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Chapter 1 Arrival

Outside, the afternoon light shifted across the stone, slow and indifferent. Daniel sat alone in his new room, balanced between the life he had left behind and the one he had not yet learned how to inhabit. He did not know it then, but everything that would follow—every choice, every loss, every secret—would begin here. With a working class boy from Northampton, sitting at a desk in Oxford, wondering if he belonged.Chapter 2 — First Lecture
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Part 1 2001

​Chapter 1 
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The diesel-powered train pulled out of Northampton just after nine in the morning, with a jolting lurch that felt to Daniel Harper like a cruel tug away from the safe life he had known for 18 years. He watched the familiar platform slide past the window—the waiting room, the faded bench with its peeling green paint, the man in the orange vest sipping tea from a thermos. Ordinary things. Safe things. Things that had never asked anything of him except that he remained exactly who he was. The station itself had not changed since the forties, when platforms had been full of returning soldiers racing to their sweethearts’ open arms, and weeping women saying goodbye, perhaps forever, to their loved ones. 

He sat rigidly in his seat, hands resting on his knees, afraid to touch his phone in case he saw a message from his mother asking if he was all right. He wasn’t sure how he would answer. Outside, as the train picked up speed, the town dissolved into warehouses and low grey buildings, then into flat green fields that stretched toward a pale, cloudless sky. England, familiar and unimpressed. It did not care that he was leaving the town of his birth; a thousand years of Oxford history was waiting to swallow him whole.

He was heading towards Oxford University, Balliol College, to begin a four-year Masters course in Computer Science. He still found it difficult to believe he had been accepted. He reached into his jacket pocket and touched the envelope again, though he knew it was there. The heavy cream paper. His name printed in a formal serif font. He had opened it so many times over the past months that the fold had begun to soften. University of Oxford, Balliol College. Computer Science. Offer of Admission.

It had not become more real with repetition. A man across the aisle unfolded a newspaper, the crackle of the pages startling him. He realised he had been holding his breath. He exhaled slowly and tried to relax. He thought of his father, who had shaken his hand awkwardly that morning instead of hugging him. As if Daniel were not leaving for university but departing for war.

“You’ll do fine,” his father had said, though his expression suggested he wasn’t entirely certain. His mother had cried quietly in the kitchen, her back turned away from him. No one in his family had been to university. They were firmly working class, surviving week by week on his father’s wages from Trickers.  Oxford seemed to be a different world, its students wealthy elite offspring of minted families. Somewhere he had no right to be. People like him did not go to places like Balliol. Yet he would be capable of telling each and every one of them exactly how their expensive brogues were made, how much the leather cost, and how many hours of skilled labour it took to make them.

He leaned his head back against the seat and closed his eyes, listening to the steady rhythm of the train. Beneath the anxiety, beneath the fear, there was something else too. Something lighter. A thin current of excitement. He had always been good with computers. Numbers made sense to him in ways people often didn’t. Machines obeyed rules. They did not judge where you came from or how much money your parents earned or whether your shoes were slightly worn at the heel.

Oxford had judged him, though. It had examined him and found him acceptable. The thought was both thrilling and terrifying.

Oxford station was smaller than he expected. He stepped onto the concrete platform with his single suitcase, immediately aware of himself in a new and uncomfortable way. Everyone seemed purposeful and confident. They moved as though they belonged to the place or expected to. He did not. He followed the signs toward the exit, his grip tightening on the handle of his suitcase. Outside, taxis idled in a loose queue, and beyond them the city rose in pale stone and impossible age.

He had seen photographs, of course. Everyone had. But photographs flattened things. They hid scale. They hid weight. They hid tradition and history. The buildings here did not look constructed so much as grown. Their walls carried centuries in their surfaces—weathered edges, darkened seams, subtle imperfections that spoke of time as something physical, something that accumulated like dust.

Daniel walked towards Balliol on Broad Street. He had studied its history, all the way back to 1260, but the facts felt thin and useless against the physical weight of the place. He stood still for a moment, feeling suddenly very small.

A bus roared past, jolting him. He didn’t just see the traffic; he saw the inefficiency of the flow—the way the bicycles moved in a recursive loop around the heavier vehicles, a live data set of near-misses. He checked the printed map in his pocket, already soft from his nervous grip, and began walking.

The students around him wore their belongings like a uniform. He looked down at his own shoes—black leather Oxfords. He knew the exact tension of the welt and the grade of the hide; his father had seen them off the line at Trickers. They were technically superior to the scuffed, expensive loafers passing him by, yet they felt like a neon sign pointing to a Northampton terrace house. He felt transparent, as though his lack of pedigree was a code anyone here could crack.

