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Prologue


High on the mountain, far from the city, a gathering of conference-goers assembled in a large, wandering, stone and timber residence perched above a spectacular panorama.


They had come from all points of the compass. They were attending a conference devoted to meditation, deliberation and debate. They had come seeking the truth.


Except one.


The place was intended to be inspirational. Introductory speakers had emphasised that the conference offered no ready solutions, no formulas, no key perspectives on how to make sense of a confusing world. It was said that any answers that participants were looking for could only come from within themselves. Hence all had been briefed to attend and bring whatever thoughts, experiences, stories they possessed with them. That was the message: to participate. Truth could only come from engaging with the intellectual, emotional and spiritual challenges that the gathering hoped to generate.


The focus for this conference was a rambling series of buildings, which flowed one into another stepping down the mountainside from small dormitories to a central service block, various function rooms, to a larger auditorium. A number of balconies ringed the whole, each cantilevered out over a precipitous, breath-taking view.


During the afternoons, as warm air rose up from the valley bottom far below, clouds would billow and shift about the conference site, causing some to wonder if their elevated detachment from distant humanity was an aid or actually an impediment to their hoped-for enlightenment. Do heads in the cloud help? Does one understand society better for being embraced by it or divorced from it?


Late one cold, clear, star-speckled evening, two men and two women met to converse on a quiet balcony. A slow, chill breeze drifted down from the summits above them. The only noise was a gentle tinkling of some distant mountain stream; that and the sound of thoughts turning over in four very different minds.


“Analysis is the way forward,” said Hugo, the scientist. “To examine any puzzle you first have to break it down into its component parts, have a look at each bit and see how it fits together to form the whole. The further you break it down, the closer you get to see how it all operates. Split the atom, examine the nucleus, look into its heart.”


“But does that get you any closer to understanding?” asked Ana Maria, the artist and writer. “Might you not be able to see the forest for the trees? Myself, I like to be able to stand back and get the overall picture.”


David, a philosopher agreed. “Take your approach to examining a body,” he said to the scientist. “You can cut it up, examine all the organs, bones, muscles and fibres, you can figure out how it all fits together and works. But does that get you any closer to understanding what life is? All the component parts are there, like you say. You could even try fitting them back together again, like Frankenstein’s monster. But there is some missing spark that is life, or consciousness, that you cannot find. You can flick a switch and pulse electricity all through it but, unlike in fiction, you cannot bring that dead, cold body to wake up. No matter how deeply you analyse it, you cannot unravel the puzzle of what some would call God-given life.”


“Shit!” thought Julia, the thief. “I’m out of my depth here. I’d better keep quiet and try and look pensive. Just so long as they don’t guess what I’m thinking about.”


“But the whole history of science tells us that we can,” argued Hugo, getting agitated with the philosopher. “Look at the advances in medicine, for example. People used to explain life and death, conception, births, plagues and disease all as Acts of God. Now we understand so much more. We can artificially inseminate; we can clone life; we can immunise against disease and prevent plagues. Medical analysis has done all that and one day we will certainly understand more about the mystery of the brain and consciousness. There are scientists working away right now, researching these very areas as we speak. The next breakthrough cannot be so far away.”


“Your faith in science is no different from another’s faith in God,” said David.


“There is something irreducibly mystical in all life,” said Ana Maria. “If I aspire to attain truth in art I reach for something that is beyond reason; beyond the rational, analytical mind. It awakens my emotions, it moves me, it resonates with my experience in some way. What is beauty? How can you capture that?”


Julia jumped. She could say something: “Did you hear they’ve surveyed a large number of people and asked them to rank a series of photographs of members of the opposite sex according to how attractive or beautiful they find them? I read about that. They found that it is symmetry in the face and body form of others that best explains attractiveness. How about that!”


The other three all laughed.


“OK,” said the scientist, “I accept that that hardly explains beauty in all its forms. I confess that art, especially modern art, is beyond me and my rational mind. I guess art is just a different way of knowing the world than science. In most universities, art schools and places of learning, artists and scientists hardly know how to talk to one another…”


“Yes – two separate cultures,” commented David.


“And yet we have mathematical analyses of art and music – examining the symmetry of what we find pleasing to the eye and ear. We find symmetry throughout nature…we call it harmony…an artistic or musical term which is allied to beauty,” mused Ana Maria.


“All quests for knowledge involve a search for patterns,” said the philosopher. “The so-called laws of nature; the movement of the planets; trends, causes and effects in history; the structure of music, composition in paintings…humankind finds patterns everywhere we look. We seek to categorise and fit the world we see according to the abstract constructions we make in our minds.”


“I think I see where you are going…” said Ana Maria.


‘I’m glad you can,’ thought Julia, as she backed away to look over the balcony, ‘just so long as you don’t see where I’m going.’


