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3.1 My sister's
reward

 


Summer had
arrived, and we counted down; twenty days left of school, nineteen
days left of school, and so on. As usual, Mrs Kakadu was
unbearable, maybe more unbearable than usual. Or was it us, who
were more fed up than usual?

Outside the sun
was shining, the sky was high and blue with small white clouds. I
heard Phioz whisper to Schwarzen that the clouds reminded her of
cotton. On my left side March sat and took notes. Take notes from
Mrs Kakadu?

I caught her eyes,
and March rolled them backwards to indicate how vain the whole
thing felt. Outside the school's windows, the sun was still
shining.

Somehow we all
came through the ordeal without permanent damage. Last lesson
finished, and all the students headed for home. I had a plan: off
with the clothes, a cold shower maybe, and then the hammock in the
garden. Equipment: shorts, a cold drink with ice cubes, and my
device.



I managed to
have a cold shower before Sis cornered me on my way to the garden.
With a cold drink in one hand and my device in the other, I was
helpless.

Sis told me, I had
to fulfil my promises, now when the Dragon Master was gone.

“What promises?” I
couldn't recall a single one.

“You promised me,”
Sis persisted, “yes, you did!”

“What promises?
And what has it to do with the Dragon Master?” Confusion was
painted all over my face.

“When I took care
of Belatrinie, you promised me, no, don't say a word,” she laid a
hand over my mouth, “you promised me to introduce me to the tall,
cool boy in your class.” My sister drew her breath again.

I had simply
forgotten the whole thing, had been occupied with Vita. But Vita
had gone far away with her parents. She was even allowed to skip
the last month of school before summer. I had some attention to
spare.

“OK, but I can't
bring him on a silver platter. You must show up at the right
location at the right time.”

My sister nodded
eagerly.

“Tomorrow, when
school ends and we pack our things, I will begin talking with
Nkwabe. Stand outside the C entrance, and ask me about something
when Nkwabe and I come out.”

My sister nodded
eagerly.



For some reason
I felt guilt, when I asked Nkwabe about Artificial Intelligence. It
was the following day, and I did it according to plan. Last lesson
was ended, and we stood in the classroom, packing our things.

When asked about
items in cyberspace, Nkwabe was self propelled. It was like turning
a switch. We sometimes talked after school until we reached his bus
stop where we parted. Or we could be standing there for hours, if
the topic was interesting.

But this time
Nkwabe was short: “There is no such thing as AI. Artificial
Intelligence is simply an ability to identify the questions it can
answer.”

This was
completely new to me: “But, but, look at the games. The AI today is
much more intelligent than it was when I was a child.”

“Better
algorithms, nothing more. A simple “if so, then”. What I mean is,
there are only instructions for the situations the game developers
could imagine,” Nkwabe said.



We closed in on
the C entrance. I felt like, I was leading an innocent lamb into a
tigers den, or something.

Robin had heard
our conversation, and asked: “Does that mean... everything has been
thought before?”

Nkwabe nodded:
“You might put it that way, and...

“Bazan, hello!” My
sister appeared out of the shadows when we opened the door.

“Oh, hello Robin,
hello...” she looked up in Nkwabe's face, then at me.

“Sis, this is
Nkwabe, Nkwabe, this is Sis.”

“Hello Nkwabe.” My
sister smiled happily.

“Oh, hello Sis,”
Nkwabe said.

Sis asked me to
lend her money for shampoo, she had left everything at home. At
least she said so. But I can't remember any earlier occasion, when
my sister had forgotten an item.

I decided to be
only a little difficult: “Why don't you ask Mother to buy shampoo
for you at the supermarket?”

“Boys!” My sister
uffed, probably learned from Schwarzen. “You can't buy that make at
the supermarket. It's a special shampoo, and they only sell it down
town. My hair, you know, I can't use that supermarket chemistry, I
must have organic....”

“Yes,” I said. “I
will lend you money.”

And since we all
were heading down town, Sis joined us. Nkwabe appeared shaken. My
sister's look suggested that she had spent the whole last break in
the girls' room, in front of a mirror.



