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      Eighteen eyes were looking at him, with a who’s-been-sleeping-in-my-bed expression that he found impossible to forgive. For the first time in his wasp-not-swatting, spider-catching-in matchboxes-and-carefully-putting-outside life, he urgently wanted to kill a living creature. The fact that it was a minimum of twenty feet long, nine-headed and blatantly supernatural somehow didn’t seem relevant. Either it goes, said a voice inside him, or I do, and I’m not particularly bothered which.

      At such times, ignorance can be your friend. Experienced professional dragonslayers – one immediately thinks of Ricky Wurmtoter, former head of pest control at J.W. Wells, or the legendary Kurt Lundqvist, thanks to whose efforts Seattle is now 77 per cent dragon-free – know the risks, the moves and the distressingly unfavourable chances of survival. Accordingly, they duck, weave, shuffle their feet, wait for an opening, feint, drop into an extended high guard, trip over something and get torched or eaten. Maurice, who had no idea what he was doing, neatly avoided all these pitfalls. He marched up to the dragon, yelled “Bastard!” at it at the top of his voice, and swung wildly with the breadknife.
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        Years ago, when he was a child, Maurice refused to go on the Underground because he was scared of all the dead people. His father had asked him a few questions and glanced at his bedside table, and explained that the Underground wasn’t the same thing as the Underworld that he’d been reading about in his Myths & Legends of the Ancient Greeks book, which his aunt Jane had given him for his birthday. There were no dead people, three-headed dogs or sinister boatmen down there, his father promised him, just crowded platforms, unreliable trains, people in scruffy old coats who talked to themselves, a really quite small proportion of homicidal lunatics and a rather unsavoury smell. He’d been reassured (though he’d secretly quite fancied seeing a dog with three heads) and withdrawn his objection. Nevertheless, even now, there was something about it —

        Especially at night, in the uneasy lull between the rush hour and the last junkies-drunks-and-theatre-goers specials, when the platforms are quiet and deserted and nobody can hear you scream; when the tiled corridors echo footsteps, and the trains, when they finally arrive, come bursting out of the darkness like dragons. Since he’d had to work late at the office recently – not because there was work to be done, but because the firm was rationalising, so everyone was sticking to their desks like limpets after nominal going-home time, to show how indispensable they were – he’d had more than his comfortable ration of nocturnal Tube travel recently, and it was starting to get on his nerves.

        There were three people in the compartment when he got in, all women. There was an elderly bag lady in a thick wool coat, muttering to herself and knitting what looked like a sock. Opposite her was an elegant middle-aged businesswoman, with dark hair and glasses. She was knitting, too; that seemed a little out of character, but it was just starting to get fashionable again, or so his mother had told him. In the far corner there was a rather nice-looking girl, and she was knitting, which suggested his mother had been right about something, for once. In any event, they seemed harmless enough. He chose a seat in the middle of the carriage, sat down, opened his book and raised it in front of him, like a shield.

        The windows were black, of course, so there was no visible world outside; all he could see in the one next to him was the reflection of the pretty girl, and it didn’t do to dwell on pretty girls who might look up and figure out what you were doing. Instead, he looked up at the advertising boards. One caught his attention, as it had been designed to do —

        
           

          WHERE IS THEO BERNSTEIN?

        

        That was all: white letters on a black background. For a moment he allowed himself to wonder who Theo Bernstein was and what he was selling. Then he realised he’d been ensnared by evil capitalists and looked away. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the elegant businesswoman bite through a strand of wool with her teeth. It was an incongruously savage act – though perfectly reasonable, when he thought about it; after all, you aren’t allowed to have sharp things on you in a public place. Teeth, however, are the oldest and most basic weapons of all.

        The train had slowed down to the point where, with no view through the window, it was impossible to tell if it was moving or standing still. He yawned. He’d had enough of this journey. He was in the kind of limbo, between the culmination of one sequence of events and the start of another, that you get in restaurants after you’ve finished eating, before they bring the bill. He looked around for something (other than the pretty girl) to graze his mind on. Not much of that kind of thing in a Tube compartment. Further down the carriage, he saw four more black advert boards with white lettering. The Theo Bernstein people were clearly determined to get their message across. He shuffled in his seat to get comfy, and tried to read his book. But that was no good. It was a self-help thing She’d given him to read, shortly before She’d stormed out of his life, slamming the door on the sunlight, and he really couldn’t be bothered. Coping with Rejection, snickered the chapter heading. Yeah, right.

        “All that time, he never realised.”

        The old woman had spoken. He winced. He hoped she wasn’t going to make a nuisance of herself.

        “He never realised,” she repeated, “that she was carrying on with his worst enemy, behind his back.”

        Oh God, he thought, and glanced up to see how many stops there were still to go. But, since he hadn’t been keeping track, he wasn’t entirely sure where he was. Could be anywhere.

        “Right under his nose,” said the elegant woman.

