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(1) MAGIC MEMORIES


There was a particular day which Timothy Baker always remembered whenever he thought back to his childhood. It was the Farnborough Air Show when he’d been six years old. One of the rare events that his parents actually both attended together, which to his young mind had made a perfect happy family outing.


The EuroAir Defence Force had assigned a good number of both combat and transport aircraft to the open day, always eager to show the bolshie English how worthwhile and relevant the unified European squadrons were. It was also well attended by international aerospace companies, as well as senior air staff from over thirty foreign air forces. Elaborate company pavilions lined half of the taxiway, their tiered seating giving patrons and customers an excellent view of the flying exhibition, while the static displays of combat aircraft, transports, tankers, radar cars, and missile batteries stretched along the entire three kilometres of the parking apron.


Over ninety thousand people were expected during the weekend. By mid-morning on the Saturday Timothy was convinced that most of them had turned up already; he’d never seen so many people in one place before. He walked along between his parents, sometimes managing to hold hands with both of them at once as they roamed around the husky, lethal hardware. It was a typical late-August day, the incendiary sun glaring down out of a cloudless turquoise sky. The GM tuber grass was still green, if somewhat dry and wiry, after seven straight weeks without rain.


The Baker family walked the entire length of the apron in the morning; Timothy and Jeff, his father, stopped to admire most of the aircraft along the way. Sue, his mother, tagged along gamely as her two enthusiastic boys quizzed the smiling, polite aircrews for facts and squadron stickers. Timothy managed to plead and entreat his way into the cockpit of several helicopters.


They reached the end of the hot apron and began the long walk back, this time through the circus of commercial stalls and mobile shops which had set up camp behind the aircraft. Timothy had spotted several ice cream vans and doughnut sellers earlier, and was already putting his case for visiting several of them to his tolerant yet unmoved parents.


A middle-aged couple walked past, the squat man glancing at the Bakers longer than was strictly polite.


‘Now that,’ the man said emphatically, ‘is a Viagra kid if ever I saw one.’ His voice trailed off into a dirty chuckle when they were several metres away. His wife gave him a sharp nudge.


Timothy twisted round to look at him, but the couple were already vanishing into the crowd. He wasn’t quite sure what a Viagra kid was, although he’d heard the phrase a few times now. It was always used in a mocking way. And he was fairly sure it was something to do with his parents. When he looked up at them for reassurance, his mother was looking straight ahead with her blank smile beaming bright; his father was frowning faintly. Timothy knew his mother was utterly beautiful. When she was younger, she had appeared on datasphere adverts helping to sell perfume and clothes; and her looks hadn’t faded – after all, she wasn’t thirty yet. His father, as he was now uncomfortably aware, was older. Timothy wasn’t sure how old exactly, but he had white hair and skin that was wrinkled despite the genoprotein treatments he took every few months.


Jeff caught his son staring up curiously, and smiled. ‘Let’s go get you that ice cream.’


‘Yes, please!’


Timothy was given a cash card for a hundred euros, and shot off to the nearest van.


‘What’s that?’ Sue asked suspiciously when he returned with a triple cone dripping sticky brown and yellow blobs onto his hand.


‘Double chocolate chip with banana,’ Timothy said cheerfully. ‘Only fifteen euros.’ He thrust it upwards. ‘Want some?’


‘No, thank you, dear.’


Timothy couldn’t see his mother’s eyes behind her wide gold-mirror sunglasses, but he knew from her tone that she was disappointed again. It was always so hard to please her. He licked at the cone, delighted by the weird taste mix.


There was a long row of hangars behind the stalls, modern stealth composite bubbles lurking between huge old concrete and corrugated iron structures. The new dark grey hemispheres were sealed against curious eyes, like lead mushrooms that were bursting out of the grass. In contrast to their secrecy, the tall, rusty panel doors on the older buildings were wide open. Large banners outside advertised the service companies which had taken over the hangars for the weekend. The Bakers went into the first hangar. Few people were inside.


Timothy moved along the company stands. None of them captured his interest. It was all test equipment and maintenance tools. Dull stuff compared to what was outside. Not even the vast array of intricate parts from a dismantled high-speed turbine held his attention for more than a few seconds. Then the stand right at the end made him come to a complete halt.


The company was actually promoting its fuselage vibration-analysis software, but it was using an ‘eternal’ tap as part of its advertising. Three slender nylon fishing lines had been tied to the iron rafters of the hangar’s gloomy roof high overhead, holding a big old brass tap four metres off the floor. From that, a fat column of water splashed continuously into a bowl on a table at the end of the stand. Timothy stared at it in perplexity. The bowl never filled, yet the water splashing into it never stopped. And when he squinted up at the tap he couldn’t see any kind of pipe attached. For a moment he thought the tiny nylon lines might be miniature pipes, but there were only three of them, and they were way too small to feed such a big tap. What he was seeing simply wasn’t possible. It was like some special effect from a high-end streamed drama.


‘Dad!’


Jeff Baker looked up from the pieces of high-speed turbine he was inspecting.


‘Dad, how do they do this? Dad!’


‘Do what?’


‘This!’ Timothy pointed urgently at the tap and its impossible flow of water. ‘How, dad, how?’


‘Oh, that.’ Jeff managed to sound completely uninterested. ‘It’s magic, son. That’s all.’


Timothy pulled an annoyed face. ‘No it’s not! Do they teleport the water, or something?’


‘Teleport!’ Jeff shook his head in faint exasperation. ‘You download far too much rubbish, don’t you?’


‘No!’


‘This is an old hangar; the past is still alive in here. There are lots of pockets of magic left over from olden times, scattered all across the country.’ He gestured at the tap. ‘And this is one of them. Right, dear?’


Sue raised an eyebrow. ‘I think it’s lunchtime now.’


Jeff was nonplussed by the reply. ‘Guess we’d better eat, then,’ he told Timothy. ‘What are you having, three puddings?’


‘Yeah!’


‘No!’ Sue said quickly. ‘Honestly, you’re worse than he is.’


Jeff pulled a face behind her back. Timothy giggled. He couldn’t resist one last look at the magic tap as they walked back out into the scorching sunlight.


The Bakers headed for one of the biggest pavilions lining the taxiway. They weren’t on the admission list, but Jeff was insistent with the uniformed steward on the gate. Timothy waited impatiently while a senior company official was summoned from the pavilion; aircraft were taking off from the runway, and the pavilion blocked his view. When he arrived, the official was effusive in his greeting. The company would be greatly honoured to have the Bakers lunch with them, he said with wide eager smiles.


