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Proclamation Day, Monday 22 October 2040, for the Republic of Great Britain, dawned with a downpour of biblical proportions. The storm was as violent as it was unexpected. Having a tropical storm in October was further evidence, the commentators later stated, that despite draconian legislation to reduce the pollution of the atmosphere, the planet was heading for environmental disaster. Older people with long memories recalled an October night in 1987 when an unexpected storm, created by ferociously strong winds reaching hurricane force in places, struck sleeping London and a large swathe of south-east England with devastating effect, leaving many dead people and millions of uprooted trees in its wake. Then as now, the Met Office failed to issue a warning. 


Only superstitious people with the benefit of hindsight had claimed afterwards that the freak storm was a harbinger of the drama played out a few hours later in the Olympic Stadium, completely refurbished for the occasion.


The newly elected President was ten minutes into his speech. It was a brilliant oration: a firework display of phrases unburdened by any original thought; a roll call of well-rehearsed clichés. Oft-repeated justification for abolishing the monarchy. The anachronism of the old system. The case for the disestablishment of the Church of England. The threat of religious extremism. The never-ending terrorist menace. The poison of religion; of all religions. The inequality of the old system. The necessity of state control while maintaining individual rights. Comprehensive state education. Rewards in all walks of life according to achievements. Reinforcing the armed services. The promise of a bright future. One nation, one goal. 


In his glass observation room, suspended high above and invisible to the crowd, the officer from Home Security responsible for the smooth running of the ceremony gradually relaxed as the speech neared its conclusion. None of his agents, carefully dispersed in strategic positions throughout, reported the slightest signs that might have indicated any disturbance or even a medical emergency. With his visor he scanned the stadium and then zoomed onto the presidential box until individual VIPs came sharply into focus. On the presidential face he could even study the remnants of a small spot which impatient presidential fingers had prematurely tried to remove, leaving behind an untidy bloody crust. 


Suddenly, on an impulse that he could not explain even later, as his visor wandered to survey the crowd at random, he singled out a middle-aged woman sitting a few yards from the presidential box. She opened her handbag and delved into it with her right hand. A second later she withdrew her hand now covered with a thin silk scarf. From her seat she had an excellent view of the presidential box. For a split second the officer held the visor glued to the face of the woman, as if paralysed, recording every little detail: short-cropped auburn hair, no make-up, brown eyes, two-piece rust-coloured suit with a cream silk shirt beneath. No wedding ring on her left hand and the only jewellery she was wearing was a pearl necklace that looked both simple and expensive. A professional woman in her mid-forties, he thought, but even before completing his surveillance he realised he could wait no longer. The woman lifted her arm. The silk scarf slid down to reveal a gun. 


At that moment the President ended his speech, and his last words were drowned in thunderous applause. For a second the officer was stunned by the noise coming through the open panel of his observation pod, reverberating and amplified. Then he picked up the gun and steadied his arm. Through the visor, the head of the unknown woman swam sharply into focus. As she was turning towards the presidential box, he drew a deep breath and targeted her left temple.


Those who were sitting around her suddenly realised what was happening. The officer saw the frozen fear and disbelief on their faces. 


I cannot fail, he thought. To ease the final hurdle, he said aloud: ‘I cannot fail.’


And then he pulled the trigger.
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His naked body was drenched in sweat and his pillowcase was damp. He raised his head, using this movement to prevent himself from sinking back into the nightmare. The bedroom was still and silent: only the two ill-fitting shutters allowed a shaft of street light to seep through. In the darkness, he could sense rather than see Yasmina curled up next to him. She lay motionless, in a foetal position, deep in sleep, unaware of the impending dawn. Her even breathing reassured him. He looked at the old-fashioned alarm clock on the glass bedside table: it was half past four. Gently, so as not to disturb her, he pushed back the thick linen sheet and the woollen rug. Still shaken by the nightmare and unsteady on his feet, he made his way to the bathroom. 


As he entered, all the lights came on: he had forgotten to override the automatic sensor by switching the control to night mode. For a few seconds he stood, blinded and paralysed. He sat on the edge of the bath for a while, the contact with the cool marble calming him down. He longed for a shower: the jet of cold water would finally release him from the grip of the night. He chose the large walk-in shower at the far end of the bathroom. Standing motionless under the cool stream of water coming from all directions, he finally resurfaced from the nightmare. The sprays stopped automatically as he stepped out and closed the heavy glass door of the shower behind him. He picked up one of the bath towels, rubbing and patting his body dry with the routine of an athlete. By now completely awake, he stood in the middle of the bathroom. Without looking at the mirror, he surveyed his body with detached objectiveness. He was not displeased by what he saw. 