We went to the
usual café, the one that March turned into Goth Inn with steam punk
interior in Augmented Reality. There, we ended up discussing
Artificial Intelligence all evening. To my astonishment Sis seemed
up-to-date, she who even reads books with letters printed on
paper.

When people sit
around a table like we did, there will always be regrouping. After
some time I noticed, Sis and Nkwabe were engaged in an intense
dialogue.



“See you then,” Nkwabe said to my sister as
we left the café. It was getting late, but it didn't really matter,
since there was no school tomorrow. We spread out in different
directions on our way home.



My sister
walked beside me, and I turned to her and gave her my hearty
congratulations: “Well done Sis. Where will you meet him next time?
Tomorrow, wasn't it?”

“Mind your own
business!”

I did. For some
time we walked in silence, until my sister said:

“We're going to an
exhibition of electro mechanical code machines.”

I didn't even know
there was an exhibition of electro mechanical code machines in
town, and told her. Sis revealed, she had read topics related to
cyberspace the last fortnight.

“I thought there
must be one thing or two among what I read that could
interest...”

I was surprised
over my sister's determination. So I asked, if she, by coincidence,
had read about Artificial Intelligence.

“No, not that in
particular. But there were some other topics that interested him.
We talked about them instead,” Sis told me.

“And the
exhibition of electro mechanical code machines...?” I asked.

“Oh, that. I
noticed it, reading Street Talk.”






In a week Sis
was officially Nkwabe's girlfriend. My parents knew nothing about
the arrangement. It continued like that for a fortnight or so,
until my sister brought her boyfriend home.

Sis and I were
alone, enjoying a well deserved holiday. Mum and Dad were at work
when Nkwabe arrived. Sis led him gently to her room, and closed the
door. Nothing could be seen at the outside when our parents
returned home.

“I'll be eating in
my room today,” Sis said, when our father called it was dinner.
Mother looked astonished at her daughter, who prepared two plates
of food.

“Don't you think
the food will be spoiled before you can eat all that? You don't
even have a fridge in your room...” Our mother was worrying again.
And for once, she worried about Sis.

“I have a
visitor,” my sister explained, and left with the food and
cutlery.






My parents
looked at each other, and then at me.

“I can't keep
record of boys in my sister's room,” I said and began to eat.

“There is a boy in
your sister's room? Who is it?” Mother's mouth remained open.

“I'm not supposed
to know. Why don't you ask her yourself?” I had no intention of
telling Mum, who the boy was.

Mother would not
knock on my sister's door herself, and ask the alien about his ID.
She knew that such actions might lead to trench warfare with Sis
for at least a week.

Mother wouldn't
ask who the boy in my sister's room was. Father said: “I don't like
it. Isn't it natural that we know, who is visiting our daughter? I
mean, she is only a child...”

This time it was
Mum who stopped Dad's worries: “Please, don't. Let her have her
secrets. And besides, your daughter is not a child any more.”

“Not a child any
more...” Dad repeated with an astonished look in his face. Sis has
inherited her astonished look from our mother, that's biological.
But Dad? Must be a result of cultural influence.



Mother doesn't
usually give up without resistance. This time she set a trap, and
began reorganizing the cupboards in the entrance. No way could the
boy in my sister's room pass on his way home, without showing his
colours.

Mum was still
reorganizing, when Sis brought two empty plates from her room: “I'm
going to bed now. Good night.”

When I later asked
her how Nkwabe had left our house, my sister said:

“I smuggled him
out through the conservatory.”



The three boys
left in the Tech Squad began to get isolated. Nkwabe was the only
one in that tribe who could communicate with the civilian
population. The geeks had their own language, their own humour,
their own references and so on. And now there was no Nkwabe to
translate. He was occupied with my sister.

I was fully aware
of the possibility of such a scenario. I hadn't introduced my
sister to Nkwabe when I hunted the Dragon Master, because of this;
I needed Nkwabe's full capacity in cyberspace.



The school had
ended, the weather was warm, and I lay in the hammock in our
garden. Nkwabe sat on a chair beside me. He had met our parents,
and his presence was not a secret any more. Sis was talking to some
girls.

“Can we do
something with the AI?” Nkwabe suddenly asked. I had the impression
he didn't ask me in particular, could be himself, the thin air, the
trees above us... Anyway, the answer would be the same, whoever he
asked: No.

