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Chapter 1 – The Story So Far...

[image: ]


Time for a brief recap, I feel.

I’m sure you remember that, due to a little miscalculation on my part, I’d ended up blowing myself and my good friend, Kelvin, over a thousand years into the future. We’d been appointed, jointly, to the post of ‘Chief Engineer’, something that didn’t really mean much to us at the time! We’d managed to get ourselves back home, acquiring some good friends and (in my case) a wife along the way!

Things hadn’t exactly continued smoothly, I’d hit a few bumps along the way, which meant that I was now around six weeks into my first minimum-five-year term as World President. I was still finding my feet as World President, but I also needed to spend time ‘at home’. So, having just lived through my second September, I’d returned home to have a first attempt at October, before jumping a thousand years or so forward for a second attempt.

——-
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ALYSSA HAD STAYED WITH us for a few weeks, then asked if she could spend time at the factory with Angela O and the others. Since she’d met Caroline on a few occasions now, I didn’t see any problem with it. Maybe I was a little hurt that she thought she’d be happier at the factory, rather than staying with Urni and me, but I suppose I could see her point!

I’d lived with Simon and Sonia for a few years, and, to be honest, I had felt as if I was imposing on more than one occasion. That was despite being Sonia’s ‘brother’, and being threatened with dire punishment if I even considered leaving! So I understood Alyssa not wanting to impose. It was different when we were all together at the World President’s penthouse, even if Kelvin, Robert and Angela O were spending time in the Engineer’s Penthouse.

——-
[image: ]


WE WERE ALREADY TWO weeks into October. I managed to be only a minute or so late for dinner. The others were already seated, but were waiting for me.

“Sorry!” I said, taking my seat. “So, anything new today?”

I took the serving plate in front of me, mashed potatoes. I served Samantha, and myself, and passed the plate on.

“Actually, there is!” said Alison. “The Head called all the staff for an ‘emergency’ meeting before we left today! OFSTED will be visiting tomorrow!”
“So Operation ‘Coin Snatch’ is go!” I said.
“I’m sorry, John?” said Sonia.

“Operation ‘Coin Snatch’” I said. “The plan to get an ‘outstanding’ OFSTED report so that Penny can make her ex realise that Shilling will be better off attending school with Sharon? Shilling? Coin Snatch? Just me then!”

The other adults had started laughing. Sharon and Samantha had grinned.

“We’ve been on tender hooks for weeks...” said Alison.

“Actually, it’s tenterhooks” I said. “The phrase originates from a frame used to... never mind.”

“Thank you, John!” said Alison. “It was a slip of the tongue, but as a teacher, I should be more careful! We’ve been on tenterhooks for weeks, waiting for the call; but we’re ready!”

“You’ll have to tell us how you get on tomorrow!” I said.

“Actually, they’ve told us that they’ll be with us for two days! They’re giving us a full inspection!” Alison looked excited rather than nervous!

“So you won’t know the results until Thursday?” I asked.

“We won’t know the ‘official’ results for around two to three weeks” said Alison. “I’ll have some idea how my assessment went, and Mrs Forrester will probably let us know the preliminary results on Friday. The report will probably be published, for Penny to show her ex, towards the end of November. Almost an early Christmas present, if everything goes to plan, of course!”

That more or less exhausted my interest in the over-dinner conversation, so I’d concentrated on eating my meal!

——-
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ALISON DIDN’T HAVE much to tell us on Wednesday, but she was buzzing on Thursday! I managed to hold back my questions until we’d all served ourselves and started eating.

“I’m assuming it went well?” I said.

“Well, I don’t know about anybody else yet, but they were very pleased with Polly and me!” said Alison. “They told me that I was the first teacher who’d ever asked them to spend more time in her classroom! I wanted them to see Polly teach a history lesson, but they needed to see me teach for the assessment!”

“So, how did it go? Did they see Polly teach?” I asked.

“It went great! They were very happy with my teaching style, and the ‘support’ I gave my students. They were blown away by Polly! She gave a lesson on Coal Mining. She started with an overview, then picked one, local, mine, giving the history of the first few decades, explaining how the whole family could work down the mine, although in the one she chose, it was usual for only men and boys to do so! Even I learned some things I never knew before! She asked the children to write a story about their working day in the mine. The inspector asked me to put the stories aside for her to see when she came back to see me at the end of the day! She was so impressed! The amount of detail that the children had remembered and incorporated into their stories was so impressive! And the inspector could see that it wasn’t a one-off from the other stories in the children’s exercise books!”

“So, we’re provisionally calling Operation Coin Snatch a success?” I asked.

“Let’s not count our Chickens!” said Alison. “If that isn’t mixing our avian metaphors. We’ll have a better idea when we hear what Mrs Forrester tells us tomorrow!”

“On a separate note, John, you know it’s half term next week, don’t you?” asked Sonia.

“Why would I know it’s half term?” I asked. “It’s been a few years since I was at school. What’s the relevance? Do you need me to keep Samantha and Sharon gainfully employed for a few days?”

“Well, I’m sure they’d like to spend some time with their Uncle John” said Sonia, “if you’re not too busy! But, actually, we were considering inviting Tim and Shilling to spend the weekend again. The question is, which weekend?”

“Well, it’s short notice for Penny if it’s this weekend!” I said. “So I’m assuming you’ve already decided on ‘next’ weekend, and for some reason you want me to suggest it. Why would that be?”

“No particular reason, John” said Sonia, “other than I always like you to be involved in the decision-making process. Especially when the decision affects you, as this one does!”

“But, as I’ve already pointed out, there’s not really a choice here is there? Personally, I might have suggested the weekend after the half term holiday. Isn’t that Saturday 5th November? I was planning on going back to work as World President on Sunday 30th October, so having guests that weekend isn’t ideal! I’m not a great fan of fireworks, I think I’ve been too close to too many explosions to be that keen, not to mention all the recent bullet holes! But I’m sure Robert could arrange a ‘safe’ and spectacular display, which we could probably view from the conservatory? Or maybe you’d prefer to go to the public display on the village green?”

“Hmm” said Sonia. “Actually, I’d sort of overlooked the fact that you’d probably want to go to work! I’d also overlooked the fact that Robert is fireproof! I’m not sure about attending the village firework display, especially since I interpret you as saying you won’t be joining us, if we do!”

“Well, I’d rather not!” I said. “It seems like a bit of a waste of time, when I can get the same effects from a failed experiment!”

“Actually” said Kelvin, “I agree with John. The visual effects of his last failed experiment would take some beating!”

I wasn’t exactly sure if that was a vote of support or a criticism. I mean, maybe Kelvin hadn’t made much money out of our ‘inventing’ a time machine. (Personally, I think ‘discovering’ time travel was probably a better description of what happened!)  I’d managed to add to my personal fortune, but that was more an inadvertent side-effect of the actions of the previous World President, and my need to put right what had gone wrong! I’d also acquired a wife, of course. Even so, I don’t think Kelvin had ‘lost out’ on the deal. He had Methuselah nanobots now, so he’d maintain his ‘boyish good looks’ for several hundred years, at least! Assuming he wanted to, of course.

