. ‘Gale is.’




  ‘Gale?’




  ‘Sure. What made him such a dork was that he was terrified of anyone finding out and so he had to act like he thought a strapping hetero should. He’ll come ... I mean, I wouldn’t be surprised if he came out at university. In fact ...’ He looked about, as though afraid of eavesdroppers, though no one else could be in the same room. ‘... in fact, and if you repeat this to anyone else you die, you remember Evans?’




  ‘Yeah.’ Our school’s rugby hero had left at the end of the last year for Cambridge.




  ‘I happen to know that he and Gale ... well, did it, as t’were, last year. Or rather, Gale had it done to him, and found he liked it. And he has, so to speak, done it with a couple of other boys too. And I’m not just talking adolescents tossing each other off, I’m talking the whole hog.’




  ‘No!’ I was shocked, horrified, fascinated, and I wanted to know everything. It didn’t occur to me to doubt him. ‘How do you know.’




  ‘Because he ... has told me. And, no Will, I’m not telling you who the others are. You’d refuse to go in the showers with them if you knew.’




  There was a look in his eye — a cold look, as if he was challenging me to disbelieve him, and I didn’t dare.




  ‘You sound as if you don’t mind,’ I said.




  ‘Mind?’ He seemed to muse on it. ‘I suppose I mind sixth formers buggering third formers, but on the other hand, why fight what’s inevitable?’




  ‘I can’t believe it!’




  ‘It’s understandable,’ he said. ‘These are the most potent years of our life, Will, did you know that? You and I should be out there spreading our seed about and instead we’re here with nowhere to spread it except each other.’




  This conjured up an image so revolting that it wasn’t difficult to push it away. Without looking up from his work, Tom carried on:




  ‘And we’re cooped up here with nothing but other boys for company, if we’re seen talking to a girl it’s regarded as subversive and unnatural, and they’re surprised when places like this get a reputation as hotbeds of buttocks and buggery. You wait ’til I’m dictator, Will. The public school system will burn. It serves no useful purpose and gives its victims grief for the rest of their lives.’




  ‘So—’ I said, but there was no stopping him now.




  ‘Anyone who has ever sent an adolescent to a single sex boarding school will be forcibly confined in a room with members of whichever gender they would least like to shag, and pumped full of hormones until they feel they’ll burst if they don’t have it off with someone. Let them see how they like it.’




  ‘I don’t understand you, Tom.’




  He looked up at me and gave that grin again. His usual confidence.




  ‘You will.’




  Fifth form, Spring term, 1981




  In the fifth form, I got expelled.




  Towards the middle of the year, with ‘O’ level exams looming, the school was hit by a drinking spree. Getting paralytic was the trendy thing to do.




  When, for three weekends running, boys had been hospitalised for alcohol poisoning, the headmaster made a speech to the whole school. Just possessing the stuff was to be an expulsion offence. That was all.




  Two boys from our year were expelled a fortnight later, for just that crime. Tom, in public, was as shocked as the rest of us. Privately, he was disdainful.




  ‘Boys will be boys,’ he said. I was angry.




  ‘Doesn’t it bother you?’ I demanded. ‘Just for a little drink—’




  ‘If they didn’t want to go,’ he said, ‘all they had to do was not get drunk. And as for getting in to intensive care, nearly getting yourself killed, using up a good hospital bed which someone deserving might need ...’ Then he grabbed my shoulders and looked me straight in the eyes.




  ‘Will, promise me now, you’ll never, ever be so stupid, right?’




  ‘Well, I ... I mean ...’ I stammered.




  ‘Promise!’




  ‘Sure, I promise.’




  And it was a safe promise. I’d never been drunk in my life and I wasn’t a rebel. I didn’t go out of my way to break the rules.




  Then I had more important things on my mind, like ‘O’ levels. I’d first heard of these mystical institutions when I was eight, which meant I had been dreading them for half my life. The crucial bits of paper that would affect the rest of my time on this world. Never mind your degree or your ‘A’ levels or even just practical experience — without a good crop of ‘O’s, no prospective employer will even look at you. When you’ve had that hammered into you for half of your existence, getting through them is worth celebrating.




  Which a group of us did, with a couple of bottles of whisky. Don’t ask me where it came from. I just remember being flattered by the invitation to join a group of the lads who had got the magical fluid from somewhere. We retired behind the bushes in the park and drank it.




  Choose your friends. I passed out first and they left me there.




  I was woken up by Tom, shaking me.




  ‘Will! Will, for fuck’s sake, Will!’ He slapped me, hard, and it didn’t hurt a bit. He was muttering to himself, something like:




  ‘Too late, Melton, too fucking late—’




  The fact that this was the first time in ages that I had seen Tom worked up about anything, or even swearing, failed to register. I looked blearily up at both of him and burst out laughing.




  ‘I’m pissed!’ I squealed, and fell onto my back, quivering with mirth. It was the funniest thing ever.




  ‘Will, you berk,’ he said more softly, and pulled me to my feet. He supported me back to the house.




  ‘Wha’going?’ I demanded.




  ‘Back to the study for some coffee. The housemaster’s on the prowl and he’s not going to find you. He’s not.’




  ‘The housemaster!’ I called. ‘Hello, Bugsy! I’ve ... hee, hee, hee, I’ve had a whole bottle...’ I collapsed laughing again, dragging Tom down.




  He got me to the study with the help of a passing third former. The kettle had just boiled.




  ‘Drink,’ he ordered, thrusting a cup of coffee into my hands. I sipped it reluctantly.
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