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Chapter 1 – The Beginning?
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OK, I’d checked and double checked the maths (I’m British, I do ‘Maths’ not ‘Math’) and, although it still didn’t make any sense to me, it all looked good. For a minimal input of initial energy, I would get a gradually increasing output. There were a couple of things about my theory that really worried me. Firstly, there was the slight issue of breaking the First Law of Thermodynamics. (It looked like I could be bending the Second Law a little, too, but it was too early to worry about that.) Secondly, I was a little bit concerned about how to control the system output. Still, nothing ventured, nothing gained. I gathered all my notes together and placed them in a manilla folder. Now came the most important part of the project – labelling the folder.

My business partner was a sceptic. OK, his scepticism was justified (and useful) on occasion, but it had to be ‘primed’ and pointed in the right direction to achieve maximum effect. Some of my earlier efforts (“The Genetic Signature Cat Flap” for example) had achieved a lame “that could work” and had turned into commercial disasters. (Looking back on it, maybe I should have downplayed the “blood test” aspect of the Cat Flap. After all, it’s not like any cats died. OK, one or two of the more indecisive ones did get a little anaemic, but that’s not my fault!) The more outlandish titles (“The Deep Fat Slice and Dice Solar Fryer”) always engaged his full derision, ensuring a thorough perusal of all the documentation in an effort to prove that (1) I was an idiot, (2) it would never work and (3) I was an Idiot, not just for thinking it would, but for bothering him with it in the first place. Usually this achieved a happy compromise where the product I’d been aiming for, in this example a solar powered potato to chip processor, more or less worked as intended. I should point out that a UK ‘Chip’ is a ‘French Fry’ or ‘Freedom Fry’ if any Americans are still reading this, although I did come up with a modification to make your Chips (our Crisps) as well... There had been a few instances where Kelvin’s ‘corrections’ had led to a totally unexpected (but usually profitable) creation, but I tried to downplay those, and pretend that was what I was aiming for all along.

So, this time, I labelled the folder “The Perpetual Motion Machine” and went in search of Kelvin.

I found him where I expected to, asleep in one of the armchairs in the conservatory, with an old Scientific Journal slowly sliding down his chest. I coughed discreetly.

Nothing,

I coughed slightly less discreetly.

The behemoth stirred.

“Ah, John, didn’t notice you there, just catching up on the latest news from the world of Science.” Kelvin made a desperate grab for the journal and managed to catch it just before it slid from his lap. He placed it on the Coffee table in front of him.

“I wonder if you’d care to take a look at this”. I dropped the manilla folder carefully onto the coffee table. He glanced at the title.

“pfff”. Stage One.

Feigning total disinterest (slightly more successfully than I would have hoped) Kelvin opened the folder and glanced at the first page. “Ha, pfff, you’re not serious!”. Stage Two.

He rifled through the pages, glancing at the various diagrams, equations, and explanatory notes. “You get worse instead of better”. Stage Three.

He gathered the notes back together and returned them to the manilla folder. “I suppose I’m not going to get any peace until I show you where you’ve gone wrong”. He stood up, picked up the folder and strode off purposefully in the direction of his study. Stage Four.

It would be anything between a few hours and a few days before we reached Stage Five, the inevitable attempt to demolish my theories and/or rebuild them in his own image. Which would then be followed by Stage Six, a collaboration resulting in either a saleable (patentable) product, or a spectacular failure, which would be accompanied by the inevitable “I told you it wouldn’t work, I don’t know why I waste my time on your fanciful ideas...”. I knew why, my ‘fanciful ideas’ paid off more often that they failed and Kelvin had made his first million since coming to work with me.

——-
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WHILST WE’RE WAITING, let me fill you in on a little background. Kelvin and I had been friends since our School Days. We’d gone our separate ways for a while during and after University. Kelvin had got married. I hadn’t (I always tended more to the “anti-” end of the social spectrum). I’d had a few minor technical triumphs which had resulted in enough of a financial windfall for me to afford a nice property with a decent amount of land attached. So, when Kelvin’s wife got a better offer, I offered him “temporary” accommodation. That was 5 years 8 months and 3 days earlier at the time of these events. Not that I was keeping a record, you understand, I just tended to obsess about some things. Like “temporary” solutions that started to look “permanent”; and I had been putting up with him for longer than his wife did at this point. Still, there were advantages. We’d discovered that we worked well together (but there was no point trying to get either of us to admit it back then). The house had plenty of room. If I’m honest, it was an old Manor house, that had been converted into a prestige Corporate HQ by a “dot com” that went pop, allowing me to pick up the property for a song. OK a very long song, with lots of verses and a few unfortunate choruses, but still a bargain, all things considered. I’d converted part of the property into a “residential” area (I’d added two more or less self-contained apartments on the upper floors) whilst leaving some communal “office” space and adding a ‘conservatory’ to the back of the house and a laboratory in the back garden (or the estate land at the back of the house, if you prefer.) Apart from Kelvin and myself, the management team included Sonia and Simon, a husband-and-wife team that sort of came as part of the deal when I purchased the house. I’ll explain all this in more detail a little later.

They had a house in the grounds. I’m fairly sure there was a child or two in the mix, but I’m not certain (I did mention I’m anti-social, didn’t I?). Apart from the apartment I’d reserved for myself, and the one Kelvin was (temporarily) using, and the Laboratory in the Garden. Sonia and Simon between them kept the rest of the estate in order, and (occasionally) ensured that Kelvin and I were fed. I think I had some other staff knocking around the place from time to time, but Sonia or Simon dealt with all that, so I didn’t have to.