Timothy wound up eating with two members of the board in a glassed-off enclosure at the end of the pavilion. Their table gave him a grand view out across the airfield, and if he did miss any of the exciting aircraft flashing past, a private TV feed to a pair of three-metre screens allowed him to see the planes twisting and diving at all times. It was great; his mother even let him have more ice cream for pudding, with strawberries.


A lot of visitors stopped by their table, corporate executives from across Europe, all of whom were eagerly introduced to Jeff Baker by the polite, ever-smiling board members. Timothy didn’t pay much attention to the adults: he was captivated by the sleek flying cruciforms which were the newly declassified AiF-080 USAF pilotless interceptors. The machines were less than half the size of the old Hurricanes flown by the European Silver Sky display team, and a lot more nimble.


Timothy asked to be excused while his parents were enjoying coffee and liqueurs. It was very boring in the dining room, although in truth he couldn’t stop thinking about that strange tap. The aircraft were only temporary distractions. He was overwhelmed by the idea that magic could still exist. Such a revelation meant that anything was possible. Anything!


His mother checked that he was wearing his tracker bracelet and let him down from the table. ‘You’re not to go more than two hundred metres,’ she warned as he sped away.


As soon as he was outside, Timothy headed straight for the hangar – it was only a little more than two hundred metres away, after all. Well . . . sort of.


The tap was still there. He stood in front of it, his head cocked to one side as he followed the stream of falling water, his brow all furrowed up in puzzlement. It couldn’t be real. Yet here it was, happening right in front of him.


‘It always looks good, doesn’t it?’


Timothy glanced round. One of the saleswomen behind the stall was smiling at him. ‘Yes,’ he said. Then, suddenly bold, he asked, ‘How did you know the magic was here?’


‘Magic?’ Her smile widened. ‘I would have thought a clever boy like you could have worked this out by now.’


‘How? I don’t know any spells.’


The woman laughed. ‘Spells? Well, I don’t know about that. We just put a little fountain pump below the bowl, and squirt a jet into the tap. Takes an age to set it up just right.’


Timothy stared resentfully at the treacherous fountain. He couldn’t even look at the woman – she must think him the stupidest boy on the planet. Embarrassment gave way to anger and sadness as he slunk away. His father had lied to him. Lied! There wasn’t any magic in the world.


There never had been.









(2) BEYOND AVARICE


For any child growing up, it’s a difficult concept to understand that their father is famous. For a start, he is just your father, nothing else, nothing exceptional. Tim was almost ten before he finally grasped that his dad was a little different from everyone else’s dad; that people were interested in the old man – what he was doing, what he said, and most importantly what he was thinking about. And not just the villagers in Empingham where they lived, but people on a lot of sites in the datasphere. In fact, when Tim, aged nine, loaded ‘Jeff Baker’ in a findbot, he was rather surprised when it listed two hundred and thirty-eight thousand primary references.


According to the first eight entries (all university libraries) Jeff Baker had designed the molecular structure of solid-state crystal memories, the ultimate electronic storage mechanism. It was the single most important component around which the entire datasphere now revolved. All human information was stored in the one specific type of lattice that his dad had worked out. His dad. The man who wouldn’t let him have a puppy, and who was hopeless at playing football with him. His dad! The datasphere had got to be kidding – like magic, Tim told himself sourly.


But the datasphere didn’t lie. His dad was truly famous. Not that fame was of much practical use in this case. Fame usually came hand in hand with fabulous wealth. The Bakers were very comfortably off, living in a sprawling eco house on the edge of the village, with acres and acres of grounds; and grandma was well taken care of in her nursing home. But it wasn’t a buy-a-private-Caribbean-island style of wealth.


It could have been, Tim read with growing dismay. That was the bigger part of Jeff Baker’s fame. He could have had a fortune that rivalled the tech billionaires. Memory crystals were universal: without them the entire world would crash to a halt. There would be no information economy – no economy at all, in fact. The tiniest percentage royalty would have given him an income of billions of euros a year from the uncountable numbers of crystals that were grown to feed the voracious global electronics industry.


Instead, in an act of benevolence and philanthropy which was essentially without parallel, Jeff Baker had refused to patent the crystal structure. Instead he published it on a Rutnet website, and told anyone who was interested to go right ahead and make it. The Rutnet server crashed for ten days straight due to the millions of attempted hits from across the planet.


Jeff Baker, Tim realized as he read his own family history, didn’t have fame so much as respect. A billion datahead nerds regarded his dad as more important than God. Very nice – but what actual use was it? Tim would have much preferred him to be a media star. At least that way they would have got a constant stream of invitations to glamorous showbiz parties, and he could have mixed with celebrities. That would have done wonders for his kudos at school.


‘Is it true?’ Tim asked that suppertime. ‘Did you invent the datasphere?’


‘Not really,’ Jeff said with a gentle smile. ‘But my crystal idea certainly helped it to grow up from being the internet.’


‘Why didn’t you make money from it?’


‘I did. I’ve got a whole load of non-executive directorships. And my consultancy work pays for a decent life, for us. Just about.’


‘The datasphere said you could have been the richest man in the world,’ Tim said.


‘Trust me on this, Tim, being the richest man in the world isn’t necessarily a good thing.’


‘But . . . you didn’t get anything out of it. I don’t understand.’


‘I got peace of mind. And I got you.’ His smile became one of admiration. ‘You’re more important than money.’


‘Thanks. I just don’t think it’s fair, that’s all,’ Tim protested. ‘The whole world depends on your idea. You should be rewarded.’


Which was what did happen, but not until eight years later.









(3) PARTY ON DOWN


As teenage parties went, it was a parents’ standard nightmare. Miranda and David Langley had gone away for the weekend, leaving their six-bedroom house in the hands of their eighteen-year-old son, Simon, and his elder brother, Derek, who was back from university. As soon as the senior Langleys had left, their sons sent an avtxt to all their friends. Those friends avtxted their friends.


Half of Empingham’s teenagers descended on the quaint stone house for the evening, their numbers bolstered by contingents from surrounding villages. Zai Reynolds also managed to convince her parents to let her go.


Tim had been going steady with Zai for four weeks, starting a week after his eighteenth birthday party. He was hopeful that tonight, with all the drink available and the hot, exuberant party atmosphere, they might be able to move along from groping and heavy snogging to real actual sex. Simon’s house had enough bedrooms – there were bound to be some unused. So he thought before he arrived.


Even his imagination hadn’t projected quite such a scene. There were people in every room, crammed in so tight that nobody could sit and dancing was near impossible. The house’s sound system was blaring out three different tracks in three different rooms, all of them merging together in the hall and on the landing to make an incoherent wall of sound. Hardly any of the lights were on, leaving the interior seriously gloomy. The terracotta-tiled kitchen floor was awash with fluid that was already turning tacky, and it was only half past seven.


