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Dedicated to those who choose hope









I didn’t want to start this story with such a clichéd line, but who am 

I kidding any more?

If  you’re reading this, it means I’m dead.

Like proper dead.

As in ​full-​on, ​zero-​breath and ​no-​life dead.

As in ​an-​infinite-​abyss-​under-​a-​perfect-​vacuum-​locked-​inside-​a-​

very-​dark-​void dead.

Gone. Forever.

And if  you’re reading this that also means you’re about to learn the 

truth. I’ll keep it brief, though, since I have to start from the beginning.





PART I: SUPERPOSITION
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CHAPTER 34

Veritas

As I turned on to the side road, the giant gates of  Veritas College 

came into view, and for the first time since getting in I let the dream 

settle into reality: I’m at the University of  Oxford. And not Oxford 

Brookes, mind you, as everyone (and I mean, literally, everyone  ) 

guessed when I told them I was going to Oxford. I meant Oxford, 

Oxford. The same uni where Schrödinger studied before finding 

his quantum cat. Where Penrose figured out that the secrets of  

consciousness were hidden in black holes.

And now I was here. Blessed with a fresh start and a chance to 

prove to myself, maybe even to the world, that I belonged here. No 

matter what had come before.

Carved on both sides of  the ​sky-​high door were decorated 

wooden shields, with a logo I recognized from the Veritas College 

prospectus that the admissions team had sent us a couple weeks 

back. I’d chosen Veritas over the other ​thirty-​six colleges at Oxford, 

partly because it was one of  the few that offered my course, but ​

mostly – ​if  I’m being ​real – ​for the look on my teachers’ faces when 

they asked what college I was going to, and I got to reply in Latin.

‘Can I help you, ma’am?’ An older man in a matching jumper 
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and tie stuck his head out of  a hole in the wall to my side. His 

eyebrows were so stringy and thick that they connected with his 

sideburns, and one of  them began to bend as he looked me up and 

down from braids to boots.

‘Yes, please,’ I replied. Knowing I had no way to get to the 

other side of  the stones that barricaded the college from the rest 

of  Longwall Street without him, I secured my giant container of  

jollof  in one hand, and with the other dragged my luggage along 

the pavement towards him. The back wheel had snapped clean off 

after hoisting it on to the escalator from Paddington tube station. 

And although I was grateful the wheel had even lasted this long, 

given all its years of  moving my life from one yard to the next, 

I definitely looked like some crazy aunty carrying spicy food and 

a ​one-​wheeled suitcase. But after shelling out for new pots and 

pans, a couple of  fancy dresses for Oxford formals and a mattress 

protector there was no cash left for new luggage. And of  course, I 

never found the matching lid for the only Tupperware big enough 

to hold all the rice my dad had cooked for me. So what else was I 

meant to do?

‘I’m Rhia,’ I announced, standing tall. ‘Rhia Adenon.’ I swapped 

the bags in each arm, knowing I’d only have a few steps before my 

trailing shoulder got knackered and I’d have to swap again. ‘First 

year. Physics.’

A whisk of  suspicion smeared his face, and without saying a 

word he disappeared inside. If  last year’s college numbers were 

anything to go by, nearly two hundred freshers were moving into 

halls today, meaning he might be gone a while. But then again, 

assuming the student list he was scrolling through was ordered by 

surnames, Adenon was likely to be on the first page.
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As the giant golden clock above ticked away, I looked further 

along the road at a parrot chipping at an apple core, with feathers 

so red they could have been ​tie-​dyed. Kids at my secondary school 

always used to ask me why I was so into birds, and although I’d 

never had any answers that made sense to them, I was pretty sure it 

was the same reason I was so into physics.

See, physics is all about writing down (in maths language) the 

unbreakable laws that rule the universe. For example, when you 

drop an apple, it falls to the ground, not because it feels like it, 

but because it has to follow the same law of  gravity as the rest of  

us: what goes up must come down. But all it takes is one glance 

at a bird above, as it glides ​piss-​takingly through the sky, to notice 

there’s a loophole somewhere in that law. And then, because 

you’re a weirdo physicist with very few friends like me, you start 

investigating that one loophole. But it turns out that the more you 

tug on that single loose thread to try and patch your laws back 

together into a single logical rule again, the more all your laws start 

to unravel. And, before you know it, it’s 4 a.m, you haven’t left the 

flat all weekend, and when you look around your room you realize 

all the laws of  physics you’d lived by up to that point are scattered 

across the carpet in shreds. But then, because you still don’t have 

(many) friends, you keep trying to fix it. And after a week or so of  

hating life, you come back to your room one morning with fresh 

eyes and see that, by some miracle, there’s just enough string to 

create a brand-new mosaic of  laws to explain life. And this new 

set of  laws are not only more beautiful, but more unbreakable too. 