“Yes,” the writer continued, “you’re asking are the laws of nature discovered or invented…?”


“The question of whether there is intrinsic Order in the Universe…or only in the mind of the observer is just about the most enduring controversy in humankind’s quest for knowledge!” replied David.


“But it really is all connected,” continued Hugo. “Pythagoras called mathematics the language of nature. From the earliest thinkers right up to today, the progress of civilisation has been marked by the accumulation of knowledge and its expression in great creations of art and science. From pyramids to cathedrals, from symphonies to spaceships, in all languages and literature, humankind has sought the truth. Truth based on the patient accumulation of all forms of knowledge: maths, language, science, the humanities, art, literature…”


“We ought to invite others to share their thoughts on how they see the world,” said Ana Maria. “A historian will have a different point of view to a mathematician or a linguist…”


“And I am continually being reminded that science and technology need to think more about ethics…” said Hugo.


“Well that is why we are gathered together here on this mountaintop – not separated from each other in all our specialisms, in all our different institutions,” said the philosopher. “Let us invite whoever wants to join us to come and tell their stories…”


“I agree!” cried Julia, celebrating this turn in the conversation. “Do let’s get others to come along and join us. The more the merrier!”


The first one they invited was Ivan, a mathematician. An observant, thoughtful fellow, he had seen the other three in deep conversation as they had walked through one of the function rooms and had enquired what they had been discussing. On being invited to share his thoughts about his own specialism, he was firstly very apologetic.


“Most persons’ first reaction to hearing that I study mathematics is horror, then feigned ignorance, then they change the subject!” he said. “I think most people are turned off at school. They think it is too difficult for anyone except boring eggheads…”


“I know how they feel,” grimaced Julia.


“But you don’t consider yourself boring, though, do you?” asked Ana Maria.


“Of course not. Or rather, I hope not!”


“Can mathematics lead to Truth?” asked David.


“Listening to you speak, I suppose I would say that it is one way,” said the mathematician. “It has the purity of abstraction. Take number – the building block of mathematics. No two items that we can see in the real world are ever identical: one apple is never exactly identical to another apple, for example. But we can abstract from a basket of apples the concept of number – so we can count them: one, two, three, four etc. From there we can conjure up relations, equations and predictions that lead us into purely abstract dimensions…the parameters of other worlds. My story is about that…”










Chapter 1


Mathematics: Shadows: A Hyper-story


Point was pleased with herself.


She was important. She was unique. All around and about her gaped vacant, featureless space and she knew that the only thing that really existed was herself. Wow!


What can you say about nothingness?


Nothing.


Also: Something is infinitely better.


Point was something. She had Location. A point in space. When all else is empty and anchorless, was not that something to be pleased about?


Yes.


She breathed confidently. Fixed. Certain. A point of reference and contrast in the surrounding vacuum.


But then…somehow…deep within her…uneasiness moved.


Was there something…missing?


Point could not have had the conceptual framework to describe it, but – in examining the parameters of her entire being – she found the faint Shadow of awareness that dimension was in some way out there. And she did not know what that was.


Dimension? Did it exist? Where? How?


Was she just a pointer to some other reality? A tiny speck in space that hinted at some altogether greater existence?


Point’s anxiety slowly grew and grew, but no matter how desperate her search she could not discover any further trace of it in her universe…just the overwhelming frustration of her own limitedness.


She could not be pleased any more.


Line smiled: poor Point. If she could only have looked into herself a little more penetratingly she would have seen her own thoughts stretching away into that all-important dimension.


Length. Lovely, breathtaking, infinitely-long length.


Whooosh!


Line could go on and on. And when he had finished that he could just as easily come all the way back again. What dimension!


Point could not see it but she herself was that Shadow of one-dimensional Line. How ironic. Line smiled again. He drew himself out of a single dot and soared away in a slim pencil-line to eternity.


And then he stopped.


Self-satisfaction slowly faded.


What if…what if Line was the shadow of something else in turn? Another dimension? Could there be such a reality?


Line tried to conceive of such a thing. Where should he look? Out There somewhere? He raced up to one end: anything further? No. Doubling back he looked out in the other direction. No help there either. Where else? There was not anywhere else! Line dashed up and down again. Zoom. Zoom. All the way to infinity and back again but there was nothing else in his entire world. No matter how hard he looked, length gave no clue to any other dimension.


What a joke! How blinkered can you get? Screaming from one extreme to the other when all he had to do was stop and look around.


Triangle snorted: Huh! She had no patience for stunted intellects like that.


What can you say to uni-dimensional beings who have no concept of Height and Area? How can you begin to explain the immense variety of creations that exist in two-dimensional space? Everything from triangles to polygons; not to mention all those beautiful curves. And yet to unseeing, uncomprehending Line the whole host of wonderful and endlessly-variant two-dimensional shapes all had the same one-dimensional shadow. What mind-crippling ignorance!