Tim and Zai plunged in. Simon saw them and gave Tim a big hug. He was already drunk. The kiss he gave Zai was overeager; she moved her head aside with an annoyed grimace.


‘Your parents will kill you,’ Tim shouted above the din.


‘No way,’ Simon shouted. ‘We put anything breakable in the barn this afternoon. The worst they’ll find is a couple of strange stains. Derek knows what he’s doing. You should hear about the kind of parties he has at uni.’


‘Sounds good.’ Tim held up the bag full of bottles and cans he’d brought. ‘For your collection.’


‘In there.’ Simon pointed to the kitchen. His grin widened as his girlfriend pushed her way towards them through the crowd, drinks held high in both hands.


Tim hoped he wasn’t staring again. Not that he’d ever been able to help it as far as Annabelle Goddard was concerned. He was used to the savvy girls that attended the Burghley Academy. Rutland was a wealthy area, with a level of money which gave all the academy’s middle-class girls an extraordinary degree of self-confidence. So Tim was as accustomed to hanging with poised, stylish girls as best as any eighteen-year-old boy could be. But Annabelle was something else again. Her face was enchantingly beautiful, fine-boned, with a clear complexion and a few clusters of freckles. To make matters worse she also had an amazing figure, which was the subject of heavy discussion among Tim and his same-gender friends. She and Simon had been an item for six weeks now, which made Tim seriously envious – not that Zai wasn’t wonderful, too. But . . .


‘Hi, Tim,’ Annabelle yelled cheerfully. She handed Simon a drink and gave him a forceful kiss.


Tim was sure there were tongues. ‘Hi,’ he said weakly. She was wearing a shimmering purple miniskirt and a small white T-shirt, thin enough to reveal the outline of her bra underneath.


‘Great party, huh?’


‘Yeah.’ Tim grinned oafishly, acutely aware of the way Zai was looking at him. ‘Let’s get started,’ he said to her.


Zai nodded curtly. ‘Yes, let’s.’


Tim shoved his way into the kitchen. He knew he’d messed up in front of Zai again. Strange how she was so different to Annabelle: petite and intense, always managing to find fault with him. Whereas Annabelle was so upfront and good-hearted he could never imagine her being angry with anybody. So how was it possible for him to be attracted to complete opposites at the same time?


He made up for his earlier lapse by being overwhelmingly attentive to Zai for the next few hours. After pouring her a Bacardi and lemon (heavy on the Bacardi), they danced in the conservatory, swaying about as other couples barged into them. It was hard to see in the dark.


They ran into Martin and Colin when they were taking a break in the dining room. Martin greeted Tim with a full-arm salute. ‘Bonjour, Unionist Comrade. I’m amazed you were allowed out tonight.’


‘Why?’ Tim asked automatically, and cursed himself for not thinking first.


‘I saw the Eurogestapo round at your house the other day. Installing all the State Security machines and Rottweilers, were they?’


‘No,’ Tim said with a laboured sigh. He’d been getting a lot of this kind of joshing lately, not all of it good-humoured.


‘Must be. It’s only, what, a couple of weeks till they uncork your old man, right?’


‘Young man,’ Colin corrected. His beer bottle waved around as he gestured, foam spilling from the neck.


‘About that,’ Tim agreed.


‘The Commission must be worried. He’ll be a valuable piece of state property. The Separatists are bound to try something.’


‘Shut up, Martin,’ Zai said. ‘Nobody’s going to do anything to Jeff Baker. Don’t be so stupid.’


Martin laughed, taking another swig.


Zai pulled Tim away, and they headed back to the kitchen. ‘You okay?’ she asked.


‘Sure. I’m used to it.’


‘That’s not the point. Martin is such an arsehole.’


Derek Langley’s friends from university had brought a load of intubes with them, which they passed around freely. It was a hot synth8, Tim decided as he sucked the atomized vapour down into his lungs. Better than anything he and his friends had ever scored from Rutland’s seedy replicators; this one had been engineered to slide straight through his lung membranes direct into the blood with zero resistance. A lot of design work must have gone into its constituent molecules. His head buzzed as the music echoed round inside his skull, and he was so light every movement was effortless. Zai took a deep draw of her own, and grinned up at him as it flooded her bloodstream.


They talked to more friends. Danced again. Tried to eat cold pizza slices. Snogged happily. Drank some more. Laughed as Martin stripped off and ran round the garden waving his trousers round his head before falling into the laurel hedge.


Later on – he didn’t know what time – Tim hauled himself upstairs. He’d been guzzling beer all evening, and now badly needed to pee. The downstairs cloakroom was disgusting – bowl clogged, puke all over the floor. Several people were sprawled around the gloomy landing, not saying much; two were already asleep. All the bedroom doors were closed. Tim made his way down to the bathroom at the far end of the house. The door was shut, but he could hear someone inside laughing softly. He leaned on the side of it, listening.


‘Your turn.’


‘Wait a sec.’


Tim frowned; he was sure that was Annabelle’s voice.


‘Oh, come on.’


Simon’s voice, definitely, sly and insistent.


A third person chortled. Tim tried to shake off his lethargy. The laugh had been almost malicious. He didn’t know what the hell was going on.


Then Annabelle suddenly went: ‘There!’ Whatever she’d done was greeted by whoops of approval.


A girl said: ‘You were right.’


‘Take some.’


Tim knocked on the door. ‘Hey, you finished in there yet?’ He didn’t know what else to say.


Simon barked: ‘Oh, fuck off, Tim. I’m taking a crap.’ There was a lot of giggling and shuffling round accompanying the sharp sound of zips being done up. The toilet was flushed, which triggered off another round of giggling.


Simon pulled the bolt back and stepped out, grinning inanely. Annabelle was pressed up behind him, her face all flushed, trying hard not to laugh. Tim had never seen her looking so exultant before.


As if that wasn’t disconcerting enough, Derek Langley and his blond girlfriend, Louise, followed them out. They trooped past Tim sharing exactly the same superior smile, as if he was some mediocre zoo animal standing there for their amusement.


Simon’s hand patted him on the shoulder. ‘Finished. You take care in there, Tim.’


Derek and Louise laughed at Tim again as his face simply screwed up into more confusion. Annabelle grinned and shrugged before Simon’s arm found its way possessively round her hips, guiding her away. The four of them made their way down the landing without even looking back at him; it was as if he no longer existed to them.


He went into the bathroom and locked the door. The air inside was thick with the scent of synth8. Tim sniffed it despondently as the alcohol elevated his own thoughts to a state of perfect clarity. His problem was that he would never be like Simon or Derek, never be able to grab so much out of life as the moment came. He was always too scared of consequences. Yet that ability was exactly what he wanted. Right then he would have given anything to be a part of that devilsome group, to have joined in with hearty abandon, to be their equal. His life completely lacked the kind of Bad Fun that everyone else he knew of was having in abundance.