Mark Chadwick was thirty-two years old, and at 190 centimetres, taller than average with a well-proportioned body. Rowing in the summer, skiing in the winter and a weekly workout followed by a half hour swim kept him in good shape. 


‘Not bad for a doctor,’ he used to say to fend off unsolicited comments in the gym. The mirror, framing his entire upper body to the point where the thin trickle of abdominal hair from the navel widens into the pubic tufts, reflected a smooth chest. He had black hair, one unruly lock falling over his forehead whenever he moved. This had annoyed him as a child, when he always opted for a short crop, and only at medical school had he allowed it to grow back. In recent years he had frequented an old-fashioned barber in Jermyn Street in whose shop he left a small fortune. Since Anne and now Yasmina both liked his hairstyle, it had hardly changed during the last decade.


He had inherited his mother’s green eyes and long eyelashes. His lips, under a straight nose that betrayed a small scar, the result of a fracture suffered during a childhood brawl, had the plasticity of those whose friendly gestures are accompanied by a natural smile. Having finished this unscheduled night survey of his body, he returned to the bedroom.


After the brightness of the bathroom, it took a few seconds to adapt to the gloom. Gingerly, he climbed back into bed. Yasmina was still fast asleep, but her body had by now uncurled, and she was lying on her back with her right arm bent around her head, as if to frame it. The outline of her body was barely visible under the blanket. Looking at her he felt a sudden urge to make love but he dared not to move. At that moment Yasmina, still asleep, turned towards him, and Mark used this sudden intimacy to draw her close against his body. She opened her eyes and as he entered her, she wrapped her arms around his neck.


The alarm went off at exactly seven o’clock. When Mark finally awoke, the space next to him was empty. Yasmina had already gone. Only the rumpled sheets were witness of their lovemaking; the large woollen rug lay on the floor. Through the closed bathroom door he could hear running water. Mark got up and put on a dark blue towelling dressing gown. He walked to the windows to open the shutters: a ritual he cherished each morning. 


The shutters had survived two centuries; even their flat, heavy metal bolts were original. This terraced house on the eastern side of Regent’s Park was built by Nash in 1827 and many of its original features survived. Mark loved the house and counted himself fortunate to own it. Before their tragic deaths, his parents had lived in this house, and he envisaged that one day his children would grow up here. Unlike its more pretentious neighbours, this terrace was one of Nash’s less bombastic designs, and what it lacked in grandeur was amply compensated for in the charm and the welcoming scale of its internal architecture. 


He lifted the bolt from its holder and folded the shutter back into the architrave: first the left window away from the bed and then the right one, never the other way around. The beginning of the day was defined by never changing small rituals. Regent’s Park lay in front of him in its autumn colours. The sun glinted on the cream stucco of the terraces, and he could survey the expanse of Cumberland Green and the trees beyond.


It was one of those exquisite October mornings when low-lying mist swims to cover the lawn and to swirl around tree trunks, before slowly lifting as the sun rises. Most of the trees still retained their leaves in the mild weather, but the first night frosts painted them yellow, rust and red. In the strip of sloping garden immediately in front of their house, the Japanese acer still had its full crown of deep purple leaves; few had been parched by the summer sun. A late blooming fuchsia still produced masses of crimson and deep purple blooms, its thinner branches bowed under the weight of flowers. The white geraniums in the antique lead planters by the iron railings also ignored the changing season, but the white lobelias planted amongst them had not survived. 


The air was still. No one was around. Dew covered the windscreens of the cars; it was too early for the neighbours to start their engines. Yet he could hear the distant whoosh of the commuters’ cars on the Outer Circle, as they made their way from north London and the commuter belt beyond the M25 into central London and the City. Even in rain or under a grey sky, the view from his bedroom window never failed to lift his spirits. This early morning tranquillity formed a safe bridge between the night spent and the uncertainties of the coming day. 


Mark and Yasmina’s morning routine was a well-oiled affair. Although there was another bathroom on the floor above, they both used the one next to their bedroom. Since to prepare the breakfast was, by mutual agreement, Mark’s task, he usually had first use of the bathroom. However, this morning was an exception and after Yasmina had finished her bath, Mark stepped back from the window and made his way to the bathroom. After another quick shower he dried himself, and from one of the built-in wardrobes in the adjoining dressing room he picked a lightweight grey suit with fine blue stripes and a light blue shirt. He selected a dark blue tie with a small white diamond pattern and put it into his briefcase; he would only tie it on arrival at the Institute. 


From the master bedroom on the second floor, he walked down the elegant staircase: every step and the balustrade were original. As he entered the large drawing room on the first floor to collect some material for his seminar with his students later in the morning, he noticed that one of the two large sash windows of exquisite proportion that ran to the floor and opened onto a narrow balcony had been left open for the night. Yasmina again, he murmured, more with affection than irritation.