Well, until the next bird flies over.

Laws and loopholes: to me, that’s what physics is all about. 

That’s why I love it. And hate it.
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My extended reality lenses picked up on my continuing gaze, 

zoomed in, then shared some extra deets on the creature ahead:

•	 Eclectus parrot
•	 �Famous for their dimorphism as a bird species, with the ​

crimson-​coloured females so different in appearance to their ​
bright-​green male counterparts that they were once thought 
to be different species

•	 Native to New Guinea

New Guinea? Isn’t that near New Zealand? How the hell did he get here, 

then? Before I could slide deeper into the ​meta-​net hole to start 

learning about avian migrations, the porter reappeared with a stack 

of  papers in hand.

‘There’s no one by the name of  Adenon here.’

I gulped. ‘That’s weird. It’s spelt: ​A-​D-​E-​N-​O-​N.’

He shook his head as he skimmed through the pile again.

It’s going to be OK, I reminded myself. It’s all gonna work out. It was 

all I could say to put the growing panic to bed. ‘You sure?’

‘I might not have actually studied at Oxford when I was a young 

un like the rest of  you clever clogs, but I can manage a ​six-​letter 

word, love.’

‘Of  course.’ I exhaled, anger rising from deep in my belly to 

the top of  my throat. I’d emailed both the college registrar and the 

accommodation lady, asking them to please update the surname on 

all my stuff before I arrived. How could they have let something this 

important slip?

Unballing my free hand, I put my polite face on again. It wasn’t 
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this man’s fault, after all. I’d just have to email them again. ‘Can you 

check for a Rhianna Black, then?’

After a moment, his face brightened and he said, ‘Why didn’t 

you just say that from the start?’

He handed over the pack of  name badges we’d be wearing for all 

of  freshers’ week, each with the old surname on it. Then he handed 

me my BOD card, the sacred piece of  plastic they’d warned us not 

to lose in every piece of  correspondence for the past couple months, 

going back as far as late July. It was mad to me that here, in 2039, 

people were still using physical ID. But I took a second to check the 

photo one more time, anyway. It had taken hours to get it right: 

first, evening out the extra dark spots on my cheeks; next, playing 

with the colour palette till there was just enough red to the tone; 

and, finally, lengthening my round face as much as I could without 

it looking bait.

‘Thanks, sir.’ Realizing I was about to lose him to his hidden hole 

again, I followed: ‘Also, d’you know how I can get to my room on 

staircase fourteen, please?’

‘Well, I wouldn’t be terribly good at my job if  I didn’t.’ He 

smirked, rolling up his sleeves one measured fold at a time. I still 

couldn’t quite get over those eyebrows. They were wasted on him. 

‘So, darling . . . what you wanna do is just carry on through the main 

doors here and keep to the right of  that cobbled path cos it’ll split 

in two once you hit the tarmac. The first path’ll take you to Lincoln 

Quad on the left. But don’t take that one, love. Instead, grab the one 

on the right and follow it past the water fountain, and all the way to 

the far end of  North Quad. Go round the grass and onwards into 

the car park, where you might see some other students, and at the 
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end you’ll spot some lovely ​Oxford-​blue gates to the side  . . . But 

don’t pass through ’em!’ His sudden lift in volume almost knocked 

me off the pavement edge. ‘Instead, look for the pair of  sycamore 

trees on the short side, and about twenty metres beyond those is a 

Roman cove. Go just past that, and there’s a door with a latchkey. 

Open it, head up to the third floor and your room’s the second one 

on the left. I hope you caught all that?’ He raised his flawless brow 

at me again and waited.

Deep breath. ‘So, first I go through the main doors. Then the path 

on the right. Through North Quad. Don’t go through the blue 

gates, instead carry on twenty metres past the sycamore trees and 

the Roman cove and up to an old school door. Take the stairs up to 

floor three, and my room’s the second door on the left?’

‘Very good,’ he answered. Next came a nod so slight I’d have 

missed it if  I’d blinked. But I hadn’t. ‘Very good.’

And, for the first time, a smile divided my face.

First test at Oxford: smashed.

Then, with one tap of  my BOD card against the keypad, the 

entrance to a ​brand-​new world opened before me.
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