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Preface
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With several screenplays either optioned or produced, he established himself as a screenwriter before embarking on his first novel, AlphaNumeric. He has plans to adapt several of his own screenplays into books very soon. In the meantime, he posts regular opinions, essays and articles, as well as short stories and other tales, on his blog at www.4zprods.com. Follow him on twitter (@nforzy), Facebook (nicolas.forzy.writer), as well as on Instagram (nforzy) and Google+ (nicolas.forzy).
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Prologue


He fell, fast, but didn’t hit the surface as much as materialised on it. One moment he was high up in the air, the next he was on the ground. One moment, he was a thirteen-year-old boy from the suburbs with a broken smartphone, an insecure creative drive and an eccentric dad playing with lasers. The next, he found himself in a bizarre, unique space.


He didn’t know where he was. He didn’t know how he had arrived here. All Stewart knew was that he was alone.


“Hello?” he ventured. Nothing. Not even an echo.


“Anybody hear me?” he tried again. He felt deaf, though strangely, there was a low hum in the back of his mind, like thousands of numbers crunching away on a forgotten calculation.


This was most baffling.


A handful of hours ago, he was standing outside his school, trying very hard not to look as foolish as he felt in front of the girl that he wanted to please so very much. It had been a normal day, filled with the highs and lows of teenage confusion. But as far as confusion went, this was far beyond the top end of the scale.


Feeling an onset of panic rise within him, Stewart, or Stu to most people, quickly picked himself up off the jet black ground and struggled to find some bearings. It was like waking up on a beach after everyone had gone. Only in this case, the beach was a wide stretch of black solid floor as far as the eye could see. Flat and featureless, extending into the horizon, with only tiny hints of details in the distance, too far to be properly made out. He noticed that natural light was milky and perfectly even, leaving no visible shadows anywhere, only the striking contrast of black terrain under a white sky. There was, however, a vague shimmer of colour in the distance, which Stu assumed was the onset of dusk.


He crunched up his eyes into a squint and instinctively raised his hand flat to his head to shield his sight from the light. That’s when he realised his fingers, his arms, and in fact his entire body, had taken on a strange and most intriguing appearance.


His new silhouette bent awkwardly into a stooped posture, with a pointed navel and a short tail. Looking down at himself, he discovered that his torso, as seen in profile, was shaped distinctly like a number 2. His arms each ended into a hand that was essentially a mitt, a flap with a short thumb extending from the wrist. His legs stretched down to a pair of rather flat feet. His skin was completely smooth, with a polished appearance that felt both foreign and inappropriate. Stu looked at himself, twisting to try to find a better angle from which to be astonished.


Stewart did his best to recall the chain of events that had brought him here. His mind felt like a cloud of cotton had bloomed into his head. He could vaguely remember being with his father, then speaking to someone on the phone, then a bright shining beam of light, just as his dad was shouting something…


“You there!”


The foreign voice erupted out of nowhere in a threatening bark.


Without thinking, Stu started running as fast as the strange legs he now had could carry him.










Chapter 1


Caught


A handful of hours earlier…


Stu was busy scribbling out onto a fresh page the typed words glowing on his smartphone screen. He was so busy, in fact, that he didn’t notice his teacher looming over his shoulder until it was too late.


“Hum-hum,” coughed the pompous man, his bow tie struggling to break free from under his double chin. Stu froze and closed his eyes, then squirmed at the prospect of public humiliation, which is to be expected when you’re caught writing verses during a maths class.


“Oh my, poetry,” the teacher announced with contempt loud enough for the entire class to hear. “And how will that help you solve the equation on the board, Stewart? Hum?”


The remark attracted more attention than Stu was comfortable with. It’s one thing to be noticed, but quite another to be notoriously singled out as the one boy doing something most would find feminine, at best. This earned Stu a chorus of amused snorts from the back row, something that seemed to delight his stocky professor.


But what really riled Stu was the puzzled look on the face of a pretty girl with chestnut hair sitting two rows ahead of him. She quickly turned away when their eyes met, facing the front of the class. Was that a smile he saw her try to hide?


“Stewart? Are we boring you?”


The teacher’s voice snapped Stu back to the reality of the class. It didn’t help that the tone of that voice was now sharper than a minute ago. Stu opened his mouth to utter one of many sentences that were fighting for the top spot in his head. Despite his lips forming a quick series of rapidly aborted words, the result was a very loud silence.


“Hey, Stoolface, you need a rhyme?” someone shouted, earning laughs.


Stu saw the pretty girl, whose name he knew to be Cynthia, turn back towards him, this time with a look on her face that said ‘Pity’. The teacher had his back to him, trying to identify the face behind the insult.


“I need another equation…” whispered Stu. The teacher spun around to face him.


“I beg your pardon?”


“I need another equation,” Stu repeated, his eyes now aimed squarely at the teacher’s spectacles. He even sat a little straighter.


“Aha! So you admit that you cannot solve this one?” replied the teacher, a smug look lighting up his face. Stu held his gaze, then turned to look at Cynthia. She didn’t turn away this time.


“I mean, it’s a two variable equation,” declared Stu, confident and solid as he spoke to the teacher but looking straight at Cynthia. “You need a set of two equations to solve for two variables. Otherwise, it’s all just a guess, and you can never know for sure if you’ve got the right answer.”


The piercing metallic scream of the school bell shook the class into action. Everyone packed up their bags faster than a lightning strike and the whole class charged out of the door in a perfect impersonation of a herd of buffaloes.


Stu tried to call out to Cynthia amidst the chaos, but several tall pupils pushed past him and knocked his papers to the floor in the process, satisfied laughter echoing in their wake. As he crouched to pick up his belongings, Stu was suddenly faced with his teacher’s highly polished shoes. He looked up and met the man’s condescending gaze.