“I think I need to take your suggestions to Penny and Caroline, and see what suits them!” said Sonia. “I suppose, from a ‘school night’ scenario, this weekend would have been better than next weekend, but as you say, it’s very short notice! Maybe we could invite them to join us from Friday evening this time, rather than wait until half way through Saturday? I’ll talk to them both tomorrow, and see what we come up with!”

——-
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FRIDAY, I MANAGED TO break off work early enough to prepare dinner for the family. We served ourselves as usual. Then I asked the obvious question.

“So, Alison, what did Mrs Forrester have to say for herself today?”

“You won’t believe it!” said Alison. “She said that the OFSTED inspectors were ‘blown away’ by our school, and the parrots!”

“Why wouldn’t I believe that?” I said. “I thought that was the whole plan?”

“I haven’t got to the best bit!” said Alison. “The inspectors singled out three teachers for particular praise! I don’t think you know Miss Inglis, but she’ll be Samantha’s teacher next year. The other two mentioned specifically were Ms Andrews and Miss Hebden!”

“Miss Hebden, hmm, now why does that name seem familiar?” I asked, trying not to grin. “Oh, I remember, didn’t that used to be your name, Sonia?”

“John, stop trying to upset our sister!” said Sonia, grinning. “Congratulations, Alison! You must be feeling so good at the moment!”

“Well, I am, but I realise that they weren’t just congratulating me! They were judging what happened in my classroom. That means that they were congratulating me and Polly together! This isn’t my first OFSTED inspection, but it’s the first time I’ve been called an ‘outstanding’ teacher. The only thing that’s changed is John lending me Polly, so I know where the real congratulations belong!”

“Maybe” I said, “but I thought that there were six other classes, all with parrots, and only three of you were singled out for particular praise! That must indicate that the three of you added something extra to the dynamic! Obviously, Angela is going to shine. Being able to communicate silently with Chalky gives her an unfair advantage when it comes to classroom discipline...”

“That’s true!” said Alison. “The Chief Inspector’s preliminary report said Ms Andrews was the first teacher he honestly believed had eyes in the back of her head! I suspect that might not make it through to the ‘official’ report!”

“... but obviously you and Miss Inglis must have shown something special as well. Maybe you just trust Polly more than the other teachers trust their parrots, but even so, I’ve been told that being prepared to delegate your authority can mean you’re one of the greats!”

“Whilst we’re on the subject of ‘one of the greats’, John” said Sonia, “I spoke to Caroline and Penny about your idea! Penny tells me her ex has already told her that he has ‘plans’ for half-term, so no Shilling; but that does mean that she thinks she can swing your counter-proposal for the weekend of the fifth of November. We’re still trying to firm up on the details, but the plan at the moment is that they’ll join us for dinner on Friday the fourth, and leave us on Sunday the sixth!”

“OK, so Kelvin and I will be heading back to the start of October next weekend. We’ll see you a few minutes later, and confirm the plans for the following weekend” I said.

“I’m happy enough with that, John” said Kelvin. “To be honest, despite the new guy being a bit of a slave-driver, I’m finding this World President to be far easier to work for than the last two! With Marie-Anne, I was never one-hundred-percent sure what was expected of me; and with the last guy, I got the feeling it didn’t really matter what I did. This new guy holds your feet to the fire, but he seems to know his stuff...” Kelvin was grinning.

“Personally, I think the new guy is a bit of a pussy-cat!” I said. “I think the problem is that, in the past, becoming World President has been the objective, rather than being World President. The new guy has jumped the tracks a little by skipping both objectives and concentrating on not being World President for any longer than is absolutely necessary!”

“I see the new chap as less of a pussy-cat, more a mouse!” said Urni. “But he’s my mouse! And I think he’s proving to be very good at the job! I think, once he starts to realise how much good he is doing, he might even start to enjoy himself!”

“Based on the reports I’m getting from our Engineers, I think I agree with both of you” said Kelvin. “They have a lot more experience of new World Presidents than I do, and they all seem to think that this new one is something special! They all tell me it’s so unusual for a World President to actually listen and understand the implications of the Engineer’s reports, but they’re saying their friends in the other divisions are saying the same thing about their reports!”

“That doesn’t make any sense!” I said. “Surely the previous World Presidents must have known something about something?”

“Not necessarily, John” said Sonia. “If you’re correct about becoming World President being the objective, then they probably wouldn’t specialise in anything, other than, perhaps, Politics. Marie-Anne served twenty-five years, so she must have done something right, but look at her circumstances. Her father was obviously an excellent Scientist, even before he was appointed to ‘Chief’. Her mother was appointed to a second twenty-five-year term after killing her nanobots. I’m assuming that is quite unusual?”

“It’s unprecedented!” said Urni. “There were special circumstances. Rose wanted to have a family. The window to do so was restricted because Avan hadn’t been injected with his Methuselah nanobots. She chose to sacrifice herself to her family. I believe she had intended to retire from public life. Only a handful of World Presidents are re-elected for a second twenty-five-year term. The enforced ten-year break is designed to give the general public a degree of perspective. Usually, as Marie-Anne suggested, there are several excellent candidates available at the end of a World President’s twenty-five-year term. If they elect the ‘right’ candidate, then by the time the previous World President can stand for re-election, the general public have all but forgotten them!”

“So Marie-Anne had a father to coach her in the Science arena, and a mother to coach her in Politics. I get the impression, having spoken to her on the subject, that her ‘natural’ talent would have led her to a career in the ‘Economics’ division” said Sonia. “As I think you are aware, she’s not a particularly talented engineer, despite having worked for a number of years in the division. But, instead of concentrating on a career in Economics, which would probably have stalled at head or deputy head of department, she worked hard to understand ‘Politics’ and to be elected as World President. That was probably the culmination of a lifetime’s ambition, with only a slim chance of re-election, but, from what Urni has told me, the new chap may have changed all that. Firstly, by creating a new post of ‘deputy Chief’ of Politics, making Marie-Anne pretty much equivalent to ‘Chief’. That is not only a help to the current World President, but to any future World President with a ‘non-political’ bias. In fact, it may make the difference between those future World Presidents serving a five-year-term or a twenty-five-year term! I suspect it has also considerably increased Marie-Anne’s chances of being re-elected. I think that may be especially true because the new guy has effectively appointed her as his ‘seat-warmer’. There is a risk that the public are going to see Marie-Anne as the perfect person to fill the post of World-President for the ten-year hiatus before they are allowed to re-elect Saint John!”

I could feel the blood draining from my face. “You don’t really believe that, do you?” I asked.

“Personally, I’m not sure” said Sonia. “But I spoke to an expert, and she firmly believes that is what will happen!”

