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      This book is dedicated to my wonderful father, who introduced me to Isaac Asimov, Close Encounters, Robert Fisk and all the rest. Although don’t read Chapter 18 (just Dad – the rest of you can). Erm or, actually, Chapter 19. But apart from that, enjoy.

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      
        I like mathematics because it is not human and has nothing particular to do with this planet or with the whole accidental universe.

        
          BERTRAND RUSSELL
        

      

    

  
    
      
        
          

        

      

      At first glance, the dead hand looked almost beautiful. Outstretched, thrown open and perfectly clear. Transparent, as if made of resin or glass or ice: a piece of sculpture.

      If you weren’t heading that way – and only six people on the planet were authorised to be heading that way – you could have missed it entirely.

      Missed the soft, puffy, empty flesh behind the lip of the spotless desk, in the room with no wastepaper bins; no dust, no papers or bags or mess: nothing at all. Apart from the completely drained, clear, plasticised, beautiful corpse.

      It would start to break down soon, and then the sensors which detected movement and dirt and scents would all spring into action. But for now, all was quiet. The CCTVs scanned over the area again, then stopped, whizzed, burred and back, again and again. But their eyes were as sightless as the colourless man who lay, bloodless, vacant, on a spotless floor, underneath the spotless desk in the pure, white room.
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      Mrs Harmon wasn’t particularly pleased to be forced out of her cosy caretaker’s cubby-hole to show yet another newbie around, and she wasn’t afraid to show it.

      ‘Here’s the main office,’ she said with bad grace. So far this week it had been generally polite young men with shy smiles or clever, blinking eyes.

      This lanky girl with bright red hair didn’t fit the pattern at all, so she wasn’t going to waste half her morning in the freezing corridors pointing out toilets.

      She sniffed, regretting as she did so eating her lunchtime KitKat at 9 a.m. again. At least when she worked in a prison there had been a bit of banter from time to time. But academics – bloody hell.

      How was it a job anyway? Sitting around, drinking coffee and leaving their cups unwashed for her to collect like some kind of cup fairy. And they got paid way more than her, she was sure of it. For scribbling their funny signs everywhere. Sometimes Mrs Harmon wasn’t entirely sure academics weren’t just all pretending, like a very elaborate form of benefit fraud.

      It would have surprised her to know that Dr Connie MacAdair, PhD in probability algebras, Glasgow, post-doctoral scholar in probabilistic number theory, MIT, tipped as a possible future Fields medallist and with an Erdös number of 3, sometimes felt exactly the same way.

       

      Connie blinked.

      ‘Sorry, did you say this was the main office?’

      If asked to describe what she was looking at, the first phrase that would have occurred to her would probably have been ‘bunker, following a nuclear attack’.

      ‘Open plan,’ sniffed Mrs Harmon, as if this were an excuse.

      The grey room was beneath ground level in the ugly modern block; its few bolted windows showed people’s feet tramping to and fro in the rain. It was large and dark and square, very gloomy, lined with tables like a primary-school classroom.

      There were no computers, just rows of empty plug points. The most overwhelming impression was of balled-up paper and wadded, overflowing bins. Blackboards and whiteboards lined the walls. Several of the latter had print-out facilities, and great curls of paper rolled across the floor like unfurled tongues. Connie has seen pictures of the maths department: it was beautiful. This was clearly some overflow holding area.

      There were paper cups and paper plates, often holding the traces of previous meals. It smelled of mathematics, which felt comfortingly familiar to Connie: a mixture of dusty, crumbed calculators; hastily applied deodorant; old coffee with, underneath it, an unlikely yet undeniable whiff of Banda paper ink.

      It was currently empty. And not at all what Connie had expected after the flattering interview, the amazing offer of a post-doc fellowship in her very own specialty, in one of the most beautiful academic cities on Earth, digs included, no teaching, just pure freedom to work for the next two years.

      This, she reminded herself, was a dream job, an unexpectedly amazing opportunity in these days of cut research budgets and straitened universities. She’d been on cloud nine since she got the letter.

      ‘So, here you are,’ said Mrs Harmon, pointedly looking at her watch.

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Connie, her heart suddenly beating a little faster. She’d thought this job was too good to be true. Maybe she’d been right. ‘Um, yes, I suppose… is there a desk for me?’

      Over in the far corner was a small cleared space, with one dead pot plant sitting in the middle of it.

      ‘Okay,’ said Connie, turning round, perplexed. ‘I just have a few more questions…’

      But Mrs Harmon was gone. She moved, Connie noticed, surprisingly fast for someone with such a low centre of gravity.

       

      Connie glanced around, just in case her new colleagues had decided to hide under their desks and jump out and throw a surprise welcome party for her that would then go awkwardly shy and wrong. It had happened before.

      But the room was deathly silent. She crossed it and looked up at a window and the grey paving stones. Then she pulled up a little chair and hauled herself onto it. Well, that was better, if still not the beautiful book-lined office in an ancient sun-dappled tower that she’d allowed herself to imagine.

      Just beyond the pathway that bounded this big, ugly building was straight countryside: they were on the very verge of the campus. In the distance, nearly hidden by the drizzling rain, were the rolling gentle fens that surrounded the college town; closer in, a patch of grass criss-crossed with muddy paths gave way to fields – real live fields with sheep in them.

      After three years in a grey, sooty, vibrant Glasgow faculty, it was a revelation. Connie looked for a window to open. They didn’t.

      The rain was coming down stronger and stronger, although through the distant low hills, the occasional slant of sunshine was visible. Suddenly, at the end of the far field, she made out something through the rain. It was moving very slowly. Very slowly indeed. At first it looked like some kind of odd, slow-moving square robot, lumbering under its own steam, but she realised it couldn’t possibly be. For starters, it was brown. Who would ever make a brown robot? Eventually the visual clues coalesced: what she was in fact looking at was a piano. A piano moving across a field. In the rain.