“That frustrates
me,” Nkwabe stated. “Everything is determined, even random is
pseudo random. In cyberspace, I mean.”

“Try something
analogue,” I said, and told him about the old radio. There were no
channels you could turn on and off. Instead there was a scale.
Tuning the radio with a knob made it possible to determine which
station to listen to. First it was almost impossible to hear
through the electronic noise, then it became clearer and clearer
when approaching the station on the scale.

“You might have
something there,” Nkwabe said, and transcended into trance.






















3.2 Fire Ball and
False Eyelashes

 


I used to call
Vita around ten in the evening, and we talked while she ate her
breakfast. We didn't have too much time; Vita's mother was always
in a hurry. When the mother had finished eating, she expected her
daughters to be ready for the expedition of the day.

“I tried to eat
slowly, but she caught me,” Vita said. “Today we're going to see a
wombat.”

“A wombat?” I
hadn't heard of a wombat before. What was it?

“Tomorrow I will
be able to tell you.” Vita said bye, and was towed away by her
mother.

We called from our
Real World environment. Sometimes we had met in cyberspace, but it
didn't feel right.

Or, more correct;
didn't feel at all. I could not feel her hand when we were walking,
or smell her hair. Probably a combination of perfume and shampoo, I
don't know, but it smelled divine.

We comforted each
other: Vita would be home soon.






“Where's your sister?” Mother asked one
afternoon after returning home from work.

“Somewhere with
Nkwabe,” I said. I didn't know, but I regarded this assumption as
hundred percent safe.

Mum seemed a bit
upset: “Nkwabe, Nkwabe, always Nkwabe. That's all Sis is chatting
about when she is present. And when she isn't, it's you who talks
about...”

“You asked for
it,” I said.

Mother laughed:
“Yes, I probably did. But Sis was going to help me today, and now
she is gone.”

I told Mum that
she was using the wrong tactics. My mother morphed her face into
question mode.

“You must wait
until the right moment, the moment you can catch Sis at home,” I
said.

Mum didn't
understand a thing, before I explained: “When Sis is here, Nkwabe
is here too. If she has to do something, he will help her. Then you
can have things done twice as fast.”

“A splendid idea.
I think this is an ideal day to spend in the garden, with a book.”
Mother was already heading for her book shelf.

For the last few
days I had worked in Mother's garden. In the name of gender
equality, Mum had offered Sis the job. My sister had declined. She
said, one didn't need a brain to work in the garden, so it was an
ideal job for me.

Father had even
increased my pocket money, since I had done more work than I was
supposed to.



It was all
right with me. Those big stones I moved according to Mother's
instructions, made me forget how much I missed Vita. For a moment
or two, that is.

Mother called from
the garden when I was about to leave: “Where are you going?”

“Schwarzen.
Barbecue.”

“Uhumm...” She
bent over her book again.

In Schwarzen's
garden the charcoal on the grill was already burning, and people
sat on the grass talking. Sis and Nkwabe were among them. I knew
they would be here, but I had no intention of telling my
mother.

On the contrary; I
had a reason to give Mother the idea of catching Sis when she was
home. In that way I prevented Mum from calling my sister to tell
her to come home now, because there was work to do.



Everybody
seemed to be perfectly happy, talking and laughing. I felt alone,
and missed Vita. Her stupid father had gone on a business trip for
two months, and had brought his family with him: “A splendid
opportunity for the girls to see the world,” he said, before they
took off for Australia.

As usual, March
was the chef, and now she stood at the grill: “The charcoal doesn't
burn properly,” she said.

Nkwabe and Sis
were just passing. “I'll fix that,” he said, grabbed a plastic
bottle of primer, and sprayed the liquid directly on the glowing
charcoal.

Ka-bosh! There was
a fire ball over the grill, and the coal itself was burning with
high flames. Schwarzen's father rounded a corner, carrying a spray
bottle with water, and extinguished the fire.

He tried to
comfort the unhappy Nkwabe: “You are not the first one to do this,
and you will surely not be the last.”