“Urni?” I asked.

“Not me, John!” replied Urni.

“Marie-Anne is almost certain you’ve guaranteed her re-election for ten years. The only thing she’s not sure about is whether she’ll be able to eke it out to another full twenty-five-year term. With anybody else, she believes it would be impossible, but she suspects that you will make it clear to the general public that you expect to be allowed at least a twenty-five-year break between terms as World President. Marie-Anne believes that, as long as the general public see you as the ‘power behind the throne’, they will allow her to be the titular World President for a second, and potentially a third, twenty-five-year term as World President! She also said that your Whistle-blower referendum gave her another card to play!”

“Really?” I said. “I know she was pleased that I made her appointment as ‘deputy-Chief’ a ‘for life’ appointment, but what is the other card I gave her?”

“If I understand correctly” said Sonia. “In the event of the World President being declared ‘unfit for office’ then the deputy Chief of Politics takes over temporarily, until new elections can be held. However, if the deputy Chief of Politics is World President, then they have to nominate someone to fulfil that role. Marie-Anne believes that by nominating you as her ‘standby’ she will confirm to the general public that you are standing behind her World Presidency.”

“I should perhaps say that if Marie-Anne does manage three twenty-five-year terms, then she will be the first World President to do so!” said Urni. “Even if she only serves for ten years, she could still, potentially, be the first World President to be elected to three separate terms. Of course, that record is likely to be forgotten when John completes his third twenty-five-year term, so I’m sure she’d prefer three full twenty-five-year terms!”

“Erm, minor point” I said, “but I was ‘elected’ as World President roughly eight weeks ago, give or take a week. I’m finding it hard to keep track with all the repeated months! Isn’t it a bit soon to be talking about my first twenty-five-year term, without even considering my third?”

“I know what you mean, John” said Sonia, “but I have taken three additional things into consideration.”

“And they are...?” I asked.

“Number one, you have been elected as World President and it is not possible for you to do a bad job if it is at all possible for you to do the job well. Number two, two experts, Urni and Marie-Anne, both believe that you are rewriting the book on what makes a ‘good’ World President. Number three, from what Urni has told me, you have taken the four Divisions and united them. Your Chiefs are a team. They care about you and they are starting to care about each other. You have made your Chiefs part of your family. If Marie-Anne is elected after you, then it’s likely that family will remain in place. If it does, then I think your re-election is inevitable!”

“Ucl John? If you World President when I grown up, I come and help?” asked Sharon.

“Of course you can, if you want to Sharon” I replied, “but you’ll be busy with your own work by then! Plus, you might have a boyfriend. I’m not sure how he’d feel about you coming to help me every month!”

“He not notice I gone!” said Sharon. “Plus, maybe I bring Shilling with me!”

I exchanged a look with Simon and Sonia. They were both grinning at me!

We all knew it was far too soon to be planning for Sharon’s future, but still, my being Penny F’s many-greats ‘Uncle’ John was an intriguing possibility! I would have thought she would know if many-greats Granny Sharon had been a Civitatai heiress, but maybe many-greats Granny Penny was too hard an act to follow! I presume Urni already knew if or who Sharon married, but I wasn’t sure I actually wanted to find out!

——-
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THE FOLLOWING WEEK was reasonably quiet. I cleared away all my Christmas presents for the family, and spent a few days working on a ‘special project’ with Sharon and Samantha. Oh, OK, I’ll let you in on the secret. We were making Christmas presents for Samantha and Sharon to give to Sonia and Simon. After some discussion, we’d agreed on ‘trinket boxes’. One would have ‘Mommy’ engraved on the lid, and would play a suitably sentimental tune when the lid was opened. The other would have ‘Daddy’ engraved, and played the theme from one of Simon’s favourite films!

I decided we needed to get Robert involved to help us.

Between us, we helped Sharon and Samantha to cut and prepare the wood that would make up the box, then sand it to a satin finish. Robert engraved the lid, and engraved a portrait of Sharon and Samantha onto both the front panels. I had a bit of a brainwave, so Sharon and Samantha ‘signed’ the base of both boxes, and Robert engraved their signatures. I made locks, hinges and chains. I let Sharon and Samantha help with making the ‘music box’ and assemble the clockwork to run it. We designed it so that the key that locked the box could also be used to wind up the music box.

The insides would be lined with a deep blue velvet, with lift out trays for various items.

I helped Samantha make and line the various trays and containers whilst Robert helped Sharon polish the boxes.

We had a little bit of work outstanding at the end of the week, but this was mainly just assembling and fixing the ‘music box’ component into place (and arranging for it to play when the box was opened), and fitting all the trays and containers into place. Even at this stage, the boxes looked beautiful. I knew Sonia would love hers, and I suspected Simon would love his as well, once he opened the lid! I thought that a few Saturday afternoons would probably see the work complete. We had plenty of time before Christmas.
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Chapter 2 – October – Take 2
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Sunday morning, straight after breakfast, Kelvin joined Urni and me in the lab, and we headed off to our other job.

Alyssa, Robert and Angela were waiting to greet us when we arrived.

We’d decided to spend the day in the World President’s penthouse, whilst we drew up our plan of action for this visit.

We’d left home on Sunday 30th October, and arrived on Sunday 29th September. I was planning on heading home on Sunday 3rd November, arriving on Sunday 30th October, a few minutes after we left.

We travelled up together in the lift, I disappeared into my study. Fantasy Secretary Urni was waiting for me.

“OK Urni, is it allowed for me to spend some time studying the current design for the Methuselah nanobot?” I asked.

“I don’t see why not, John” said Urni. “It may be cheating, since you haven’t designed it yet, but you’re on the committee to design the new one, so you definitely need to understand the ‘old’ one.”

I spent a few hours tracing through the circuits.

“Urni, I may be wrong, but can I have a look at the medical nanobots please?”

Urni put up the circuit diagram for me.

I spent another hour checking my theory.

“I thought so, they’re the same!”

“What are you talking about John, the designs are totally different!” Urni tried to superimpose the circuit diagrams of the Methuselah nanobot onto the circuit diagram of the Medical nanobot, colouring one red and the other blue. There was no correlation between the two.

“Urni, let me explain how my signature works. I’d like this classified. You can’t share this information with anybody, except my heirs, or Sharon and Samantha, after my death.”

I spent another hour explaining how I signed the Methuselah nanobot, and how Urni could ‘unpick’ my signature from the design.

“Now, take the signature out, and try again!” I said. The two circuits were identical!

“But how is that possible, John?” said Urni. “We’ve injected medical nanobots into Sharon and Samantha. If we injected the Methuselah nanobots, they wouldn’t grow and develop, but the two designs are the same!”

“Let’s compare and contrast” I said. “Firstly, medical nanobots, Silicon. Methuselah nanobots, Carbon. Secondly, size. Although a Carbon atom is only around twenty percent smaller than a Silicon atom, the Methuselah nanobot is an order of magnitude smaller than the medical nanobot. I can see part of the reason for that. Am I correct in assuming that the Methuselah nanobot uses photons rather than electrons?”