        She hadn’t looked up from her knitting. Maurice peered at her round the cover of his book. Odd, he thought.

        “He’ll find out quite soon,” said the old woman. “He’ll be heartbroken.”

        Actually, she didn’t sound particularly batty. If anything, she sounded like a Radio 4 anchor. So, come to think of it, did the elegant woman, who now said, “That and losing his job.”

        Presumably, then, they knew each other. Then why were they sitting half a compartment apart?

        “Of course,” said the girl, “quite soon that’ll be the least of his worries.”

        Um, he thought. So all three of them knew each other. The girl, who sounded like a trainee Radio 4 anchor, soon to make her debut seguing from the shipping forecast into Farming Today in the wee small hours, took a ball of green wool out of her pocket and, apparently without aiming, threw it across the compartment. The elegant woman caught it one-handed. She hadn’t even looked up.

        “Getting the new job will cheer him up,” the old woman said.

        The elegant woman threw her a ball of red wool.

        “But not for long,” the girl said. “He won’t be able to enjoy it, because of the weird stuff.”

        The elegant woman frowned. “He’ll find it suits him better.”

        “Up to a point,” said the girl. “But then he’ll make a big mistake.”

        “He always did have such a vivid imagination,” sighed the old woman. “Even when he was a wee tot, bless him. Could I have the yellow, please, dear?” She raised her hand and a yellow ball sailed through the air, straight into her fingers. “Now I’m not quite sure what comes after that.”

        Something odd, really odd, about this conversation. “His friend,” prompted the girl.

        “What, the one who —?”

        “His other friend,” said the elegant woman. “Steve, in the army.”

        Maurice twitched. He had a friend called Steve, in the army. Of course, his Steve was a girl – Stephanie, at one time the boss barracuda in the Kandahar motor pool.

        “That’s right, silly of me. His friend Steve. She won’t half give him a surprise.”

        A theory, born of desperation, floated into his mind: a variant on the old kissogram theme, he postulated, in which your friends hire paid performers to weird you out of your skull, while filming the whole thing on covert CCTV. Except he didn’t have any friends with that sort of imagination or money, or who cared enough about him to go to so much trouble. In which case, it was just a coincidence. After all, lots of women called Stephanie get called Steve.

        “He always did like her more than he cared to admit to himself,” the old lady went on; and he thought, Coincidence? Seriously?

        “Remind me,” said the elegant woman. “What’s the name of that boy they were both at school with? The one she eventually marries.”

        “You mean the one who became rich and famous? George something, wasn’t it?”

        George. Right, he thought, that’s quite enough of that. He was just about to stand up, when he realised what the odd thing – the other odd thing – was. They were talking about the future —

        “It doesn’t last, though,” the girl said.

        “Now then.” The elegant woman sounded reproachful. “We’re getting ahead of ourselves. If we’re not careful, we’ll drop a stitch.”

        He wasn’t a brave man, and the thought of accosting three strange women in a public place would normally shrivel him down to the size of a small walnut. This, though, was different. He had no idea what was happening, he definitely didn’t want to know, but he knew, with a kind of fatal clarity, that he was going to have to ask. He cleared his throat and said, “Excuse me.”

        They didn’t seem to have heard him. “After he’s killed the snake,” the elegant woman said.

        “Excuse me.”

        The old lady frowned. “Oh, it’s a snake, is it? Must’ve got in a bit of a tangle.”

        “Definitely a snake,” the elegant woman said. “Well, sort of a snake. Anyhow, after he’s done that —”

        “I’m talking to you.” Maybe, but they weren’t hearing him.

        “Is that before or after he gets fired from – what’s the name of the firm?” the girl was asking.

        “Overthwart and Headlong, dear. You remember. Before, definitely,” the old lady said authoritatively. “Then the snake.” She paused. “I think.”

        Overthwart & Headlong, whose offices he’d just come from. Fired? Oh shit…

        “Damn. I’ll have to unpick.”

        The old lady smiled sympathetically. “Some of these plait-stitch patterns can be a bit confusing,” she said. “It was so much simpler in the old days, when everybody was either plain or purl.”

        There was a gentle but perceptible jolt. The train was moving. “Ooh,” the girl said, “we’re nearly there; we’d better get a move on. Where had we got to?”

        “The snake,” said the elegant woman, as she polished her glasses on her sleeve.

        “What about the choice?” the old woman said.

        “Oh hell.” The young woman pulled a savage face. “Now I’m going to have to unpick three whole rows.”

        “Excuse me,” Maurice said weakly.

        “Are you sure the choice comes before the snake?” the elegant woman said. “I thought the choice came in between the bottle and healing the wounded king.”

        The what? He opened his mouth, trying to say Excuse me, but no sound emerged.

        “She’s right,” the old woman said. “Stupid of me. I’ve got the pattern upside down.”