The kitchen, facing east, was flooded with the watery sunshine of autumn. The only blemish in the idyllic setting was nearby Albany Street – a road of fast, relentless traffic and a source of noise and pollution. Preparing breakfast for Yasmina did not take long: the menu was simple and barely changed during the week. Freshly squeezed orange or grapefruit juice, cereal and cups of freshly made coffee. He switched on Radio 3: the last movement of a Haydn symphony filled the kitchen. There was an unspoken agreement between him and Yasmina: they would not watch or listen to the news during their breakfast, preventing the intrusion of the outside world. 


As Mark was putting the spoons on the glass table, he heard Yasmina’s footsteps on the stairs. She was wearing a pair of tight-fitting, bleached jeans, emphasising her slim figure, a pale green polo neck sweater and dark blue suede moccasins. She looked stunning in the morning sunshine: a traditional Indian beauty, as many of Mark’s friends commented with their eyes usually languishing on Yasmina’s perfectly formed breasts. 


Her dark brown hair, cut to a fashionable length barely touching her shoulders, framed an oval face that was dominated by brilliant brown eyes. With the exception of a pale lipstick applied more as a moisturiser than as additional colour to draw attention to her sensuous lips, she did not wear any make-up nor did she need to – her skin was luminous. She was tall for a woman but exactly in proportion to Mark: they were a perfect couple.


Over breakfast, as usual, they discussed the coming day. Yasmina had an early appointment at the British Library with one of her PhD students, Ted. The rest of the day was free for her research. Finishing her coffee, Yasmina stood up, and, bending over, kissed Mark tenderly on the top of his head, waved goodbye from the kitchen door and was gone.


For a couple of minutes Mark remained seated and watched, nearly motionless, as a ladybird climbed up the stalk of a geranium leaf in the box on the windowsill. It is time, he thought, to turn out these flowers damaged by early morning frost and replace them with mini-cyclamens, much loved by Yasmina. 


He stood for a few moments, thinking about her. Mark had no doubt that it was her presence that animated their home. He knew that he owed a lot of his happiness at home – and success at work – to her support and understanding. The aura of her presence, like a strong perfume, permeated the entire house. Even after she left, an invisible imprint of her being lingered for a couple of minutes before the rooms became lifeless and closed down, waiting for her return. Without her the whole house was dead: a series of rooms which he could survey with the satisfaction of possession but without any emotional attachment, as if flicking through a glossy interior design magazine in the waiting room of his dentist in Upper Wimpole Street. 


He stood up, cleared the table, checked the screen of the mini-portable and gave a sigh of relief. The registration number of his car, LS 39 VMR was flashing. His car was cleared to drive through central London to work. Mark, being a doctor, enjoyed priority, but despite this privilege, he had to confirm every morning whether, as a result of an increase in pollution or unforeseen emergency roadworks, private cars would be banned for the day from entering central London.


Cars did not have any particular attraction for him: they were neither status symbols nor phallic expressions of virility like some of the more esoteric sports cars now out of fashion, but mere vehicles of convenience to carry him from one place to another. Currently, he was the satisfied owner of a dark blue electric Volkswagen of last year’s registration.


He was delighted with the news that he could drive, since the alternative would have taken much longer: a short brisk walk to Camden Town underground station to take the Northern Line to Elephant and Castle and then the rest of the journey on one of the buses to Camberwell Green. This morning he was particularly eager to get to work, for the new series of experiments scheduled to start today filled him with expectation. He might begin to see the fruits of many months of planning. 


He picked up his car key from the hall table. His car, parked in the private driveway in front of the house, was waiting for him.
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Driving south on the Outer Circle was a pleasure. The park had always captured him with its calming effect. He resented the way the Crown Estate had increasingly commercialised it by allowing and even encouraging international art fairs, food and wine tastings, and a variety of ethnic festivals in order to increase revenue. Yet it had remained an oasis of peace. A stroke of genius of town planning resulted in a green sanctuary in the middle of the metropolis, an illusion of Arcadia but with real wildlife. Whilst he and Yasmina were not avid birdwatchers, they counted more species in the trees of Regent’s Park than in most of the countryside.


Only the proliferation of surveillance cameras intruded into the privacy of those who sought an escape from the noise and bustle of the city. Private cameras had been installed in the past but only during the last couple of years had they been planted not only on strategic points of the terraces bordering the park, but also on several buildings inside the park and, what annoyed Mark most, even on trees.