Tim spat into the toilet bowl, suddenly furious. He hated everything about himself. Most of all he hated the fact he was so pathetic that he was helpless to change what he was.









(4) MORNING AFTER


That Monday morning, the academy bus dropped Tim off in the big car park. The academy had been built ten years ago as part of the latest government education reform. It had been developed on the old army barracks at Edith Weston, looking like a glass and chrome corporate headquarters – but the barracks had provided acres and acres of ground to be used as sports fields and all-weather courts, which was a large part of the showcase education programme. Boisterous kids were streaming off the buses, funnelling into the main entrance. Younger ones were in their smart academy uniforms, while the seniors like Tim were in their own clothes. For all his troubled relationship with his mother, Tim was grateful for her fashion sense. She always managed to dress him stylishly. Their money helped, of course, but she made sure everything he wore fitted and suited. It helped a lot in keeping him in with his friends.


As he walked through the neat little enclosed garden in the middle of the academy, he caught sight of a familiar figure sitting on one of the wooden benches at the far end. Annabelle was turned away from the rush of noisy kids, her head bowed and shoulders slumped.


‘What’s up?’ Tim asked.


Annabelle stirred, brushing her mane of long gold-chestnut hair away from her face. Her eyes were red-rimmed, glistening with moisture. Tim’s immediate impulse was to throw his arms around her – anything to help comfort her. A girl as beautiful as Annabelle shouldn’t be crying.


‘Nothing,’ she sniffed, and then smiled. ‘Well . . . I suppose it’s me and Simon. There was an argument.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘The two of you are good friends, aren’t you?’


‘Not exactly,’ he said quickly. ‘We live in the same village, we hang some. Story’s end.’


‘I don’t think I’ll be hanging out with him again.’


‘Really?’ Tim tried hard not to show how elated he was. Annabelle was single again.


‘It’s just . . . You realize things about people eventually, you know, stuff that you didn’t see at the start.’ Her expression was anxious, needing him to agree.


Tim thought back to when he’d seen Annabelle with Simon at the party, how much she’d belonged with him at the time. ‘Completely. You know he and Derek caught hell from their parents afterwards. We pretty much wrecked the place that night.’


‘Yeah.’ Annabelle gave a small, vaguely malevolent grin.


‘Look, there’s a bunch of us catching the bus back to my house this afternoon after school, probably go for a swim or something. Simon won’t be one of them. Why don’t you come along? Be a good break for you. Enjoy yourself without him being around.’ The indoor pool at his house was one of Tim’s biggest social weapons. It didn’t quite make him leader of the pack, but along with his father’s name it certainly contributed to making him one of the right people to know.


Annabelle pondered the invitation for a moment. ‘Sure. Yeah, okay I’d like that.’


‘Great.’ That just left him with inviting everyone else back home. Oh, and telling Zai.


*


The first lesson that morning was French. Tim hated languages; he was hopeless at them, but it was a compulsory subject at UE level. When the interactive tutorial began he slipped on his PCglasses, pushing the earplugs in and flipping down the tiny wire mic. They were ebony and gold 909Hi-shots, pilot-grade, the coolest of the cool; Sir Mitch wore them when he was piloting Newton’s Arrow. There were adverts for them everywhere: big posters with Sir Mitch dressed in a flight pressure suit, standing at the end of the runway, wearing the glasses. All right, so they didn’t make Tim look quite as glamorous as Sir Mitch, but they were still pretty damn funky.


He murmured quietly to the secretarial program, calling up a fix routine to deal with the French tutorial which would convince the teacher he was hard at work. It left him free to compose avtxts. His finger skated across the keymat, selecting colourful little graphics from the menu file which he began to mix into an invite. He had to keep the audio segments muted – everyone he was sending them to was also in school. The holographic display on his PCglasses flashed replies at him for the remainder of the lesson. Most of the boys who answered had included symbols that gyrated with semi-obscene content, which nearly made him laugh out loud. When the tutorial ended, he’d collected about a dozen acceptances.


It was a good strategy, he congratulated himself; with so many other people included, Annabelle wouldn’t feel pressured at all. This was nothing like asking her for a date. Except by mid-morning he still hadn’t decided how he should go about cooling things with Zai. It wasn’t something he was accustomed to. Normally girls finished with him: an inevitable conclusion to his relationships, which he greeted with grudging acceptance. But he and Zai were actually getting on pretty well right now. At the end of Saturday’s party, loaded on beer and synth8, they’d gone into one of the bedrooms for a while, and she’d been pretty relaxed about taking most of her clothes off for him. It wouldn’t be much longer before they had full sex.


Sunday morning had been spent avtxting long, silly messages to each other before she caught the bus to Empingham and had lunch at the house with him and his mother. Afternoon had been a lazy time round the swimming pool followed by watching some old movies on the three-metre wallscreen in the lounge.


To be honest, he’d never had a girlfriend as good as Zai before. His excitement over Annabelle actually agreeing to tag along that afternoon was subdued by the constant feeling of guilt. Zai didn’t deserve to be treated like this. He always hated the break-ups, no matter how bad things were at the time. To be given the elbow when things were on the upswing must be terrible. It was the deliberate infliction of pain. He could barely believe he could do such a thing. It was horrid, as if some part of Simon’s character was transfusing into him.


Tim sat with Martin and Colin at lunch in the academy’s big canteen. The three of them wrapped up discussing their jet-ski project. It was an old machine that they were renovating ready for summer in the hope of having some serious fun with it on the lakes at Tallington.


‘So did you forget?’


Zai’s voice made Tim blush. He risked looking up to see her standing at the side of his table holding her lunch tray; her friends Rachel and Maryane were beside her. Too late, Tim remembered he’d avtxted an invite to Maryane for this afternoon.


‘Forget?’ he asked.


‘Your little swimming club.’


‘Well, I just thought you’d be coming.’


‘You asked Annabelle, didn’t you?’


Tim glanced round. People were looking at the scene, conversation in the canteen was drying up. ‘What?’


‘They haven’t split up twenty-four hours and you ask her out. You piece of shit.’


‘I haven’t—’


‘What did you think – having a whole load of people there doesn’t make it a date?’


Tim wouldn’t have thought it possible for his face to get any hotter, but it did. His skin must have been neon red.


‘You didn’t even have the courage to break up with me first. Were you going to avtxt me? Is that how you tell people it’s over?’


‘I was . . . This . . . It’s not—’


Zai sneered at him. ‘I’d say go screw yourself. Except you can’t, can you? Midget dick!’ She turned round and walked away. Rachel and Maryane shot him derisory looks and followed after her.