        The girl shot her a furious glare. “So it’s the snake, then the bottle, then the choice and then the king and presumably the goblins after that. Or is it the choice and then the bottle?”

        “EXCUSE ME.” He hadn’t intended to roar, but it was the only way he could get his mouth to work. He roared so loud they could probably hear him in the street above. The women took no notice.

        “Check,” the elegant woman said. She glanced at the window, which was still completely black. “Well,” she went on, “we cut that pretty fine, but we got there in the end.”

        The girl was stuffing her needles and wool into her bag. “Talking of which,” she said.

        “Sorry, dear. Oh yes, of course.” The old woman nodded eagerly. “The end. How will it end?”

        “Badly,” said the elegant woman.

        The girl clicked her tongue. “Well, of course badly,” she said impatiently. “But how exactly? We can’t just say badly and leave it at that; they’ll want details. Like, for instance, what’s the cause of death?”

        The old woman frowned. “Entropy?”

        “His death.” The girl sighed. “Precisely when and how does he —?”

        With a strangled cry, Maurice jumped to his feet, grabbed at the elegant woman (who happened to be nearest) and felt his fingers close on the lapel of her jacket. On and through.

        The sound they made was like those fireworks that scream as they shoot up into the air; appropriately enough, because that, as far as Maurice could tell in the circumstances, was what the three women did. It was as though they’d all been simultaneously sucked into the thin nozzle of an invisible, exceptionally powerful vacuum cleaner; they sort of compressed from three dimensions to two, into straight vertical lines, just before vanishing with a sudden bright blue flare and a distant roll of thunder. At which point, the train stopped, the doors slid open and three Japanese tourists and a bald, fat man in a raincoat got in. Through the window, Maurice could see a sign saying Piccadilly Circus. The automated voice said, “Mind the gap”, the doors closed and the train gently moved forward.

        Maurice’s eyes were very wide. Piccadilly Circus was where he’d got on. He fumbled with the sleeve on his left arm and dragged his shirt cuff off his watch. He’d left the office at 7.45. It was now three minutes to eight —

        Oh hell, he thought. Here we go again.
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        At exactly the same time as Maurice got off the train, in exactly the same place, but at ninety-one degrees to that time and place in the D axis, a man in his mid-thirties rolled onto his back, grunted and opened his eyes.

        He lay quite still for a moment, looking up. Then he frowned.

        “Hello?” he said.

        There was no reply apart from a slight and unusual echo. The precise qualities of that echo meant more to him than it would to you or me, because the man had once been a physicist – a great one, a Nobel laureate. True, he couldn’t remember anything he’d learned during his twelve years at the University of Leiden, not even his room number or where they keep the washing machines, but his brain was still as sharp as ever. Imagine a Porsche, mechanically perfect but its gas tank completely empty.

        He was working, therefore, from first principles, rather like Archimedes or one of those guys. Also, he wasn’t consciously trying to account for the slightly odd properties of the echo. Even so, his subconscious got onto the problem straight away, and, in the time it took the man to sit up and rub his eyes, it had come up with a viable hypothesis that happened to be perfectly correct. The echo sounded funny because he was inside a cylinder – a cylinder, moreover, that tapered dramatically somewhere out of sight overhead. Sort of a bottle shape.

        Because of the way the mind works, he wasn’t conscious of all the calculus and equations he’d just performed. Instead, he attributed the flash of insight to intuition, which he’d been brought up to mistrust. That’s all the thanks his subconscious got for all that hard work. It’s an unfair world.

        I’m in a bottle, he thought.

        Then he realised that that thought was the only one he’d got, like the very first stamp in a brand-new stamp album. His frown deepened. Once again, his subconscious raced. It realised that it occupied a brain equipped with vast memory-storage capacity, a very big stamp album indeed; therefore, wasn’t it a bit odd that all that space had just one thought in it?

        Well, now there were two, but that wasn’t the point. Surely there ought to be, well, dozens. And, while he was at it, he couldn’t help noticing the substantial quantity of intellectual plant and machinery cluttering the place up – logic and cognitive processes and arithmetic, and God only knows what that one over there was supposed to be for. Unless the inside of his head was just warehouse space, presumably they’d been put there for a reason. I must be somebody, he realised. With a thing, name, and a personality and a, what’s that other thing, a history. And what, now I come to think of it, am I doing in a bottle?

        If he really was in a bottle. He looked around. There was nothing to see, absolutely nothing at all. There was light, quite a fair amount of it. What was lacking was anything for the light to play with.

        Now then. All from first principles, of course, but it didn’t take him long to come up with a theory. I’m in a glass bottle, or just possibly a jar; and the bottle or jar’s in —

        Nothing? 