      Was this rag week? Had they motorised the piano? Was this some kind of ridiculous stunt? Connie had been in academia long enough to have seen them all and wasn’t really in the mood. She was about to turn away when the piano trundled forwards a little more and she realised that there was somebody out there. Someone – a slim figure, tall and lanky as a Giacometti – was pushing the piano. He – it appeared to be a he – was absolutely soaking wet. His white shirt clung to his back and he was wearing a pair of thick-rimmed glasses which were dripping.

      But she knew for a fact that pianos were heavy instruments. They weighed a ton, there was nowhere to get a grip and they were resolutely unwieldy. Yet this big, scrawny drink of water out in the field by himself seemed to be hoofing it along absolutely fine.

      Drama soc., she thought with a sigh. There was probably a drunk medical student inside shaking a bucket for rag week. The setting of her new university might be very different, but students didn’t change much.

       

      She turned back round to the room. There was a large unsolved equation on the massive whiteboard at the far end, and a brand-new whiteboard pen laid out temptingly. Unable to help herself, Connie went forward and deftly and tidily solved it. Until it came to putting up the solution of 8.008135.

      ‘Ah,’ she said out loud. ‘Very funny.’

      She re-solved it to 04.0404 just as the door creaked open tentatively.

      Connie smiled patiently, although inside she still felt nervous. Since she was six years old, at the mathlete-for-tots conference, she was used to being the only girl, or thereabouts. It still boiled down to people at parties introducing her as some kind of perpetual student, or her freaking out men who, when she told them she was a mathematician, tended to stutter a lot and talk about their GCSEs as if her job was a direct challenge to their masculinity.

      And here she was again, the new kid, in another classroom, in another town. It was meant to get easier, but it didn’t, particularly.

       

      A large man entered. He had frizzy hair, glasses and a huge beard, and resembled a friendly bear. He glanced around nervously, then smiled as his eyes rested on her.

      ‘Whoa,’ he said. ‘You.’

      ‘Hello?’ said Connie. She didn’t recognise the man at all and wondered who he was looking for. ‘I’m Dr MacAdair.’

      The man’s large brown eyes widened.

      ‘And they keep on coming. Nikoli puzzles, right?’

      Connie stiffened.

      ‘Might be. Who are you?’

      ‘I’m Arnold,’ said the man, not at all put out by the brusqueness of her question. His accent was American. ‘Arnold Li Kierkan.’

      ‘Oh, I’ve heard of you!’ said Connie, relieved. They shook hands. ‘The cake cutter. BM Monthly.’

      He beamed.

      ‘Oh great! Want me to autograph that for you sometime?’

      ‘Uh, I’m not… oh. Right. I got you. Very funny. But hang on.’ She paused. ‘We’re in the same field.’

      ‘Yeah, actually I’ve seen you at about nineteen conferences.’

      Connie went a little pink. Being a female mathematician in an unusual field was a little like being famous, except without the money, adulation and free clothes.

      ‘Uh, yeah,’ said Connie. ‘But… I mean, I don’t understand… I mean, I thought this was a statistical analysis fellowship. Like, one fellowship.’

      Her heart suddenly plummeted like a lift. She couldn’t have misunderstood, could she? 

      ‘I mean… I thought I passed the interview. I mean, I’ve given up my car… I’ve moved out of my flat… I mean, if we’re in competition now —’

      ‘Uh, do you want to breathe into a paper bag?’

      ‘What? No! I want someone who can tell me what’s going on.’

      ‘Calm down,’ said Arnold. ‘It’s all right: we’re all here. Nobody knows. Evelyn Prowtheroe…’

      ‘You’re not serious?’

      He had named the acknowledged leader of the field, whose last job as far as Connie was aware was Professor Emeritus at the University of Cairo.

      ‘Ranjit Dasgupta…’

      ‘Cor!’

      Then it struck her.

      Connie took a deep breath before she mentioned the next name herself. As it happened they both said it at the same time.

      ‘Sé Weerasinghe…’

      ‘Oh, you know him?’ said Arnold pleasantly.

      Connie gave him a narrow look.

      ‘Well, so obviously, you, Complete Stranger, already know that I do.’

      Arnold raised his large hands in a gesture of appeasement.

      ‘No, no, no.’

      His round smiling cheeks went a little pink, and Connie looked around for something to else to do or, if all else failed, fiddle with.

       

      It had been the pairs conference in Copenhagen. There had been something local and revolting called eau de vie. And dancing. Mathematicians dancing was rarely a good look, so there’d been more eau de vie to make the dancing better, which also somehow improved the taste of the eau de vie.

      And then… a very tall Sri Lankan boy with cheekbones that could cut glass and a charmingly deep voice. A primes race which had ended up upstairs. The seduction had taken place in front of everyone she’d ever collaborated with in the history of the world.

      But that was not the worst of it. The worst of it was, when she left his room the next morning and went back to her own to change and wash her face, by the time she got down to breakfast it was entirely clear from the looks everyone gave her and the large collection of guys round Sé’s table that he’d already told everyone.

      But he did not stand up to greet her, nor did he say anything.

      She had looked at him and he had blushed to the roots of his dark hair. She had simply turned around and left the dining room. He had contacted her later to try and explain, to apologise, even to ask her out again, but she had never replied: the awful humiliation of walking into that room full of everyone discussing her was behind Connie’s deep and utter commitment to never ever dating other maths people, even though it was four years ago now and they were still the only people she ever met.