He passed the Royal College of Physicians on his left, a concrete edifice, so different from the surrounding Nash terraces and much maligned by those who had never set a foot inside. As he turned into Marylebone Road at St Andrew’s Gate in Park Square East and, continuing down Euston Road, he was confronted by a forest of surveillance cameras. On specially erected columns and traffic lights, on rooftops and windowsills, on billboards and road signs, in gateways and underpasses, on flyovers and in school grounds, at bus stops and underground stations, at entrances to banks, shops, department stores and private houses: they were omnipresent. They watched, scanned and followed everybody with their malevolent glass eyes, wherever one was. Many more were hidden. 


The more recent models, like those previously placed only at important crossroads, stations, airports and public buildings, but now more extensively installed to replace older cameras, were equipped not only with voice recognition systems which could record conversations, but also identified faces and patterns of behaviour. They had become part of everyday life. There was no escape from them. For fun, Mark and Yasmina played games: how many each could discover in a given area. One day they counted 128 as they walked down from St Andrew’s Gate to the bottom of Gower Street, covering barely half a mile. 


They were quite certain that, the cameras being so cleverly camouflaged, they had overlooked a great many. In their nearest underground station, Regent’s Park on the Bakerloo Line, their tally was thirty-one from street level down to the platform, an amazing number considering that this stop, far from being a busy hub, served only one line. Yet they should not have been surprised: according to the Government’s own statistics, a recent survey confirmed the existence of thirty-five million cameras; nearly one for every two British citizens.


This morning the traffic was quite fast, and Mark reached Waterloo Bridge within ten minutes. The panorama from the bridge, the highlight of the journey, was breathtaking and he would have liked to stop but he knew that his licence would be automatically endorsed. After reaching Camberwell Green, the car slowed down over the final couple of hundred yards of gentle rise before coming to a halt in front of the campus’s underground car park. 


The Institute of Cognitive Sciences rose eight floors over Camberwell Road. The building was a good example of contemporary architecture with its simple but elegant lines, and judicious use of glass and steel. It had been completed in 2038 and officially opened by the King in the autumn of the same year: one of the last public functions he performed before his abdication the next year following a national referendum. The marble plaque in the atrium, commemorating the event, would soon become one of the mementoes reminding people of the final chapter of more than a thousand years of monarchy. 


For a long time the neighbourhood did not have a good reputation. Muggings and street fights were common. Small-time drug dealers had been supplanted by organised gangs, and turf wars had often ended in casualties. An innocent nurse was fatally wounded in a crossfire exchanged between two rival gangs one Christmas morning. 


A temporary police station installed in the main building of King’s College Hospital did not make much difference, and the police, finding the place too dangerous, soon withdrew. Nonetheless, a couple of months after the State of Emergency had been declared everything had changed. Even those who disapproved of the Government’s non-compromising attitude to violence and terrorism reluctantly had to admit that the tough policies had worked. The drug dealers and muggers disappeared, and the streets were cleaned up. Within less than a year the neighbourhood had reverted to what it had not been for a long time: a peaceful south London district. 


The electronic gate of the car park opened and a disjointed voice allocated him his parking space for the day: Dr Chadwick, Level two, number 243. He parked, switched the engine off, picked up his briefcase from the passenger seat and locked the car. As he was walking towards the lift, he recognised the voice of Nigel Ashworth, the chief physicist of the Department of Functional Neuroimaging, behind him. 


‘Good morning, Mark,’ and as he caught up with him just in front of the lift door, he exclaimed: ‘What awful news!’ Since Mark looked uncomprehending, he explained: ‘Someone tried to shoot the President yesterday at the Proclamation Ceremony. A mentally disturbed woman, apparently.’ As Mark still did not respond, he added: ‘She failed.’ Neither Nigel’s intonation nor his features betrayed whether he approved or disapproved of this sequence of events, since they both knew that the cameras around them were voice-sensitive and could pick up the quietest of murmurs. Slightly irritated by his colleague’s lack of response, Nigel concluded, with the deflated air of someone whose news has failed to create a sensation: ‘Then she was shot by one of the security men. You really didn’t know?’ And when Mark shook his head, he added: ‘I can’t believe you.’ 


‘No, I didn’t,’ confirmed Mark with a sense of quiet satisfaction over the fact that on this occasion he had been protected from the outside world. A small but gratifying victory over the screens and cameras, the endless variety of information technology which like a malign and alien transplant had been growing beyond control, threatening to invade and overtake his own thoughts, to penetrate his life and finally to destroy the privacy of his very being. Suddenly he realised that during the last couple of years he had more and more come to agree with his grandfather with whom, when he was at school and later at university, he had had fierce arguments about the merits and dangers of information technology. 