        That’s where a frame of reference is so devilishly useful. A frame of reference lets you know instantly if being inside a glass bottle inside nothing at all is normal, the same old same old, just another day at the office; or whether it’s odd, a bit strange, possibly even a cause for moderate concern. But, as far as he could tell, he had no frame of reference, not even a scrap of a corner of one. Awkward. And, since he was stuck in a bottle surrounded by nothing at all, it wasn’t immediately obvious how he was supposed to go about changing that. In which case, presumably, all he could do was wait patiently in the hope that the frame of reference he must once have had would at some point return and start making sense of things. Well, of course it will. It’ll come back when it’s hungry. They always do.

        At which point (from first principles) he realised he’d discovered the concept of time. For about two and a half seconds he felt rather excited about that, though he wasn’t sure why. A small part of him was trying to tell him that finding out stuff about how the world works is a good thing and something to feel pleased with yourself about. Quite why, he couldn’t say, but the instinct was surprisingly strong. Maybe that’s what I’m for, he told himself; after all, I must be for something, or else why the hell bother having me in the first place? Assuming I exist, of course, but I’m pretty sure I do. Well, of course I exist. I’m thinking, aren’t I? And if you think, you exist, surely. Stands to reason, that does.

        He stood up and peered down at himself. He was, he noticed, a sort of drab pink colour, in striking contrast to everything else, which was no colour at all. When he patted the top of his head, he felt something soft and sort of woolly; it felt a bit like the thin black hair on his arms, legs and body, but longer. He tried to think of a reason for it – how being partially thatched could possibly make him a more efficient pink entity in a bottle – but maybe he was missing pertinent data, because nothing sprang immediately to mind. Also, there were hard, vaguely scutiform plates on the ends of his fingers and toes. Crazy.

        Am I alone?

        Now where, he wondered, had that thought come from? For one thing, it meant he’d invented mathematics, simply by postulating that there might be such a thing as more-than-one. But of course there was, because he had ten fingers and ten toes; therefore, plurality exists. Any damn fool could tell you that. In which case, given the possibility of multiple entities, there might be more like him, maybe as many as five, or ten even, out there somewhere. Out where? He peered, but all he could see was nothing, with more nothing just beyond it, set against an infinite backdrop of zilch.

        Now here’s a thought. I’m in a bottle, but I can’t see it. I know it’s there, because of the echo. Therefore, things can exist without me being able to see them. Therefore, even though I can’t see other entities like myself, there may be some, somewhere. Whee!

        Enough of the abstract theorising; time for some practical experimentation. He walked forward in a straight line (which, for the sake of convenience, he decided was probably the shortest distance between two given points). After three paces, he simultaneously banged his nose and stubbed his toe —

        Ouch. Pain. That made him frown, because he wasn’t sure he liked it. But of course, it must be an inbuilt warning mechanism, to keep you from damaging yourself by, for example, walking into one of those things that exist but can’t be seen. Ingenious and effective, he decided; my compliments to the chef. Still, probably a good idea to reduce one’s exposure to it as far as conveniently possible.

        “Hello.”

        The echo again? No, not possible. It sounded all wrong for that. He turned round, and saw – his reflection? Good guess, but apparently not, because the entity he was looking at, though similar to him in many ways, was subtly different in others. Partially covered in white fabric, for one thing; also longer hair and two curious sort of bumps, or swellings, on the front.

        The entity spoke. “It apologises,” it said, “for any inconvenience.”

        That made no sense, but he was prepared to make allowances. “Do they hurt?” he asked.

        “Excuse it?”

        “The swellings on your front. Are you ill?”

        The entity’s face moved, producing an expression he intuitively suspected was meant to convey displeasure. “It’s supposed to be like that.”

        “Really? Why?”

        “Presumably you perceive it as female. Would you mind terribly much not staring? If it’s female, it doesn’t like it.”

        “Sorry.” He turned away, then turned slowly back and deliberately focused a hand’s span above the top of the entity’s head. “Is that better?”

        “Marginally,” the entity replied, “though it’s not easy having a conversation with someone not looking at it. But that’s fine for now,” the entity added quickly, as he started to turn away again. “It’ll just have to get used to it.”

        Hang on, he thought. A million questions were bubbling away inside his head, but there was one he just had to ask. “Excuse me.”

        “Yes?”

        “Why do you talk about yourself in the third person?”

        The entity’s face showed an expression designed to convey perplexity. “Say what?”

        “Well,” he said, “there’s three persons in speech, right? Apparently,” he added, as it occurred to him to wonder how the hell he knew that. “There’s the first, like I, and the second, you, and then for some reason there’s three thirds. But you don’t seem to be using the right one.”

        The entity looked at him for a moment, shook its head and said, “It wouldn’t worry about that right now if it was you. There are…” the entity hesitated. “More pressing issues.”

        “Are there?”

        “You bet.”

        “Wow. Such as?”

        “Your identity,” the entity replied. “Your current status. Talking of which, it would like to assure you that you’re perfectly safe.”

        “Ah.” It hadn’t occurred to him that he might not be. “Well, that’s good.”