There was a lot of sniggering coming from the surrounding tables. Tim wished she’d just tipped her tray of food over him instead. It would have been less humiliating.


‘Wow,’ Martin exclaimed. ‘Two-timing Tim. I’m impressed.’


‘I wasn’t . . .’ Tim began limply.


Colin gave Tim a hearty slap on his shoulder. ‘You are full of surprises. Did you try and get the two of them into bed together? Is that why she’s so pissed off?’


‘No! Look, I wasn’t doing anything wrong. Honest.’


‘You sly old sod,’ Martin said. ‘You just need a better date-organizer program, that’s all. Keep them separated better.’


Tim groaned and gave up.









(5) AN INSPECTOR CALLS


Sue Baker stood beside the bedroom’s tall veranda window, watching the Europol technical security team inspecting the lawns below. A gloomy February sky was drizzling solidly, the small droplets as grey and miserable as the clouds from which they came. In their navy-blue rain jackets, the police team seemed almost immune to the conditions. They carried on positioning slender high-technology poles around the edge of the garden, heedless of the mud and water. Another team was doing the same thing in the sloping paddock beyond; two of them with waders were walking along the flooded stream which made up one side of the field. She knew there was a third group out there somewhere, sweeping through the woods on the far slope.


They’d arrived earlier that morning in a small fleet of new vehicles that were now parked on the gravel drive at the front of the house. That alone informed the locals that this was a Europol contingent. Rutland’s police only had about ten cars to cover the entire county, and most of them were over five years old.


‘So what exactly are they doing out there?’ she asked.


‘Establishing a sensor perimeter,’ Lieutenant Krober said politely. It was the third time he’d explained the team’s function today. Sue knew he must think her an idiot, but she’d never understood technical matters. A wonderful irony for the assured, courteous German officer to ponder: that the wife of Jeff Baker couldn’t change her own light bulbs without puzzling over the instructions. She was eternally grateful that today’s computers were all voice-active – you could just tell them what to do and they got on with it. Back in 2009 when she started at secondary school, she’d bunked off for most of the IT lessons.. Not that it had mattered: she’d left school behind at fourteen when the modelling agency had signed her up. You didn’t need to be a qualified nerd to look hot on the catwalk.


‘We do have a security system,’ she said. ‘A very good one.’ From the outside, the eco house with its stone walls and Georgian-style windows certainly looked as if it might have been built in the eighteenth century, but the oldest thing in the house was probably Jeff. It had been designed after the turn of the millennium, and incorporated every modern domestic device, as well as being energy-sufficient with its solar-panel roofing and underground heat pumps.


‘Yes, ma’am,’ Krober said. ‘But we are concerned about more than just ordinary burglars. Your husband’s treatment will be likely to attract interest from a number of groups, not least the Separatists. Our system will allow us to spot any potential intruders before they get near the house. We can respond more effectively that way.’


‘Yes, I’m sure you’re very effective.’ She supposed it was inevitable Jeff would gain the attention of the Separatists, who everyone knew were linked to the English Independence Council paramilitaries. Nationalist movements were picking up huge support right across Europe as the Federal Government’s heavy-handed restrictions and unwelcome taxes continued to erode the independence of the old nations in the name of unification and the social progress it was supposed to bring. And Jeff was the product of a massive Brussels commitment to the biogenetic industries: a symbol of Federal success, that government did know best. A threat against him would be equally symbolic, especially one that succeeded. One of the EIC’s loudest boasts was how they were far more ruthless than the IRA ever had been. The idea made her shiver.


‘Three of our officers will remain on duty at the house at all times,’ Krober said. ‘Our team has taken out rooms at the White Horse in the village on a permanent basis to act as our base station; that puts the majority of us just two minutes away in an emergency. And a female officer will accompany you when you leave home.’


‘No.’ Sue turned from the veranda door to face Krober. He was a handsome man, with dark brown hair cut in a severe, almost military style. His age was probably late twenties, she thought, certainly no more than thirty. In any other circumstances she would have welcomed his presence at the house – flirting with him would have been most enjoyable. He didn’t wear a wedding ring, not that it would have bothered her. ‘I don’t want that.’


Despite his perfect English, Krober looked as if he hadn’t understood. ‘The officers have already been given their assignments. They are merely a precaution against any possible incident.’


‘I don’t want them.’ The idea of being followed around twenty-four hours a day was awful. She would forfeit her privacy, her secrets – her life would never be her own again. It wasn’t as though Jeff didn’t know of her lovers – after all, that had been part of the arrangement – but she did at least keep them quiet and discreet so that they could continue to present the illusion of a stable family life for Tim and the local villagers.


‘But they’re here,’ Krober persisted like a stubborn child.


Sue wanted to call Jeff and complain. This was never part of their arrangement. But then neither was his treatment. This suffocating police protection was simply the inevitable consequence. If she’d wanted to complain, she should have done it right at the start. This was too far down the line to back out.


‘They don’t have to start today, surely. Jeff’s not due back for ten days yet.’


‘That’s close enough for the Separatists to be making preparations,’ Lucy Duke said. ‘We have to pre-empt any attempt against Dr Baker. Lieutenant Krober’s team know what they’re doing.’


Sue hadn’t seen the Eurohealth liaison officer come in. She suspected Krober had called for help as soon as she started being difficult. He was wearing his PCglasses, as was Lucy Duke, though his lenses were clear. ‘I can assure you the personal protection teams are thoroughly professional,’ Lucy said smoothly. ‘They neither restrict nor judge their client’s actions.’


‘Thank you for that,’ Sue said coldly to the young woman. There was an old joke she remembered – probably classed as politically incorrect or racist or Separatist propaganda these days – about how heaven would be staffed by Europeans with specific jobs: the British would be the police, the Germans engineers, the French as the cooks, and so on; then you swapped them all round for hell, with the British as cooks, Germans as police . . . Today, Sue thought, you’d have to redefine the British job. Lucy Duke was a Eurohealth Council facilitator on secondment from the Downing Street policy presentation unit. She was dressed in a smart blue and grey Italian business suit, her hair in a neat swept bob, she spoke in a classless accent, and had a file of media contacts as long as a pre-copycrash novel. The British today produced the best spin doctors in the world.


‘They’re very unobtrusive,’ Lucy continued. ‘And we wouldn’t appoint them if we didn’t think they were absolutely necessary. There is only a very small threat of violence, admittedly, but do you really want to take the risk?’


‘How long are they going to be with us?’


‘Difficult to say.’


Sue took a look around the bedroom. Like all the house’s rooms, it was large and luxurious. She’d supervised the interior designer herself, remodelling the place twice since she and Jeff got married. Now it was perfect, representing just how good her life had become. She would hate to leave it, not that Jeff would ever make her, but Tim was past his eighteenth birthday now and another few months would see him leave for university. That was: Jeff before the treatment wouldn’t make her leave, she corrected herself. Her whole damn world was changing, and doing it far too fast.