      She still flushed bright red to think about it, which she tried her best never to do. And what had been huge anger at Sé’s behaviour had mellowed now, of course – but she wasn’t keen to be working with him again, not a bit.

      ‘Beautiful country, Denmark,’ mused Arnold.

      ‘Hmm,’ said Connie.

      Grinning (and, Connie suspected, getting his own back for her not recognising him), Arnold extended an arm around the room.

      ‘Well, anyway,’ he said. ‘Welcome to the bunker.’

      ‘How long have you been here?’

      ‘Um, three… four days?’

      ‘Fast work.’

      Arnold nodded.

      ‘It is a bit of… well, totally… a bunker,’ Connie went on.

      ‘I know,’ he said. ‘Those bastard physicists get all the good stuff. Did you see their new facility? Ludicrous big white thing, looks like they all work in a gigantic Apple Mac.’

      ‘Haven’t seen a thing,’ said Connie, yawning. ‘I took the sleeper. I haven’t even found my rooms yet.’

      Arnold cheered up a little. ‘Oh, they’re a lot nicer than this.’

      ‘Less nice than this is quite a concept. Seriously, everyone thinks I’ve moved to some kind of amazing castle. With a portcullis in it. And battlements.’

      There was a sudden shouting down the hallway, and a large banging noise.

      ‘What’s that?’

      Arnold popped his head back out the door.

      ‘Hey! You can’t bring that in here.’

      ‘Well, obviously I can,’ came a laconic voice. ‘The real question is, how far?’

      Connie followed Arnold out of the bunker and into a corridor, where a large grand piano was tightly wedged. Standing in front of it, dripping wet but seemingly completely unperturbed by this fact, was the exceedingly tall, slender man she’d seen in the field.

      ‘Uh, hi?’ she said tentatively. The man stared at her curiously. His eyes were dark and intense, behind thick-framed glasses.

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Arnold. ‘I knew I’d forgotten someone.’

      ‘You have…’ The strange man made a gesturing movement to the side of her head. He seemed to be groping for the word, and Connie wondered where he was from. The amount of people who felt the need to point out that she had bright red hair never ceased to surprise her. ‘… hair,’ he settled on finally. He couldn’t seem to take his eyes off it.

      ‘This is Luke,’ said Arnold finally. ‘I’d like to say he’s not normally like this, but so far…’

      ‘Hi there,’ said Connie politely. ‘What’s your field?’

      Luke squinted at her, like he was trying to take his eyes off her hair but couldn’t quite manage it.

      ‘Oh, this and that,’ he said vaguely.

      ‘Luke, you’re wet,’ said Arnold, changing the subject quickly. ‘You need dry clothes. You’ll freeze.’

      Luke glanced down as if he’d just noticed.

      ‘RIGHT,’ he said. ‘Clothes. Yes.’

      And he turned around and marched off, ducking under the piano, which he left wedged in the middle of the corridor.

      ‘Mrs Harmon isn’t going to like that,’ predicted Arnold. ‘Particularly after the whole… nest incident…’

      Connie blinked.

      ‘This isn’t going to be like other maths departments, is it?’

      ‘No,’ said Arnold sadly. ‘Cardiff’s got a lacrosse team.’
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      Connie quickly ascertained two things amid her shock at being in a group rather than this job being just for her: one, that no one else appeared to have the faintest clue as to what was going on either – Arnold explained he reckoned some dodgy billionaire wanted to be the world’s foremost number theorist and was simply rounding up the rest of them to lock them away a dungeon – and two, that there was a ‘faculty meeting’ at 9 p.m. that evening which would hopefully clear things up a bit.

      Before then she decided to go and check out her new digs, assuming they were unlikely to be worse than the office space.

      The rain had finally stopped and a watery sunlight had appeared across the smoothed-down cobblestones. Leaving the low, ugly, modern building behind, Connie walked down the street and headed to the old college buildings where her rooms were. The old colleges and golden libraries gleamed in the weak light, as timeless and unchanging as the rain itself.

      This was more like it, she thought. Her college building was hundreds of years old, with different turrets, stained-glass windows and bits and bobs seemingly bolted on from different historical periods around a medieval core. A wooden porter’s lodge stood at the entrance, keeping out tourists and the unwary.

      ‘Hello,’ said Connie, slightly nervously. The golden stone seemed to glow with its patina of years; the perfectly green quad beyond designed to invoke awe. It was working.

      ‘Uh, hello. Dr MacAdair?’ said the man.

      She smiled. At least somebody was expecting her.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Hello. Robinson.’

      She wondered why he was saying Robinson, then realised it was his name.

      ‘Oh! Hello. Hello, Robinson. Uh, am I… in the right place?’

      ‘Of course, Doctor.’

      He handed over a large, ancient set of keys. ‘Do you need a hand up with your luggage?’

      Connie shook her head. ‘Nope, thanks.’

      She’d travelled down with just a suitcase; her parents had the rest, and would drive down with it later. She was a bit embarrassed at still having to get her parents to drive her to college at twenty-seven years old, but she had left her little car behind. Cambridge wasn’t going to be about getting out and about, or driving up and down to London. It was an extraordinary opportunity, a jewel of a job, a chance to bury herself solidly and fully in work, just the way she liked it, and she was intending to take it. Which meant she didn’t need much.

       

      She followed the signs to her set of rooms: P14. The buildings around the square of grass were fifteenth century in pale ancient brick with high mullioned windows. It was very different from the old grey tenement she had left behind.

      Inside, the corridor was absolutely silent, rugs positioned along the black and white tiled floor. She pushed open a heavy, studded, wooden door and quietly slipped inside, up the narrow, polished wooden staircase just at its entrance and into the main room.

      Connie gasped. They must have got it wrong.