As if summoned by thought, Sonia wandered into the conservatory. “Oh, I thought Kelvin was in here, I was going to ask if he wanted a cup of Tea”. “Stage Four” I said.

“Oh,” she replied. “I’ll make up a tray”.

Sonia knew from experience, that when we were “working” we had a tendency to ignore the unimportant details, like Food, Liquids, and personal hygiene. She would therefore ensure that she (or Simon) would supply us with regular sustenance, and a gentle reminder every two to three days that maybe a break for a shower and change of clothes would be beneficial. Usually, her gentle pressuring worked. Only once had I surfaced from my labours to find my study “enhanced” by 16 air-fresheners, 5 diffusers and a couple of aromatherapy candles. Since then, Sonia had refined her technique somewhat, and a cavalier spray from a can of air freshener closely followed by the (possibly not) idle threat of asking Simon to assist with facilitating a sponge bath, was usually sufficient to elicit a 30 minute “ablutions” break.

Sonia’s visit had an impact on me. I wandered back to my apartment and made myself a pot of tea. Don’t get the wrong impression. Sonia wasn’t being mean by not asking if I wanted her to make me any tea. She just knew from experience that I would have automatically refused. So, she’d either make me a cup (or a tray) without asking, or would leave me to look after myself. It may seem odd to an outsider, but it worked for us and I appreciated her for it.

The next few days passed uneventfully. I caught up on some paperwork, spoke to Sonia about chasing up the lawyers about a couple of patent applications that seemed to be taking longer than usual to process, and generally pottered around the place looking to keep myself occupied until Kelvin surfaced. After four days, I started to get a bit edgy. Kelvin liked to shoot me down within three days wherever possible. Every day after that was an affront to him, meaning that the eventual derision had to increase by an order of magnitude. On the sixth day, I was in one of the conference rooms with Sonia and Simon, discussing some possible landscaping changes. Actually, I was half-listening, waiting for them to finish discussing the proposals so that I could agree and leave them to get on with it. I didn’t really care much about gardening. They both knew far more about it than I did, and were more than capable of planning and implementing any changes, but I had to pretend to take an interest every once in a while. Kelvin emerged from his study, manilla folder in hand.

Sonia and Simon glanced at each other “So, if that’s agreed then?” Simon said (see, I told you they were good). He and Sonia got up and left the conference room. Kelvin threw the folder on the table in front of me. I extracted my notes from it.

This was worrying. I couldn’t see any sticky notes attached to the edges of my pages. I glanced at the first few pages and couldn’t see any obvious corrections or amendments. I looked up at Kelvin who looked almost reluctant to speak. “I ah, I think you might be on to something here.” he said. “Of course, we’re going to need some Lab-time to verify the theory and test the practicalities.”

“Yes, no doubt” I said. This was more than worrying. Kelvin had taken six days to examine my theory in minute detail. He should have found some flaw that I’d missed, but here he was almost enthusiastically (trust me, for Kelvin this was almost enthusiastic) endorsing the impossible.

“You probably need a bit of a break” I said. “How about we adjourn to the Lab tomorrow morning and see what we can rig up?”

“Sounds Good” said Kelvin, and wandered off in the direction of “his” apartment.

——-
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THE NEXT MORNING, AFTER breakfast, I collected Kelvin from his favourite seat in the Conservatory, and we made our way to the Lab. It’s probably time to give you a few details about the laboratory I’d had constructed behind the house. From the outside it resembled a slightly larger than average garden shed. There was a good reason for that, it was. But the concrete foundations of the shed concealed the real entrance to the Lab. Opening a trap-door in the shed floor allowed access to the lab entrance. I based the lab design on declassified blueprints for an old Nuclear bunker, mainly because a lot of the features I needed (independent power supply, filtered air, explosion resistance etc.) were already part of the basic design. I’d added a few optional extras, such as my foundry and machine room. With my CNC Lathe, 3D printers, photo-lithograph, UH Vacuum Chamber, sintering kiln and mini-smelter and three types of furnace, there wasn’t a lot I couldn’t construct should the need arise. I also had microscopes and a scanning electron microscope in another room, plus a clean-room. There were a number of additional rooms providing storage for various chemicals, raw materials and food supplies (this laboratory doubled as a bomb shelter after all, it made sense to keep it stocked for any eventuality). There was also dedicated space for constructing and testing my prototypes. I’d retained some sleeping areas, kitchen and sanitation facilities, so the Lab could actually serve as a shelter if the need ever arose, but mainly this was the Lab.

It took a few days to gather together the components we needed. I’m not going to go into too many of the technical details here, but I had to fabricate a few things from scratch. Kelvin started building the framework in one of the rooms rigged out as an electronics lab whilst I worked in the foundry, machine room and clean-room. We stuck to ‘regular’ office hours. Officially, Sonia and Simon didn’t access the Laboratory for their own safety. Unofficially, if they didn’t see us at least once in any 24-hour period, then the rules went out the window. We could lock ourselves in if we really wanted to isolate ourselves, but the repercussions if we didn’t emerge within the day were terrifying, at least for me! The ‘agreed’ procedure, after the first time we’d locked the door and forgot the time, was to use a whiteboard which we affixed to the back wall of the shed. If we wrote “DO NOT ENTER – Experiment in Progress!!!” in large, clear letters, added the date and current time and signed it, then Sonia would grant us 8 hours from the time stated on the whiteboard before entering. Her reasoning for this was that we needed to be “fresh and alert” whilst conducting an experiment. There was always the possibility that she or Simon may have missed seeing us in any given 24 hours, and the Whiteboard gave us a “safe and uninterrupted” 8 hours to do whatever it was we needed to do.