‘Fine, then,’ Sue said airily. It was a capitulation, though she couldn’t really bring herself to care. Europol and the Duke cow probably knew all about her sex life anyway. ‘Wait a minute. If you’re giving me a bodyguard, what are you doing about Tim?’


‘Naturally we’ll provide him with an equal level of coverage. We’ve already discussed placing arrangements with Burghley Academy. They’ve been most accommodating. He’s not the only pupil there that needs a watchful eye.’


Sue laughed in her face. ‘Have you spoken to him about all this?’


‘We were assuming you would explain this to him. Your example should help.’


‘You are joking!’ Sue kept on laughing. The thought of Tim meekly allowing a Europol officer to trot along behind him was hilarious. ‘You don’t have children, do you?’


‘Not yet,’ Lucy said.


‘Well, just remember: babies are God’s way of persuading parents to have teenagers.’


Krober gave a small smile. ‘Do you believe he will be unwilling to cooperate?’


‘He might be.’


‘Will you tell him that this development is unavoidable, and try to make him understand a bodyguard is necessary?’


‘No.’


‘Excuse me?’ Lucy Duke asked.


‘I’m not saying a damn thing to him. We’re not exactly on the best of terms as it is. You want to guard him, you tell him.’


‘But he’s your son.’


‘Not through choice.’ Sue walked out of the bedroom, leaving the astonished spin doctor staring at her back.


The Europol team spent the rest of the day tramping through the house and its grounds, bringing mud inside as they came. Sue did her best to ignore them by helping Mrs Mayberry, the housekeeper, in the kitchen, then taking lunch by herself in the conservatory. In the afternoon she had another argument with Lieutenant Krober about placing cameras inside the house. After a heated twenty minutes during which Lucy had to intervene again to cool tempers, they agreed that cameras could cover all the entrances from the outside, and they’d all wait until Jeff came back before any would be put inside, pending his approval. Sue conceded that they could wire the eco-house’s existing security network into their own secure datasphere port. A command post was set up in the smallest of the five reception rooms downstairs.


Tim arrived back just after five o’clock. Fortunately most of the installation was complete by then. He brought a group of his friends with him, which stalled the inevitable confrontation between him and Lucy Duke. Mrs Mayberry busied herself cooking pizzas for the teenagers as they descended on the swimming pool.


Ever since Jeff had gone for his treatment, fifteen months ago, Sue had slowly relaxed her objections to Tim inviting his dreadful friends round at all hours. The house was a huge place for just two people to be living in by themselves, especially two with a history of conflict like her and Tim. For all the qualities she possessed which had convinced Jeff to make his marriage contract proposal, the natural mother’s ability to bring up a child was definitely non-existent. Curiously enough, Jeff’s absence had brought about a mild truce between them. There were none of the tantrums and screaming sessions that had so occupied the pair of them during the first half of Tim’s teenage years. They hadn’t exactly become great pals, but they were certainly civil to each other now.


Besides, it was nice to have the big place filled with young people; all their brash laughter and high spirits helped to banish the solemnity that had crept in over the last few months. Not that – as she had made exceptionally clear – she would ever consent to any kind of party like the poor Langleys had been lumbered with at the weekend. She’d actually grinned (behind their backs) as Tim and Zai left the house last Saturday evening, remembering her own teenage years. If only Tim had known how she used to behave . . .


From the lounge’s huge bay windows she could see right into the swimming pool. The building was like an elaborate orangery sprouting from the southern end of the house, with tall panes of nultherm glass supported by arching white timber frames. The teenagers were running round the edge of the pool, diving and jumping with excited whoops and yells. The inflatable floating furniture was taking a terrible battering. Plumes of spray would shoot upwards to splash the roof. The spiral slide was in constant use.


Sue had been rather surprised that Zai hadn’t been in the group when they’d barged through the front doors. Tim’s expression when he finally staggered home in the early hours of Sunday morning had provided her with a great deal of amusement. A cat which had not only got the cream, but also managed to gobble down the goldfish as well. Now Zai was nowhere to be seen, and Tim was keeping a civil distance from Annabelle the whole time. Sue had almost laughed at how careful he was being, desperately not showing any favouritism, never singling her out to talk to, making sure she was just one of the lads. He must fancy her rotten. It looked mutual, too.


Sue peered through the bay windows, trying to see how the pair of them were conducting themselves in the pool. Annabelle was amazingly pretty, possessing the kind of body that every straight male would drool over. But then Sue had caught herself several times over the last few months looking hard at the girls in Tim’s group of friends, giving their figures and complexion and dress sense a professional assessment as she ran comparisons with herself. She wasn’t forty yet, and had certainly managed to keep her own looks and figure, despite nine repellent months of pregnancy and then giving birth. Modern genoprotein-based cosmetic treatments were an absolute boon in that respect.


It wasn’t just the straight medical pharmaceutical companies which had benefited from the genome decoding projects of the nineties and noughties. There had been a long period of corporate mergers and buyouts early in the new millennium, as pharmaceutical, biochemical, and cosmetic companies fused into the new-economy giants that they were today. Successful and worthy genetic treatments, which countered and cured appalling diseases by the use of powerful vectoring technology to deliver improved genes directly to individual cells, had swiftly been adapted to carry genes that made more subtle cellular improvements.


Skin was the first area to come under scrutiny, of course. Vitality, firmness, and the eradication of wrinkles had been the goal of the cosmetics trade for centuries as it attempted to infuse that elusive healthy glow nonchalantly possessed of adolescents. Now, for the first time it was actually possible to at least slow down normal epidermal decay with a huge array of new-genes-for-old elixirs that could target particular cells and layers. The market for such products was astonishing – almost as much as their cost.


Jeff had always been condescending when she used the dermal genoprotein treatments, and he constantly grumbled about the price of them. He claimed she was far too young to be using the stuff. But not even the genoproteins could actually turn the clock back. So the earlier she used them, the easier it would be for the treatments to maintain her. Today her skin had the glossy vigour of a twenty-five-year-old precisely because she began using the genoprotein when she was twenty-three. Two years’ apparent physical ageing in fifteen chronological years. Oh yes, it was worth the money no matter how much he grouched and cursed.


Treatments for skin and its texture, though, were merely the start of the new products to emerge from the biogenetic laboratories. Men might have claimed not to care quite so much about their wrinkles and liver spots, but when it came to receding hairlines male vanity knew no bounds nor cost barrier. Follicle genoprotein sales levels were second only to those of skin treatments.