      She was standing in large, corner, oak-panelled room. Huge, high windows looked out over the quad. There was a square rug on the dark oak floor, patterned with little birds, and rows of empty bookshelves just waiting to be filled. A large chesterfield sofa had plump, comfortable-looking cushions on it. Through the back was a small, pristine kitchen and a bathroom behind it that, with a large clawfoot bath on black and white tiles, Connie looked at longingly. Then, of all things, in the bedroom off it, which had a view over the low-lying hills, was an actual four-poster bed.

      Connie laughed out loud, and walked over to it wonderingly. The curtains, hanging on ancient wooden poles, were soft, clean, blue velvet, unimaginably old with plant and flower embroidered fringes. She shook her head in amazement. This was… well. It was something else.

      She tentatively sat on the side of the bed, wondering what on earth she’d let herself in for. And – if she were completely honest – feeling a bit odd and lonely in this strange place, even with such a spectacularly amazing apartment. In fact, that almost made it worse, having no one to share it with. No, it didn’t make it worse, she rapidly decided. But still.

      Of course she had friends – but it was harder in her world that she’d have supposed. She didn’t have a lot of school friends, seeing as she had skipped two years ahead. Then going so early to university had meant she had missed out on a lot of the fun everyone else was having. Amid her small cohort of chums, the girls used to make jokes about how many men she had access to. But Connie didn’t want to disabuse them of this without referencing how very introverted many mathematicians were, and of the ones that weren’t, a lot of them didn’t really want to talk shop after spending all day on it: they wanted to go out and get drunk and party with the gorgeous female drama students like everybody else.

      And even when she met someone and it got more serious, there was always some debate about who got shortlisted for which grant and who was on the list for which prize and Connie wasn’t just a mathematician, she was an unusually good one, so hearing remarks about tokenism and political correctness and quotients always got her more than a little wound up. Not to mention the havoc it could cause in highly-strung, delicately balanced departments. Engineers for sex, she always maintained – they knew where everything went and had a tendency towards patience – and maths for work, and, well, maybe when she got around to the love part, she’d know what she was after. They did say you just knew.

      Sometimes Connie worried that she wouldn’t know. That all the stuff she did know – Planck’s constant, Brouwer’s fixed-point theorem – might not leave room for the other stuff.

      She remembered again that Sé was there. Oh lord.

       

      There came a knock at the door. Connie jumped up from where she’d been napping, startled. Her first thought was that it must be the bursar come to tell her there’d been some sort of mistake with the rooms, and actually she was in the shared dorm down the road.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Uh, yeah, hello?’ came back an impatient, accented female voice.

      Connie pulled back the heavy wooden door. Standing there was a small, defiant-looking woman, a little stout, her hair braided tightly back from her head.

      ‘Professor Prowtheroe!’ said Connie, slightly starstruck. She’d seen her lecture as an undergraduate, and had been blown away.

      ‘A WOMAN,’ said Evelyn Prowtheroe crossly.

      ‘So they say,’ said Connie, a little taken aback.

      ‘I can’t believe there’s another WOMAN on this corridor. Who isn’t here?’

      The woman rubbed her chin thoughtfully. She barely came up to Connie’s neck.

      ‘Can you count?’ she said.

      ‘That’s an arithmetic test?’ said Connie crossly. She was tired and a little on edge, and hadn’t come all this way to be yelled at by a small person.

      ‘Have you got any tea?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Come next door. I have tea.’

      ‘I don’t…’

      ‘You don’t want tea? You’re British, aren’t you? What is the matter with you? It rained today and it’s three o’clock in the afternoon. You don’t have tea, someone is going to come along and arrest you and give you a French passport.’

      ‘All right, all right,’ said Connie, wondering if Professor Evelyn Prowtheroe would at least know more about what was going on than she did.

      ‘Right. Good. Come on then,’ said the woman, and Connie stepped out the few paces down the long, panelled hallway. Suddenly the woman stiffened and turned back.

      ‘You are a mathematician, aren’t you?’ she said in an accusatory tone. ‘I mean, you aren’t some kind of a physicist?’

      ‘Do I look like a physicist?’

      ‘You look like a red setter,’ said the woman, continuing onwards. It was useful that Connie was truly desperate for a cup of tea.

       

      The professor led her into a very similar set of rooms, equally beautiful, but these looked over the great, round library on the other side of the college, rather than the quad, and had a lovely view of the fields beyond from the main sitting room. It also had a little scalloped balcony Connie hadn’t noticed in her own set, that you could sit out on on sunny days, something they would come to use often as Evelyn liked to smoke but had lied and told the bursar she didn’t.

      The rooms were already beautifully furnished, the bookshelves full: there were lovely soapstone carvings, and exquisite rugs – Evelyn had worked all over the world and had brought back many lovely, intriguing things which made the room homely and charming. A fire was already going in the little grate, smelling beautifully of burning cedar, and an old-fashioned teapot was on the stove.

      Evelyn added milk, then poured out their tea into delicate, blue and gold cups through a tea strainer.

      ‘Raisin cookie?’ she said.

      Connie took one. It was the best cookie she had ever eaten in her life.

      ‘That’s amazing.’

      ‘Precision,’ said Evelyn. ‘That’s what most people skip in recipes. They pretend it’s flair, or creativity. But it isn’t.’

      She sighed, took another bite and looked back at Connie.

      ‘So, Ron Weasley,’ she said. ‘Have you got the faintest idea what’s going on?’

      ‘I don’t understand,’ said Connie. ‘I thought… I thought it was newly created fellowship posts. A place to think, and so on. That’s how they sold it at the interview. I thought it was just me. I didn’t realise there’d be… so many of us…’

      ‘Well, quite,’ said Evelyn. They both looked at their teacups.