The fire ball
had burned my sister's eyelashes and eyebrows away. She looked a
bit strange, but I didn't say anything about it. Instead I followed
Schwarzen's father, who was returning to where he came from.

It was a corner in
the sun, with a table and a chair. The old man had sat down, when I
asked him if he had been watching the charcoal fire. I mean,
waiting for it to explode?

“No. I sat here
reading my paper. But I was ready, in case I heard the ka-bosh!” he
said. The father had prepared a water bottle, we hadn't.

Back in the
garden, I saw Jane and Phioz doing something to my sister. Sis was
sitting on a chair with a towel, or similar, over her hair. I
headed for Nkwabe, who was rather shaky, and said:

“Sis has probably
already asked you what you where thinking about?”

Nkwabe nodded. It
seemed like he didn't want to talk about the fire ball he had
created. Or its consequences.

“And what did you
answer my sister?”

“I said, I was not
thinking. Not at all.”



Schwarzen
arrived. She told Nkwabe: “Look at those girls. You should be
grateful to them. They're saving your day.”

Neither Nkwabe nor
I understood what she was talking about. Schwarzen patiently
explained that Phioz and Jane were painting eyebrows on my sister,
and equipped her with artificial eyelashes. This meant, that Sis
wouldn't be so very upset, and that our mother wouldn't notice.

What couldn't Mum
have made of this? Probably nothing less than a vision of her
daughter's head almost burned off her body, by a fire ball over a
charcoal grill. Mother could have made a fortune, writing books for
members of the international mother network, books about impossible
disasters waiting to happen.

Nkwabe was quieter
than usual the rest of the evening. My sister didn't say much
either.



She was silent
on our way home too. Nkwabe had left us to catch his bus, and we
walked alone. The sun had set, it was twilight, and we heard the
birds above us when we passed through the park. Somewhere far away
a motorcycle accelerated. Sis asked:

“What did you say
to Nkwabe?”

I had said a lot
to Nkwabe. Where and when?

“You were laying
in the hammock, Nkwabe sat in a chair and I was talking to the
girls.”

Couldn't exactly
recall... yes, I told him about an old radio. Sis asked if that was
all? Yes, as far as I could remember. Why did she ask?

“He hasn't been
himself since that evening.” Sis sounded a bit sad, or rather,
desperate.

“Not himself? He
is Nkwabe, isn't he?” I could hardly take this seriously.

“Please, don't
make fun of me.”

My sister had to
be desperate. Under normal circumstances, my remarks would have
made her furious.

“He disappears.
No, I mean, he is there, but it seems it's only his body.” Sis
explained. “I can't get in touch with him, before he is suddenly
back again.”

I began to laugh:
“Nkwabe is hatching an egg.”

“An egg?
Hatching?”

I had seen Nkwabe
like that may times. It meant he had an idea, or a problem, or
both. Nkwabe used to migrate to a parallel dimension to explore
some new algorithm, or similar.

Sis seemed
relieved: “You mean there is nothing wrong?”

“Yes. I mean no.
There is nothing wrong. He is only a remarkable young man.”



Soon it would
be ten o'clock, time to call Vita. Yes, I would reach home by
then.

“Don't walk so
fast,” my sister complained.

Two minutes past
ten. Vita's image appeared in my room. She was crying.

“Bazan. Oh, Bazan,
it's so...” She sobbed again.

What was I
supposed to do in a situation like this? I heard Vita crying from
Australia. I had to do something. What if I tried with a:

“What's wrong,
Vita?”

It didn't
work.

Some time later,
the girl in Australia seemed to come to her senses, grabbed a big
handkerchief and dried her eyes. Then she looked at me:

“Bazan, I can't
come home again!”

Can't? Was she
kidnapped?

“Yes, I was
kidnapped, lured to Australia believing it was only a holiday. They
said it was only a minor chance that father got that job...” Vita
sobbed a few times.

I knew that Vita's
father brought his family with him on a business trip. But I didn't
know that he was applying for a job there. Did Vita know about the
job?

“Yes, I knew. But
I thought it was only a formality, believed chances were slim. I
mean, for him be transferred. And I didn't want you to be worried
about it. We... we had such a good time, and I wouldn't spoil
anything...” she said.