Triangle stretched. She pushed out an apex further and further; experimenting with Height. Up, up, and then smugly, narcissistically, she slowly…curved. Was not that wonderful? She lay there now coolly arching round into a crescent. Another twist and her area changed: she metamorphosed into a circle. She went on and on: snaking and twisting and creating: stars, zigzags, loops, ovals, squares and eventually, smilingly, back to being Triangle again. At last she rested.


And then…


It started.


The doubt. The insecurity. The faint suspicion.


Perhaps there was something else. Was she the Shadow of something more?


Triangle moved once more: this time searchingly. First the three sides of her own figure. Then beyond – North, South, East and West; so much flat space to move in.


Yet she knew, she knew, that somehow it was hopeless. Whatever it was that was Out There was beyond her…


Joe Pyramid yawned, thrust out an arm and woke up. What a crazy dream!


He decided that he had been working too hard. Studying for maths classes had gone far enough – it was time to rest up a little. It seemed ages now that he had been struggling with this particular assignment and the longer he worked on it the further it appeared to be getting away from him. The last time he had opened his mouth in class everyone had laughed at him.


Joe groaned inwardly and hauled himself up into the day. He resolved not to think about anything for a while.


But it did not work. All the arguments he had got into about light speed and the distant reaches of the universe had really annoyed him and now they would not leave him alone. Over breakfast, all the way through toast and tea, he could not shake his head free from foggy notions of relativity…


If the speed of light was The Limit, then man’s ability to reach out into space was destined to be pitiful. A whole lifetime’s endeavour could not take you further than seventy or eighty light years distant, Joe surmised. And that was simply nowhere in terms of the staggering distances involved in the universe.


What about all those galaxies out there? Billions of light years distant and racing ever further away while he thought about them. Did it mean we could never reach them; never find out where they were going; never know what was Beyond?


Joe could not accept that. There just had to be a way of breaking out of the confines of this frustratingly three-dimensional existence. There had to be a way of travelling faster than the speed of light.


Damn it all, Joe concluded. At present all we know about the farthest stars is what existed in their space billions of years ago – it has taken all that time for their light to reach us. In the meanwhile, where are they now?


Gloomily fumbling over such mental conundrums, Joe was suddenly brought up short. He coughed explosively. Very real three-dimensional toast crumbs were at that moment still trying to decide whether it was Joe’s oesophagus or his windpipe that they were supposed to be entering.


A final cough and Joe got up and left the breakfast table. He staggered into the kitchen for a glass of cold water. Sipping and spluttering he found his mind still refused to be distracted by the mere mechanical disorders of its biological support system.


What about another way of looking at things? Stop racing around deep space trying to get someplace: length, height and depth cannot lead anywhere else. Where was the missing dimension?


Shadows. Everything in the universe that can be perceived is simply the shadow of some extra-dimensional reality. How to get there: that was the essence of the problem.


It was a paradox of simplicity and impossibility.


A point cannot see itself as the trace of a one-dimensional line. A line cannot see itself as the shadow of some two-dimensional triangle. And a triangle can search all over the flat plane without ever being able to conceive of the pyramid which soars above it. By mathematical definition, each figure is locked into its own dimensional space and cannot get out of it.


So Joe Pyramid could not see the fourth-dimensional projection of his own volume into some form of hyper-creature.


Just whose shadow was he standing in??


But he was close.


He had learned.


The answer was not Out There on the fringes of some galaxy.


Where was the missing dimension, of which Joe’s universe was only a faint shadow? Somewhere all around him, all the time?


In Time he would get it…


She was there, of course. She had been there all along. Watching, smiling knowingly at him. Poor Joe Pyramid.


Joe wrote the day off. It was no good. He would be better going back to bed, getting some decent sleep and starting all over again when his head was properly ready for it. He sloped off back to his bedroom, climbed between the covers, turned over and closed his eyes…


His thoughts flew out – unstoppable – to those damned distant galaxies. There they were: charging away from him close to the speed of light. They blinked and twinkled infuriatingly at him in his mind’s eye: catch us if you can, they said.


And then…
And then…
He saw!


He was there! He was looking at those stars right now! His thoughts had flown faster than the speed of light. He had broken clean out of his three-dimensional chamber! He had conquered Time. Joe Hyper-pyramid.


What was necessary – he understood – was to unfold his mind and take it out of the confines of his body and its uni-volume world. Turn himself inside out.


It was dead simple, when you knew how.


It could not be done, of course, by charging around in three-dimensional space allegedly ‘awake’. How ironic! Joe kept his eyes firmly closed to ‘reality’ and took that long and troublesome journey inward. And outward.