‘No, we didn’t watch television, surf on the internet or listen to the radio,’ he said, ‘we had a quiet evening at home, reading.’ Mark wished he hadn’t bumped into Nigel. Ashworth was one of the very few people at work whom he did not like; he found him intrusive and inconsiderate. To dislike a colleague pained him, yet in Ashworth’s presence he could not bring himself to lower his guard. In conversations in the senior common room, Mark always felt the need to deflect Ashworth’s direct questions, phrased with the expectation of an immediate and clear-cut answer, even when the subject would have required more thorough consideration. 


The lift took them to their respective floors: Nigel left on the third, while Mark continued to the seventh, relieved to complete the journey on his own. His identity having been recognised by the sensor, the door of the department automatically opened and he entered the long straight corridor leading to his office. 


His secretary was already at her desk.


‘Good morning, Catherine. You’re early today.’


‘Good morning, Dr Chadwick. Did you have a nice weekend?’


Catherine had been working for him since the Institute opened and they had learned when exchanging early morning pleasantries on arrival, which questions needed a reply and which could be left hanging in the air.


Catherine was in her mid-fifties, a tall, stylish woman who preserved a youthful figure, and her impeccable choice of dress made her the most elegant employee in the department. When Mark saw her job application, immaculately set out in perfect English, he read with amazement that she specified her nationality as British-Welsh, hyphenated, just like that. Catherine was a self-confessed Welsh nationalist who harboured a deep-seated hatred of the National Government for aborting fuller autonomy of the principality, but these views she shared only with her boss and no one else. 


Otherwise their relationship was restricted to professional matters with occasional forays into small talk about the weather, the varying standard of cooking in the Institute’s canteen, about an evening at the theatre or at a concert. Their private lives were never mentioned, let alone discussed. In the etiquette of social contacts their exchanges took place within well-defined, yet unspoken boundaries that neither of them wished to trespass. This understanding was the source of a pleasant and relaxed ambience, a necessary lubricant to their daily interactions.


‘Catherine, do you know what happened during the ceremony yesterday? Dr Ashworth was telling me that someone apparently attempted to shoot the President. Extraordinary!’


She did know and without prompting she gave a detailed account of the event. Finishing her report, she left no doubt that she was quite sorry that the President had escaped.


‘Do they know who the woman was?’ asked Mark.


‘Her name hasn’t been released. The police have to notify her family first but they haven’t found the next of kin. She must have been a desperate woman. Didn’t have much chance, did she?’ Without waiting for an answer, Catherine turned back to her screen. 


Occasionally, Mark wished that he knew more about Catherine. He felt certain that there were more remarkable facts about her life than having a retired, overweight husband and two daughters who were not particularly close to her. There must be a touch of rebellion beneath that cool façade, Mark thought, but if there was, Catherine had given no indication of any wayward thought, until her interpretation of the events in the Olympic Stadium. 


His office was uncluttered and simply furnished. Facing north, the enormous plate-glass window yielded an astounding panorama of London, stretching from Chelsea Harbour in the west to Canary Warf in the east. For a minute he stopped to admire the view in front of him. Half of his desk was occupied by a bank of screens. The large collection of neuroscience textbooks made his office personal, distinguishing it from many others within the building. 


The screens came alive as he keyed in his code. On the central monitor his daily schedule appeared, confirmed and signed off by Catherine.


09.00–10.00: Introductory tutorial for student volunteers in the Brain Bank.


10.00–12.00: Preliminary experiment in the Functional MRI Unit.


12.00–13.00: Seminar on the Future of Human Evolution by Professor Hugh Cameron, Cambridge University, in the Ground Floor Lecture Theatre.


13.00–14.00: Lunch with Professor Blakemore in his office to discuss the Health Sciences Research Council programme grant.


‘The rest of the afternoon is free,’ Catherine had added reassuringly, knowing how much Mark treasured the second half of the day without appointments. Scanning the daily programme filled him with expectation. He looked forward to seeing his students: they were handpicked volunteers for a preliminary study, the brightest group for quite some time. If the first few screenings gave positive results, the door would open for submitting a major programme grant on thought reading to the Health Sciences Research Council for five years’ support. 


He looked at his watch, a vintage Patek Philippe he had inherited from his father. Its design was as simple as it was elegant: slim, sharply drawn black Roman numerals with slender black hands on a white face, encased in gold. Mark clearly remembered the moment his grandfather gave it to him on his sixteenth birthday, as a special present after Anthony had agreed that the older son should inherit the watch. His father was wearing it on the day he died: a painful reminder that the watch had somehow survived, but his father had not. 