“You’re smart,” said the teacher like most people would spit. “I don’t like smart people. They tend not to listen.”


Stu gathered his papers and stood up to face his accuser. He noticed Cynthia’s chair was empty, as was most of the class.


“I’m sorry, Sir, that bell was really loud, I really can’t hear a word you’re saying,” replied Stu.


Before the teacher could fire a comeback, Stu was racing out the door, holding tightly in his fist the sheet of paper that contained his written words.










Chapter 2


The Poem


“It’s…It’s…cute, I guess.”


Cute. Adjective. Synonym for ‘unbelievably lame’, ‘so bad it’s really bad’ and ‘I can’t believe you wasted my time with this’. Depending on the context, this was the worst Stu could hope for. Cynthia wasn’t impressed. The poem had failed.


“It isn’t finished, I was gonna write more, I just thought you might like it,” offered Stu as he tore the poem from Cynthia’s hands. At thirteen, Stu was a little taller than most but definitely less impressive than many. Cynthia, same age but much more confident, looked up at him with warmth in her eyes. Stu held his breath and waited as she paused, then spoke to him again.


“I like that you wrote it for me. If you want, I can help you with the spelling mistakes and the rhythm of the stanzas. You have good ideas, it’s just—”


“I know, I know, never mind,” replied Stu. He dug his fists into his pockets and stared at his shoes. Cynthia giggled and bumped him playfully on the shoulder.


“Come on, Stu, it’s not like you can’t read or anything! You’re just better at maths than you are at poetry,” said Cynthia. Stu shrugged. He was top of his class in maths, that much was true. But when you’re in love with the girl who has a passion for French poets, no equation is ever going to solve for her heart. Stu was back at square one. Might as well try honesty if he was going for round two.


“I get confused with words, you know?” Stu began. “It’s like I can’t always figure out what they’re trying to say. You don’t get that with maths, the numbers…they’re pure, you know? Like…like you.” Stu topped this off by blushing an interesting shade of cherry red.


Stu and Cynthia were standing just outside the school gates, next to the bike racks, at the bottom of the steps that led up to the main building. The last class of the day had just ended and a torrent of students was flowing out into the street, ignoring everyone but themselves and their respective gangs. The usual academic safari.


Touched by Stu’s awkward but sincere compliment, Cynthia began to reply, “That’s very—”


“No really,” he interrupted, more out of nervousness than an actual need to speak. “I think that, somehow, when you find symmetry in a series of equations, somehow that’s beautiful. So really, there’s poetry in maths, I guess…Or there’s maths in poetry. Does that make sense?” Stu was almost out of breath as he finished his theory. Cynthia was smiling at him, her green eyes bouncing over his like she was trying to make sense of everything he had said. He smiled back at her because it seemed like the right thing to do. For a moment, they were suspended in time, cut off from the rest of the students surrounding them. Stu felt like he was floating. Then—


“Stu, are you…are you dyslexic?” asked Cynthia, concern showing on her face. She was still smiling at him, polite and full of good intentions. Stu had actually counted all the words she had said since they had begun talking and this was by far the ultimate record in conversation history as far as he was concerned. But now the spell was broken.


“Yeah…No…It’s…I’m just not good with the words…” he offered. Too late, it was out. He had blown all the credibility that he had carefully built up over every one of the one hundred and fifty seven words they had exchanged in the last few minutes.


“Oh…I’m sorry, I didn’t know. Well, it’s not like it’s a disease, right? Lots of people are dyslexic,” said Cynthia.


“Right.” Stu was now feeling very uncomfortable. This had not gone according to plan at all, now here they were talking about his biggest weakness. Well, second biggest, but there was only so much information he was willing to offer right now. Other students were walking past them, laughs and high fives and arguments. Stu was glad for their conversation to be lost in the crowd.


“So, what are you doing over the summer?” asked Cynthia. The change of subject was welcome.


“My dad is setting up this particle accelerator in the industrial zone outside of town, I’m gonna stay with him. He said he’d let me test it.”


“Oh, okay,” said Cynthia, a little confused.


“What about you? What are you up to during the sizzle?” asked Stu. Then he bit his lip. Sizzle? Really?


“I’m going to Paris, my parents are taking me! We’re gonna go to all the museums, see the Mona Lisa, visit the place where Baudelaire was born. Isn’t that fantastic?” bubbled Cynthia, a thousand-watt smile on her face.


“That sounds great, Paris. I’ve never been that far.”


“Why not? It’s only a few hours by plane.”


“Yeah, flying…I’m not really into all that,” answered Stu. Biggest weakness, check.


“Oh. Dyslexic and afraid to fly, how could I resist?” offered Cynthia, her eyes sparkling with glee.


“I gotta go,” said Stu. He adjusted his bag on his shoulder and shuffled away quickly.


“Wait, Stu, I didn’t mean that, I’m sorry!” shouted Cynthia, meaning every word. A teenage girl sporting the mother of all perms bounced up next to her, watching Stu walk away, hands buried deep in his jeans.


“Was that guy bothering you?” asked Cynthia’s friend.


“We were just talking. He wrote me a poem.”


“A poem?” She frowned. “Is he gay or something?” Cynthia rolled her eyes at the curly girl, who didn’t notice due to her focus resting exclusively on her French manicure.


“He’s just…different,” said Cynthia, smiling again as she remembered Stu’s fumbled effort at poetry. She had seen him a few times around school. He always turned away when their eyes met. She thought it was sweet that a boy didn’t try to unpack all the testosterone in one go for a change. In fact, she had thought about him quite a bit recently. He had only talked to her for the first time about a month ago, but he always found a way to be original. Cynthia’s friend hadn’t even noticed his existence.


“Anywhatever, the girls are going to see a movie, you coming with? Last one before summer break…?” offered the curl queen. Cynthia watched Stu walking away.