Time stopped. She welcomed him. All the galaxies of worry in Joe’s three-dimensional world ceased racing away from him.


Time gave him just a glimpse of the mind-expanding hyper-realities that had lain hidden, a world away, beyond his blinkered gaze.


But he could not hold it. He found himself slipping back…folding-in on himself…back into his regular 3-D existence…with its stale toast and cold tea.


Time let him go. She knew he belonged there – a Pyramid.


Instead, Time moved on and addressed herself to her own hyper-reality. There was something that was worrying her; she did not want to waste her efforts on the impossibility of liberating her shadow, Joe Pyramid, from its limited confines.


What really bothered her was the suspicion that Some Other Dimension existed just beyond her grasp and she…


could not…


quite…


reach it…


END


“Wow!” said Ana Maria. “I like that. You can see into other dimensions…That is really mind-bending.”


“Yes,” said Ivan, bashfully. “We can calculate their properties quite easily; we can conceptualise them, though of course we cannot actually see them in our three-dimensional world…”


“But you have given us an insight into your world; you have shown us one direction where mathematics can lead us,” said the philosopher. “Thank you for that. Now stay with us while we pursue other subjects, other disciplines, and see where they can take us also.”


“Yes – I’d like to know where Art can lead us,” said Hugo. “Ana Maria – can you tell us something about that?”


“If you do, please excuse me for a moment while I take this call,” said Julia, waving her mobile at the others. There was in fact no call but she was desperate to escape from the deepening conversation.


“Come on Ana Maria – help us out,” said the mathematician. “What makes a great work of art or literature, and can fiction communicate Truth?


“Why yes! Art is the response to the creative instinct: an instinct that we all carry within us but which needs to be nurtured. It is the urge to communicate the truth we find all around us and within us. It is our reaction to something or some person that inspires us.”


“But what do you think makes a classic, a great work of art or literature?” asked Hugo. “Is it the passage of time? The opinion of experts? Universal appeal? I’ve puzzled over that for a long time…”


“I used to think it was some unique skill…that only the Shakespeares, Beethovens and Rembrandts possessed,” Ana Maria responded, “but of course now we see all sorts of conceptual art – modern art – that conveys only an idea, which I guess is its main claim to be considered as art. It can be shocking, depressing, humorous, whatever.”


“And what is great art? I guess it is a matter of opinion,” she continued. “What turns me on may be different to what you consider great art. But the passage of time and the judgement of society – critics and others – determines whether any work of art becomes famous or not. Van Gogh died penniless and ignored but his paintings are world famous and of enormous value today. Artists are very lucky if they are recognised in their own lifetime. Let me tell you a story about that…”










Chapter 2


English Literature: The Student’s Tale


It was a slate grey, rain dull day in Durham. Heavy, moisture-laden clouds cloaked the soaring towers of the city’s Norman cathedral and muffled the chimes of its massive bells as they tolled the hour.


The bowed figure of Professor James Allsop, learned authority on medieval English literature, hurried along, trying to pick his way between numerous serpentine rivulets that were coursing down the cobbled streets en route to the river. He had much on his mind.


It was not just that undergraduate student numbers were growing each year faster than the number of staff appointments, or even that postgraduate students seemed to need more teaching these days; but that on top of all this, the demands of administration, of manning committees, of writing reports and monitoring performance in all activities seemed increasingly time-consuming. As a result, quality research time for the English department seemed to be getting squeezed out. Yet it was on his department’s research reputation that everything depended: if they scored below what was expected in the next assessment they would lose income, thus staff and thereby future research capacity. How could this vicious circle be squared?


If only his postgraduate students were a more inspiring company! This year’s lot seemed a pretty insipid bunch and the applications for next year were a joke. He had only last week thrown an application in the bin – a quick glance had shown it to consist of inarticulate gibberish. Maybe the applicant had thought that inconsistent spelling and grammar were de rigueur in medieval studies? Where oh where was he going to find and publish the paper that would make the world sit up and take note of his department?


Professor Allsop paused to allow a car go splashing by, then he crossed wearily to climb the steep, narrow roadway that led up to the damp, ochre walls of Durham Castle. There were no immediate answers to the problems he mused over. For the time being he had to put these thoughts out of his mind. A glance at his watch showed him he still had fifteen minutes to make it to the formal meal at University College.


Allsop sat three-quarters of the way along High Table and cast a disapproving eye over the numbers of undergraduates eating below him.


“Too noisy!” he grumbled to his neighbour. “Every term they get more boisterous. The Master ought to do something about it.”


“Come, come, James,” replied Dr Geoffrey Clark, senior lecturer in Law. “They’ve just got back from their Christmas vacation and no doubt they all have a lot to talk about.”


“Yes, maybe you’re right,” sighed Allsop. “Forgive me but I’m all out of sorts at present. It’s this damn research assessment that’s got me wound up. I wonder how other departments cope with it.”