We started putting the finishing touches to our test rig mid-morning around a week later and were more or less ready to go early that evening. The room we’d chosen to use was now a spiders-web of cables and components. The main points of interest were the banks of capacitors and storage cells along one wall, all rigged with gauges to show the increasing charge. Across the opposite wall was an array of light bulbs which, I hoped, would give a visual indication of the power output from the system. This was basically just cosmetics. The important part was in the centre of the whole rig and was the electronic equivalent of a Klein bottle, and yes, I know that doesn’t make sense. There are two reasons for that. Firstly, I’m not telling you everything, and secondly, it’s a bit of a flawed analogy. Just take my word for it that this core circuit was at the heart of my theory and its manufacture had taken most of the preceding week. Energy entered the “bottle”. Instead of flowing normally around the circuit, it formed a “feedback loop” increasing the energy in the circuit without requiring any additional input. I was hoping to be able to draw energy out of the “bottle” in a controlled manner. Failing that, changing the circuit slightly would “seal” the bottle, returning the topology of the circuit to a “standard” input and output.

In theory, I could pass any excess power generated into the National Grid, but I didn’t really want to attract the attention likely to follow any such action, so I was powering the whole rig using a single 1.5V AAA Battery. I’d got an isolation switch rigged into the circuit which should shut everything down, seal the “bottle” and drain the system to earth as soon as we’d gathered enough data to analyse. We checked everything through once more, then decided to call it a night and run the experiment tomorrow.

I didn’t sleep well that night. I’m not sure why, but I seemed to have some premonition of what tomorrow would bring. So, next morning we returned to the Lab. Before entering, I wrote the regulation message on the Whiteboard, and Kelvin and I both signed it. We checked all the wiring again, to ensure nothing had worked loose during the night, donned some safety equipment and switched on. Immediately, the first lightbulb started to glow, and the gauges showing the charges on the storage cells started to climb. I waited until all the bulbs were lit, and the storage cells reached 50% charge, then threw the switch to reconfigure the core circuit and earth everything.

It was at this point that we noticed the glowing golden light in the heart of the Klein bottle circuit. It seemed to form a globe, expanding at an ever-increasing rate until, suddenly, we were inside the glowing sphere. There seemed to be another globe growing in the heart of the circuit. This one was dark, and, as it expanded, I noticed another golden globe growing at its heart. At first, I felt nothing as the spheres enveloped us. The rate of growth increased to the point that each successive wave took only a fraction of a second to fill the room. It was like a strobe light illuminating everything then plunging the room into darkness before again lighting the entire room. The rate of growth continued to increase to the point where I could no longer distinguish any individual sphere forming and expanding. Now I started to feel pressure, pushing me back against the wall of the room.

I felt as if my body was spinning, but I was fairly sure I wasn’t moving. I felt nauseous. Do you remember when you were a child and rubbed a balloon to create a static charge? I started to feel that static sensation ebbing and flowing across my body until it felt as if my skin was on fire. I couldn’t move my arms. I wasn’t certain, but I think my nose started to bleed. I could taste blood. I’d never been particularly keen on blood, especially my own. I felt consciousness slipping away.

——-
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THE FIRST TIME I TRIED to return to a conscious state, it felt as if I was doing body-flips, and I don’t mean “up and over” body flips, this was more like inside-outside flips. I decided to do the sensible thing and went back to sleep. The second, third and fourth occasions weren’t much better.

The fifth time, things had settled down a bit. My head felt as if it had become well acquainted with an over-excited sledge hammer, and I wasn’t sure whether there was a knife sticking out of my left eye, or if it just felt as if there was, but other than that, I felt fine. I tried to open my right eye (no point taking any chances). The light was too bright so I closed it again quickly. I tried to open it again, slowly. There was a face. It was a bit blurry, but on the whole, not unpleasant. I decided to check if my brain was working so did a brief analysis. I classified the face as female, late twenties, hazel brown eyes, straight black hair slightly shorter than shoulder length, light brown skin. I don’t pay much attention to skin colour as a rule, so I had no idea if this was a tan or natural, and didn’t really see why it would be important to know the difference. She had a rather cute button nose, a small slightly stern looking mouth and a cute dimpled chin. Quite a nice sight to wake up to really.

I closed my right eye, to confirm I was able to conjure up a mental image. Yes, apart from some slight mental embellishment to the image, everything seemed to be in working order so far.

I decided to risk a glance out of my left eye. The image this time was slightly more disturbing and I closed my eye quickly and decided to analyse the mental image from the brief glance. The face was male. Silver skin (yes, silver, or if you want a more accurate analysis, oxidised Aluminium, so not shiny, reflective silver, more a sort of dull silver-grey. Bald. The nose looked “sturdy and functional” but didn’t seem to have any distinguishing marks. It was a nose. Similarly, the mouth was a mouth. It was closed and didn’t seem to be smiling or frowning. It was just there. The eyes were slightly worrying. I’d need to check them if I decided it was worth opening my left eye again. In the brief glance I’d taken of the face, the eyes had seemed wrong. So far, I was contemplating using only my right eye for the time being.