      ‘I mean… they can’t mean to choose only one of us, surely?’

      ‘Well, if they do…’

      ‘I built a lot of my PhD on your work…’

      ‘Good,’ said Evelyn complacently.

      ‘It’s… it’s so elegant.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Then Evelyn turned to her.

      ‘So why on earth would they employ both of us?’ she asked.

      ‘Um, so we could collaborate?’

      ‘Actually, they invented this thing called the internet that’s very handy for that. I don’t know if you’ve heard of it.’

      Connie looked at her.

      ‘I know.’

      ‘And you’ve met the others?’

      Connie nodded.

      ‘Yes. Ranjit seems enthused.’

      ‘Arnold… Ranjit… Sé…’

      ‘Um,’ said Connie, going pink.

      ‘Hang on,’ said Evelyn. ‘Weren’t you in Copenhagen?’

      Connie stared at her tea.

      ‘With the eau de vie? And the primes?’

      ‘Can we change the subject?’

      ‘Actually I should probably…’

      There was a loud knock at the door. Evelyn rolled her eyes and got up off the sofa.

      ‘3.07 every day this week. Just when they’ve cooled down to the exact temperature he likes.’

      ‘You make cookies every day?’ said Connie, perking up slightly.

      ‘Nature,’ said Evelyn, moving towards the door, ‘is an endless combination and repetition of very few laws.’

       

      Entering via the few stairs through the narrow hallway, and still, to Connie’s surprise, wearing the same, damp clothes, was the tall, thin young man she’d seen that morning pushing the piano. Luke.

      He stared at her again.

      ‘Hair,’ he said again.

      ‘Could you stop doing that?’ said Connie, as politely as she could manage. ‘It’s really creepy. My name isn’t “Hair”.’

      His eyes widened behind the black-rimmed spectacles.

      ‘Oh. Seriously? Creepy. Whoa. Sorry. Creepy?’

      Evelyn came forward.

      ‘Yes. You’re freaking people out, weirdo.’

      Luke nodded.

      ‘And that’s bad.’

      In Connie’s experience, nothing was more tedious than non-mathematicians asking her if everyone she met was autistic or Aspergers-y or weird. There were plenty of delightful, sociable mathematicians, and plenty of introverts too, which was quite nice back in the day you were just allowed to be a bit quiet without everyone slinging a bunch of labels at you all the time. People she met who might have been on the spectrum tended to be both exceptionally high-functioning and very, very happy to be doing a job they loved, so that wasn’t problematic either. Unbelievably stupid Hollywood movies helped nobody: a certain amount of eccentricity in the work environment didn’t bother Connie one bit.

      This chap, however, seemed a little more that way than usual.

      ‘So you’ve met Luke,’ said Evelyn.

      ‘At 10.22,’ supplied Luke helpfully. ‘Umm…’

      He looked thoughtfully in the direction of the raisin cookies. There was a pause.

      ‘Would you like to come in and have a raisin cookie?’ said Evelyn. Luke suddenly beamed and stepped across the threshold. His smile transformed his whole face.

      ‘Yes!’

      He ate two cookies enthusiastically, then looked fixedly at a third.

      ‘Two is polite,’ said Evelyn warningly, pouring him a cup of tea. ‘It’s like living next door to Winnie the Pooh,’ she added to Connie. ‘Except without Pooh’s rigorous, analytical brain.’

      Connie looked at him curiously.

      ‘So where did you apply from?’

      Luke waved long hands about.

      ‘Oh no, I was here already,’ he said.

      He glanced up at her.

      ‘The university is very good to me.’

      ‘He’s brilliant apparently,’ said Evelyn crossly. ‘Never published. Never taught. They just let him hang out.’

      ‘Really?’ said Connie. ‘You’ve never published? Wow.’

      Luke smiled quickly and looked slightly embarrassed.

      ‘So have you published a lot?’ he asked slightly distractedly.

      ‘Here and there,’ said Connie, although she was fiercely proud of the papers that had appeared in academic journals, even if her mother had looked at them as if it wasn’t very much to show for her supposedly incredibly clever daughter and all those years of supporting her through ever more advanced degrees.

      ‘Not as much as me,’ chipped in Evelyn. ‘I kind of wrote the book. Oh no, hang on, I actually wrote the book.’

      ‘So tell me about your universe,’ said Luke, ignoring Evelyn. ‘How probable is it?’

      ‘Oh, you know,’ said Connie. ‘Four elephants on the back of a giant turtle, then just turtles all the way down. I’m not… I’m looking for real-world solutions, that’s all. Practicalities. I’m a rational person.’

      Luke looked amused.

      ‘In an irrational job?’

      ‘Why, because I’m a woman?’

      ‘No,’ said Luke slowly. ‘Because it’s an irrational job.’

      ‘So why are you here?’

      ‘Because the irrationality is the fun bit,’ said Luke. ‘Everything else is just slide rules.’

      ‘Slide rules took us into space,’ reminded Connie. ‘Don’t underestimate the slide rule.’

      Luke smiled.

      ‘But they don’t write poetry about slide rules.’

      ‘Well, maybe they should,’ said Connie. ‘An ode to those of us slogging away in the foothills instead of messing about with stardust.’

      ‘An unfoolable fool,’ said Luke.

      ‘What?’ said Connie, prickled.

      ‘… with a slide rule. A poem about slide rules, there we are. I would also have mentioned your hair, but I couldn’t fit it in.’

      ‘No,’ said Evelyn, glancing at her watch.

      ‘What?’

      ‘This is the time you ask me for a cookie to take away and I say no, then change my mind.’

      Luke frowned. Connie suddenly glanced at the heavy, old-fashioned watch on his wrist. It was telling completely the wrong time.