“Much as we all do, I suppose,” nodded Clark in sympathy. “A lot of worrying, soul-searching and scrabbling around to catch the best people. It is not easy for any of us these days, though I must say Physics seem to be very smug of late. They’ve somehow managed to get it all taped.”


“Oh? What’s their secret?”


“Blowed if I know, actually. It’s all the talk up at Grey College, however. One of our secretaries is married to a research assistant on the Science site and he lunches at Grey. The whisper coming back is they’re on to a real breakthrough.”


“Humph!! Don’t tell me they’ve been given a load of government money to build atom smashers or something…”


“No, it’s not that. I don’t think they’ve won any great research grant as yet. I’ve got the impression they’ve found a way to recruit new researchers that is absolutely unique.”


“Well they’re doing better than I can, if that is the case. I seem to get nothing but dullards or hopeless romantics. I don’t suppose it would do any good to ask them – Physics are such an impenetrable lot – but I wonder if they’ve got any useful ideas for the rest of us?”


“Well you might go up to Grey and ask. Certainly going to the Physics department will be a waste of time – they’re all on a different planet there – but a number of them come down to Earth long enough to eat at Grey, by all accounts. Give Vincent a ring and work yourself an invite to their next formal.”


“Mmmm. Thanks for the tip. If I get a break from all these students one day, I’ll get round to it…” Professor James Allsop turned his attention back to his meal.


The ambitious notion of trying to communicate with physicists was forgotten for the time being as the English department buzzed with the activity of a new academic term. What with lectures, tutorials, meetings and running around in administrative circles, Professor Allsop might have entirely forgotten his conversation at Castle – if it had not been for a smart brown envelope that appeared unannounced in his in-tray one morning. Slicing open the envelope it revealed an invitation to attend a private viewing of an art exhibition at Grey College. The date set was in February – two weeks away on a Thursday evening, and it was to include a formal meal. He decided to call the college to investigate.


“Hello, Vincent, this is James Allsop – English.”


“Oh yes, James. What can I do for you?” Vincent Wyatt, the Master of Grey College, had met him a number of times.


“I’ve just received your invitation to the art exhibition, old boy. Many thanks and all that. I thought I might come along.”


“Fine, fine. You’d be very welcome. There have been quite a number already confirmed so I’ll add your name to the list. We’re arranging this private viewing – mostly Scottish landscapes, y’know – before they all go down to art galleries in London. I hope you’ll enjoy the occasion.”


“I hope so too – it’s a little while since I’ve been to Grey so it’s time I renewed acquaintances…I say, Vincent…” Allsop hesitated a little, “you don’t know if you’ve got many from Physics turning up, by any chance?”


“Well, no, it’s not normally their thing, you understand. Apart from a couple of resident postgrads who’ll you’ll meet at dinner we’ve got none that I know of attending the viewing…Any reason you ask?”


“No, no, not really. It’s just that a couple of chaps were recommended to me. I really must meet them some time.”


“Yes, yes, of course. Well, I’ll be pleased to introduce you to our residents and any more that might come on the day. All sorts of people will be turning up, I can assure you of that. So: Thursday week…I look forward to seeing you then, OK?”


Allsop thanked his host and hung up. He did not think it would come to anything but 19th century Scottish landscapes were as good an excuse as any to dine at Grey’s and widen his social circle.


Grey College stands high on the southern flank of Durham, facing the medieval heart of the city like an old coaching inn on the London Road. As Professor Allsop climbed the hill from the river, the college rose up before him, its central house silhouetted against the evening sky, dark and mysterious, the distant floodlit cathedral reflected eerily in its tall, curtained windows. The wind howled. The clouds above swirled and fought each other and tore themselves into rags. Cold, clinging mists seemed to sweep across the hillside, spilling around the student residences – each an isolated hulk anchored alone in the failing light.


The main entrance hall of the college was huge, silent and empty. Shadows flickered coldly in the low light and a door creaked in the icy breeze that filtered through the building. This cannot be right! Allsop wondered where he should be. Hearing a murmur of noise, he reached a door back and looked down a long, dark, funeral corridor to a pool of brightness and activity at the other end. That looked more like it. Still cold, he gathered his coat about him and strode purposefully towards the light, his footsteps echoing as he went.


As Allsop moved along, the buzz of interaction ahead pulling him in like a bee to a hive, he found himself hurrying to get out of this dark, sombre passageway. The pool of light grew bigger and bigger but – wait a minute – this did not look like a reception for visitors to an art gallery. The noise grew and he began to hear laughter and shouting and the jangled chords of unrecognisable music.


Suddenly a scrum of bodies came bowling out of a doorway on his left and spilled all over him. He bounced into the opposite wall, fending off a sprawling figure as he tried to regain his balance. The heady smell of beer filled the corridor.