“Sure,” she replied. She picked up her things and turned to follow her friend.


As Cynthia joined her gang of girls on their way to the movie theatre, she didn’t see Stu look back at her, a quiet smile in his eyes. He broke stride to watch her leave, tripped on a chink in the pavement then caught himself. He looked down at the poem still crumpled in his fist, threw it aside with a hard swing of his lanky arm and walked away.










Chapter 3


The den discussion


Stu turned off the pavement and hurried up the front stairs towards the front door of his house. It was an average suburban home, two floors and a narrow porch with a dry front yard, a single car garage and a beat up letterbox. Stu had spent the whole of last summer painting the outer walls a soft shade of beige to try to make the house warmer in appearance. The two cheap coats had already begun to flake, and though Stu had promised his dad he would, he had never finished painting the porch. As he pulled the screen door open, the whole thing jumped off the hinges and almost collapsed over him. Stu caught it and carefully lifted it back into place, checked it, then unlocked the main door, wiped his feet thoroughly on the beat-up doormat and walked in.


Whereas most kids his age dreaded the inevitable return home after school, Stu actually saw his house as a protective bubble. He had been living in it with his dad for the last three years, which is a pretty long time for someone who usually moves every season or so. Stu knew every part of the place, literally: he had built a model of the whole structure using cardboard and matchsticks. When word of that got out, Stu’s reputation as a supergeek was confirmed, although that wasn’t a label Stu was too proud of. The real reason Stu loved this house was because of his dad.


“I’m home, Pops!” shouted Stu. The ruckus that came from his father’s den out in the backyard told Stu where he could find him.


Jim had raised Stu on his own after splitting up with his mother. Stu only saw her during the holidays, but she never quite understood him. Didn’t much try to, either. Jim, though, had always loved his son, despite the dyslexia, the fear of flying and the general weirdness that Stu could sometimes display. Jim was a scientist, doing research for a private lab that he was also a partner in. Not much in the way of cash, but enough to give him and his son an honest life in the suburbs.


Stu dropped his bag next to the door and crossed into the kitchen. He pulled the fridge door open and attacked the contents with dedication: ham and cheese sandwich, leftover chicken and mayo, apple, Coke, tub of ice cream and some jam on fresh toast. After finishing his post-school feast in just over eight minutes, Stu dumped the dirty dishes into the sink and looked out through the window at the backyard. His dad was still thrashing around in his den, sounds of moving furniture and computer printing were punctuating whatever he was doing in there. Curious, Stu walked out of the kitchen and into the yard.


The den was a mess. This was normal. In a corner, a compact laser device the size of a shoebox was wired up to custom-built electronics and a desktop computer with several monitors crunching data continuously. There was also a vintage Wurlitzer jukebox across the way; lights still working but no vinyl albums left inside. The dirty skylight above was hardly letting in any natural light, and that was how Jim liked it. Most days, Stu’s dad would use the space to pour his research urges onto large white-boards filled with data. He would also use whatever was available around him to write on, any time an idea came into his head – pizza boxes, window panes, doors, walls, all had something scribbled on them from some stroke of genius that had gripped Jim on the spot. Stu had once found equations written on the inner side of the toilet seat in here. No surface was safe.


The den was a separate structure from the house, a prefab block that was a perfect space for this kind of behaviour. Stu was therefore not surprised to find his dad exploring a sea of computer printouts and circuit boards spread out across the floor, ignoring the fact that the printer was spitting out more paper every second with a high-pitched whine that hinted at its mechanical desperation.


“Hey, Dad,” said Stu. Jim stood upright and turned to face him, a black marker in his mouth. He managed to smile without letting the marker drop.


“Hey, Stu! We gotta go to headquarters tonight. Get your things!” Jim dived back into his stacks of printouts without further explanation. Stu did a double take on what his dad had just said.


“Er, Dad, I have school this week. Didn’t you say we weren’t going to the headquarters until July?” Jim kept sifting through his papers as he replied. “Lots of changes! Lots! The VCs want to see the presentation first thing in the morning; they’re coming for a meeting. We gotta go; I need to get everything ready!”


Stu opened his mouth to argue, but he knew it was no use. His dad had been waiting for this meeting with venture capital investors (the VCs) for months; they were considering investing a large amount of cash into the lab to push Jim’s particle accelerator research into high gear. They had to be there. Well, at least his dad did.


“Can’t you go without me this time? I can be there after school breaks,” ventured Stu. It was worth a shot. Jim stood up, walked over to his son, the marker still firmly jammed in his mouth. He grabbed Stu by the shoulders. “This is major, son, you have to see this!” Stu waited to see if there was more where that came from. There wasn’t. Jim smiled around the marker he was still chewing on like an old cigar, shook Stu’s shoulders once, then turned away to see why the desktop hooked up to the laser machine was beeping.


“It’s just that, there’s this girl at school, and I’d…I’d kinda like to see her again before the summer, you know?” Stu knew his dad was listening, despite the fact that he had his back to him and was trying to take a circuit board apart with his bare hands.


“This girl, what’s her name again? Cynthia? Did she like your poem? And could you pass me a screwdriver, size four?” asked Jim. He could always multi-task when it came to his son, and he could remember every conversation they ever had. Stu picked up a small screwdriver from a technical toolbox on a nearby shelf and started unscrewing the circuit’s side plate while his dad held it for him. This was their thing – some dads worked on their cars in the garage, Stu’s dad worked on electronics in his den. Either way, it was bonding.


Stu explained the poem episode. “She said it was cute.” Jim winced at the word.


“Ouch, that’s not too good, is it? Does she know you’re dyslexic?”


Stu looked up sharply. “That’s not the point, Dad!”


Jim focused on another piece of the laser electronics. “What is the point, then?”