      Luke blinked twice rapidly.

      ‘Can I have some more cookies for later?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Okay.’

      Luke got up to go. ‘See you later,’ he said. He looked at his dysfunctional watch and frowned a little more. ‘At the weird meeting thing. I don’t really understand meetings. I don’t understand when everybody says, “Yabba yabba yabba,” and everyone says, “No,” then somebody taller says, “But no, what about —?” and then they just repeat, “Yabba yabba yabba” again and everyone says, “Oh yes, THAT’S the ‘yabba yabba yabba’ we meant.” I really don’t understand them at all.’

      Evelyn spun three cookies into a freezer bag and handed them over.

      ‘And then a tall person says, “Thank you for coming,” even though you have to go and it’s miserable and nobody wants to be there and so it’s a lie.’

      He made his way to the door.

      ‘It just seems such a very time-consuming way of telling lies.’

      ‘Bye, Luke,’ said Evelyn, rolling her eyes at Connie.

      ‘Now,’ she said when he’d gone. ‘How many years have you been working in maths departments?’

      ‘Uh, six?’

      ‘Have you ever met a mathier specimen?’

      Connie simply shook her head.

       

      Connie took a nap, then wandered back down to what she was already thinking of as the bunker. Having a meeting at night was odd, but this whole thing was odd.

      The weather had truly warmed up though, and the evening was practically balmy for spring. Crocuses and daffodils lined the edge of the quad as she walked out and down, past the student union, loud with the noise of incredibly intelligent, self-confident undergraduates, the cream of Britain’s youth, balancing pints of cider and black on their chins and hollering about snooker.

      She had taken a luxurious, foaming bath – she could very much, she had decided, get used to this; it was like the nicest hotel she’d ever lived in – put her clothes (not very many) away in the big, heavy armoire, selected a floral dress and leggings, then changed and stepped out into the lovely spring evening, the scent of early hyacinths and heavy blossom in the air. It was delicious after smoky Glasgow, although that had a charm of its own. She lingered, the cobblestones of the old streets gently lit by wrought-iron lamps overhead, then moved out of the noise of the students and past the ring road and it really was wonderfully quiet in this little town on the edge of the fens.

      She saw the dimly lit maths and sciences building ahead and stopped. There were a few people entering, looking furtive. Her new colleagues. Her work ahead, in this new life, this new job. She bit her lip. She just had to get on with it. If she wanted to do real work – proper work, work that could be built on and remembered – then she just needed to focus on the job. Whatever that was.

       

      At the doorway the security guard checked her new ID very carefully, shining a torch in her face and scanning the barcode. That was a little odd, but Connie was too preoccupied to notice. The door was unlocked for her – possibly they had security issues at night. Although unless someone was very good at getting high on whiteboard pens, she wouldn’t have thought they had much inside anyone would want to steal.

      She followed the long corridor down to the bunker. The piano, she noticed, had vanished. She wondered where it had gone.

      Nervously, she pushed open the door and stepped indoors.

      Friendly Arnold immediately gave her a wave, as did Evelyn.

      ‘You missed dinner,’ said Evelyn. ‘They got the roast potatoes wrong again.’

      Evelyn was sitting next to Luke, who was staring out of the window, but at a nudge from Evelyn, turned his head. His eyes looked huge behind his horn-rimmed glasses; a deep brown with a sharp line of sooty, long, very black eyelashes across them. His gaze seemed to slip off her face and onto her hair, but his pupils were large dark holes. For a second, Connie thought he looked blind. Then, with effort, he wrenched his gaze onto her face and gave an apologetic movement of his lips she took for a smile, and mouthed, ‘Yabba yabba yabba.’

      She glanced around the room. Arnold said, ‘Hello! Is your apartment nice? Surely they wouldn’t put us in an awful joint if they were going to Hunger Games us?’

      He looked pensive.

      ‘Or, like, that’s exactly what they would do.’

      But Connie wasn’t listening as her gaze had fallen on Sé. He was as rangy and handsome as ever, his skin a coppery colour, an old soft-looking plaid shirt. She bit her lip, aware that the rest of the room, including Ranjit, were all watching them, except for Luke, who was staring out of the window again.

      ‘Um, hello,’ she said awkwardly. ‘Hi, Sé.’

      ‘Hey, hi there, uh, Connie. How you doing?’

      Sé said this in such a studiously cool way – and his high, fine features, long mouth and almond-shaped eyes did always give him a look of distance – that Connie was slightly mollified, as his gaze slid away from her face. He was obviously just as uncomfortable about this meeting as she was, which somehow made her feel a little better.

      ‘Good,’ she said. ‘Good, thanks. A surprise to see you here.’

      ‘A surprise for all of us to be here,’ he returned in his deep baritone.

      It was true: they felt like anxious children waiting in a classroom for the new headmistress. Evelyn was strictly ticking things off on a to-do list. Luke was drawing fractals on a piece of paper with his left hand. Arnold was watching an episode of Futurama on his iPhone. But no one could quite hide their nerves.

      At 9.15 p.m. precisely, the door slammed open in a dramatic way. In marched three figures, all men. Connie felt Evelyn give a ‘hmmm’.

      The first was a tall, broad-shouldered figure. He had thinning blond hair, expensively trendy, very thin glasses and was wearing a pale blue shirt with a pastel cashmere jumper knotted in a studiously casual manner around his shoulders. The other men with him were wearing suits. He gave a nonchalant look at the mathematicians – Connie suddenly felt very scruffy in her floral dress, and she was reasonably sure Arnold had something from his dinner on his Time Lords Lego T-shirt – and sat up a little straighter. Sé was, as always, immaculately neat in a brown checked shirt on his lean form. Evelyn was wearing black trousers and don’t-mess-with-me biker boots, and Luke was wearing – what was he wearing? It was an old corduroy jacket with elbow patches, and a soft old jumper over a worn shirt, which looked incredibly faded. Clean, just very worn, yet obviously they matched and were made to go together. Ranjit was wearing a polo shirt which looked like his mum had ironed it.