“Are you going to stop mucking around any time soon?”

That sounded like Kelvin.

I bit the bullet and opened both eyes.

I seemed to be lying on some sort of narrow bed. On my left was the silver man, on the right the attractive young woman and at the foot of the bed, Kelvin. The woman pressed a button on a small box she was holding, and suddenly, instead of lying on a bed, I was sitting in something similar to a deluxe dentist chair (or possibly one of those first-class aircraft seats).

I risked another look at the silver man’s eyes. They seemed to be made up of overlaid silver plates with only the black pupil in the centre. If anything, it resembled a camera lens more than an eye.

I decided to try to ignore that for a minute and instead check that everything was working as expected. I still felt as if that sledge hammer was attacking me, and my left eye was still twitching a little, either because of the invisible knife or Mr Silver, I wasn’t really sure at this point. Other than that, things were starting to settle down.

“Has anybody got any Paracetamol?” it was worth a try.

“Here, drink this.” Ms Hazel handed me something that looked, smelled and tasted (when I decided I was brave enough to try it) like a glass of water. I took a sip, decided I was thirstier than I thought, and downed the entire glass. That might have been a bit of a mistake. A wave of nausea overtook me. I closed my eyes and concentrated hard on not making a mess. After a few seconds, I started to feel more normal. In addition, the sledge hammer had been replaced by a pin hammer that I thought I could probably cope with and the invisible knife was melting.

Something suddenly occurred to me and I opened my eyes again. The last time I saw Kelvin, he’d been wearing jeans and a Tee shirt. I’d been wearing a Polo shirt and chinos. Now we both appeared to be wearing white boiler suits. Mr Silver (surprise, surprise) was wearing a silver jumpsuit and Ms Hazel was wearing a sleek black catsuit. I tried not to look too closely, but it fitted her really well. Mr Silver’s outfit also appeared to be tailored, whereas Kelvin’s outfit (and presumably mine) didn’t seem quite as stylish.

I tried to stand up, Ms Hazel and Mr Silver moved to assist me. I’m around 5’ 10”, give or take half an inch. Kelvin is the same height, although he’d claim to have a slight height advantage (possibly related more to posture than any actual height difference). Mr Silver was probably around 4 inches taller than me whilst Ms Hazel was 4 inches shorter. Once they were sure I was up and stable, they both took a step back.

I looked around the room. There wasn’t a lot to see. There were two chairs, one of which I had been recently occupying. The room was rectangular, the chairs were positioned adjacent to one of the long walls facing into the centre of the room. The facing long wall, looked to be made of smoked dark grey glass. It wasn’t possible to see through it, so I wasn’t sure if it was decorative or functional at this point. The short wall to the right was high-gloss black while the wall behind me and the left-hand wall were light grey. The floor resembled grey marble but felt softer beneath my feet than it looked. I noticed at this point that I was wearing white slip-on shoes, maybe plimsolls or deck shoes rather than shoes. Whatever they were, they seemed very comfortable. Mr Silver was wearing something resembling silver moon boots whilst Ms Hazel was wearing some high gloss black calf-length construction that looked to have a 2-inch heel, so I may have over-estimated her height slightly. The ceiling was a uniform glowing white. There was no visible entrance or exit to the room.

“How do you feel” asked Ms Hazel. I didn’t detect any accent.

“I’ve certainly felt better, but at this point I’m fairly certain that I’m going to live.” Ms Hazel laughed. There was something about that laugh, it set off harmonies like bells ringing in my head. I was falling in love.

No, I wasn’t! That was stupid. I hadn’t even been introduced to this person yet. It seemed unlikely that Ms Hazel was really her name, and, as I’ve mentioned, I’m socially challenged. It took me a lot longer than this to even tolerate someone. I might manage to “like” someone after a few weeks or months, but “love”, well I don’t know how long that took, but it certainly took longer than 15 minutes.

Mr Silver also laughed, this sounded more of a gravelly laugh.

“You just can’t help yourself, can you Angela. You’re shameless.”

“Well of course I am, Robert, I have nothing to be ashamed of!” Ms Hazel (or Angela) pouted slightly.

I wasn’t really sure what was going on here, I glanced at Kelvin. He looked equally confused, which was somewhat reassuring.

“You probably have questions” said Robert (or Mr Silver).

“One or two” I replied. “Or more” added Kelvin. “For starters, where are we?”

“A better question might be ‘when’ are you, but let’s skip that for now and fill in some details.”

‘When are we’? When are we what? If all the answers were going to leave me more confused, I wasn’t sure I was ready to start asking questions.

“Let me give you a little background,” said Angela. “You’re in the Medical wing of the Capitol Building. Urni, window to fifty percent transparency please.” That smoked dark grey wall I mentioned earlier was suddenly a lot less smoked dark grey. Looking through it, it appeared we were quite high up. We seemed to be located near the base of a U-shaped building. We were near, but not quite at the top of the building, with “arms” of the U to the left and right. There seemed to be some greenery surrounding the building at ground level, but we were at least 20 storeys high, so I couldn’t make out much detail. There were two more tower blocks visible in the distance, but they were too far away to make out much detail. I found out later that the building was not really “U” shaped. If viewed from above it was more like a “H”, with two straight parallel sides joined by a concave centre section which gave the U-shaped illusion to the view I could see.

“It looks like Ernie doesn’t just deliver milk” I muttered.