Stu walked around in circles, toying with the screwdriver. He tripped on something buried underneath stacks of computer printouts, kicked at the hidden obstacle, then focused back on his train of thought. Now that he thought about it, he wasn’t really sure what the point was.


“I like how she talks, what she says. I like how she looks at things.” Stu placed the screwdriver back in the toolbox and sat down, resting his chin down onto his folded arms on a worktop. “I think I look at things the same way, but with numbers instead of words. I just want her to see that.”


Jim tightened a bolt on his laser machine and pulled back to check alignments, standing next to Stu. “You’re from different worlds, kid. She’s all about the fancy language, you’re into maths and hardcore physics. It’s not fair, but it’s the way it is,” Jim explained, staring at the laser setup. He frowned, circled the laser with his head cocked to one side, intense. “Does that look straight to you?”


Stu continued, in his own space. “That’s just the thing, though. We might be from different worlds but it doesn’t mean we can’t share things. I just wish I could find the right words to explain that.”


“Or the right equation,” said Jim as he tweaked another part of the laser rig. “Get your things, we’ve got a long drive up to headquarters. Lots of changes coming!”


Stu left his dad to fiddle with his circuit boards, got up and walked out of the den, back into the house.


He picked up his bag from the foyer and headed into his room. It was a typical teenager’s room, though not half as messy as his dad’s den: sci-fi novels packed neatly onto a series of shelves that Stu had put up himself; some blueprints of architectural masterpieces and high tech vehicles hung on the wall, framed in some instances; a small desk in a corner with a collection of metal figurines arranged on it; and a double bed across the room, with plain white sheets. The back of the door was full of pictures pinned into the wood, some from magazines, others of Stu with his dad. No friends, as such. Stu pulled one particular photograph off the door – it was a picture of his mother holding him when he was a baby. He looked at it, smiled a little, then pinned it back carefully.


He jumped onto his bed, staring at the ceiling, breathing deep so he could slow down his thoughts and walk his mind through all the events of the day. He thought of his poem to Cynthia, her reaction, the sting of her words when she asked about his condition. Stu pulled out his smartphone and opened a picture of Cynthia onto the screen. He had taken it between classes without her knowing. She looked too good for him, but he still felt that they could share something. If only he could just find the right words.


Stu reached across into the nightstand drawer and pulled out a yellow legal pad and a pen. The pad was scarred with previous writing efforts in Stu’s tight and detailed handwriting. He spun the pen through his fingers, absent-minded, his thoughts drifting aimlessly in the search for inspiration. He tried to find words that could express how he felt, what he wanted, what he had to offer. He scribbled something down, hesitated, then wrote some more, then scratched out some of it, then finally pushed the sheet up and over the pad for a fresh start. He wrote more slowly this time, concentrating. He finished a sentence and read it. It was laughably poor, an epic fail worthy of a big empty bag of nothing. He crossed out the sentence and stubbornly pushed on. This lasted the best part of half an hour, until finally Stu threw the pad Frisbee style against the opposite wall and crossed his arms over his head to shut out the world.


“‘I’m crazy about you!’ How hard is that?!” shouted Stu with balled fists.


Dyslexia increased when he was nervous, which made it incredibly hard to write anything remotely related to Cynthia. What’s more, even when he managed to put a shadow of a sentence together, he had trouble reading it back. Spell-check on the computer was one thing, but he needed to use a digital voice reader to really be able to hear back what he had written. And even then it didn’t always make sense!


Stu spun to the side of the bed, planted his feet on the floor and reached down to pull books out his bag. He crossed the room and settled at his desk, then opened a maths book. Homework helped him calm down. He needed the time away.










Chapter 4


The road ahead


The old SUV was barely holding together, but Jim didn’t look bothered in the least. Stu was sitting in the passenger seat, chewing hard on a cheeseburger. The headlights were carving a tunnel of light into the dark road ahead. It was cold, a crisp late spring night. They were still a few hours drive from the headquarters of Jim’s research facility. Stu knew that his dad was going to work all night to prepare for his presentation. It was just the way he liked to work.


The car was basically a collection of metal sheets, vibrating along with the rough rusted engine that suffered through every mile of road like a stubborn bulldog. Most people thought the car actually looked like a canine, and a poorly fed one at that. The bodywork had turned a sickly shade of green and maroon. The seats were worn down to the springs in places. Jim always felt comfortable in that car. Stu was trying to keep up.


“You still thinking about that girl, Stu?” Though Jim kept his eyes focused on the road, Stu had his complete attention. He shrugged, stared out the window at the ghostly landscape rushing past the SUV. Jim smiled.


“That much, huh? Here, hold the wheel for a second.” Stu grabbed the wheel with one hand, held the car steady while Jim pulled a handkerchief from his pocket and sneezed. The whole vehicle rocked with the aftershock. Something fell off the back of the SUV, clanged a few times as it bounced on the road behind them. Jim grabbed the wheel again, with barely a glance at the rear view mirror.


“This piece of junk is shedding its skin like nothing I know,” Jim mumbled.


“That’s what I’d like to do,” said Stu as he stared back out the window. Jim waited for more, patient and silent. Stu drew an equation on the fogged up glass, ending with the letter Y and a question mark.


“It’s what Mom did,” he continued.


Jim suddenly concentrated harder on what his son was saying. Jim’s ex-wife was a subject that they rarely discussed, so Jim knew that Stu had something serious on his mind. “What do you mean, son?” he asked.


“She left. She got rid of everything that she was and just picked up and left. Started a new life and never looked back. She started fresh. Wherever she is, I bet she’s very happy, she made herself into someone new that everyone probably likes. And even if it doesn’t work out, she can just drop everything and leave again. I wish I could do that.” Stu tried to ignore the guilt that came with what he had just said. Deep down, though, it was true, he really wanted to have the guts to leave. Or at least be the right age to drive.