“Ooof!…Sorry…gerroff!” A dishevelled young man, his hair slightly better groomed than a haystack, tried to disentangle himself from the melee and make amends to this newcomer he had so rudely ambushed.


“Really…Ha! Ha! Ha!…Very bad show…Oh leave me alone, you animals!” The student dusted himself down, pulled his jacket straight and made an effort to distance himself from the two other buffalos who, grinning and pushing each other, hurried back into the Junior Common Room bar.


“Do you make a habit of crashing out here and rugby tackling anyone passing by?” Allsop enquired acidly. He was not a big man and this assault had shaken his poise and authority.


“Ah! Only if it’s a cold night and I need a little exercise to warm me up…” the student replied with a glitter in his eye. “We don’t get too many new faces round here so they are fair game…”


Professor Allsop drew himself up in response to this threat and cleared his throat: “Harruumph! I am looking for the art exhibition in this College. I seem to have lost my way…” He was anxious to restore some dignity to the occasion


The student took his arm and steered him further down the corridor. “Wrong building, my dear sir. Let me show you the way, it’s the least I can do…” He fixed his companion with a beery grin, his eyes still twinkling amusedly.


James Allsop was distinctly uncomfortable at having a large student – apparently as sensitive as a rhinoceros at a tea party – drag him off into the night but, despite his protests, he lost control of the situation. He found himself thrust out into the dark and cold again, his companion keeping up a stream of chatter.


“I know an artist – brilliant fellow – paints all storms and skies. Talked to him only last week, but he won’t come to anything like this. Too shy of the public, you see.


“Well it’s understandable, I brought him up here out of his normal surroundings and it shook him rigid. Nervous types, artists – Whoa! Mind that step. Bit of an obstacle course coming up here in the night!”


Allsop almost fell up the pathway rising out of the mist in front of him. He just managed to prevent himself from cursing out loud.


“William Turner, d’you know his work? Done a fair bit ’round here you know. Well of course his early stuff was pretty conventional but when I showed him what some of those Impressionists had done he got really excited. Started experimenting with light, wind, rain and all sorts of atmospherics. Painted castles in the air…Ha! Ha! Ha! Well – here we are. The art exhibition should be in here somewhere…”


They had crossed a damp swathe of grass to arrive at a large, oaken door in the next building. Through a small, opaque square of glass set at head height a number of figures could be seen moving about inside. The student seized the door handle.


“Bugger! It’s locked! ’Fraid we’ve come to this building from the wrong side so there’s nothing for it but to traipse round to the front and go in the main entrance. OK?”


Allsop was once more propelled out into the night. Now thoroughly disorientated, he was adrift like a rudderless ship with a crazed captain at the helm. What was this madman talking about? Where was he taking him now?


The older professor and his self-appointed guide stumbled around the back of a long, four-storey building that marked the eastern limit of the college grounds as it fetched up against the wooded hillside. There was a very dark tunnel here between the brickwork on one side and the overhanging trees on the other. Allsop was steered relentlessly into this black hole.


“Yep, I’ve met some interesting people here in Durham – all down to my work in inter-temporal energy exchange. Physics, that is. What department are you in?”


Professor Allsop was now in almost total darkness in unknown surroundings, being talked to by a complete stranger who he could not see. Even his own voice, coming back to him strained and disembodied in the gloom, seemed unrecognisably foreign:


“Ah…English…down by the riverside…”


“Oh yes. I’ve only met a few in that field. Shakespeare, of course. And Chaucer – he’s a great character. Bundle of laughs. Now there’s a man I could take into the bar…if only they didn’t keep throwing me out of it…ha, ha, ha! Mind you, how do you manage the language? Bit difficult, eh? Last time I went out with him I told people he came from this remote part of Norway. Dead easy. We all got by with body language and a lot of laughs. Yeah, Geoffrey Chaucer…love’s our beer, did you know that?”


Who was this drunken maniac by his side? Still fumbling along in the blackness, Professor Allsop could not believe what was happening. Is this character trying to lecture me on my own subject? Am I not one of the world’s experts on Chaucer? Am I? Where am I? Maybe these were all disjointed episodes from some hallucinatory nightmare? He tried to reassert his grip on reality:


“My dear fellow, what do you mean? Are you insinuating that Chaucer was some kind of beer-swilling student like yourself? This seems to be a case of transference ad absurdum…”


His companion came to an abrupt halt and, tightening his grip on his arm, forced Allsop to stop also. The haystack-topped head came looming round in the dark – evidently glaring at the slighter man.