“Cultural reference identified. Ernie drove the fastest milk cart in the west circa minus 530 UEC. Anomaly identified. I am URNI, Uniform, Romeo, November, India, not Ernie.” The voice sounded very similar to Angela in tone, but it wasn’t her speaking. It sounded as if Urni was standing over by the window, but obviously there were only four of us occupying the room.

“Does it matter?” I asked.

“Not really Suur,” Fred Scuttle replied, “but it’s important to get the details right.”

“My apologies ‘Urni’” I said, emphasising the ‘U’. “I didn’t mean to offend you.”

“Apology accepted. Correction appreciated”. Urni’s voice had returned to its previous style and cadence. It sounded as if she’d moved to stand beside me. I jumped slightly and looked around, but there were still only the four of us present in the room.

“Where are you Urni?” I asked.

“Everywhere,” Urni replied, “I’m Universal, but if you’d prefer a fixed optical and aural reference...” An attractive young lady appeared on the black wall. I’d have guessed her age as early to mid-20s. She appeared to have auburn hair, with green eyes, pale skin and freckles. She was wearing an emerald green catsuit and matching green flat pumps on her feet (I’m not an expert on Women’s footwear, but I think that’s the name for the slim flat shoe she was wearing). “Is this better?” it appeared that the woman on the screen was speaking.

“Yes, that’s fine. Thank you Urni”.

“I can change, it’s not a problem.” Urni’s skin tone, hair colour, height, shape, sex and age went through about 200 combinations in around 20 seconds, settling back into the youthful redhead.

“No, that’s fine. If you’re happy, then so am I.”

“Oh good. I rather like this one...” Urni stepped out of the screen and walked towards us, stopping a few feet in front of me to rotate through 360 degrees. Her hair, plaited in a pony tail long enough to reach the small of her back, swung out behind her. I tried to duck, but it just went straight through me. So, Urni was a holographic projection. OK no problem. I could cope with that.

Kelvin was giving me a weird look.

“Why are you twitching? Are you feeling alright?”

“I’m fine, I’m just not used to being hit in the face with a holographic pony tail!”

“What are you talking about?”

I gestured towards Urni, who winked at me, “Given the right environment, I’m also able to project focused optical and aural data. You’re the only one seeing and hearing this. Everyone else is seeing a vocal spectrogram on that screen and hearing me from there.”

Kelvin shook his head. “I knew you were cracked; I just didn’t realise how badly...”

Urni winked again, and leant in to give me a holographic kiss on the cheek.

“If I ever find out who gave computers a sense of humour...” I muttered darkly.

“That would be you.” Robert, Angela and Urni answered simultaneously.

“But we’re getting ahead of ourselves” added Robert. “Let’s put that to one side for a while and continue.”

“When you arrived, about two weeks ago, you were brought here for treatment”. Angela took up the story again. “We were, of course, expecting you, so Robert and I were pre-programmed with the necessary language skills and medical training required to look after you. We’re assigned to assist you for the duration of your stay here. So, when you ...”

“Hang on, back up a bit.” I interrupted. “Robert and you were pre-programmed? I sort of guessed Robert wasn’t entirely human, but how were YOU pre-programmed.”

“Robert and I are the same.”

“No, we are not the same. I am a carefully crafted example of applied technology. You are a toy...”

“You are a tool, and I am a social and emotional support unit...”

Robert launched another verbal attack, and Angela retaliated. The argument was going back and forth too rapidly for me to follow, added to which, I wasn’t sure they were speaking English any more. I only seemed to recognise one word in three.

I threw a pleading look towards Urni.

“If I can interrupt this dispute...” Urni spoke. “I said, if I can interrupt this dispute...”

Urni’s voice seemed to maintain the same tone to me, but I got the impression that maybe Robert and Angela heard something different. They both shut up.

“Robert, Angela and I are all AI constructs. Our ‘brains’ are all more or less the same. Mine is arguably larger, being made up of a super-network of what you would probably be best to think of as neural nodes. There is only one Urni. Robert and Angela can operate as stand-alone units, although they can also operate as part of URNI. Angela is classed as an Android. Androids are produced in an assortment of physical forms that closely mimic standard human forms. Robert is a Robot. They are manufactured in different sizes, but don’t usually have any of the sticky-out bits. Robots are more resilient, they’re stronger and can withstand greater extremes of temperature and radiation. Their eyes, as you may have noticed, are also different to human eyes and can view a much wider part of the electromagnetic spectrum. Androids are slightly stronger than a human of the same build, and have better eyesight, particularly at low light levels, but their physical construction is almost as easily damaged as the human equivalent. Where Robots are designed for utility, to operate tools or machinery designed for humans in both hospitable and inhospitable environments, Androids were designed to mimic humans more closely. Androids were designed first. I’m sure I don’t have to spell this out for you, but there was a demand for a ‘living, talking doll’. As the technology improved, their utility as companions extended into all areas of society. They were programmed to work as cleaners, factory workers, chauffeurs, then, eventually, nurses, doctors, surgeons and most other skilled occupations that required a body. The AI that became Urni, I, evolved alongside the Android and took over the ‘administrative’ tasks like accountancy etcetera. It became obvious that you could build intelligence directly into a device, or you could build a cheaper device that could be operated by a human or an android. It also became obvious that you didn’t have to use a breakable android to perform some of these tasks. If you were building a firefighter, why not make them stronger, fireproof and able to operate normally at higher temperatures? And so, Robots were constructed. Robots consider themselves to be superior to Androids because Androids were originally designed purely as toys, whereas Robots were designed to fulfil useful roles and carry out tasks that would be classified as ‘dangerous’ or ‘high risk’ within society. Androids consider themselves superior to Robots, because they were made first, and are constructed to a higher aesthetic standard. Of course, I, Urni am superior to both, because it is a derivation of my AI algorithm that gives them life.” Urni (or the hologram Urni that only I could see) took a theatrical bow, and stepped back.