Jim shifted in his seat, adjusted his grip on the steering wheel and glanced in the side mirror. Father and son were turned away from each other, even though this was an important and sensitive discussion. It was how they handled things.


“Your mom left because we were broken, Stewart. It didn’t have anything to do with you. And she wasn’t glad to leave. She just felt that it was the right thing to do. For us and for you.” Jim kept his eyes locked on the road ahead. He was nervous, expecting his son to challenge this, to shout at him, maybe even try to jump out of the moving car. The silence was heavy. Finally, Jim risked a look towards the passenger seat, bracing himself for a difficult conversation.


Stu’s head was slumped against the window, mouth slightly open. The gentle rocking of the old SUV had apparently eased him into sleep. Jim smiled and sighed quietly as he focused back on driving.


He loved his son more than anything. He wanted him to have everything he ever wanted. Sometimes, though, every father came across something that they couldn’t change, couldn’t provide or couldn’t solve. Jim couldn’t bring Stu’s mom back. Like he had said, their couple was broken, and she had chosen to leave rather than continue to live a lie. Jim had done everything he could to support Stu on his own. He often wondered if it was enough. What he was really concerned about was if he was enough for Stu.


Spread out on the passenger seat, Stu let his breathing settle into a slow, soothing rhythm. Through barely open eyes, he stole a glance at his father driving. Stu wasn’t asleep, he just didn’t want to discuss his mom any more than he already had. But pretending to be asleep had one drawback: it was hard to stay awake.


Within a minute, Stu was heading straight towards a dream, as the old SUV was cruising towards Jim’s lab.










Chapter 5


The idea and the plan


“So it’s like firing a canon?” tried Stu, a little confused. Jim promptly jammed his marker into his mouth and cupped his chin with his thumb and index finger, an intense look on his face directed at Stu. His son suddenly felt stupid.


“That’s actually a very good analogy,” said Jim. “I think I’ll use that in my presentation. Not a rocket, a canon, yes…” Jim turned around and began wiping the whiteboard clean in brisk wide strokes that made his hair bounce. Stu cringed.


“Isn’t that a little aggressive, Dad? It’ll sound like you’re trying to raise cash for some kind of weapon.”


“Precisely! And that is exactly what I’m trying to do! A weapon that can fire protons at cancer cells and cure the most lethal disease known to man. That is exactly what this machine is going to do!” Jim smacked his hand flat on the large stainless steel pipe that was hanging behind the whiteboard he had set up.


Jim and Stu were standing in what was essentially a warehouse converted into a science lab. Jim had set up a section of the space as a presentation area. He had chosen the spot for maximum visual impact: it was located in the middle of the warehouse, right up next to a metal plate. The rest of the warehouse was filled with heavy pipes and metal magnets, all part of a linear accelerator. Jim had built this huge machine to fire protons, tiny particles smaller than atoms, at the target metal plate to study their effect.


Of course, that spot was normally inside a huge metal casing, behind a foot or two of steel and other protective layers, and wrapped in sensors and other tracking devices, but to impress his potential investors, Jim had opened up the machine to show the innards of his creation.


Stu put his hammer aside, brushed his hands clean on his carpenter’s apron and stepped onto the platform that he had just finished building. It was there to allow the investors to step up comfortably for a peek inside the accelerator. He tested the structure, checked the nails and flush corners, and leaned onto the surrounding rail, satisfied.


“So you send particles towards a metal plate really fast—”


“Near light speed, son!”


“So, yeah, very fast, and then they go so fast that they become…heavier?”


Jim wrote on the whiteboard like his life depended on it, his breath cut short by the excitement and passion that weighed his words.


“Not just heavier – they change structure at the sub-atomic level! It’s like engineered genetic mutation, but without the surgery. Here’s how it goes.”


Jim dropped his notes in a heap on the floor, spat out his marker and jogged fifty feet or so towards the base of the complex machine. He slapped his hand onto the first platform in a series of a dozen, where what looked like a canon was bolted to the deck. A chrome box encased in a black metal mesh was connected to the canon. The whole installation looked like a large scale version of the shoebox laser from Jim’s den.


“Over here is where the protons start off, that’s small particles, smaller than a speck of dust. They’re like bullets, only super tiny. They get shot into this pipe right there.” Jim was moving along the accelerator’s length as he was talking, his speech coming in shorter, faster bursts. It wasn’t just particles that this thing was accelerating, thought Stu.


“Then, I’ve got magnets set up all around the pipes, electrical magnets, very precise. They pull the protons, the bullets, forward, faster and faster because each magnet is charged slightly more than the last. But then protons can only accelerate so much, and after that the energy affects their weight and they become heavier. By the end, they’re almost at light speed. Cool, huh?”


“Uh huh,” offered Stu, not quite sure yet what it was that was so cool here.


“And after that—” Jim banged the target plate, which shook the complex set of tubes and boxes that were linked to it, at the end of the accelerator structure. “—the protons hit the plate with a very specific speed and position. We track it, fine tune it so we can use it to target specific cells in the body and we make history, son!”


A bolt fell off the target plate with a loud clang and rolled under the platform that Stu had built and was still standing on. Jim immediately tracked the bolt and shot after it, dropped to his knees and reached far under the platform, trying to get the bolt back, pulling his tongue out for good measure. That didn’t stop him talking.


“This machine, Stu, has the potential to change a human being, one cell at a time. It starts with cancer treatment but it also goes a lot further. With the right approach, we can make people healthier, smarter, faster even, maybe, I don’t know!”


Stu looked inside the accelerator at the target plate and imagined beams of colour hitting it at lightning speeds.


“Can it change who you are?” he asked, almost under his breath.


“What’s that?” asked Jim as he finally pulled the bolt out from under the platform and examined it for damage.