When he reached the college gates, he stopped. They were black iron set into stone pillars worn smooth by centuries of hands. Beyond them, the Garden Quad waited—a Gothic masterpiece that looked less like a residence and more like a fortress designed for keeping secrets.

He hesitated, a sudden, irrational thought striking him: Systems have firewalls. He was an unauthorized packet of data trying to slip into a closed network. He waited for the 'Access Denied'—“h

When he reached the college gates, he stopped again. They were taller than he expected, black iron set into stone pillars worn smooth by centuries of hands. Beyond them, he could see a courtyard of perfect grass and symmetrical buildings, their windows watching him with quiet indifference. His room was in the Garden Quad, a prime position. Built in the nineteenth century in Gothic style, it overlooked the gardens and lawns, both beautiful and frightening.

He hesitated. He had the sudden, irrational thought that if he tried to enter, someone would stop him. Tell him there had been a mistake. That he did not belong here after all. He stood there long enough that another student approached from behind, dragging two suitcases and talking loudly into his phone.

“Yeah, I’m here now,” the student said, his voice boice confident and untroubled. “Looks exactly like the brochure.”

He passed through the gates without slowing. Nothing happened. Daniel followed. Still nothing happened. The courtyard opened around him, silent and immaculate. The air itself seemed different here. Still. Observant. He became acutely aware of his heartbeat. This is it, he thought. This is where everything changes.

His room was smaller than he had imagined. A narrow bed, a desk beneath a window, a wardrobe that smelled faintly of old wood and polish. The window overlooked the quad, where students crossed in small groups, already forming friendships, already forming lives. He placed his suitcase on the floor and stood in the centre of the room, unsure what to do next.

For years, Oxford had existed as an abstraction. A goal. A symbol of escape. Of possibility. Now it was  real and immediate and intimidating. He sat at the desk and looked out of the window. A group of students laughed at something he couldn’t hear. Their ease unsettled him. He wondered how long it would take before they realised he wasn’t like them. He wondered if they already knew.

His phone buzzed in his pocket. Startled, he quickly pulled it out. A message from his mother. Have you arrived safely? He stared at the screen for a moment before typing. Yes. It’s... big. He hesitated, then added: It’s nice. He did not mention his fear. He put the phone down and rested his hands on the desk. The wood was smooth beneath his fingers, worn by centuries of students who had sat here before him. Students who had gone on to lives he could not yet imagine.

He tried to picture himself among them. Confident, certain. He could not. Not yet.

Outside, the afternoon light shifted across the stone, slow and indifferent. Daniel sat alone in his new room, balanced between the life he had left behind and the one he had not yet learned how to inhabit. He did not know it then, but everything that would follow—every choice, every loss, every secret—would begin here. With a working class boy from Northampton, sitting at a desk in Oxford, wondering if he belonged.
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Daniel woke early, long before his alarm sounded, pulled from sleep by the unfamiliar silence of the room. For a few seconds he did not remember where he was. The ceiling above him was pale and unmarked, the air cool against his face. Then it returned to him all at once—the journey, the gates, the courtyard.

He was at Oxford University.

He lay still, listening. At home there were always sounds. Pipes shifting in the walls. A car passing outside. His father moving in the kitchen. Here there was nothing. The silence did not feel peaceful. It felt sinister. He reached for his phone. 6:12 a.m. His first lecture was at nine. He swung his legs off the bed and sat there for a moment, steadying himself. His stomach was tight, as though he were about to sit an exam he had not revised for.

On the chair beside the desk lay the clothes he had set out the night before. He had chosen them carefully—dark jeans, clean shirt, his best jacket. He had only brought a small number of clothes with him, and each one carried a quiet responsibility. They had to be enough. He dressed slowly, aware of every movement, as though someone might be watching and judging even this.

Outside, the courtyard was still empty, the grass untouched. The buildings held their silence. He wondered how many students had stood where he stood now, feeling exactly like he did. Or if most of them had simply belonged from the beginning

The lecture hall was larger than any classroom he had ever entered. Tiered rows curved downward toward a wide desk and projection screen. Students filled the seats in loose clusters, talking easily, their voices overlapping in confident fragments. Laughter rose and fell. Names were exchanged. Futures, already assumed, unfolded in casual conversation.

Daniel paused in the doorway, suddenly unsure where to go. No one noticed him. Which was both a relief and a disappointment. He moved to an empty seat halfway up the hall and sat down, placing his notebook carefully on the desk. Around him, conversations continued uninterrupted.