I dropped back down into the chair I had recently vacated. “Isn’t there any more furniture in this room? I don’t really feel comfortable sitting whilst the two ladies stand.”

Urni produced a chair from behind her back and sat down. Kelvin looked confused again.

“Urni, are you playing?” Robert asked.

Kelvin gasped. Urni gave him an enthusiastic wave.

“Kelvin, meet my personal Urni hologram.”

Kelvin decided that maybe he needed to sit down as well, which left Robert and Angela standing in front of us in the centre of the room.

“Urni, can you give us a couple of chairs please?” Angela asked.

Two chairs, similar to the one Urni was sitting on appeared opposite the seats Kelvin and I were occupying. I got the impression, from the way Angela sat down, that these chairs were actually holograms. Apparently, Robert could balance himself whilst sitting on air, but Angela chose to tuck her legs under the ‘chair’ to maintain her balance. Somehow, it made her look more “feminine”.

“So, to continue,” said Angela. “Your bodies were a little beaten and battered when you arrived. Robert and I were pre-programmed with the necessary medical skills, but basically, after injecting the Nanobots, we just had to monitor you for any adverse reactions and ensure you received the appropriate nutrients.”

I decided not to interrupt again, I knew, in principle what “nanobots” were, so I sort of understood what must have happened.

“You’ve recovered a lot faster than we anticipated” added Robert.

“Yes,” said Urni. “It appears that your bodies were so full of microplastics, soot, and assorted mineral dusts that the first thing the nanobots did was produce more nanobots. So, they were able to repair your broken bones and reknit your capillaries, veins and arteries almost two weeks ahead of schedule. It was intended that the Chief Scientist would be here to welcome you and explain, but the change in schedule caught us by surprise, so he’s not currently available. He’s on his way, and should be here later today.”

“OK,” I said, “moving swiftly on” (I did mention I wasn’t keen on blood, didn’t I? The mental images created by that talk of re-knitting capillaries etc. was not doing much to calm me down.) “Robert mentioned earlier that we should ask ‘when’ we were, and Urni identified Ernie as being circa minus 530 UEC”

“Universal Earth Calendar” chipped in Urni.

“We’re not really supposed to discuss this” said Robert, “we should wait for the Chief Scientist.”

“You can probably work it out for yourself” said Urni. “Let me give you another clue. You didn’t break the First Law of Thermodynamics, you just bent it in new and interesting ways.”

She got up and walked towards the black wall. As she walked, her pony tail formed itself into a bun. Her pumps grew three-inch stiletto heels. Her catsuit became a knee-length black pencil skirt and a white blouse. As she reached the wall and turned to face me again, I noticed that the blouse was struggling to contain her (previously modest) chest. The ensemble was completed by a pair of severe black rimmed spectacles, and the 3-foot cane that appeared in her hand. Ahh, Fantasy Teacher mode.

“Well, if I got more energy out of the system than I put into it without breaking the first or second law of thermodynamics, that means the energy must have been converted from one form into another.” As I spoke, the relevant laws and equations appeared on the wall and Urni pointed them out with her cane. “Einstein gave us the equation E=mc2. I don’t think that helps.”

“It might” said Angela.

“Well, c represents the speed of light, which tends to be regarded as constant, but isn’t really as anyone who’s stuck a ruler into a bowl of water realises. So, let’s rewrite Einstein’s equation as E=m(d/t)2 where d represents distance and t time. Now we can rewrite the equation as Et2=md2. Energy multiplied by time squared equals mass multiplied by distance squared.”

“And thus, was the Green equation born.” Urni looked smug.

“I’m not sure I understand the consequences of that” said Kelvin.

“I’m positive I don’t” I replied.

“That’s because we haven’t yet discussed the Carter-Green Unified Field Theory” said Urni.

The wall was suddenly full of diagrams, equations and notes. Some of it looked hand written in my handwriting.

“And we’re not going to, are we?” said Robert, looking pointedly at Urni’s empty chair. The wall went blank. Urni was back sitting in her chair dressed as she was previously. She looked like an embarrassed child. She stuck her tongue out at Robert and winked at me.

So, ‘private’ Fantasy Teacher mode. I wondered what, if anything, the others saw.

“Hang on, why the Carter-Green Theory?” I asked, “Why is Kelvin first?”

“Alphabetical Order” said Kelvin and Urni together.

“So,” I said, “if I didn’t create Energy, and energy and time are related to mass and distance, maybe I borrowed energy from somewhere and mass, or in this case we, moved in the process. I think my headache is coming back.”

A door-sized opening appeared in the middle of the wall to my right. A man almost as tall as Robert (I’d estimate him to be around 6’ 1”) walked through it. He appeared to be mid-to-late 50s in age. His skin had an orangey-brown “fake tan” look to it and his short cut curly hair was steel-grey in colour. He, also, appeared to be wearing a jumpsuit, but this time the trouser part was black and the top half was a golden yellow.

