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cannot follow the holes, because granite is
not a very good conductor of this more
usual form of electricity. But when, if you
do this trick in a laboratory, you give the
electrons the chance to bypass a section of
rock by way of a metal wire, quite large
currents will flow. Outside the laboratory,
Dr Freund believes, the role of the wire is
played by heated rock (at temperatures
above 500°C, granite becomes conductive
to electrons as well as holes).
Extrapolating from Dr Freund’s labora-
tory experiments, the strain in a real-life
geological fault such as the San Andreas
could, as it shifted, generate hundreds of
thousands of amperes per cubic kilometre

" in a fluctuating pattern that would cause

very low frequency radio waves to be
emitted, thus disrupting the ionosphere.
Whether such currents could act as

enough, the resulting wobble can be de-
tected. Alternatively, a planet’s orbit may
cause it to pass between its star and the
Earth. Again, if it is big enough, the result-
ing dip in the amount of starlight may be
detectable. But on only three occasionshas
the light from an Esp been detected di-
rectly. Normally, the light from such plan-
ets gets lost in the glare of the parentstar. It
is this that the two researchers hope to
change, using a complex lens called a vor-
tex phase mask.

Dr Swartzlander first suggested theidea
of such masks in 2001. He has now had
one made, and is about to publish the de-
tails in Optics Letters. Mr Mawet, mean-
while, has come up with a different design
for amask, which he published last month
in the Astrophysical Journal. Both designs,
however, work the same way. They twist »»