“—gap year in Singapore—”

“—my father said it’s essential, really—”

“—internship lined up next summer—”

Their certainty unnerved him. They spoke as though their lives were already structured, already understood. He stared at his notebook. He had no internship waiting. No connections. No inherited certainty. Only this. Only himself. He became aware, suddenly, of someone taking the seat beside him. He glanced up.

She was smaller than him, her dark hair fell neatly to her shoulders. She wore a simple grey jumper, unremarkable except for the ease with which she inhabited it. She placed her bag on the floor with precise, economical movement. For a moment, she did not look at him. She was reading something on her phone, her expression neutral but focused. Then she turned.

“Is this your first lecture too?” Her voice was calm. Direct. He nodded, then realised he should speak.

“Yes,” he said. “I mean—yes.”

She studied him briefly, not unkindly, but with an attentiveness that made him feel unexpectedly visible. “Mine as well,” she said. Her accent was slight but noticeable. Not American. Not European.

“I’m Daniel,” he said, the words leaving him before he could reconsider.

“Mei Li,” she replied. She held his gaze for a moment longer than he expected, as though assessing something. Then she nodded once, as if satisfied. “You seem nervous,” she said. The statement was so direct it startled him.

“Do I?”

“Yes.” She tilted her head slightly. “Your shoulders are tense.”

He became immediately aware of his posture and tried, unsuccessfully, to relax. “I suppose I am,” he admitted.

She considered this. “That is normal,” she said. “Everyone is nervous.”

He glanced around at the other students, who did not appear nervous at all.  She followed his gaze. “They are simply better at hiding it,” she said. He wasn’t sure if she believed that, or if she was offering it for his benefit.

“Where are you from?” she asked.

“Northampton.” He replied, wondering if she’d heard of it. She nodded, as though filing the information away. “And you?”

“Shanghai.” The word carried distance inside it. An entire world he had never seen.

“That’s a long way,” he said, immediately regretting the obviousness of the statement. But she smiled, faintly.

“Yes,” she said. “It is.”

The lecture began then, the professor entering with quiet authority. The room settled quickly, conversation dissolving into attentive silence. Daniel forced himself to focus, grateful for the structure of the material. Algorithms. Logic. Systems. Things that obeyed rules. He took notes carefully, determined not to fall behind.

Beside him, Mei Li wrote with quick, precise movements. Occasionally she paused, not to catch up, but as though evaluating what she had heard. At one point, the professor posed a question to the room. A complex problem involving computational efficiency. Silence followed. Students avoided eye contact. Daniel recognised the answer. Or thought he did. He felt it forming in his mind, fragile and uncertain. He did not raise his hand. He could not bear to be wrong here. After a moment, Mei Li raised hers. She answered clearly, her reasoning structured and confident. It occurred to Daniel that she had anticipated the question. 

The professor nodded. “Correct,” he said. A small ripple moved through the room. Daniel felt something unexpected then. Not intimidation. Recognition. She understood this world. Better than he did.

Outside, students spilled into the corridor, their conversations resuming as though the lecture had merely been an interruption. Daniel gathered his things slowly, unsure whether to leave immediately or remain. Mei Li waited.

“You knew the answer,” she said. It was not a question. 

He hesitated. “I wasn’t sure.” 

She regarded him steadily. “You were sure,” she said. “You simply did not trust yourself.” 

He felt, irrationally, exposed. “It’s different here,” he said.

“No,” she said gently. “It is the same. Only your fear is different.” They walked together down the corridor, their steps falling into easy alignment. “Why did you choose computer science?” she asked.

He considered the question. “Because it made sense,” he said finally. “It was the only thing that ever did.”

She nodded, as though this confirmed something she had already suspected. “Then you belong here,” she said.

The certainty in her voice unsettled him. “You don’t know that.”

She stopped walking. He stopped too. She met his eyes.  “I do,” she said. There was no arrogance in the statement. Only clarity. For the first time since arriving, he felt something inside him loosen. Not confidence. Not yet. But the possibility of it. They stepped outside into the autumn air. The city moved around them, ancient and indifferent. But it did not feel quite as hostile as it had the day before.

“There is another lecture tomorrow,” she said.

“Yes,” he replied.

She studied him for a moment longer, then gave a small nod and walked away, disappearing into the flow of students. Daniel watched her go. He did not know it yet, but he would remember this moment for the rest of his life. Not because of what had happened.

But because of what had begun.
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