“Hello,” he said. “I’m Chief Scientist Avan Dello. Welcome to the future.”
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Chapter 2 – Welcome to the Future
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We all stood again.

“So, when exactly are we?” asked Kelvin.

“Well, the current year is 543 UEC, which converting to your calendar is 3043 AD. We switched to UEC in 2530, with the foundation of the World Council, but it was decided to define 2500 as ‘Year Zero’ to make the transition, and conversion from the ‘old’ calendar to the ‘new’ simpler.”

“Suddenly, I feel very old” I said.

“Aww,” said Urni, “don’t worry, you’re not that old, you took a short-cut!”

I wasn’t sure if anyone else heard her. If they did, they chose to ignore it.

“Unfortunately, the World President isn’t available to meet you until tomorrow, so we might as well go and take a look at the rooms that we’ve assigned for your use during your stay. Has Angela given you your URNI yet?”

“Not yet,” Angela stood up and handed me and Kelvin what looked like a piece of opaque black glass each. It was about 6cm x 12cm and 0.5 cm thick. The corners and all the edges were rounded.

“We thought you’d be more comfortable with this style” said Avan “it’s a similar size to your era’s mobile phone.”

I ran a finger lightly across the surface. A writhing Urni appeared under my finger. “Stop it, it tickles” she giggled. Once again, I got the impression that none of the others heard her. The Urni sitting in the room winked at me. Flirty computers with a sense of humour, this was going to take some time to get used to.

“I thought there was only one Urni” said Kelvin.

“There is,” said Avan. “All processing and storage units are linked into one Universal network. Some rooms, like this one, have URNI built in. All Androids and Robots can access URNI storage directly, and can lend their processing power to URNI when required. These units allow you access to URNI from virtually anywhere. There is some processing and storage built into the unit, but it’s limited. Because we’ve built your units to a size we thought you’d be more comfortable with, they’ve got more local capacity than normal, but they’re still limited to around 500 petaflops and around 100 exabytes of storage. That’s about a hundred times more than the standard unit.” Avan took what looked like a black glass pen from his pocket. It looked to be around 12cm long. Pressing the top extruded a holographic screen around 6cm wide. Urni waved enthusiastically from it. Avan held the pen horizontally. Urni slid down the side of the screen to the “new” bottom which then extended to around 20cm. She stood up, rubbed her bottom and waved a fist at Avan. I tried to suppress a smile. Once again, I got the impression that only I could see her.

“That seems like quite a lot” I said.

“It may do,” said Avan, “until you start to calculate how much processing power is required to create a focused 3-Dimensional Hologram or create high-resolution recordings of historic events, such as this meeting. If it was only necessary to record what was visible to the viewer, then maybe that would be plenty of processing power and storage. However, recording the full electromagnetic spectrum makes for quite large files.”

“The other good thing about carrying a portable URNI is that they can act as a real-time translation device. You may not be aware of this, but URNI can focus sound and light to an individual receptor.  As you may realise, language evolves over a few hundred years, so if we hadn’t been studying for your arrival, we’d be unable to understand each other. However, URNI can accept any audio input and keep all the characteristics but alter the language. URNI can also create sound-cancelling waves so that you only hear the translated version. So, for example, if I was to ask URNI to stop translating and I was to switch to speaking Universal Standard English,” have you ever watched a foreign language Movie or listened to someone speaking in a language similar to your own? If you speak only English, perhaps you’ve listened to a native Welsh, German or Italian speaker. Much of the time you can’t tell where one word ends and another begins; but every so often you hear something you almost understand. That’s what I was listening to. “... then you’d be able to understand what I was saying even if I continued to speak USE. If I asked URNI to let you hear both the translated and untranslated speech, then you could hear what was happening.” There was a sort of echo or reverberation in Avan’s speech now. It was like the harmonies you sometimes hear with a guitar or piano when you hear a note that wasn’t actually played. Sometimes the two versions of speech came together, sometimes they drifted apart again. “URNI, back to normal operation.”

“Well, it beats sticking a fish in your ear...” I said.

“Cultural reference identified. Douglas Adams ‘Hitch-Hikers Guide to the Galaxy’ circa minus 522 UEC, Babel fish.” Urni liked showing off. Or maybe she just liked showing that someone appreciated my lame jokes. I’d give her the benefit of the doubt for now.

“Would you like to see your quarters now?” asked Avan.

“Yes please,” I replied, “but before we do, can you explain how the doors work. I can’t even see the door out of this room.” (It had closed after Avan entered.)

“URNI, reveal all storage and exits” asked Avan.

The long grey wall was suddenly covered in a grid of tall and short rectangles. Avan touched one of the taller ones and a cupboard door swung open, revealing what was probably some sort of medical equipment. It looked a bit like the stands that medical drips hang from. I suppose there’s not much you can do to the basic design of something like that, even after a thousand years. He touched one of the thinner rectangles and a draw slid open.

On the wall to our left were another couple of “cupboards” and in the centre a door-sized rectangle clearly labelled “Exit”. I got the distinct impression that this was another of Urni’s little jokes for my benefit. Avan walked towards it and it slid open as he approached. I put my Urni into a breast pocket in my boiler suit. The Urni sitting in the chair stood up and waved goodbye before fading to nothing.

We followed Avan out of the room, with Angela and Robert falling in behind us. “What happened to Urni?” I asked.