      ‘Ahem,’ said the blond, confident-looking man, giving a smile that showed his teeth, but didn’t quite reach his eyes.

      ‘Welcome. Welcome, all of you.’

      One of the men in suits shuffled an entire sheaf of papers he was carrying. Connie realised he had also carried in two boxes, and both of them were entirely full of paper too.

      ‘So, welcome and congratulations on your fellowships. We at the university feel that as you are at the very top of your fields; you should be proud of your hard work and success.’

      Something didn’t ring quite true about this, but Connie damped it down as insecurity and paid close attention.

      ‘Although if anyone would like to tell me why there’s a grand piano in the gents, I’d be delighted.

      ‘As I’m sure you know, I’m Professor Hirati, head of the astrophysics institute and overall dean of science. ‘Now, there is no teaching, no seminars, no students as part of your conditions here.’

      He gave his odd smile again.

      ‘But of course, don’t think we’re letting you off that easily!’

      Evelyn glanced quickly at Connie. The man holding the papers stepped forward.

      ‘So, guys.’

      The man rolled up his sleeves in a faux-casual gesture.

      ‘Here’s the deal. We over at the physics department —’

      Evelyn made a quiet tut.

      ‘We were just kind of looking for your help on a small thing here…’

      There was silence in the room.

      ‘We just need you to look at this thing for us… it’s no biggie.’

      ‘What thing?’ said Arnold.

      ‘We just… We just want you to run some numbers on a thing we’re working on.’

      ‘I knew astrophysicists couldn’t add up,’ said Evelyn.

      ‘Can’t you run them through the state-of-the-art computers Geneva keeps buying you?’ said Arnold. Professor Hirati smiled his tight little smile again.

      ‘Well, actually that’s what we want from you. No computers. We just want you to… to have a look for some stuff here. Patterns. That’s all we want from you guys. Just think of it as an intellectual exercise.’

      ‘Without running it through a computer?’

      ‘Nope.’

      Professor Hirati had turned rather pink. ‘Just good old pure maths brain power.’

      ‘But…’ said Arnold.

      ‘So,’ said the professor. ‘That’s the job. No computers. We’ve got you here in this nice, cosy location…’

      ‘This is why I couldn’t get a Wi-Fi signal,’ said Sé.

      ‘And we’re going to give you these… just these numbers we’ve been looking at. And we’re just interested to see what you guys come up with.’

      ‘Slide rules!’ Luke muttered to Connie.

      ‘But —’ said Arnold.

      ‘And the rest of the time,’ said Professor Hirati, ‘you’ll be free to pursue your own research, in your own time, in the lap of luxury, with everything taken care of.’

      The six looked at one another.

      ‘But —’ said Arnold.

      ‘So, I know this sounds very cloak-and-dagger, guys. It’s just a thing, part of our work, no need to worry about it at all, just ruling out something, nothing really, barely worth mentioning. You’ll probably find it fun. So.’

      He cleared his throat.

      ‘I can’t wait to turn all this over to you; I really can’t. I just need you to sign off on these contracts, just to let me know you’re on board for this…’

      He held up some papers.

      Arnold squinted.

      ‘Hey, is that the Official Secrets Act? No way, man!’

      Professor Hirati sighed.

      ‘Really, before we go any further, I just need everyone to sign this… just this piece of paper. A disclaimer, that’s all. People need to sign this to go to the loo these days; it’s everywhere.’

      Arnold looked unconvinced. ‘Hey, man’ he said. ‘I, like, I don’t think so, okay?’

      Professor Hirati gave a too-wide smile that didn’t exactly inspire confidence.

      ‘It’s really nothing to worry about,’ he said. ‘You know, in our line of work, we often take on bits and pieces for the government… nothing sinister, just standard practice.’

      Connie looked at Sé out of the corner of her eye: he was rifling through the large leather bag he carried everywhere, overflowing with papers. Sure enough, there was the contract she’d received – Connie was ashamed now to think of how she’d been so delighted and exuberant at having been accepted as a fellow; she’d signed it in double-quick time and sent it back the same day. It had simply never occurred to her that it could be anything other than problem-solving: how could it? She blushed, thinking how flattered she’d been. And now, what were they doing? Sé found the relevant paragraph, buried late in the boilerplate, and read it to himself, nodding solemnly.

      ‘You see the thing is,’ Arnold was going on, ‘it’s like, man, you brought us here to be smart and now it feels to me like you’re treating us like total idiots.’

      Professor Hirati nodded thoughtfully.

      ‘Yeah, yeah, I see how you might feel that.’

      He looked around. Outside, it was very dark suddenly. He held up the papers.

      ‘I’m afraid this is all I can tell you. Apart from that it is probably nothing, and that it is Her Majesty’s Government asking you, and that this is a national security request.’

      There was a silence in the room. Except for a slight humming. Connie realised it was Arnold doing the James Bond theme.

      Nobody moved. Then surprisingly, someone jumped up.

      ‘I’ll sign it,’ said Luke. He fished out an antique fountain pen from his coat pocket, then shifted it from hand to hand nervously, as if not quite sure what to do with it. The professor looked at him sternly.

      ‘Thank you… there and there…’

      Professor Hirati peered at the rest of them over his fashionable glasses.