“Are you trying to be funny? Think I don’t know what I’m talking about? I’ve spent years on my research and I know these people, I can tell you…”


Allsop’s head began to spin. This was not happening. He wasn’t here at all. Here was one of the country’s experts on medieval English who had spent some thirty years publishing authoritative works on Chaucer being confronted by a physics student who was telling him he knew more about England’s greatest medieval poet than he did. Worse, he was beginning to believe it!


Allsop nervously rallied: “Ahem! I mean no offence…You have me at a disadvantage since I do not know who you are, but I assure you I know Chaucer’s work better than almost anyone…I am the professor of medieval English literature in this university. You are not an English scholar are you? Doing research in Physics? Who are you?”


His determined companion, still holding him fast both by a tight hand and a piercing eye, ignored the question and launched into another soliloquy: “I don’t mean his works! I don’t know his works! I haven’t got the time nor the inclination to read what he’s written. I mean the man. I know the man! What he looks like, what he sounds like, what he smells like – farts an’ all!! Do you know that, Mr Professor? I bet you don’t. I bet you know bugger all about the man – whether he’s good company or not, what he drinks, which women he fancies…whatever. Actually, he fancies Claudia Morales – third year blonde in Modern Languages…Her room’s just above us now, but you can’t see it cos the light’s out. Bet old Geoffrey’d like to be in there! Ha! Ha! Ha!”


The walking haystack lurched off again, grinning to himself now and hauling his poor, bemused partner after him.


“Come on! We can’t stop here in the dark! Too bloody cold!”


The two men reached the end of the long, dark pathway and rounded the corner of the building to a grassy bank, thankfully illuminated by a light above a doorway. The younger man stopped again, his face cracked by an alcoholic leer:


“Look! You haven’t got a clue what I’m talking about. Admit it! I’m right, aren’t I? Not surprising when half my department don’t know and the other half are paranoid about keeping it all hushed up. I’ll let you into my little secret, shall I? D’y’know how I know all these people? How I’ve met ’em? Inter-temporal energy exchange, that’s how. I programme my computer to go search for ’em, then I pull them in here. Bit of a shock at first it is, though some come round faster than others. I tell ’em: look – it’s all to do with energy. You can’t destroy it; it never disappears; it just converts from one form to another. Rearrange the molecules from one space and time to another. A straight swap – easy as that. Actually they don’t need to understand it – any more than I know how ducks lay eggs. Old da Vinci cottoned-on quicker than any. Clever bugger, he is. That’s what made the penny drop – should’ve realised earlier – what a way to push back the frontiers, eh? Converse with the best brains in history! Tremendous! C’mon, I’ll show you…”


Ignoring Allsop’s feeble protestations, the student held open the door behind him and indicated that they should both enter. It offered light, warmth and a refuge from the night.


“Come on…the art exhibition is in here!” he said with impatience.


The younger man led the way down a corridor, keeping up his nonstop commentary all the time. Allsop by now had given up all autonomy and dutifully followed, as if in a dream.


“See these? All student rooms,” he waved an arm at a couple of doors with posters and odd drawings and notices pinned on them, “bloody obvious with all this junk, but we gotta go this way to the conference rooms below.”


They reached a stairway and descended one flight. “Look, see that picture there? Gimme a second and I’ll show you an art exhibition!”


At the bottom of the stairwell was a large, framed print of Durham Castle and Cathedral, hanging on the wall opposite. The student paused in front of it and delved deep into his jacket pocket. He fished out what looked like a cross between a portable telephone and mini-computer, flipped open a panel and started pressing buttons. Holding the gadget up close to the picture frame he turned his head and grinned at Allsop.


“Now watch this!” he said.


The gadget beeped. Allsop’s eyes nearly jerked out of his head. The picture in front of him seemed first of all to glow in brilliant colour, then it flashed on and off several times, as if caught in some strobe light. Then it vanished.


“Huh!!?” Allsop goggled, disbelievingly.


“Take a look behind you,” his companion directed.


He did not want to. Professor James Allsop, distinguished member of the English faculty and a recognised authority to whom many deferred in this university, had been reduced to a mumbling wreck too frightened to take a step back and glance over his shoulder. But he had to. The command was irresistible.


“Augh!” Allsop jumped in spite of himself. The picture of Durham was lying at the foot of the stairs behind him.


“Ha! Ha! Ha! Like I said: bit of a shock the first time it happens, isn’t it?” The student chortled insanely. “Now d’y’believe me? O’course, this is just a simple move in space but in principle shifting matter through time isn’t much different. Once I’d moved a bit of furniture around like this I got to work on the inter-temporal exchange. With that perfected, I played around for ages but you’ve gotta ask yourself – what’s it all for? How can I use it? That’s where da Vinci comes in…”


Allsop was not listening. He walked slowly, gingerly, up to the large picture where it lay, propped up against the wall at the foot of the stairs. He half expected it to jump up and bite him. But it looked perfectly normal – large and heavy, with no strings or anything else attached to it. How on Earth had he done it??