It was two minutes to nine. The Brain Bank was two doors down the corridor but instead of the panorama to the north, it afforded only the view of Camberwell’s back streets facing south. Entering the room Mark could sense a feeling of anticipation: the twelve students, accompanied by Maria Lopes, the neuropsychologist, were already waiting for him. 


They were third-year clinical students, selected from a much larger group, who had volunteered for the trial run. Six male and six female. Their CVs were scrutinised and their achievements, with exam results from the previous years, had been checked by their tutors. Their IQs had been assessed more than once and they had all been submitted by one of the best – in Mark’s view the best – neuropsychologists one could find in London to the most comprehensive and vigorous psychometric testing.


Mark was fond of Maria Lopes and was delighted when she had agreed to collaborate with him on this project. She was a small Portuguese woman who could be easily overlooked, perhaps as a result of her stature or unassuming manner, until she started to give one of her brilliant assessments of her patients. Mark witnessed that on clinical grand rounds, attended by the most senior consultants, she often stole the limelight from some of her flashier colleagues. 


Mark decided to start the tutorial with a brief description of the anatomy of the brain: to get over what might be dry for the students but was essential to an understanding of the fundamentals of the experiments. He switched on the projection system. A three-dimensional picture of the brain appeared on the large screen lowered from the ceiling. The image slowly rotated showing the main parts, starting with the top convexity, with the division between the two hemispheres, then the sloping sides and finally the flat base. Mark followed the projection with brief explanations of the most important structures as he glided along with the laser pointer and then, suddenly, he froze the image and zoomed to the front of the convexity of the cerebral hemispheres, enlarging a small area. 


‘As you know,’ he said, pointing the slim laser beam to outline the frontal pole of the brain which suddenly turned red, ‘this is the so-called pre-frontal cortex.’ And then he proceeded to delineate the topography of this area, explaining the structure and function of its subdivisions, and its complex connections with other parts of the brain. He talked of neuronal circuitries; the types of nerve cells that form these structures and the various chemical molecules, the neurotransmitters, they use. The seemingly dry facts came to life, and Mark could feel the surge of adrenalin. His talk was not only routine passing on of knowledge to a dozen young men and women but became also a tribute to the pinnacle of evolution: the human brain. 


As never before at an informal seminar, he was slightly nervous. But today’s occasion was different from all the others and his audience was not the average medical student. A great deal was at stake: he was laying the ground for a novel set of experiments involving modifications of thought processing and influencing intentions. Under no circumstance should he fail his students. He was determined to confirm their commitment to the project: it would be a failure if any of them opted out of the series of tests. 


Although the room was in semi-darkness, he could sense that the students’ attention was focused on him, and even Maria, who had heard him before giving a seminar on this topic, was listening with special alertness.


‘Do you know what its function is?’ Waiting just a couple of seconds, as the students remained silent, Mark continued: ‘We have known for some time that this region of the brain is involved in higher cognitive function. But before we go any further, we should look at the real thing.’ The lights came on and Mark led the students from the seminar room to the adjacent laboratory, followed by Maria.


The demonstration room was as clean as an operating theatre. The similarity was increased by the centrally placed stainless steel table illuminated by a powerful lamp similar to those seen in surgical practice. On the table John Ibori, one of the research assistants, had already prepared one of the control brains. Despite the efficient extracting system a faint smell of formalin lingered over the table. When John noticed that a few of the students, not accustomed to the strong smell, grimaced and screwed up their noses, he handed out face masks. Only a couple bothered to put them on.


Mark picked up a pair of surgical gloves, slid his hands into them and, removing the brain from the table, guided his students over the most important structures. Now and again he asked one of the students to identify areas he specified with his index finger. He finished this tour at the frontal pole of the brain, outlining clearly the regions they were going to study in more detail. 


‘Why is this region of particular importance? The answer lies in a set of experiments carried out some time ago using functional imaging. This technique, functional magnetic resonance imaging, can reveal the activity of various brain regions. It has indicated that hidden intentions of the human brain can be read in this area.’ The students stood around the demonstrating table in silence, intrigued. 


‘You might argue that the knowledge of these anatomical details is of no importance – they’re not only boring but also a waste of time. Nothing of the sort. They provide the key to unlocking the secrets of higher cognitive functions. To understanding how thoughts are processed. And ultimately, how they can be modified.’ He paused for a second: the students followed his every word. 


‘To test whether hidden intention can be revealed, volunteers were asked to select freely and perform one of two possible tasks – addition or subtraction. Using high-precision functional magnetic resonance imaging it was possible to determine the covert intention the subjects had previously chosen. To put it simply, in this experiment the scientists devised a system that can analyse brain activity to reveal the intentions of a person even before he or she acts upon them. From this, further experiments followed. Sophisticated computer systems can learn unique patterns or signatures of brain activity that correspond to different thoughts. By scanning the brain for these signatures, it can then be predicted what the person might be thinking. We can now, to some extent, read the human mind and predict intentions. At this stage, do you have any questions?’ As the students remained silent, Mark added: ‘Let’s go down to imaging.’ 