A tear drop ran
down my cheek. I pretended to scratch my nose when I wiped the rest
of the tears away from my eyes. I wouldn't see Vita again
for...

“How long will you
stay there?” I asked.

“Four years.”
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3.3 The
Dogfight

 


It was a
painful conversation. Afterwards I couldn't remember much more
than; Vita would not come home again.

I pulled the
curtains. The room was pitch black, and I lay down on my bed. I
kept my eyes open. There was only darkness.

At sunrise my room
used to be illuminated too early in the morning, and Mum had made
thick curtains. Not a single beam of light could get through from
the outside, and it suited me perfectly.

I tried to listen
to a book, play a game and see a film. Nothing worked.

Without me
knowing, I must have dozed off. There were morning sounds,
penetrating from outside. Mum and Dad were on their way to
work.

I had found some
stupid game that required no brain, and played it for hours. It
suited me well, since it felt like I had no brain. There was only
emptiness.

Should I call
Vita? No, it was too painful. Better get over this fatal stroke of
fate. Every time I saw her face, was like ripping up a wound.

Still fully
clothed, I lay on my back in my bed when the evening came. Later
on, I heard bathroom sounds from the outside.



Somehow another
night passed. I must have slept, even if the night felt painfully
long. But what did that matter? Vita had, for all practical
purposes, disappeared.

From far away, I
heard the faint sound of my parents eating breakfast, then there
were silence. For a while. Somebody knocked on my door, and I told
them to go away.

It was my sister:
“I'm coming in.”

“Okay.” I had no
choice.

Sis immediately
crossed the floor, pulled the curtains aside and let daylight in.
Then she opened a window: “It smells terrible in here!”

She turned to me:
“You have been in bed for one day and two nights. Are you ill?”

“No.”

Sis looked down on
me, laying in my bed: “You wear the same as at Schwarzen's BBQ.
Don't you take your clothes off when you go to bed?”

Not this time. I
simply forgot, because I had too much to think about.

She sat down on my
bed: “What is this, Bazan?”

I told her the sad
story about Vita being moved to Australia on a permanent basis by
her father.

Sis said: “So, the
grim father has separated the young lovers?” and escaped from my
room. From the corridor I hear her calling:

“And now when
you're on your feet, go and take a shower, even if you can't smell
the odour yourself. I'll make breakfast.”



As usual, my
sister was right; I was stinking. And I hadn't eaten since
Schwarzen's BBQ two days ago.

I felt better
after the shower. In the kitchen Sis had loaded a plate with eggs,
bacon and French fries. “Fries for breakfast?” I asked, and ate
it.

“Thought you might
need it today,” Sis said, before she fried more.

My sister was
right, I really needed it. I ate more.

“We're out of
eggs,” Sis said. I told her it didn't matter, since I was
finished.

“What about me,
then?” my sister asked. “Didn't you think about, maybe I also
wanted an egg for breakfast, one tiny little egg, that you hadn't
eaten?”

“No,” I
admitted.

“Do you know, you
are the teenager with the largest ego on the northern
hemisphere?”

“No.”



The world had
stopped turning. I had regained my balance.

“What are you
going to do now?” my sister asked.

“Don't know.
Nothing, I guess.”

“You can't go back
to your room,” she declared.

“Why not?” I
didn't see any alternative.

“Because you're
going with us, to the dogfight,” Sis said, and continued making
sandwiches.

Dogfight? But
dogfights were prohibited, didn't she know that?

“Take that bag,
the one with the bottles.” Sis pointed to the fridge, before she
forced me with her out of the house.

We were first to
go to the bus station, then take the bus to somewhere in the
countryside. There, we would watch scale model aircraft fighting
each other.



I didn't say
anything, but followed the leader. Still I couldn't help wondering
about my sister's choice of activities. Until I realized, it must
be Nkwabe. Nkwabe wanted to see the dog fight, and Sis followed
him.

It wasn't only my
sister. At the bus station the extended Outcast tribe waited for us
together with Jane and her gang, Phioz included. Or was she? It
seemed it was more like she and Schwarzen operated together
now.

“I've told them
you were ill,” Sis said.

“But I wasn't.” I
protested.

“You were,” my
sister whispered, as we approached the others.