“Watch out!” the other called.


Another beep sounded behind him and Allsop’s incredulous eyes watched the picture glow again with golden light, flash once or twice and – zip! – it seemed to jump back on to the wall, resuming its original position.


“Good…good grief!” his mouth dropped open. “This…this is amazing.”


“No, not really. Pretty small beer, actually. You soon get fed up playing around like this. Moving people through time is much more of a challenge.”


“So…you really have met people…from the past?” Allsop was reluctant to say it out loud as if it were lending credulity to the absurd.


“Lots of times. Yeah: quite natural, when you come to think of it. You’re accustomed to run seminars and conferences with visiting speakers who’ve come great distances across the globe, aren’t you? Why not across time?”


“Why not indeed,” repeated Allsop vacantly. He was ready to believe anything now.


“The payoff has been tremendous, on both sides. Well…ha! ha! ha! most of the time. Lemme show you: let’s go back up to the third floor.”


The student turned to the staircase and started climbing enthusiastically, two steps at a time. The somnambulist followed a little more slowly, deliberately. In a couple of minutes they reached the top floor of the building and then turned left, through double doors, to another corridor of what seemed like student rooms. The younger man stopped at the end of the passage, in front of the last door on the right. The name Henry Bright was scrawled on a square card pinned at head height in the centre of the door. Just beneath it, in bold red capitals, it stated: Radioactive! Danger! Do Not Enter.


“Welcome, my dear sir, to my humble abode!” Henry Bright flourished an arm and bowed low. He then produced a key, opened the door and ushered his older companion into the interior.


The room was quite large – about 15ft by 20ft – painted dull red with a large window opposite and it was tidier than a scrap-metal yard. A computer seemed to be struggling to breathe beneath a pile of documents on the desk below the window. Clothing was strewn all over a bed and most of the floor. Two worn armchairs faced each other in front of the desk and Allsop was directed to sit in one of them.


“Like a coffee?” No answer to this question was expected. “Have a look at some of these drawings while I make it.” Bright pulled out a sheaf of papers from under a pile on his desk and threw them on the other’s lap.


Professor Allsop sat dumbstruck once again with a collection of fascinating sketches spilled out in front of him. They were all made in pencil and crayon and depicted various items such as pieces of a telephone, the components of a radio, a series of drawings of aircraft and automobiles. Apart from a number of quick attempts to capture birds in flight, the majority seemed concerned with labelling how things worked. But what language was this? Not Latin? They all looked somehow familiar – had he not seen works like this before?


“Recognise the style?” Bright asked, whilst bent over a hand basin and washing up some coffee mugs. “I said I’d give you an art exhibition, didn’t I? Old Leonardo spent a couple of days doodling with those. He was full of questions, too. Wouldn’t let me rest much while he was here. Desperate to learn, he was.”


“These are the work of Leonardo da Vinci?” Allsop was beyond amazement – he was now convinced that anything his companion told him must be true. He handled the drawings carefully as if they tingled with electricity. “They must be worth a fortune…”


“No they can’t be. Da Vinci’s portrayals of a telephone? Of car parts? You’d be laughed out of the auction rooms! He can’t take ’em back with him either. I wouldn’t let him. No. But he goes back with the ideas, you see. He goes back knowing men can fly. That makes all the difference. Before he was just another Italian artist. Now he becomes an engineer, inventor, a genius ahead of his time…geddit?”


“You’ve done that? You have given him those ideas…?”


“Well how else was he going to invent a helicopter centuries before they were ever built? Someone had to show him, he could never have seen them for himself, could he?”


“But…but that’s fantastic…you are changing the shape of history!”


“Well no, not actually. We’re just confirming it. The history is already made, but all those inspired advances by men of genius…well they’re easier to understand now, aren’t they? Mind you, I haven’t done much yet. There’s plenty of work left to do an’ I’m racing to do it before others beat me to it…”


“There are others who are doing this as well??”


“Stands to reason, doesn’t it? If I can perfect the mechanism I’m sure that there must be other researchers elsewhere on the brink of achieving the same, if they haven’t done it already. Of course, getting anyone to admit to it is impossible…’specially seeing how it is we have benefitted.”


“We? What do you mean?”


A kettle boiled and Bright splashed water into two mugs of instant coffee.


“Well the Physics department has benefitted, hasn’t it? Call it cross-fertilisation. You wouldn’t believe some of the ideas coming out of this. Einstein alone threw out enough research questions to keep the department busy for a generation and there are many more around like him. The really good brains work well in whatever century they’re placed. It’s fascinating to see it, I can tell you.”


“So that’s it!” Allsop mused, balancing a mug of coffee amongst the papers beside him. “I wondered what it was you people were on to.”
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