The functional MRI Unit was in the basement of the building. Unlike other similar underground laboratories, this was a well-lit airy floor with the luxury of a relatively high ceiling. The bank of screens hanging from the ceiling was connected to the imaging laboratories and relayed pictures to the students who could follow the experiments sitting in their chairs. The imaging suites opened from a wide central corridor and each consisted of a small reception area with lockers, the anteroom with the bank of computers and the imaging room itself which housed the scanner. 


As they settled down in the reception area, Mark gave a brief description of today’s pilot experiment. He could hardly hide his impatience to start. Yet he stopped for a second. The outcome of what was going to happen within the next hour or so would be of vital importance not only for this particular project but also for his whole future career. Months of preparatory hard work would be put to the test: the first preliminary experiment was going to be crucial. The students, perceiving the significance of the experiments, watched him, holding their breath. 


‘Earlier we talked about how hidden intentions could be detected by functional imaging. In this pilot test we can also try to modify your secret aims. The experimental paradigm is simple. We select holiday destinations all over the world to see whether we can change your mind about where you want to go. Who volunteers first?’ Several hands went up and, not to show favour, he picked the student nearest to him. Adrian was a tall slim boy who had the second highest IQ in the group.


‘Follow me,’ said Mark and they disappeared into the second imaging suite on the right-hand side of the corridor. Mark switched the camera on, so that the students with Maria could both hear and see them in the large reception area.


‘Just for the sake of formality, I should confirm,’ Mark turned to the student, ‘that you haven’t taken any drugs or alcohol during the last twenty-four hours?’ Even the students’ diet and water intake were regulated.


Mark had insisted that the preliminary experiments should be carried out in an atmosphere of confidentiality. It was not just the scientist’s paranoia of competition, of which clearly there was no shortage – over the last couple of decades the understanding of the molecular basis of higher mental functioning had progressed with unprecedented speed – but Mark’s concern lay in an entirely different direction. He was fully aware that if the nature of his experiments found its way prematurely into the media, it would create a sensation that could easily backfire. In this fast-moving field facts could easily be distorted. “Scientists now control your thoughts!” was not a headline he wanted to see.


They emptied their pockets of coins and removed their watches into plastic trays. Adrian also took off his wide leather belt with a large, ornate buckle. 


On the large flat screen in front of them the title of the experiment appeared: “Changing Holiday Destinations.” 


‘For the test we’ve selected eighty holiday destinations. You should imagine having a great time in these places. While you’re lying in the scan, the names will be flashed up on the screen in pairs and you’ve to decide which one of the two destinations you prefer. Okay? If you’re ready, let’s go, but first remove your shoes,’ said Mark. MAGNET ON declared a red sign and Mark pushed back the sliding door, ushering Adrian in front of him.


As he entered the room, with the student in tow, his nightmare, forgotten and buried by subsequent events of the day, flooded back for a second. Suddenly he realised that the imaging suite, which appeared so terrifying in the night, was none other than this very laboratory. But the threat of the stillness and silence of the nightmare had been replaced by animation and the background buzz of life. To his relief, it was all different and he took comfort in the familiarity of his daily environment. Only the massive equipment, creamy white and dominating the centre of the room was similar, but its bore, the short central cavity, was different from the endless dark tunnel of last night’s vision into which he had disappeared. 


Closing his mind to any further reflection, he was poised to start the experiment.


‘Have you been screened before?’ asked Mark and when he saw Adrian nodding he added: ‘So you know the score. Hop on the bed.’


He put a sculpted foam rest under Adrian’s knees and handed him two plastic earplugs to keep off the worst of the noise generated by the equipment. Once these were firmly in place, he helped Adrian to put on the headphones through which they were going to communicate during the experiment. Then he lifted the magnetic coil and clicked it into place to make contact with the other part of the circuit that was acting like a headrest: in doing so he established the magnetic field around Adrian’s head. He adjusted the mirror that reflected the screen at the end of the bore. 


‘Are you ready?’ asked Mark and when Adrian answered with a ‘yes’, he pushed back the joystick of the control: ‘Here we go,’ and the tray-like bed silently slid into the bore of the machine.


‘Relax.’ Mark spoke into the microphone and at that moment the three-dimensional image of Adrian’s brain appeared on the monitor. ‘We’ll start the experiment.’ On another screen he could follow the holiday destinations, as Adrian would see them in the scanner, making his choices.