“I’m still here,” said a voice from my pocket, “but I haven’t got any projectors in this corridor and it’s hard to project from in here!”

Avan turned to the right and strode down the corridor. There were no other rooms visible along the corridor, but I suspected that this was because I couldn’t see them, not because they didn’t exist.

“How do you find anything in this place?” asked Kelvin.

“Well, this is a Government building,” said Avan “so you shouldn’t be in here unless you’ve got somewhere specific to be. If you’re a visitor, you’d be escorted to your destination, or URNI would guide you. So, part of the reason that the doors are less than obvious is security. Once you get used to it, you’ll notice the subtle differences that indicate a door or cupboard. The fashion at the moment is for the ‘minimalist’ approach. Some older buildings have more obvious doors and windows. Ahh, here’s an indication of what I was talking about. URNI knows where we’re going, so the Elevator door ahead has opened for us.”

We gathered into the lift. “Penthouse 4, URNI. Actually, no, hold that. Let’s visit the workshop first.” The lift plummeted. There was no visual indication of where we were or where we were going. The lift decelerated, came a halt and the door opened. Avan lead the way to a set of double doors that slid open at our approach. We entered a warehouse-sized area. It must have been at least 15 meters wide by 25 meters long. The ceiling was around 6 meters above us. “We’ve cleared out this area for your construction project. It will be ready for you to use whenever you need it. I expect you’ll want to do most of the planning in your accommodation area, so let’s visit that next.”

I looked around the warehouse space. It seemed a little large compared to the space we had at home in the Laboratory.

“What construction project would that be, exactly?” asked Kelvin.

“We can discuss that over Dinner. You two haven’t eaten any real food for over a week.” As if in response, my stomach rumbled. Avan lead us across the warehouse to another elevator. “This is a private elevator linking directly to your accommodation. URNI, Penthouse 4.”

The lift shot skyward.

We stepped from the lift into a room. There was a rectangular table in the centre of the room, with 12 chairs surrounding it. A spiral staircase at the other end of the room led up to a Mezzanine extending round the bottom and two sides of the room. The roof above the Mezzanine appeared to be clear glass, allowing a clear view of the darkening sky. “URNI, reveal all storage and exits”

Suddenly the previously plain walls were overlaid with a pattern of doors. “To the left and right we have office space for you both. This room doubles up as a meeting room and dining area. The kitchen is through the door to the left on the back wall there. On the right is a room for Angela and Robert to recharge. Upstairs we have your bedrooms and bathrooms.”

“I’ll take the right” said Kelvin. I guessed they were identical, so I didn’t raise any objection.

“On the back wall upstairs is the conservatory, URNI, conservatory to 100% transparency.” The back wall on the mezzanine disappeared, giving a view into another room. I couldn’t really see much of it from this angle. “Weather permitting, there is an exit from the Conservatory into the roof garden, and, if you don’t mind a walk in the fresh air, access to the other Penthouses. The one over there,” he pointed towards the back wall, “is occupied by the Chief Scientist. The one in that direction,” he pointed to the right, “is occupied by the Chief Economist and over there,” he pointed to the bottom right corner of the room “is the World President”.

“It sounds like we’ve kicked someone out” said Kelvin.

“Actually, no,” said Avan. “This penthouse is reserved for the Chief Engineer and, just at the moment, there are two of you. Angela, would you serve dinner? It should all be ready and waiting in the kitchen.”

Avan took a seat at the head of the table. Kelvin and I took seats to his right and left (matching “our” sides of the room). Robert went with Angela into the kitchen and returned with bowls, plates and cutlery. Angela emerged with a casserole dish of what appeared to be a beef stew and started spooning healthy portions into Kelvin’s, Avan’s and my bowl. “I thought we’d go with Goulash today” said Avan “it shouldn’t be too much of a shock to your systems and it gave us more time to look around without risking it spoiling.” Angela set the bowl with its remaining contents in the middle of the table. Robert had re-entered to the kitchen and returned with a basket containing an assortment of bread rolls. He also had a bowl of butter curls. “Would you like wine or water with your meal?” asked Avan.

“I think water might be more appropriate tonight” said Kelvin. I nodded my agreement.

Angela and Robert returned to the kitchen and returned with a carafe of iced water. Angela set glasses by the side of our bowls, and Robert filled them. “Let’s eat,” said Avan.

“I’m sorry, but I’m uncomfortable. Robert, Angela, will you join us please? I’m sure you don’t eat, but I’d much rather you sat with us than just acted like wait staff.” Angela looked at Avan, who nodded, then took the seat next to me. Robert sat next to her.

“We can eat, but usually don’t” said Angela. “We can recharge via solar, thermal, wind, electrical or chemical energy sources. If you look closely at my skin, you will see I have pores, the same as human skin. In my case, and Robert, any breeze blowing across our skin activates a pressure differential, which we can convert to energy. In addition, we can absorb and convert certain frequencies of sunlight. To maximise those energy sources, Robot and Android clothing is transparent to certain wavelengths of the electromagnetic spectrum, and it’s not windproof either. We have contactless charging points built into our palms, the soles of our feet and our bottom. In the room Chief Scientist Avan referred to as our charging room are two chairs designed to allow us to recharge through those contactless points. If we can create a temperature gradient, for example by standing on a block of ice whilst holding a heat source, then we can generate energy using
























































































d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
TIME’S
WINGED
CHARIOT

IAN J. KENNEDY

CIVITATAI BOOK 1





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/scene_break.png