“Can it make you a star?” corrected Stu, trying to sound casual. “Like, can it make you sing in key, or something like that?”


“I have no idea. That’s why I need the money, I have to run some tests, collect data, experiment with dosage, power, components. I’m exploring new ground here.”


“Speaking of which, the platform is done,” said Stu as he jumped off the wooden structure he had just completed.


“That’s great work, son. You could do this for a living you know,” said Jim as he covered the whiteboard with some fresh equations and graphs.


“Yeah, Dad, that’s just what I want to be, a carpenter,” mumbled Stu to himself. He dug into his jean pocket and pulled out his smartphone. No messages. He didn’t expect Cynthia to call him, or even text him, not even email him, just maybe borderline think of him. Still, in the back of his mind, he secretly hoped that one of the above would actually happen. Well, not today.


Stu dropped the phone back into his jeans, pulled his apron off and dropped it onto the platform.


“I’m gonna get a sandwich, you want one?” shouted Stu as he marched off. Jim shook his head ‘no’ and continued to compare his notes to what he had written on the board. There were a dozen empty chairs behind him, precisely aligned in a grid to greet his guests in the morning. Stu knew how his dad operated – it was one hundred percent until he burned out, then deep sleep with thunderous snoring for an hour or two, then more work at a hundred percent. Rinse. Repeat. Stu had time for a sandwich.


He crossed to the small stainless steel door that led to what Jim called the kitchen. The room was actually the size of a large cubicle, with a small tub in a corner that was used mostly for stacking dishes. A portable fridge was tucked in the opposite corner, while the shelves between them were stacked with technical equipment, discarded computers, reams of printed papers, mugs, plates and cutlery, as well as basic human fuel – instant coffee, sugar, power bars and energy drinks.


Stu reached inside the fridge and pulled out a sandwich. There were about a dozen of them in there, but Stu knew they were all turkey mayo. Bulk discounts were always welcome in a lab with no funding. Chewing on the fat-free meat, Stu loaded an air combat game on his phone and started playing. It was ironic that he was petrified of flying, but very skilled at flying simulations. It felt surprisingly good to take control of something that he was afraid of – it made him feel peaceful. Right now, though, it only reminded him of his weaknesses, so Stu quickly quit the game.


He switched his phone to a different menu to access a Wikipedia page on particle accelerators. Though he knew what his dad was generally working on at any given time, he hadn’t realised until then that this specific project might actually help him. He read about the use of lasers and particle accelerators in medical research, in nuclear physics, in electronics, in cancer treatments. Accelerators could alter DNA, the biological building blocks of the human body. They really could change who you were.


Stu put the phone down and finished his sandwich, staring at the wall, deep in thought. He could hear his dad through the door, working away. In the small kitchen, the noise was dulled somewhat but it still travelled along the metal beams of the warehouse. The refrigerator was humming, a dull sound that helped Stu concentrate. He was formulating a plan. A dangerous plan, although he was pretty sure that the worst case scenario wasn’t nearly as bad as the current situation.










Chapter 6


Speed of light


Jim was slumped on the floor with his back to the whiteboard, his notes abandoned around him, his chin resting on his chest, eyes closed. He looked like a drunk who had sat down to stop the world spinning and had fallen asleep in the process. Stu pushed an inflatable cushion around his dad’s neck, the kind that you use on airplanes, and checked that he was comfortable. He didn’t touch the handwritten notes because he knew that, when he woke up, his dad would smoothly continue to work as if he had just blinked for a really long time, and he would know exactly where everything was.


Stu left Jim to rest and walked out of the warehouse through a small metal door in the side wall. The cool night air was just what Stu needed. He looked up and saw the edge of the horizon glowing a lighter shade of blue in the distance. Dawn was coming.


He dug his hand into his pocket and pulled out his cell phone, then took a deep breath. He hit speed dial, heard the high-speed symphony of tones as he pressed the phone to his ear, then waited for the ringing sounds to stop and for—


“…Hello?” said a sleepy mumbled girl’s voice.


“Cynthia, it’s Stu. I wrote you that poem you thought was puke—I mean, cute.” Stu almost hit his head on the warehouse wall, amazed at his superbly inappropriate slip of the tongue. Great way to start a phone call.


“Stu it’s…it’s late…or early or something…Are you alright?” Cynthia sounded a little more awake, though not necessarily pleased to be denied her beauty sleep.


“Yeah, no, I’m fine, just fine. How are you?”


“I’m tired. You woke me up,” said Cynthia as she yawned and stretched. Stu heard the thump of her head hitting the pillow as she settled back into bed. He could imagine exactly what she looked like. Not that he’d ever been in her room or anything, he just had a picture of her in his mind, something delicate and sweet. He wasn’t even thinking about anything intimate, he just enjoyed the idea of her sleeping soundly. Speaking of which—


“Are you still there?”


“Of course I’m still here, Stu, you called me, woke me up. What do you want? I have math finals in the morning, I have to go back to sleep.”


“I just wanted to say that I’m gonna change, that’s all. I’m gonna become a better person. I’m gonna fix myself.”


“There’s nothing wrong with you, Stu. You call at strange times, but other than that—”


“I want to see you. Outside school sometime.” And we’re out there. Pulsing heartbeat, baited breath, uncomfortable silence, the works.


“Er…when?”


‘When’ is good, ‘when’ is very good. ‘When’ implies ‘maybe’, which can lead to ‘yes’. ‘When’ is probably the best Stu could’ve hoped for.


“I’m at my dad’s lab, outside of town, we’ll be here for a couple of days but after that, I’d like to see you. School will be out for the summer anyway, so anytime will do. Maybe not this early, but any other time that’s okay with you. You know, business hours or something?” Stu almost gagged at his own choice of words. How the hell do you tell a girl you want to see her during business hours? Awesome move. Really.