“Yes, John, but I’m not following your reasoning. Photons and electrons are usually considered to be the same size, namely size-less!”

“The Methuselah nanobots can communicate directly with each other using photoreceptors. You can see them here, look. They look to be an evolution of the receptors and emitters I’ve built into my phone screen!”

“Correct, John!”

“Well, look at the equivalent section of the Medical nanobots. It’s using some sort of ‘Wi-Fi’ technology. You can see that there is a similar Wi-Fi circuit built into the Methuselah nanobot, but it’s considerably smaller and lower powered. The Medical nanobots can communicate with each other, and the outside world. The Methuselah nanobots, I’m guessing, co-operate to generate a strong enough signal to be detected outside the body. They communicate with each other using the photoreceptors. I’m guessing that the smaller size is the main factor here, but I suspect the more direct one-to-one communication with nanobots in the immediate vicinity may also play a part!”

“This is going to make improving on the medical nanobots quite dangerous, John!” said Urni. “If we analyse and improve the design of the Methuselah nanobots, and port that back to the medical nanobots, we can’t be sure of the effects in terms of skeletal development or fertility!”

“I don’t think so, Urni!” I said, I was beginning to get that little itch. The one that meant that an idea was trying to fight its way to the surface. “I’m thinking that the trick here is to program the nanobot. So, we inject Methuselah nanobots into children, but they ‘understand’ the difference between ‘growth’ and ‘injury’. For example.” I removed my jumper and shirt. “Do you notice anything Urni?”

“Yum!” said Urni.

“That’s not quite the response I was hoping for, Urni” I said, grinning, “but check your records. Does this look the same as when I was injected with the Methuselah nanobots?”

“Oh, I see what you mean, John” said Urni. “There does appear to be some improved muscle definition. If the Methuselah nanobots are maintaining the body ‘as is’ then developing muscle shouldn’t be possible!”

“Exactly. You’ve been continuing my training Urni. I think the Methuselah nanobots repair ‘damage’ in the same way as the medical nanobots, but they’re better at it. You’ve assumed that I couldn’t develop muscle, so your focus has been on range of movement and speed of reaction. The nanobots have seen ‘healthy’ improvements, and haven’t ‘repaired’ anything. The trick is going to be to teach them the difference between ‘healthy’ changes and ‘unhealthy’ changes. Now, the question is, how will that affect fertility, and the menopause? Are we going to end up with a nanobot that doesn’t care about fertility at all? If so, the population could explode! Alternatively, could we produce a nanobot that can intelligently control the population based on information provided by URNI? Turning fertility on and off automatically?”

“Hmm. That’s an interesting suggestion, John, but how does it differ from your previous suggestion of an ‘optional’ fertility window?”

“It’s possible that it doesn’t, in any real sense” I said. “But I’m thinking it would be an automatic process, controlled by URNI. I can see a number of problems, not least of which is the fact that Women might suddenly become fertile without realising! However! We believe that the current Methuselah nanobot has slowed down the biological clock. We could... No that wouldn’t work... Would it?”

“I don’t know, John. Explain.” Urni asked.

“Well, I’m thinking about ovulation. It occurs naturally once every twenty-eight days or so. What would happen if it occurred naturally once every three years or so?”

“Ahh, I’m with you, John!” said Urni. “A nanobot that slows down ageing and repairs damage, but otherwise, doesn’t interfere. Do you think that’s possible? Would we end up with pregnancies that lasted for thirty years?”

“Well, on the plus side, I don’t think I’d get the female vote when I stand for re-election if it did!” I said. “But no, I’m thinking that the nanobots would understand ‘growth’, so the foetus would grow normally, as would the child, but then things would start to slow down. Maybe some sort of logarithmic thing. So, in the first twenty- to twenty-five years of life, the body would ‘age’ twenty to twenty-five years, but then during the next two-hundred-and-fifty to five-hundred years, you might only age another ten years or so. Then during the next thousand years, maybe you’d age only the equivalent of two to five years.”

“Would you keep your six-pack, John?” Urni asked.

“Interesting question!” I replied. “I’m thinking that the nanobots would need to understand ‘positive’ and ‘negative’ effects. So, fat deposits around the heart or midriff, bad, repair the damage. Muscle development, good, preserve. But the subtlety comes in with ‘body building’. That can involve ‘ripping’ muscle. So, I’m thinking the nanobots would repair that damage. I think this is where my knowledge as an Engineer draws to an end. I need to present these theories to the medics and let them refine them! However, I think it means that what we need is a nanobot midway in size between the current Methuselah nanobot and the medical nanobot. Probably Carbon-based, but large enough that we can fit in the ‘rules’ it needs to work to. Maybe a single nanobot that can subdivide into four or six smaller pieces that work together as a team, then reassemble once the job is done? I can see it in my head, Urni. I don’t know how or why, but I can see it!”

“Do you need to get anything written down, John?” asked Urni. “It’s nearly dinner time!”

“No, we’ve already got everything written down, Urni!” I said. “I don’t understand where the ‘original’ design came from, but that’s all we need. The ‘new’ design is just a co-operative cluster with a rule-set built in. We need to agree on the rule-set, and how the clock will be calibrated for the individual. Also, of course, how nanobots will recalibrate when they enter a foetus. I think there are ‘indicators’ we can use for that, but the medics will be able to advise me. At its crudest, we could just give some sort of ‘reset’ signal to calibrate the nanobot to a certain response type. That would allow us to ‘turn the nanobots off’ to allow the body to age naturally, whilst still allowing repair of physical damage! I’ll find some time to draw up the initial designs this month, then present them to the rest of the committee to refine the software! Of course, we may need additional discussion about contraception options. If women don’t want to risk a one-in-three-years chance of pregnancy, then how do we stop that? Also, am I just creating the conditions for a population explosion? Or are people still going to get bored of life and choose to age naturally?”

“I think you need to formalise your thinking, and present it to the committee!” said Urni. “You’ve got the brains there to look at what you’re proposing and spot any oversights or mistakes!”

“You’re correct, Urni, let’s finish there for today!” I stretched, and headed out for dinner.

“Hck-Hm!” said Urni. I turned around. She nodded at the shirt and jumper sitting on the chair.

“Oh! Why didn’t you say something?” I asked.

“I was enjoying the view!” Urni replied, grinning.

I re-dressed myself and, again, headed out for dinner.

——-
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“WHAT ARE YOU GRINNING at?” asked Kelvin. He was already sitting in his ‘normal’ place at the table.

“Oh, nothing” I replied, still grinning.

“John’s had a good day!” said Urni, choosing that moment to emerge from the kitchen, carrying cutlery and wine glasses.

“Doing what?” asked Kelvin.