Sue used only the very best of both, along with similar treatments for nails and teeth – and most definitely anti-cellulites targeting her hips and thighs. To be on the safe side she also used bone and muscle treatments, and a very specific group of genoproteins to prevent her breast tissue from becoming flaccid – despite the constant datasphere rumours that they were linked to cancer blooms.


All of her treatments were supervised and administered by a private hospital in Stamford devoted to bodyform courses. As they were combined with a wholesome diet which she stuck to with iron discipline, and a fitness regimen which even impressed the gym staff, her appearance was locked permanently in her mid-twenties. Despite every miserable day, emotional and financial letdowns, arguments with Tim and with Jeff, bad holidays, depressing news reports, her mother’s frail condition, and faithless lovers, she could always look at herself in the mirror and be utterly satisfied with what she saw. Not only was she a match for any of the girls currently cavorting round the swimming pool in their skimpy bikinis, but thanks to her modelling experience she had a much better dress sense than the lot of them put together. Men appreciated that.


Tim’s friends left around seven, catching the Rutland Circuit bus back to Oakham. He simply grinned and nodded to Annabelle as she waved goodbye.


‘So what happened to Zai?’ Sue asked after the door closed behind them.


‘Oh, er, she couldn’t make it.’


She tried not to smile: even after eighteen years of being brought up by her and Jeff, he made a bad liar. ‘Okay, Tim.’


He gave her a curious look, then shrugged. ‘Got some coursework to finish. I’ll be upstairs.’


Lucy Duke cleared her throat. Both Tim and Sue turned to look at her as she stood at the bottom of the stairs.


‘Hi there, Tim. I’m afraid I need to talk to you about security arrangements,’ Lucy said. Her carefully casual attitude made her sound incredibly patronizing.


‘What about them?’


Even Sue was impressed by how quickly he could slide from reasonable human being to petulant teenage grouch.


‘Well, as you know we’ve been installing several new systems around the house in anticipation of your father’s return. And there are some further requirements we need to implement.’


‘Yeah?’


‘Yes. You see, it’s not just his safety we need to consider. The whole family is included.’


‘You mean me?’


‘Absolutely. I’m afraid the Separatists aren’t particularly pleasant, nor choosy about the people they target.’


Tim slouched and sneered at the same time. ‘I know. I put myself on their news stream list.’


‘I see.’ Lucy Duke’s mouth tightened slightly. ‘Tim, this is a little more involved than a few student revolutionary slogans.’


‘You got something against students?’


‘Not at all. But the people that Lieutenant Krober and his team are concerned about can be a serious problem.’


‘Only to foreigners who steal our taxes and oppress us.’


‘Tim, we’re assigning you a bodyguard.’


‘Don’t want one.’


‘I appreciate this is difficult.’ She smiled bravely. ‘And it won’t be smooth for this to happen at school, will it? I’m sorry about that, but we wouldn’t do it unless we thought it was essential. Your mother’s having one as well.’


‘So?’


Lucy Duke’s humour was fading. ‘Tim, these people are evil and violent. You need protection from them. The Europol officers won’t interfere with your life.’


‘You mean they’ll help me score my synth8?’


Sue almost laughed out loud at the appalled expression on the spin doctor’s face.


‘Do you know how much your father’s treatment has cost the Federal Government?’ Lucy Duke asked curtly.


‘Yes, as it happens I do: the price of the Prime Minister getting elected President of Europe.’


‘That has absolutely nothing to do with this,’ the now-furious young woman said.


‘Then why are you here?’


‘Look. All right. I know you don’t want me or any of us here, but we are here and we’re staying. And that’s because of your father’s treatment. Please don’t pretend you didn’t want him to be treated. Just think of us as the price you have to pay for getting him back.’


‘Fine. Move in here with us then, I don’t care. I’m not having a bodyguard.’ He slithered round her and took the stairs two at a time.


‘You are,’ Lucy said firmly. ‘They will be with you when you leave the house tomorrow morning.’


Tim might have grunted a reply – it was difficult to tell. He stalked off along the landing. His door slammed shut.


‘Told you so,’ Sue murmured dryly.


‘Oh my God,’ Lucy exclaimed. ‘I wasn’t briefed on this situation. Is he like that all the time?’


‘Not at all. Sometimes he can be a real pain in the arse.’









(6) THE RESTORATION PROJECT


The jet ski was a twenty-year-old Karuda, sleek silver and purple bodywork wrapped round a powerful marine combustion engine. Quite why his father had ever bought it, Tim never knew. He certainly couldn’t remember the machine ever being used. His mother hadn’t been able to shed any light on the mystery other than saying: ‘Probably a mid-life crisis.’


It had spent most of those two decades stored in a polythene bubble in one of the house’s many fusty outhouses. Then Tim and his friends had decided to resurrect it for some fun when the warm weather arrived in April. They had carried it over to the stable, which had been converted into a workshop for the gardener, and stripped the protective polythene off. The bodywork had lost its lustre over the intervening years, but the engine had been well oiled before it was cocooned. Now the streamlined machine was clamped on top of a long carpentry bench with a frame of crude wood. Body panels had been removed, exposing the framework, and various dismantled parts were lying around it. The engine was held upright in its own clamp, allowing them to strip it down as best they could.


On the Saturday morning they all gathered round to do a couple of hours’ work on it before going out. A big old flat polycrystal screen was fixed to the wall behind the bench, displaying the engine’s service manual. Tim and Martin were looking at it, trying to match the neat drawings to the oily metal components they were attempting to reassemble on the block.


‘I’m surprised they’re not in here with you now,’ Simon said. He was sitting in a battered old leather sofa at the other end of the workshop, below a big poster of Stephanie Romane wearing her UKteam beach volleyball costume and a lot of body oil. ‘Then they can make sure we’re conforming to Brussels working-practice directives.’


‘Piss off,’ Tim snapped. Europol had been guarding him for a week now. The first few days had been fun when he was eluding the bodyguards. Martin and Colin had helped out quite a bit. He’d sent encrypted avtxts to all his friends, formulating elaborate plans. On the first day he started off walking to the bus stop as usual, then Simon had zoomed by on his e-trike and Tim hopped on to the back. The officer had yelled frantically into the mic on his PCglasses, and the team’s BMW 25 series had pulled out of the White Horse pub’s car park within thirty seconds. But Simon drove off the wrong way down the old one-way lane running parallel to the dam, then shot over the junction with Normanton Park Road, and into the network of tiny lanes south of the reservoir. They were all D-class roads, so Rutland Council no longer maintained them. The Europol car had to abandon pursuit.


They were waiting stony-faced for him when he walked into his first lesson. Surrounded by laughing friends, Tim just waved impudently. When he was home that evening, Lucy Duke was waiting with a lecture about ingratitude. He listened for a few seconds then asked her to order a Chinese takeaway for him. ‘You’re a public servant, aren’t you? So serve.’ The contortions on her face as she struggled to keep her temper were hysterical.