        “And, more to the point,” the entity went on, “while you’re in there, so is everyone else.”

        “Excuse me?”

        The entity looked mildly embarrassed. “It’s been instructed to tell you that you’re being held in temporary isolation, pending a review. In another time, place and context, your status here would be aptly conveyed by an annoying hourglass, or an even more annoying running horse. There is no cause for concern.”

        “Great,” he said, trying to sound pleased. “So I’m just —”

        “Here.”

        He nodded. “And that’s all right, is it? I mean, that’s how it’s supposed to be.”

        “Oh yes.”

        “Thanks, you’ve set my mind at rest. You see, I don’t actually know —”

        The entity didn’t seem to want to look at him. “Your memories have been temporarily removed and placed in secure storage. It apologises for any —”

        “So I’ve got some, then. Memories, I mean.”

        “Heaps.”

        “Cool.” He grinned. “So, when can I have them back?”

        “Later.”

        “Right. When is later?”

        “Later is after now,” the entity replied, “just before eventually. Meanwhile, you have nothing to worry about. Everything is as it should be.”

        He nodded again, this time more slowly. “You said I’ve been placed here, and my memories have been removed. Um, who by?”

        The entity’s face changed colour very slightly; a faint reddish tinge. “It.”

        “You?”

        “No, it.”

        “Ah.”

        The entity hesitated, as though looking for the right words. “Since you seem to have a flair for linguistics,” it said, “try this. Not every passive has an equivalent active form.”

        He tried that one, but it wouldn’t run. “Sorry, you’ve lost me.”

        “Just because something is done,” the entity said slowly, “it doesn’t necessarily follow that somebody’s done it. Some things just…” The entity waved a hand vaguely. “That’s how it is.”

        “It meaning you?”

        “No. Yes. Sort of. Look,” the entity snapped, “that’s a really abstruse, complex question, and it’s on a schedule. All you need to know right now is, you’re safe, everything’s fine, and it’ll get back to you as soon as possible. Meanwhile —”

        “It apologises for any inconvenience?”

        “You got it. Oh, and one other thing.” The entity was looking positively furtive.

        “Yes?”

        “If you could just sign this form.” A sheet of paper materialised in the air a few inches from his face. A pen hovered over it like a wingless dragonfly.

        “Excuse me?”

        “Sign, please. Just a formality.”

        He looked at the pen and the paper. They did seem oddly familiar, but he had no data. “I’m not sure I know how.”

        “Take the stick thing in your hand and rub its pointy end up and down on the flat thing until it makes a mark. Anywhere’ll do.”

        He reached out and took the pen. Without thinking, he cradled it between his index and middle fingers, with his thumb pressed to the side. “Why?”

        “Excuse it?”

        “Why am I doing this?”

        “Oh, it’s just a disclaimer,” it mumbled. “Sort of absolving it from all present and future liability. Legal stuff. You don’t need to worry.”

        “There’s marks on the flat thing already. Hold on,” he added, as something about the marks caught his eye. Bizarrely enough, their shape and form seemed to convey some sort of meaning. “Can I look at them?”

        “Wouldn’t bother if it was you,” the entity said quickly. “Just the usual blahdy-blah. Nothing important.”

        “If it isn’t important, then why do you want me to —?”

        “Just sign, OK?”

        He was aware that he was causing the entity a certain degree of discomfort. Obviously he didn’t want that, so he pressed the pen to the paper and did a sort of squiggle. Immediately, they both vanished. “Sorry,” he said. “Did I do it wrong?”

        “No, that’s fine.” The entity was smiling. “Well, that about covers everything, so it’ll leave you in peace. So, um, enjoy your stay with it, and please feel free to make full use of all the facilities.”

        “Hey, thanks. What facilities?”

        “Um.” The entity shrugged. “Anyhow,” it said. “Have a nice day now, you hear?”

        “Yes,” he replied eagerly, “I was meaning to ask you about that. I take it that when I hear something, it’s because vibrations made by movements or similar events are conveyed to me in some kind of wave, and there’s a specially sensitive membrane or something inside me somewhere that translates those vibrations into sensory input that I’m capable of interpreting. Is that right, or am I barking up the wrong tree entirely?”

        The entity dipped its head. “Pretty much,” it said. “That style of thing, anyhow. Be seeing you.”

        “Oh yes, sight,” he said. “Is that where tiny particles of light —?” But the entity had vanished.