“Nothing, actually!” I said. “It was more a case of realising what I, or somebody, has already done!”

“Are you going to explain that remark, or will I have to ask Sonia to extract the information when we get home?” Kelvin grinned.

Angela, Alyssa and Robert emerged from the kitchen, bringing with them our meal. We spent a few minutes passing plates backwards and forwards, and pouring glasses of wine.

I informed Kelvin of what I’d discovered, my conclusions, and my planned next steps.

“So, what you’re saying, basically, is that the first generation nanobots, that were used to save our lives, just magically exist because you will, eventually, show Sharon and Samantha how to make them; something you know how to do because you’ve spent a day studying the details of their design?”

“Yes. Exactly!” I replied.

Kelvin took a large drink of wine.

“Doesn’t that worry you?” he asked.

“Of course!” I said. “But it’s not the first time it’s happened!”

“You’re talking about your ‘vampire-killers’?” Kelvin said, taking another mouthful of his food.

“I am” I said. “To make it even worse, there are some design features common to the Methuselah nanobots and the vampire-killers. It may be that those ‘features’ are common to all nanobots, or all carbon processors. All I know for sure is that the nanobots I’ve seen that I shouldn’t know about have features in common!”

“Just a suggestion, John” said Kelvin, “but maybe it would be an idea for you to work out a design for your toothbrush nanobots, before we all disappear down the paradoxical plughole!”

“Hmm, so you’re suggesting that the toothbrush may be a fundamental element?” I asked.

“I think it may be the keystone from which your empire springs!” said Kelvin.

“You could be right” I said. “It’s probably important for me to come up with at least one nanobot design from the ground up! I need to understand the fundamentals! Otherwise, how am I going to really understand the more advanced stuff?”

We finished our main course.

“So, have we got dessert today?” I asked.

“You’re not usually interested in dessert, John!” said Urni.

“I know, but I thought I’d try to show some interest, just in case...” I replied.

“Well, as it happens, we thought that, since we’re in the World President’s penthouse, maybe we ought to make a dessert that the World President would enjoy” said Alyssa.

“And that is...” I asked.

“You’ll have to be patient, John!” said Angela O, helping Alyssa and Robert to clear away the remains of our dinner.

Alyssa emerged with two dishes, one of which she placed in front of me. It was one of the ‘Tartufo al Limoncello’ we’d enjoyed at our ‘dinner party’ during our last visit. “Thank you, Alyssa!” I said, taking a mouthful. It wasn’t Eton mess, but it was almost as good!

We finished our dessert, and sat back with our coffees.

“So, how will the World Tour work, John?” Kelvin asked.

“I have absolutely no idea, Urni?”

“We’ll do two meetings per day, each in a different venue.” said Urni. “The first one will start at nine-thirty am. The second one will start at two-thirty pm. We’ll do a total of eight meetings, spread over four days. On the Friday, you will host a ‘valedictory’ meeting back here.”

“How on earth can we get... oh!” Urni was grinning at me. “We travel around the World in one of our time machines, don’t we, Urni?” I asked.

“Of course, John! You really should read your own paper at some point. Because of the orbit of the Earth, and its rotation, it doesn’t actually use any energy to move from one part of the world to another. Depending upon which direction you travel in and when you plan to arrive, you can actually end up generating a bit of surplus energy! You have to be careful to ensure you’ve got sufficient spare capacity in the batteries. Alternatively, you can travel the ‘wrong way’ and burn off a little bit of energy.”

“So when are we setting off?” asked Kelvin.

“Well, I thought we’d have a week to settle back in, then set off next Monday” said Urni. “If that’s alright with the World President, of course!”

“It’s fine with me” I said. “I think I’ll stay over here and put some more work in on the nanobot project for at least the first part of the week. I might change my plans later in the week.”

“In that case” said Kelvin, “I’ll head over to Engineering in the morning. I’ll see what the boys and girls are up to, and clear through what I can.

After drinking my coffee, I decided that I needed to write up some notes on my day’s discoveries, for the benefit of the other members of the nanobots committee.

I added the ‘unsigned’ Methuselah nanobot circuit diagram into the shared folder, together with a note explaining what I’d done, why I’d done it, and what I thought it meant. I obviously wasn’t the only person working late, because suddenly, the ‘chat’ was filled with questions. I answered the ones I could, leaving the ones I couldn’t answer for others.

I didn’t really have time to develop my ‘new’ design ideas tonight. I toyed with putting a note together of ‘coming attractions’, but decided it would be better to wait until I could put some substance to the report.

“I think that will do for tonight, Urni” I said. “We’ll pick this up again in the morning!”
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Morning dawned. I was almost eager to get to work, but first there were the more mundane matters of getting dressed, eating breakfast and waving Kelvin on his merry way to engineering. Angela O decided that she’d go with him. Alyssa and Robert decided to stay with me.

I returned to my study, where fantasy secretary Urni was waiting for me.

I reviewed the chat, noting that a lot of additional information had been added since I had last contributed. My team were as concerned as Urni about the implications of a single design for both the Methuselah nanobots and the medical nanobots. I, however, was increasingly beginning to realise that it made everything a lot easier. Whichever way you looked at it, I had to have been involved in the ‘invention’ of the medical nanobots, and the Methuselah nanobots, at some stage. Even if I was just there as ‘Uncle John’, cheering on Samantha and Sharon whilst they worked, I had to have been there; and I hadn’t been there yet! That meant that, whilst we were plotting and planning, I was already fully aware of all the issues we were currently discussing. That implied that, when I started to study things a little more closely, I could well find that all the problems had already been solved! For example, the killer nanobots.

“Urni, who is the inventor of record of the killer nanobots?” I asked.

“You are, John” Urni replied. “Or at least, it’s a Civitatai team project.” I wasn’t surprised.

“Okay. Let me describe to you how they work. They’re a carbon-based nanobot and, when they’re injected into the body, they gradually deactivate all the Methuselah nanobots. They do that using a technique that used to be called ‘port knocking’. I’m sure you already know, Urni, but that used to be a technique to open a closed computer port by sending a set sequence of signals to the port. In the case of the killer nanobots, I’m assuming that they will flash a ‘deactivation’ sequence at the Methuselah nanobots. Knowing what I believe we’re working towards, I suspect that triggers a breaking and reforming of the Methuselah nanobot to form a killer nanobot. Is the killer nanobot signed Urni?”

“Yes, John.”

“OK, remove my signature. You’re looking for one or more areas of the circuit that, when rotated or flipped, match the Methuselah nanobot.”

Urni showed an animation of the killer nanobot being broken down into slices and blocks, then slotted together again to make a perfect match to the Methuselah nanobots!

“John!” said Urni. “Nobody realised!”

“Of course not, Urni” I said. “Because nobody understood my signature! I’m not sure whether I should be pleased that my signature was so effective, or embarrassed that it has caused so many problems!”

“So what’s next?” asked Urni.