‘Before we start the final part of the experiment, you have a couple of minutes to relax. Think of nothing, just fix your eyes on the cross in the centre of the screen to allow us to scan the baseline activity of your brain.’ After a short break, Mark continued: ‘Then we are going to repeat the test, exactly the same way, but I’ll attempt to manipulate the nerve cell circuitries which are involved in this particular decision-making. This external intervention, I can assure you, lasts only for the duration of the experiment and doesn’t leave any permanent imprints in your brain.’ 


Presently, Mark fed the template into the computer. It was the most complex reconstruction of the pathways of the brain in existence, demonstrating relay centres and cortical target areas. He could barely hide his excitement. Within a few minutes he would see the results of protracted preparations. On a blank screen the neuronal networks of Adrian’s brain lit up against the template. First he surveyed the entire map before zooming to the frontal pole.


In the complex marshalling yards of networks, he could control the electric impulses and the subsequent release of neurotransmitters. He could inhibit, block or stimulate transmission between nerve cells and was thus able to determine the final destination of impulses in the brain. For the duration of the experiment he was the master of Adrian’s brain. 


Simultaneously, another monitor came alive, recording the electrical activity of the student’s brain: this new electroencephalogram could document the activity not only of a small region of the brain but also that of well-defined neuronal circuitries. These recordings progressed synchronously with those of the scanner. As the test got under way, it became obvious that Mark could influence the student’s decision at will. In all but one case the original choice was reversed. 


Mark drew a deep breath and then slowly exhaled a sigh of relief. The trial run was a success: months of planning had borne its fruit. The results on the screens were irrefutable evidence that intentions can be reversed. He had experienced success before: in school, at university and more recently in his professional life. Yet today’s experiment was different. The exhilarating promise of a positive beginning and the tantalising bait of the result of a single test had urged him to proceed. Reproducing the results in the rest of the preliminary cohort, he thought, would certainly ensure further funding. And then by recruiting volunteers the real work could start. For a second he forgot that Adrian was still in the scanner.


‘Well done,’ he said and shook the student’s hand before rejoining the others. The students were agitated, but as he approached them unexpectedly a hushed silence fell: they were impressed by the unqualified success of the experiment. Maria shook his hand:


‘Congratulations,’ but Mark interrupted her: ‘These are early days for celebrations. If all the twelve preliminary tests come up with the same positive results, we’ll be in a strong position to embark on a large-scale study. In the end we might learn more about neuronal circuitries which control human behaviour.’


‘Yes, but the potential is far greater, don’t you think?’ Maria said, perhaps for the benefit of the watching students. ‘You shouldn’t be so self-effacing. This is perhaps the last stage in the understanding of how the human brain works. The crowning triumph of centuries of studies and discoveries: the final missing pieces of the jigsaw are beginning to fall into place.’ Maria’s enthusiasm knew no bounds: even decades of living in England could not completely bleach out her Latin temperament. Mark, barely able to hide his embarrassment, did not respond but threw an imploring glance at his colleague to shut her up. Then he addressed the students. 


‘Today we don’t have any more screenings but from Thursday we’ll do two each day – one in the morning and one in the afternoon. I will draw up the list and Catherine, my secretary, will contact you one by one with the date and time. We will finish the preliminary run early next week and the results can be analysed immediately afterwards. I’m sure you understand, but may I remind you again that you shouldn’t communicate with anybody about these experiments until further notice?’ The students and Maria shuffled out of the imaging suite: the lift door silently closed behind them. He was now on his own in the empty room. 


Mixed with the sense of elation a tinge of doubt crept in insidiously and unexpectedly. The experiments heralded a breakthrough, giving scientists unprecedented power similar to that of cloning human beings. To create life and to control human thoughts were the ultimate power of science. An instrument to be used for good. But also for evil. Suddenly, he could foresee all the potential difficulties of his success. But couldn’t he be happy without any troubling thought just for a minute? 


He heard people shuffling in the adjacent imaging suite, a distant telephone rang, the footsteps of a couple of PhD students, disgorged from the lift, died down in the corridor. As she passed his room, the Ethiopian physicist whose gazelle-like beauty he secretly admired but whose name he could not remember, collected iced-water from the fountain next to his door. For a minute he wanted to escape. He sat down in one of the leather swivel chairs and closed his eyes to empty his mind. 


It was at this moment that Catherine’s face appeared on a monitor, announcing in a clipped voice: ‘Dr Chadwick, you have a visitor. Please come to your office as soon as you finish.’


The call jolted him out of his peace. He hadn’t been expecting visitors. His annoyance was mixed with apprehension as he closed the door of the imaging suite behind him to hurry back to his office. 
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