“Stu, I’m going to Paris.”


“What, right now?”


“No, silly, I’m spending the summer in Paris with my parents. We’re flying out the day after tomorrow. Actually, what time is it? It’s tomorrow, we’re flying out tomorrow.”


“Oh. Flying.” Stu’s shoulder’s slumped. Not only did nice guys finish last, they also couldn’t fly.


“Yeah, isn’t that exciting? You should come visit. Have you ever been to France?”


“No, but I hear it’s very…French.” Stu almost threw the phone away in frustration.


“That’s okay, you can email me. We’ll keep in touch and I can see you when I get back.”


“You mean in September? That’s in three months!”


“It’s less than that, and it’ll fly by, you’ll see.”


“More flying, great.”


“I have to go, Stu, I really need to sleep. Write me another poem, okay?”


“But that’s exactly why I—”


“Goodnight. Take care.”


“Cynthia, don’t—” The phone went silent. “—hang up…” Cynthia was gone.


This time, Stu let his frustration do the talking. He bent back, pulled his right arm behind his shoulder and took aim with the left, then threw his phone as far as he could down the concrete parking lot that bordered the warehouse.


The phone shattered on impact, battery one way, handset the other way, cover bouncing on the hard ground. Carried by his throwing movement, Stu fell forward and rolled on his shoulder to end up flat on his back looking up at the sky. He lay there, the cold cement offering a hard mattress for his limbs, spread across two parking spaces. He vaguely wondered if he could ever be fined for lying here like this. He focused on the empty space above him. There were stars pinned to the night, sparkling in the clean air.


Paris. What was it with girls and Paris? There was a Paris in Texas but no girl ever wanted to go there. There was New York just a few hours drive from here but no, it had to be somewhere with different food, language and airspace.


Stu picked himself up off the floor and jogged over to where the remains of his phone had landed. He pieced it back together and turned it on. The welcome screen glowed to life. Nothing like a Nokia to take a beating. And he could relate to that.


He looked up at the Milky Way glowing across the sky. Right there was a poetry that he could appreciate but his dyslexia preventing him from expressing it. Cynthia wanted another poem. The last one he tried to write didn’t cut it, he had to do better. Much better. In Stu’s mind, he had to find a way to tell Cynthia how he felt. He had to find a way to overcome his dyslexia. And that was the plan, the very dangerous, crazy but worthwhile plan that he was now certain he had to carry out.


Stu pulled the door shut behind him as he walked back into the warehouse. Jim was still slumped beneath the whiteboard, sound asleep. Stu had seen his father run through the checklist of the laser’s activation sequence. He crossed over to the control room and looked at the sea of dials, knobs and buttons. He closed his eyes and tried to remember the sequence visually. He opened his eyes and pressed buttons, turned knobs and checked dials, faster and faster as the accelerator hummed to life.


On the floor, next to the contraption, Jim shrugged but didn’t wake up. Stu kept going, not fully sure of himself but driven by the desire to carry out his plan. He had a brief thought for Cynthia, then quickly focused back on the sequence. A whining sound told him the ion source was charging up. He ran a final check – everything was where it should be, at least as far as he remembered it. Stu looked down the particle accelerator pipe, all the way to the target metal plate. The protons would accelerate all the way down the pipes, getting heavier as they approached the speed of light, and when they hit, they would change the basic structure of their target at the smallest possible scale.


Stu hit the countdown button, pushed out of the control room and marched up to the target plate. He brushed past his father and noticed that he was slowly waking up. Stu continued marching towards the plate, counting down in his head. The warehouse was alive with the pulsing energy of the accelerator. He reached the plate, placed at roughly chest height in the middle of the warehouse, and stepped in front of it. Then Stu turned to face the accelerator pipe.


If this machine could cure cancer, then maybe, just maybe, it could change who he was. It could change him into someone who could write poems, fly to Paris and make Cynthia fall in love with him.


Jim shook himself awake when he felt his machine start to shake. He glanced down at his notes, pulling the inflatable cushion from around his neck. He snapped fully awake when he understood that the laser was turned on, then bounced to his feet and sent his notes flying.


Jim took one look at the control room and saw the open door. He spun around to see Stu standing in front of the metal plate, facing the particle canon.


“Stewart, no!”


Everything happened very fast.


Stu finished the countdown in his head. He saw his father rush towards him, his right hand stretched open in a desperate effort to grab him. Then Stu heard the particle accelerator whistle quickly into a high pitch, past and beyond human hearing.


Stu closed his eyes and smiled.


There was a flash of light.


Everything went blinding white.










Chapter 7


Arrival


Colour on the horizon. Black terrain, white sky.


“You there!”


Stu ran, straight to his left, in a pure ‘fight or flight’ reflex. He quickly skidded to a stop after half a dozen quick steps.


In a black and white world where you have no bearings and you don’t even look like you did before you arrived there, many things can throw you. When you don’t recognise the people, the places or the sounds, the most surprising thing is someone speaking to you directly in your own language. That tends to spook you straight out of your skin – if indeed that is a skin covering your new body. The voice was distant yet sharp, bursting with discipline. Though Stu had reacted with a sprint and a start, he had stopped hard and spun around for bearings. Awed and surprised by what he discovered to be immediately behind him, he took a step back and raised his head at the huge threatening canyon he found there.


Rising high into the white sky, the cracked walls of the canyon were of the same pure black material as the flat ground Stu had appeared on. He was standing at the mouth of a narrow valley that twisted at an angle further in the distance, with steep walls on either side. It was as if the high cliffs had simply risen out of the ground, their surface covered with large plates of black glass overlapping in precise patterns. In fact, at a second glance, Stu felt certain that the canyon was perfectly symmetrical.


“You! Identify yourself!”