“Well, we need to identify the signal that the killer nanobot is using to trigger the transformation. We also need to identify how to trigger the revival sequence.”

“The what now?”

“Urni. It’s me! John! I’m not going to burn my bridges unless I have to!” I was grinning. “There is a way of triggering a reactivation. There’s probably a period of days, or weeks, where the nanobots do nothing but travel round the body flashing a ‘revival sequence’ at anything that moves. Then, when all the killer nanobots have been transformed, the newly activated Methuselah nanobots will get back to work. I don’t know how much of the ageing process they will actively reverse, or whether they will just prevent further ageing. I believe they will try to return the body to the state it was in when they were deactivated; but the menopause may not be reversible, at least, not with the mark one Methuselah nanobots.”

“Are you sure, John?”

“Of course not! I don’t know how any of these nanobots work, but if I did, then that’s what they’d be designed to do! And, since I must have understood them to make them, that is how they work! One thing I should add though, I’m guessing that I may have built in a ‘Bucks Fizz’ clause.”

“You’re doing this deliberately aren’t you, John?” asked Urni. “What is a ‘Bucks Fizz’ clause?”

“You will find that there comes a time for making your mind up!” I said, grinning. “I don’t know how much you, URNI or Urni Prime know about the vampire killers, but I spotted some features in common when I was looking at the Methuselah nanobots. Now I understand why. You can switch the Methuselah nanobots off. You can switch them back on again. You may be able to switch them off and back on again. However, at some point, maybe after the third reactivation, or the fifth reactivation, or the seventh reactivation. Maybe at a ‘random’ point after the first reactivation, deactivating the Methuselah nanobots won’t make them reconfigure to killer nanobots, they will reconfigure to Vampire killers! I suspect I may have made it random. It will happen when you choose to deactivate the Methuselah nanobots, so when you have chosen to age and die. It won’t happen when you choose to reactivate them, when you’ve chosen to live!”

“So, you’re saying you get one deactivation, then you’re playing Russian roulette?” asked Urni.

“Yes, Urni, that is exactly what I’m saying! I told Alison and Kelvin that I’d want them to be able to deactivate the Methuselah nanobots to have children. I’m certain that, if I had the opportunity, I would have designed that in; but I would have recognised the risks, so to discourage people from activating and deactivating the nanobots on a whim, I’d have built in a suicide clause. It’s indiscriminate. It’s not me, or you, saying ‘your time is up’. You’ve chosen your time to start dying. I’ve just built in the possibility that it may happen slightly faster than you intended!”

“So what is the signal to reactivate the Methuselah nanobots?” asked Urni.

I grinned. “Do you know the signal to deactivate them?” I asked.

“No, John” said Urni.

“Well, it should be easy enough to find out!” I said. “We just need to inject one of the nanobot killers into a test tube of Methuselah nanobots and record the flashes! Rather than spelling it out for you, Urni, look at the binary for ‘off, on, URNI and JG’. You also need to consider changing to upper or lower case as possibilities. Display ‘Capitals-O F F’ in ASCII Binary for me please Urni.”

Urni displayed ‘01001111 01000110 01000110 00001010’

“So” I said, “We start in darkness, then we light for a duration of one, dark for a duration of two, light for a duration of four, dark one, light one, dark three, light two, dark two, light one, dark three, light two, dark five, light one dark one light one dark. I’d suggest we then go dark for at least ten, then repeat. I’m thinking I will have kept it simple, so ‘off’, but I may have chosen ‘URNI Off’ and ‘URNI On’ to make it slightly less obvious!”

“John?”

“Yes, Urni?”

“Isn’t this going to give everybody an opportunity to study your Vampire killers?”

“No, Urni.”

“No?”

“No. Has Urni prime told you about how I constructed the Vampire killers? Building them from scratch is possible, if you do it correctly! If you convert a Methuselah nanobot into a Vampire killer, then it is going to be unstable! If it’s in a body, then the first thing it is going to do is start destroying organic material. If there is no organic material in the vicinity, then it is going to self-destruct! All the time it will be flashing a sequence to convert other Methuselah nanobots to Vampire killers. Knowing me like I do, I’m guessing that sequence is ‘Vampire’, but I’m also thinking that may be too obvious, so I may have encrypted it using an XOR with another keyword. I can guess what I would have used, but I’m not going to tell you, because nobody needs to know at this stage!”

“How much of this do you want to put in the shared folder, John?” Urni asked me.

“Everything except the details of my signature, Urni, the team deserves to know!” I said. “This will really take the pressure off! We’ve got a pause button that works, because people won’t know how often they can re-use it! I feel so guilty about Rose Dello! I’m sure that there have been other similar romances. I can’t say she sacrificed her life in vain, but it was an unnecessary sacrifice, and it was my fault!”

“Was it, John?” asked Urni. “What would have happened if all of these facts had been known from the start? The only difference is people know that they have a second chance. They may have a third, fourth or fifth chance, but they can’t be sure. Maybe Rose wouldn’t have waited so long to deactivate her nanobots if she knew she could always reactivate them later? Maybe she’d have met somebody before Avan who would have proven less loving? Maybe deactivating her nanobots to have a child with Avan would have killed her? Some people may choose to reactivate and deactivate the Methuselah nanobots as a form of Euthanasia. Maybe we ought to impose a time limit between injections?”

“Possibly, Urni. We’ll need to see if the Methuselah nanobots reverse any ageing when they are reactivated. If they do, maybe we could say twenty-five years for reactivation and one hundred years for deactivation. If they don’t maybe only five or ten years before allowing reactivation. In any event, I’m guessing we’ll be able to offer anybody who wishes to, the opportunity to reactivate their Methuselah nanobots before the end of the year!”

“How will that work, John?”

“I’m guessing we’ll have to flash an ‘activation sequence’ at the killer nanobots immediately before injecting them. That will then switch them to Methuselah nanobots, but they’ll spend the first few days converting any other killer nanobots that they encounter. So it will be a week after the injection that we start to see what effect it is having!”

“I’ve been studying the Methuselah nanobots and the killer nanobots whilst we’ve been talking, John” said Urni. “I must say, I’m really impressed with your digital signature! You’ve managed to design it so that the signature is still present when the nanobot flips! Now that I know how it works, I can see how you’ve managed to do it! I’m not sure I could have thought up something like that! That’s probably why we were never able to redesign any of your circuits. I could never analyse them properly!”

“Well, keep that part to yourself for the time being, Urni” I said. “It may be useful for you to know how to unpick my signature, but I don’t necessarily want everybody else to know at this stage!”

“Well, I’d suggest this buys you the time you need, John!” said Urni. “Anybody who wishes to can deactivate their nanobots, have a child or two, then reactivate them.”