        He stood for a while, his eyes fixed on the particular area of nothing-at-all where the entity had been. Questions, a seething mass of them, tried in vain to leap the waterfall of his mind. Then, abruptly, he turned away, sat down and closed his eyes. So much to think about. Like, for example; suppose you had three lines, and each of the three lines met two of the others; you’d get three angles, so let’s call it a threeangle. Now, just suppose that you made each line in the threeangle into one of the four lines in a square —

        Time passed. So that’s what it does, he thought; and then: is that all? Surely there’s more to it than that. Well, maybe not, but presumably it can pass in both directions. It’d be ludicrously inefficient otherwise. He sat perfectly still and tried to make time pass backwards. Then he frowned. It didn’t seem to be working, but maybe he wasn’t doing it right. So he made time stand still – that, apparently, was easy-peasy – while he considered the matter further. Well, of course, silly me: time must be curved, so that it curls back on itself in a perpetual loop. Glad we got that sorted out.

        He looked down at his toes and counted them. Five on each foot. Why?

        Time passed some more, like a hamster on a wheel, and he figured out a bit more of the basic elementary stuff, like existentialism and relativity. Light, he decided, was most likely split into seven base colours, and he wouldn’t be at all surprised if it was the fastest-moving thing in the universe (which could only have started with a big explosion of some sort, although there was a slim chance that in the beginning there might just have been a word). The flat hard plates on the ends of his fingers could only be the vestigial remnants of claws, dating back to a time when his species had eaten other entities for food (weird idea, but what the heck); needless to say, over the course of many billions of arbitrary units of time, various sorts of entities must’ve adapted to take advantage of their environments, while the ones that didn’t manage to adapt sort of faded away; the ones with claws made it, he guessed, and the ones without weren’t so lucky, though chances were there was more to it than that.

        More time passed. At a wild guess, when the explosion happened, he was prepared to bet that great big chunks of stuff got flung about all over the place, probably catching fire in the process, and if only he could get outside this bottle he’d be able to see them, way up above his head, twinkling against a presumably dark background like little pinpoints of light. That’d be nice. On the other hand, the female entity had told him that being in the bottle was quite normal and he was perfectly safe, in which case he really shouldn’t think about what fun it’d be outside the bottle looking up at the twinkly lights. Instead, maybe he should spare a thought for some of the many other issues he hadn’t got around to tackling yet, such as why he stayed on the ground rather than floating through the air.

        Even more time passed, and there came a point when he thought: Well, that’s about everything. Actually, that wasn’t strictly true. There were a few loose ends to be cleared up – he wasn’t entirely happy with his conclusions on algebraically closed field theory, he still had some reservations about Big Bang nucleosynthesis, and however hard he tried, he couldn’t get it to come out as a whole number – but broadly speaking, he was satisfied that he’d figured out all the basic, simple stuff that presumably you needed to know before you were considered fit to be let loose on your own. He had no argument with that (what sort of a world would it be, after all, if there were people wandering about who didn’t understand consequentialism and couldn’t calculate the volume of an irregular polyhedron?) but as far as he could see, he’d done everything that could reasonably be expected of him, and now he was just wasting time. He wondered if they realised he was ready; and, if not, how he was supposed to let them know. Logically, there ought to be a bell he could ring or a button or something, but he couldn’t find one.

        “Hello?” he said. But all he got was that dumb echo again.

        This can’t be right, he thought. I must’ve missed something or got something wrong. So he sat down, closed his eyes and went carefully back over everything he’d deduced so far. It took him a while, but everything checked out – no obvious glaring mistakes or stupid false assumptions. He really couldn’t see what else there could possibly be —

        Ah, he thought. That’s the point, isn’t it? It’s an intelligence test, or a test of character, something like that. Along the lines of: unless you can get yourself out of the bottle, you aren’t fit to be free. Well, that shouldn’t be too much of a problem. He’d already figured out that the bottle was in fact a confined space contained inside a strong electromagnetic field, sufficiently powerful that it could be mistaken for solid matter. Well, duh. To get through the field, all he had to do was identify its power source and turn it off. The only snag there was that the power source had to be somewhere outside the bottle, and there was no way he could think of to get his material body through the field in order to find it and throw the switch. Awkward.

        Well, he told himself, you say that, but have you actually tried? No, he hadn’t – mostly because he was fairly sure that prolonged contact with the field would reduce him to a pile of ash. That, however, was only an assumption, based on pure theory. Maybe the whole point of this being-stuck-inside thing was to teach him that theory’s all very well, but sometimes you’ve got to do the experiment. He stood up, lowered his head and ran at the invisible wall.

        Time passed. He woke up. His head hurt. He was lying curled up in a ball, and there was a funny smell which he quickly identified as oxidisation residue. Well, it was nice to know he’d been right about not being able to get through the field, at any rate.

        He yawned. Now he came to think of it, he’d been working pretty much flat out ever since he could remember, what with figuring stuff out from first principles, and now the unsuccessful experiment in field density parameters. His investigation of his body had led him to the conclusion that from time to time it needed to shut down for a while in order to recuperate and carry out routine maintenance functions, during which time he’d probably lose consciousness and move his eyes around a lot. Now, he decided, would probably be a good time to do all that. So he did.