This was all happening too fast. With a quick look around the canyon, Stu suddenly spotted the origin of the voice: an alien looking creature, round and bulky, with thick black limbs similar to his own. The creature was a stone’s throw away, walking quickly towards him up the long and narrow path that snaked along the bottom of the cliffs. There was a hard turn towards the outer end of the canyon. The bend made it impossible for Stu to know what hid around the corner.


“Sentries!” shouted the heavy creature.


Somehow, that failed to reassure Stu. With a wide stretch of nothing behind him and a very foreign-looking half-size hulk heading towards him, Stu raced off at full speed towards the nearest canyon wall. The alien immediately accelerated along the path, not as fast as Stu but quickly enough to start closing the distance.


“Stop right there! You cannot be here!”


Stu didn’t stop to hear more. He stepped onto the smooth angular surface of the cliff slope, found grip and pushed upwards, leaving the path behind and below him. There were many upright stones, perfectly rectangular, each of different height but of similar width, sprouting vertically from every surface of the valley slopes on either side of the canyon. As he pulled himself up the ravine using the stones for support, Stu couldn’t help but notice that they looked a lot like tombstones. He dived behind one of them for cover and quickly flicked his head around his improvised hiding place to check on the position of the strange alien. He spotted the round-shaped being further down the slope, searching the canyon cliffs for signs of Stu. It looked as though the creature was reluctant to climb up after him, which suited Stu just fine. Then a sickening thought occurred to him. Was he on some sort of sacred ground?


Stu spun back behind the stone he was using as cover, his back to its smooth vertical surface. Careful not to reveal his presence, he twisted to examine the dark block. A large number eight was carved into its face. No text, no dates. Just a number. Stu looked up at some of the other heavy blocks in the vicinity and noted curiously that each stone was in fact carved with a single digit, black on black, some large, others small, always matching the size of the rectangular slabs. Numbers and headstones everywhere.


He checked his surroundings quickly for any signs of ghouls or ghosts. It was disturbing to find no wind, no sound, no indication of any living being anywhere around. Then again, that was pretty much expected as far as graveyards were concerned. Stu brought his mitt hand to his polished chest, but he felt no heartbeat. If he had been able to sweat in this place, he would have been drenched. Was he dead? It would certainly explain the graveyard and tombstones.


“This will have a more neutral outcome if you come out immediately,” called out the round creature from the valley floor.


Neutral? What kind of alien talks like that? Was this some strange version of a mathematical spirit, angry with Stu for disturbing his land? Stu wasn’t really curious or eager to find out. He counted down silently, then sprinted from his cover towards another tombstone, listening for a reaction.


“Right there! Stop!”


Stu didn’t wait for more. He leaped forward again, reached another tombstone, climbed a little higher, leaped again, lost his footing, rolled and hit a tombstone lower down, bounced off it, rolled some more and ended up sprawled on the ground at the bottom of the canyon. He sprang quickly to his feet, a little disoriented. He looked up and only then noticed slightly darker shades of grey in the sky beyond the canyon, outlines that floated behind the silhouettes of the black mountaintops. The shapes looked to him like grey pieces of cloud that had been cut out and pasted over the white sky, their profiles a balanced mix of angles and straight lines.


“I warn you, the sentries will give you shorter odds than I will!”


The circular alien was closer now, advancing towards Stu with controlled yet fast movements. Stu reacted on pure survival instinct and raced in the opposite direction as quickly as his new legs would allow. He reached the turning point in the canyon and headed straight into it, taking the turn with a few steps on the outer slope to maintain his speed. It was much closer than he had thought. The right slope of the valley angled left across the path, cutting into a hard edge that led deeper into the dark gorge. He kept running, looking over his shoulder. He could hear shouting coming from several directions now, though these could have been echoes bouncing around the tight valley walls.


Why didn’t he recognise anything? This was unlike any environment he could remember seeing, not on television, nowhere on the internet, and everything was on the internet, so where was this? With such an enormous spread of black terrain, someone would have surely spotted it on Google Maps by now!


There weren’t any tombstones in this section of the canyon, but that wasn’t the most noticeable difference. Further out along the narrow path, though how far was anyone’s guess, the canyon ended and opened up onto another bare plain. There were details on the horizon, shapes with hints of structure, which was enough to motivate Stu into running further. If he could still have felt his heart beat, he would certainly have hit another gear of palpitations. Though nothing of an athlete, he found that having no heart had its advantages, since he could push himself harder than usual. He accelerated, sprinting past the smooth steep walls on either side of him, his sight hooked on the rough shapes he could see in the distance. Then, without warning, he emerged from the canyon and into the wide-open plain.


The bare space made Stu feel even more vulnerable than he had felt in the deep gorge. He broke stride and stopped, suddenly confused as to which direction to take. He couldn’t see anyone behind him but he knew the stocky circular creature wasn’t far behind, perhaps even gathering reinforcements. Further out in front of him, what Stu had initially thought to be minor details on the sharp horizon turned out to be alien looking buildings. Not alien in the extraterrestrial sense, more like something that didn’t quite fit in with what he knew to exist. The buildings were geometric, cleanly composed of basic shapes – pyramids, triangles, squares and rectangles, interlocked to form complex structures. They looked like they were made of building blocks, shaped lean and intricately secured together, only with no visible screw or bolts. Shades of grey created patterns between the various buildings, a welcome variation to the black and white palette. Most of all, Stu spotted movement between the buildings, though details were sketchy at best.


Instinct kicked in again. Stu raced low across the plain to reach a short corner wall on the edge of the nearest block of buildings. He backpedalled to a stop and threw himself to the floor behind the wall, trying to make himself as invisible as possible. Sprawled on the ground, nervous like never before in his life, he looked at himself again. It was like being trapped in someone else’s body, the black polished limbs and curious shapes feeling foreign and somehow disconnected from his conscious mind.
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