“Yes” I said. “I can still see the value of the nanobot committee, not least because I need to understand how to build the Methuselah nanobot Mark One; but it seems to me that we may have already achieved all of the short-term goals. Couples can choose to have children, then choose to reactivate their Methuselah nanobots. The next time they deactivate them, they may live out their life to die of old age, or they may die. I’m wondering if that might be quite cruel for a couple who’ve loved each other for over a hundred years, but then, look at Caroline and George. Was that fair? You know, the more I look at it, the more I think I will be right to put in the ‘Bucks Fizz’ clause. The only slight area of confusion is that I have no idea what probability of termination I will have written into the code, or whether I’ve written a counter to increase the probability at each reactivation. If I had to guess, I’d say I’ve probably made it a straight fifty-fifty chance after the first reactivation. I’ll probably need to study the design in much greater detail to find that out for certain. I think, maybe, my digital signature may actually play a part there, so it may be a crucial part of the Methuselah nanobot design, as far as the deactivation and reactivation functions are concerned. More detailed study is required! Fortunately, there are quicker and easier ways to work out the basics of the ‘off’ and ‘on’ switch! I also need to figure out how I’m going to explain all of this to Avan and Marie-Anne. I’ll need to do it before the Chiefs meeting, but maybe not just yet.”

“So, what do you want to do now, John?” Urni asked.

“Well, I think we pass today’s findings through to the committee, and I stop worrying about the Methuselah nanobots for a while. We’ll go on the World Tour, as planned, then, when we come back, possibly the Tuesday of the week following, we’ll have another meeting of the nanobot committee to see how far we’ve got. Then I can possibly include an update in the Chiefs meeting offering an opportunity for those who have chosen to deactivate their Methuselah nanobots to reactivate them if they wish to! I’d like to spend a little time working on the fundamentals of nanobot design, so I may spend some time tinkering with the toothbrush nanobots, but I’m thinking I should probably do that at home, in my time zone. Doing it here, there is too much temptation to cheat!”

“So, what do you want to do for the rest of this week, John?” Urni asked, grinning.

“I suppose I’ll need to act like a World President!” I said. “I’ll work through my paperwork. See if Marie-Anne or Kelvin would like me to attend any meetings. If so, try to arrange them for different days, or at least allow me time to get from one side of the building to the other!”

“OK, John, I’m on it. Meanwhile, do you want to relax until it’s time for dinner?” Urni was grinning.

“I’m not sure, Urni, I know what you mean by ‘relax’, and, to be honest, I don’t usually find it very relaxing! But still, I suppose it would help to clear my mind. At the moment, I can’t think straight for all the nanobot considerations bouncing around my brain!”

I stood stretched, and headed out of my study. Urni was waiting for me. We headed next door to the gym and I got to work!

Urni started off gently, with some nice and simple yoga moves. It didn’t take long before she was upping the pace. To be perfectly honest with you, it wasn’t too bad! It appeared that I’d now reached another plateau, where the exercises Urni was asking me to perform were well within my abilities. I decided to keep that information to myself. I knew what would happen if Urni suspected!

After about an hour of bending and twisting, we moved on to circuit training! Again, the first forty-five minutes were well within my ‘comfort’ range. The last fifteen minutes were slightly more difficult. OK, let’s be honest about this, the last fifteen minutes bordered on straightforward torture, plain and simple. I’d made a mistake in letting Urni know so much about the inner workings of the Methuselah nanobots. She realised it was still possible for me to improve! That meant mindless repetition of exercises I had already mastered wouldn’t cut it anymore. I had to increase the weight, or the resistance, or exercise muscle groups that maybe had been neglected previously! I’m sure it was my imagination, but by the time I finished, even my eyebrows were starting to ache!

Urni suggested I ‘cool down’ and ‘loosen up’ with a ten-kilometre run, prior to a ‘nice, relaxing’ three-kilometre swim! Urni had me swimming four laps front crawl, then switch to butterfly, then breast stroke, then backstroke. Then back to front crawl again. All the while she shouted instructions about ‘mistakes’ in my leg action, or arm action, or what I’d done wrong on the turn. Eventually, she took pity on me. I pulled myself from the pool, showered and dressed. We headed back next door to the penthouse.

Alyssa and Robert had not been idle during our absence. The table was laid ready for dinner. I had a wine glass and water glass next to my plate. There was a jug of iced water on the table, together with a bottle of Prosecco on ice. I poured myself a glass of water, drank it all, poured myself another, and drained half of it.

Tonight was a ‘healthy option’ night. Alyssa brought in a bowl of salad containing slices of roast chicken. I wasn’t complaining. As I think I’ve mentioned before, I actually enjoyed salad, and the salads made in this time zone were a lot more full of flavour than the ones I was used to at home!

Alyssa put three additional wine glasses on the table, one to my right, one to my left, and one opposite to me, where Robert chose to sit. I raised an eyebrow and winced, maybe it wasn’t my imagination!

“We know you don’t like drinking alone John, so I thought we could share the Prosecco with you!” Alyssa said.

I poured glasses for Urni, Alyssa and myself, passed the bottle to Robert, and started eating my salad.

“Urni, I’ve been thinking...” I said.

“I know, John, I was with you whilst you were doing it!” said Urni.

“I don’t mean that. At least, I do, but I’ve been thinking about something else since...” I said.

“OK, John, let’s assume that sentence actually made sense. What have you been thinking?” asked Urni.

“I’ve remembered that you told me that the inventor of the medical nanobots was thirty when they were first released, so I probably have at least twenty-five years wait ahead of me...”

“Close enough, John” said Urni.

“I don’t think I’d be able to ‘contain my enthusiasm’ for twenty-five years, if I had any choice, so I suspect it is going to take me at least that long to work out all the details of the Methuselah nanobots mark one. I suspect we’ll develop the design for the Methuselah nanobot mark two at around the same time. Obviously, the mark one has been ‘tested’ for a thousand years already, so we’re not going to need to worry too much about introducing it. The mark two, however, is going to need extensive testing. People are not going to trust the mark two until it’s proven to be at least as effective as the mark one. In addition, it’s going to need to have a measurable advantage over the mark one. That advantage may be the ability to become pregnant whilst still having active nanobots, or maybe a more defined reactivation regime.”

“I believe that is probably correct, John” said Urni.

“So, there is absolutely no point my struggling to develop the mark one nanobots, knowing that it is going to take me at least twenty years. Kelvin suggested I needed to make my toothbrush nanobots as soon as possible, because they’re probably fundamental to my understanding of everything else!”

“That makes sense” said Urni.

“There’s a couple of ‘points arising’ from that” I said. “Firstly, you’ll note that I may be able to announce our success just before I’m kicked out of office. Unfortunately, the success or otherwise of the mark two will probably become clear around the time people are considering whether to re-elect me!” Urni was grinning. She obviously agreed with my assessment, and wasn’t considering the possibility of the mark two being a disaster! “Secondly, I think we’re going to settle in for the long haul. I’m considering if I should ask Avan to give Paulo his second button and put him in charge of the new medical nanobot division. Or maybe Kelvin and I should offer Paulo his second button, and bring him over to Engineering to work with Tomas? Either way, I thought Paulo demonstrated the strongest insight at the first meeting. His knowledge of animal biology and regeneration techniques may prove more useful than some of the human medics!”