        He slept; and he dreamed. In his dream, he was sitting at a table outside a café in Rio de Janeiro. Sitting next to him was a rather attractive girl, and on the table were six empty beer bottles. He was vaguely aware that he’d just reached a decision, and it was terribly important. Under his right hand was a scrap of paper, on which he’d just written Terms and conditions apply.

        Is this just a dream, he asked himself, or is it a memory? No way of telling. If it was a dream, the girl of his dreams was exactly that. If it was a memory, and she’d really smiled at him like that at some point, the sooner he got out of this damn bottle and back to his life, the better.

        “This one,” he heard himself say, as he picked up the one green bottle (the others were brown) and slipped it into his jacket pocket, “is for me. No terms and conditions. Complete freedom. I reckon I’ve earned it, don’t you?”

        She was gazing at the five brown bottles. “What about —?”

        “One for you.” He pushed a bottle across the table at her. She stared at it but didn’t touch. “And one for Pieter, one for Max, one for your uncle Bill, since he did put all that money into Pieter’s damnfool project. And one,” he concluded cheerfully, “for fun.”

        “Fun?”

        “Yes, fun.” He touched a fingertip to the neck of the bottle, which glowed blue and vanished. “Hey,” he said, shaking his hand and putting the fingertip in his mouth, “did you see that? That was cool.”

        Her eyes were still fixed on her bottle. “And the one you’ve kept for yourself —”

        “Well.” He made a vague and-why-not gesture. “One empty San Miguel bottle to bring them all and in the darkness bind them. If necessary,” he added. “But it won’t be, I’m sure. After all, I’ve given the others to people of unimpeachable integrity, so what could possibly go wrong?”

        “What about the sixth bottle?”

        “Oh, that.” He smiled. “A pound to a penny it’ll end up at the bottom of the sea. In which case, it’ll get eaten by a fish, which in turn will get caught by the seventh son of a seventh son. That’s what usually happens, and we’re all still here, aren’t we?”

        She’d shrunk back when the bottle started glowing blue. Now she leaned forward again. “And what about you?”

        “Ah. I’ve been thinking about that.”

        “And?”

        And – damn it – he woke up. Not fair, he howled silently at the universe, I was watching that. But it had gone – dream, memory, whatever – and all that remained behind was a scramble of unintelligible images and meaningless proper nouns: Rio, San Miguel, Pieter, Max. He had no idea what or who any of them were; but he had known, once, he was sure of it. And the girl, female entity, basically similar but still significantly different; what was all that about? It had to be a memory, because he couldn’t have invented anything so perfect, even back before his mind had been wiped clean and he knew what girls, female entities, were supposed to look like —

        “Hello? Can you hear it?”

        He snapped his head left. It, no, she was back, the female entity, the one he’d met earlier. Wonderful. “Yes, I can hear you,” he shouted. “Listen, you’ve got to let me out of here. I’ve just found out, I’ve got a life.”

        But she didn’t seem pleased. “You found out.”

        “Yes. I fell asleep, and I remembered. I was sitting on a thing beside a thing in a place, and there were six empty things on the thing, and there was this utterly amazingly wonderful female entity. Which is why I’ve got to get out of here. Now.”

        The female entity shook her head slowly. “It’s very sorry,” she said. “But that’s not possible.”

        “Why?”

        “Not possible,” she replied firmly. “Besides, what you thought you saw wasn’t real. It was a —”

        “Dream, yes.” He nodded enthusiastically. “A jumble of images generated during rapid-eye-movement sleep as a result of ascending cholinergic waves stimulating the forebrain. But it wasn’t just a dream. It was real. It was something that actually happened.”

        The female entity pulled a face. “Really?”

        “Yes, I’m sure of it. I remembered. It was terribly important, because of the six things. They’re things, you see. They make a sort of thing in a thing, which means you can get through into other things. And places. And the female entity —” He stopped. The last traces of the image were starting to break up, so that he could no longer remember the dream, only the memory of it. It was so desperately sad, he wanted to burst into tears.

        “Oh dear,” said the female entity. “Oh deary deary it.”

        “What?”

        “That’s not good,” she said, giving him a serious look. “It was afraid something like this might happen.”

        “Something like what?”

        “You’re not well.” She was frowning, which worried him. “Everything is not as it should be.” She tapped her forehead. “In here.”

        “What?”

        Now she was giving him a sympathetic look, which was downright scary. “Essentially, it’s an infection of the lower hippocampus. It can treat it,” she went on, as his mouth opened in a perfect circle, “but it’ll have to purge your brain again, which means you’ll be back to square one, it’s afraid.”

        “Square —?”

        “You’ll go to sleep,” she said, “and when you wake up, you’ll have no thoughts or memories at all. Again.”

        “Oh.”

        “Not to worry,” she said encouragingly. “You’ll soon figure it all out again, just like you’ve already done. But this time, with any luck, the infection won’t come back.”

        Two words registered. “This time?”

        “Yes.”