      ‘Your country really does need you, you know,’ he said, and Connie, despite herself, felt an odd thrill go up her spine. What could it possibly be? Some of her physicist colleagues had gone to work for defence companies and become very tight-lipped about what they actually did for a job, and GCHQ had a large team of code-breakers often taken from her specialty, but she had happily expected to fill out her career working on her beloved probability, teaching students, supervising exciting new work – this was taking an unexpected turn. She didn’t think much of this chap. But her country needing her… she stood up.

      ‘I’ll do it too,’ she said nervously. Professor Hirati gave her the same, slightly over-wide smile.

      ‘Thank you,’ he said. ‘Thank you. You are doing us a service.’

      After that, all the boys and Evelyn followed suit, leaving just Arnold sitting there crossly.

      ‘This is invasion of privacy, man. You don’t know what our security services do with this stuff. Can’t trust anyone these days. The NSA will be all over all of us, do you know what I mean? Never sign anything.’

      Professor Hirati frowned. This looked much more like his more natural expression.

      ‘I’m sorry about that, Doctor Li,’ he said, glancing at another pile of papers on his desk. ‘I truly am sorry about that. In fact, I think if you don’t take up our offer and therefore the fellowship… Well, I think that means your position in this country becomes untenable.’

      Arnold’s normally friendly face was horrified.

      ‘You mean if I don’t join up for your bullshit operation you’re going to deport me?’

      Professor Hirati shrugged.

      ‘I think, Doctor Li, if you can’t be for this country we have to assume you’re against it.’

      Arnold was gobsmacked. ‘Are you shitting me? I can’t believe this…’

      Sé came over to him. ‘Calm down, man. Calm down. It’s in the contract, man. You’ve signed them already. Just do it.’

      ‘But they’re saying they’re going to take my job away —’

      ‘Ssh. Look, you don’t know. It might be something cool!’

      ‘How can it be cool, man? Look at his sweater!’

      Sé patted him on the shoulder.

      ‘You can go away and think about it.’

      ‘I’m afraid he can’t,’ said Professor Hirati briskly. ‘We can’t risk further discussion among you. If Doctor Li, or anyone else, wants to leave, they leave right now.’

      The mood in the room had changed very fast, and nobody knew quite what to do.

      After a long pause, Arnold looked at everyone round the desks, looked at the professor and swore profusely. Then he paused.

      ‘Fine,’ he said. ‘Give me the goddamn piece of paper, you bunch of little rat fink spy asses.’

      He sat sullenly and scribbled his signature on it in tiny, messy handwriting, then threw it back across the desk without getting up. Professor Hirati picked it up solemnly and gave Arnold a long look. Arnold’s chubby cheeks had gone very pink, but he didn’t glance up.

      ‘Very good,’ said the professor. ‘And now, we shall hand over the rest of the papers in the morning and you can begin. No computers. No internet. No mentioning it to anyone. This work has already been filtered in every obvious and possible way we can think of. Now we need something direct from your perhaps slightly less obvious brains. Then we can rule it out, go on our way, and you can enjoy the rest of the year in the nicest surroundings we can think of. All right? You can talk about this to one another but absolutely nobody else at all. Nobody. We will find out, okay?’

       

      The meeting broke up after that, a security guard closing the bunker door behind them. They walked back together, slowly down the cobbled roads.

      ‘What a dickwad,’ said Arnold, his heavy brow furrowed.

      ‘What do you think it is?’ Connie asked, but he shrugged, even as she went on.

      ‘Nuclear bomb threat statistics? Some hideous global warming maths they need done to check whether the world’s got five months to live or seven, and how many million people it’s worth saving to eat tins in a bunker? Something they don’t want the Star Boys to grubby their little paws with.’

      Arnold shook his head.

      ‘Has to be cryptography, remember Hardy? Economy runs on the damn thing. Probably trying to stop the robots taking over. Skynet, man.’

      Connie frowned. Evelyn caught her up.

      ‘What do you think?’ she said to her.

      Evelyn just shook her head.

      ‘In my country, when government men turn up and want you to sign stuff, I can tell you it’s a one-way ticket to pain right there.’ And she walked on in silence.

      ‘OOH, sweepstake!’ Ranjit was saying, hopping up and down. Connie suspected he might be having the most exciting night of his life. ‘Let’s have a sweepstake! Winner buys pizza!’

      Evelyn rolled her eyes. ‘It’ll be a frequency. Some kind of sunspot frequency. They’re going to want us to track it down, figure out what they can use it for. Microwave ovens, probably.’

      ‘Would they make you sign the Official Secrets Act for a new kind of oven?’ said Arnold scornfully.

      ‘They might,’ said Evelyn. ‘The college is probably owned by an oven manufacturer anyway. We probably just signed the Bosch Official Secrets Act.’

      Connie felt slightly disappointed. It was true and entirely possible that it was something along those lines: a commercial – or worse, weaponisable – emanation along the wavelengths, and they were there to crunch the numbers before the head honchos brought in the engineers to manipulate it. Seemed a touch theatrical, but then Professor Hirati appeared to be a theatrical kind of a chap. Although why no computers?

      ‘Codes and crypto,’ Arnold said again. ‘Something a computer can’t break. And if we don’t give them the answer they want… Guantanamo Bay.’

      ‘You’ll never fit the jumpsuit,’ said Sé.

      ‘Shut up, Skeletor.’

      Sé had up until now been walking along quietly, but he turned to them now.

      ‘Actually, did you not see where the paperwork was from?’

      ‘Go on then,’ said Arnold.

      ‘Area 51!’ said Ranjit excitedly.

      ‘Put the Haribo away, Ranjit,’ said Evelyn sternly.

      Sé shook his head.

      ‘Not exactly,’ he said. ‘Mullard.’
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