“Well, whilst I agree with your assessment, John, Paulo has only just received his first button, so I suggest you wait for five years or so. I think you spotted the potential of all your committee members before you appointed them to the committee. Other people might see it as ‘favouritism’ if you promote Paulo again so soon. Wait until he’s proved himself to the rest of the committee as well, then everybody will share in his joy, rather than feeling jealous!”

“OK, Urni, I’ll accept your advice on that, and put it on the back burner for now” I said.

I’d finished my first glass of Prosecco, and refilled my glass, offering Urni and Alyssa a top-up at the same time. Alyssa declined. I topped up Urni’s glass.

I finished the rest of my salad.

“Do you want dessert today, John?” asked Alyssa.

“What have we got?” I asked.

“Well...” said Urni, “as you’ve been such a good boy, I think we might be able to find a Tartufo tucked away in the freezer for just such an occasion!”

“Under the circumstances, Urni, I will not complain about you treating me like a five-year-old and will just sit here, holding my spoon, waiting for my dessert to ‘magically’ appear. Thank you Alyssa, I would love dessert today!”

Alyssa laughed, stood, took my plate and used cutlery, and disappeared into the kitchen, returning a few minutes later with a bowl containing my dessert, and a cup of coffee.

“Thank you, Alyssa!” I said, and got down to the important business of eating my dessert.

——-
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THE REST OF THE WEEK went, more or less, as you probably imagine it did. I had meetings with Marie-Anne and the Political Division on Tuesday, and Wednesday morning; then meetings in Engineering on Wednesday afternoon and Thursday. I spent Friday morning having a brief holo-conference with my liaison officers and the Chiefs to go through the itinerary for next week’s world tour. I was a little concerned. I’d told Urni that the Junior World Council was ‘in charge’ and she seemed to have taken that to heart. We had no formal agenda for any of the meetings. We had agreed venues, and agreed start times. There would be a mixture of ‘live’ and ‘holographic’ attendees. I had no real idea how that would work. To be honest, I was nervous. Of course I was nervous! I was planning to spend a whole week meeting strangers!

Friday afternoon was spent interviewing some regional liaison officers. I’d meet many of them in person next week. A few were already involved ‘informally’ due to their children being eager conscripts to the Junior World Council. Some were ‘volunteers’ that Urni had proposed, others were ‘real’ volunteers. Due to the time differences involved, I’d continued the interviews until well after midnight, taking a break for dinner, and another for Urni’s compulsory exercise regime.

Urni expected me to put in at least an hour of exercise every night! That was usually after dinner, so Urni, Robert and I found some time between eating and exercise to discuss the Christmas gifts that we’d be giving to the children attending our Christmas party back at home.

That, of course, got me thinking about Christmas in my current time zone. Apparently, Christmas had more-or-less died out as an important date in the calendar. After all, when there was a shortage of children, there was probably going to be a shortage of Christmas spirit as well. I decided we’d have to do something about that. I didn’t exactly have much idea what, just at the moment, but I’d think of something. Maybe the next week would help?

——-
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I SPENT MOST OF THE weekend making sure I was up to date on all the paperwork before our World Tour.

Kelvin and Angela O joined us in the World President’s penthouse for Sunday lunch. We’d not really eaten many of our meals together during the preceding week, so we had a little bit of a catch-up whilst eating our meal. One of the reasons Kelvin and I had remained friends for so long was that he was quite happy to sit in silence, or talk, without any input from me. If I had anything to say, I could say it. If I didn’t, that was fine too. Sonia was similar, but different. If there was something she wanted to discuss, then we would discuss it. If there was something she wanted to know, then she would ask. Once she’d finished her interrogation, I was allowed to sit in silence, if I wanted to.

——-
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SUNDAY AFTERNOON FOUND me polishing off some more paperwork.

Sunday evening was spent ‘relaxing’ with Urni. Have you heard the expression ‘he could crack walnuts with his eyebrows’? I was beginning to suspect Urni had, and was inspired to aid me in achieving it! When I finally pulled my exhausted body from the pool, I felt ‘relaxed’. I felt so ‘relaxed’ I could hardly walk. Urni decided to let me into another of the secrets of being World President. The room next door to the gym was the World President’s private massage parlour. I was nervous. I was even more nervous when Angela O appeared, insisting I strip and lie face down on the massage table.

I insisted that the swimming trunks I was wearing wouldn’t interfere with Angela’s massage, but she insisted that it was the principal of the thing. I had to be naked!

I tried to escape, but URNI locked the door! I surrendered to the inevitable.

Angela started working on my shoulders, working her way slowly down my back, then each leg and arm in turn. I was on the verge of falling asleep. Finally, she started massaging my glutes! I was awake!

“Angela! What are you doing?” I asked. “Urni, is this appropriate?”

“What’s wrong, John? Aren’t you finding your massage relaxing?” Urni asked.

“Well, I’ll be honest” I said. “The shoulder massage was quite relaxing, and the foot massage was quite interesting as well...”

“I’m trained in reflexology” said Angela. “A proper foot massage can be more effective than a full body massage!”

“...but I’m not sure what Angela is hoping to achieve by massaging my bottom!”

“After all my hard work, aren’t I entitled to enjoy myself?” asked Angela, slipping an oiled hand between my legs.

I levitated off the table and grabbed a nearby towel, wrapping it around my waist. My face was, of course bright red. Angela and Urni were both laughing!
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Chapter 4 – The World Tour
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We’d eaten breakfast early on Monday. We’d agreed that the World Tour would be an ‘informal’ visit to the Junior World Council, so I was wearing my ‘normal’ sky blue top and black trousers. Kelvin was wearing a scarlet top and black trousers. We headed down to the ‘garage’.

Urni and Alyssa were travelling with us. They led the way to a large chamfered cube. There were eighteen faces, six square and twelve hexagonal If I was counting correctly, that meant thirty-two vertices. The base was hexagonal, and there was an opening in one of the other hexagonal faces. The rest of my liaison officers were waiting nearby, and Susan, Avan and Marie-Anne arrived at almost the same time as I did.

“Thank you all for coming” I said. “I hope I haven’t kept you waiting too long?”

“You’re bang on time, John!” said Marie-Anne, “lead the way!”

I entered the ship. There was a hexagonal core, with a seat affixed to each face. Facing those seats were another two seats. There were also six ladders rising from the floor and disappearing through a false ceiling about halfway to the full height of the cube. I climbed one of the ladders. There was a similar seating arrangement on the second floor. So, this time machine was a thirty-six-seater!

There were twenty-three liaison officers, four Chiefs (including Marie-Anne) one World President, Urni and Alyssa, so six empty seats.

I took a seat on the second floor against
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