A Europol captain was sent out from the Nottingham office to give the protection team a dressing down about being outwitted by a teenage boy. He and Lucy Duke then spent a fruitless half-hour pleading with Sue Baker. The whole Europol team hated Tim after that, and didn’t bother to hide the fact.


Tim hadn’t tried to give them the slip for several days, although there were quite a few strategies they hadn’t used yet. It was just that actually doing it was such a lot of effort. In any case, Natalie Cherbun had been reassigned from his mother to his day guard duty: a twenty-five-year-old French officer. Not that Tim liked her, obviously, but she was rather easy to look at.


‘They’re going to be a problem when we take this thing out,’ Colin declared as he threaded the new clutch cable through the handlebars.


‘No,’ Tim said irritably. ‘They won’t be.’


‘Your Gestapo mates are supposed to keep you from harm. They’ll be with us the whole time, and they’ll stop you using it.’


‘They’re not my mates, and I can use this whenever the fuck I want.’


‘But they’ll be there.’


‘Watching, that’s all.’


‘God, Tim, they’re just trouble,’ Simon said.


Tim clamped his teeth together, and pretended to study the diagram on the big screen for a moment. There had been a lot of verbal tension between him and Simon since the party. ‘I can handle them. Can’t you?’


‘I shouldn’t have to handle them, that’s the thing.’


Tim turned to face him. Simon was still sprawled on the ramshackle sofa. As usual. He never did much actual work on the jet ski, just hung around while everyone else got their hands dirty. ‘You got something else on your mind?’


‘Like what?’


‘I dunno. Me and Annabelle?’ It had been going quite well between them during the last week, despite the clinging presence of his bodyguards. At the academy they’d started to sit together at meals, and were now spending time together in the afternoon. On Thursday she’d come back to the house with him, so they could do coursework in the evening. Tonight she was coming along with them to Stamford. Every week – except when there were parties at someone’s house – a group of them would tour the town’s clubs and then grab a kebab before the last bus home at one thirty.


‘That doesn’t bother me in the slightest.’ He gave Tim a defiant smile. ‘Just don’t say I didn’t warn you.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


For an instant Simon looked vulnerable. ‘You know why I dumped her?’


‘She dumped you.’


‘Crap! If that’s what she told you, she’s lying. I ended it. I thought it couldn’t be better. Then . . .’ He shook his head as if to throw off the memory.


‘What?’ Tim demanded.


‘Nothing.’


‘She finally got your number,’ Colin taunted. ‘Told you she’d heard you were bragging about how much you bonked her. They always do. It’s like telepathy or something.’


Simon gave Tim a straight look. ‘She comes over all confident, like she’s lived a dozen lives. But she’s dependent. I think she’s really insecure. The really beautiful ones always are. It means she can switch on you like that.’ He clicked his fingers.


‘Bollocks,’ Tim said. ‘You blew it, that’s all.’


‘Not me. She went and shagged my brother.’


‘Derek?’


‘Yeah. After the party, her and him.’


Tim clenched his fists, giving Simon a hard stare. ‘She wouldn’t.’


‘She did. The—’ He looked at Tim, and didn’t finish. ‘I dumped her,’ he insisted.


Tim was furious that Simon would ever dare say anything bad about Annabelle. There was going to be blood spilt over this, even though he didn’t really know how to fight.


‘He’s jealous,’ Colin told Tim, trying to calm things down. ‘That’s all. Just ignore him.’


‘I’m not jealous,’ Simon insisted. ‘What you and her get up to doesn’t bother me at all. Why should it? I’m on to fresh pastures now.’


Tim eyed one of the big spanners, wondering what it would look like sticking out of Simon’s head. Good, he expected.


‘Who?’ Martin challenged.


‘Rachel, if you must know.’


‘Crap. She’s going out with Nigel.’


‘Not any more. She’s coming to Stamford with me tonight. And we’re going to the summer ball together.’


‘Jesus, you’ve got a date for that already?’ a worried Colin asked.


‘Durr. It’s only the biggest event we’ve got left at the academy. And it’s only six weeks away. Only total-wanker losers don’t have anyone to go with. Haven’t you asked Vanessa yet?’


Colin and Tim swapped a mildly apprehensive glance. Tim knew this was all being done to distract him from smashing Simon into a pulp, but even so . . .


‘I was going to ask Danielle, actually,’ Colin said.


‘Buzzt. Wrong answer. Philip’s taking her.’


‘Shit! You’re kidding.’


Always happy to supply bad news, Simon’s smile broadened. ‘He said he was asking her. If you’re desperate you could always ask Maryane – after all, she’s not likely to have a male date, and we’re supposed to take a member of the opposite sex. How’s that for political incorrectness?’


Tim ignored the jibe about Maryane – that rumour had been flying for a long time now. He was wondering if it was too early to ask Annabelle if she’d go to the ball with him. It was the senior year’s last big social event. That put a lot of pressure on people to take part, and to do that you had to be a couple. Tim had two friends who’d made pacts with girls almost a year ago to go together; they weren’t dating or involved, they were just making sure they got in.


‘Maybe I should ask Vanessa,’ Colin muttered.


‘You’re thinking of dumping Vanessa because she’s got tiny tits, aren’t you?’ Martin said. ‘I know you.’


‘So? She’s still a good laugh. I like her.’


‘I thought you two were getting on all right,’ Tim said.


‘We are. It’s just I didn’t know Danielle was going with someone else.’


‘Well, Zai’s certainly free these days,’ Simon said. ‘Try asking her.’


Colin pulled a face. ‘I don’t think she likes me.’


‘She never said that,’ Tim assured him.


‘And she’s certainly got bigger tits than Vanessa,’ Martin said.


‘Will you pack that in!’ Colin said. ‘I don’t just go for their tits.’


‘Course not. There’s legs to consider as well.’


‘Fuck off. Hey Tim, have they told you when your dad’s out yet?’


‘Oh my,’ Simon called out. ‘Did someone change the subject? It was all done so smoothly I can’t tell.’


‘Four days,’ Tim said. Lucy Duke had told them last night. It was the first time he’d spoken to the demon spin doctor for more than thirty seconds, but he was desperate for every detail. The prospect of his father’s return left him elated and apprehensive at the same time. ‘We’ve got to take the Eurostar train over to Brussels on Tuesday. There’s going to be a big press briefing. The Prime Minister and the President will be there and everything.’


‘Bloody hell,’ Martin exclaimed. ‘You’re going to meet them?’


‘Suppose so.’


‘Well make sure you tell them what we all think of them.’
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