Maybe I was.
Anyway, I wouldn’t mention that Vita had moved to Australia. The
wound was still too fresh.



Everybody,
except me, were happy when we left the bus and wandered out in a
big field. There was a footpath, and the sky was clear. In the
distance we heard the sound of small engines at high RPMs.

“A perfect day for
a picnic,” I heard Phioz from behind. We arrived at the miniature
air field. Nkwabe waved at us from a distant group. We headed that
way.

The Tech Squad
were gathered around a big box with a door. There were also a
couple of fathers who had helped with the logistics. The box was
quite big.

The door opened
and Hagbarth slipped out. Inside the box was a replica of an old
fighter cockpit. Hagbarth was a computer geek and member of our
Tech Squad, but he also loved dogfights with scale models.



Down at the air
strip, Hagbarth's father was tuning the engine of the fighter. I
asked Hagbarth about the straps he had over his shoulders when
sitting in the cockpit. He told me, they emulated gravity:

“When a pilot
pulls up in Real World, he is pressed down in his seat. He can feel
the plane in a way we can't, when flying scale models. But, to some
extent, it is possible to emulate what a real pilot feels. I have a
sensor measuring g-forces in the plane, and that regulates the
pressure of the straps on my shoulders.”

Hagbarth climbed
into the box, put on his VR device and the g-force straps, before
he closed the door. His father removed a flag from the aircraft. It
was now controlled by the pilot.

A group of
fighters gathered on the ground, organized into formation, and took
off.

“This is an
experiment,” Nkwabe said.

“What sort?” None
of us, except the Tech Squad, had seen scale model fighting
before.

“The straps.”

Until now, there
had never been such a thing.

In the beginning,
the pilots had not only used their VR devices to see the world from
the cockpit; the handling of the plane was also done in cyberspace.
Now every pilot had a cockpit in Real World, and the view from the
plane in Virtual Reality.

“It turned out, it
was important for the pilots to feel the controls. That's why we
made them physical.” Hagbarth's father had joined us. We looked
around for his son. Michael had even brought binoculars.



Hagbarth was
coming in from the west, together with the other fighters of the
orange team. From the north east, we could hear the engines of the
green team. We laid down on our backs in the grass. It was easier
to watch the fight above us that way. Sometimes we could see the
laser beams.

Suddenly, there
was a puff of smoke. One of the planes left the fight, without
being chased by the other team. Was it damaged?

Nkwabe said no:
“They shoot with laser beams, and there are sensors on the
aircraft. When the hits are severe enough, a smoke package is
released, and everybody can see who is shot down.”

“Which plane is
Hagbarth's?”

“Hard to say. But
I think he has shot down three others already.”

To emulate Real
World, there are limitations on the laser shots. When the magazine
is empty, it's back to base. Now only a few fighters used their
last “rounds” on each other before the teams returned. Team orange
had nine airworthy planes left, team green had five.



One elderly
man, father and technical staff to one of Hagbarth's team mates,
showed up:

“That was very
beautiful flying,” he said. “Even the landing.”

Hagbarth waited
until the man had left, before he opened the door to the cockpit
box and climbed out. “Didn't want to reveal the g-force
straps.”

But he wasn't
entirely happy. He had shot down more planes than any of the
others, and was today's hero. Still, he didn't seem satisfied, when
returning after meeting the other pilots:

“I think it was
the g-force straps that made my day,” Hagbarth said. “I had an
advantage the others didn't have....”

“The others could
have done likewise,” Robin pointed out. “That is, if they had the
understanding of flying itself, and the imagination, that you
have.”

We all agreed, and
Hagbarth looked happier. It was his day, wasn't it?



We celebrated
his victory by laying in the grass, eating our food, chatting and
laughing. In an hour, it was time to return to the bus stop. Nkwabe
talked to me as we wandered along the narrow path:

“What do you think
Hagbarth did?”

We both knew about
the technical solution. Nkwabe was looking for something else.

“I believe, it has
something to do with the interaction between man and cyberspace,” I
said, and reminded him about the Real World cockpits:

“The pilots could
feel the controls in RW, and found that was an advantage. Now
Hagbarth can feel the aircraft itself.”
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