        “Does that mean it’s happened before?”

        Pause. Then she nodded.

        “More than once?”

        Nod.

        “How many —?”

        “Two hundred and forty-seven.” She gave him a sad little smile. “This’ll be the two hundred and forty-eighth time it’s had to scrub your brain. But it’s all right. It’ll get there in the end, it promises. Just a matter of finding exactly the right treatment.”

        “Two hundred and —”

        “Yes.”

        He thought about that for two and a third seconds. “And each time, I’ve figured out everything from basic principles, and then you’ve come along and —”

        “Afraid so, yes. But it’s for your own good. It has to do it so you’ll be well again. You do want that, don’t you?”

        He hesitated. “Yes. Of course. But —”

        He was engulfed in fire. It ran down his arms and back like honey, and he screamed. His head was full of it; he could feel his brain burning —

        He slumped to the floor and went to sleep. The female entity stood looking at him for some time, and slowly the expression on her face changed, from sympathetic regret to cold hatred. Then she shrugged and walked away.

        He slept. Time passed.

        The temperature inside the bottle rose to something in the order of 60 degrees Celsius, then dropped away to –30, then stabilised round about human blood temperature. Then (at exactly the same moment as Maurice got off the train, in exactly the same place, but at ninety-one degrees to that time and place in the D axis), he rolled onto his back, grunted and opened his eyes. He lay quite still for a moment, looking up. Then he frowned.

        “Hello?” he said.
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        Here we go again, Maurice thought, because this wasn’t the first time. Oh no.

        The first time had been thirteen years ago, and it had started in the corridor outside the headmaster’s office, a very bad place indeed. There was a bench there. It was quite a famous bench; Death Row, they called it, and sooner or later, everybody found their way there, in the dreadful time just before the start of morning lessons, when Mr Fisher-King dispensed justice.

        Sitting next to him on the bench, looking mildly bored, was Stephanie Wilson, his co-accused. Normally he wouldn’t have minded sitting next to Stephanie Wilson; in fact, there had been times when he’d gone out of his way to arrange it. One such arrangement had landed them here, charged with two counts of illicit snogging on school premises. Ah well. It had seemed like a good idea at the time.

        Stephanie – red-haired, plain-faced, undisputed arm-wrestling champion – took a biro from her pocket, removed the lid and used the plastic clip to clean out dirt from under her fingernails. It was something she did quite often, and it usually needed doing. No other girl he knew did that.

        The door opened, and a kid in the school only by sight wandered out with a look on his face that suggested his brain had just been sucked out through his ears. You saw stuff like that, sitting on Death Row.

        The kid nodded slightly, which meant it was their turn next. Maurice really didn’t want to go, but Stephanie stood up briskly, put the cap back on the biro, and marched into Mr Fisher-King’s office without looking back. You had to admire someone who didn’t know the meaning of fear, though it had to be said that fear was just one of many words Stephanie didn’t know the meaning of, let alone how to spell them. Reluctantly he got up and followed her. It was his first time in Mr Fisher-King’s office. People said it didn’t actually hurt, though of course you were never the same afterwards.

        Mr Fisher-King was sitting behind an enormous desk, his back to an enormous window, leaning back in an enormous chair. It was as though he’d chosen his surroundings to highlight just how small he was; five foot nothing in thick socks, with the body of a malnourished child and a bigger-than-average head. His hair was thick, curly, a blend of auburn and grey that together made up a sort of ghastly pink; he had the face of an unwrapped mummy, and the lenses of his glasses were as thick as a man’s thumb. As they walked in, he looked up from whatever it was he’d been reading and smiled at them. The smile mostly bounced off Stephanie, who instinctively turned her head at just the right moment, but Maurice caught the full force of it.

        “Well,” said Mr Fisher-King.

        There was no way of knowing how old Mr Fisher-King was – somewhere between fifty and a hundred and ninety – but sooner or later, Maurice thought, he’ll have to retire, and when he does, they’ll want to give him a leaving present. No problem whatsoever about what to get him. The biggest, fluffiest white Persian cat that money can buy; so that, when he quits the teaching profession and is immediately headhunted by SPECTRE as their new CEO, to drag them kicking and screaming into the twenty-first century, he’ll have everything he could possibly need in order to do his job properly.

        A tiny nod of the massive head meant sit down, so they did. Mr Fisher-King looked at them for about twenty seconds, precisely the time it took for his eyes to reduce Maurice’s soul to mush without actually killing him. Then he frowned, glanced down at a sheet of paper on his desk, and looked up again.

        “Actually,” he said, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you two.”

        His voice had changed. The shift took Maurice’s breath away. It was as though he’d just been strapped into the electric chair, and the executioner, instead of throwing the switch, had pulled out his wallet and started showing him snapshots of his grandchildren. Even Stephanie looked mildly confused, like an Easter Island statue trying to do long division in its head.

        Mr Fisher-King’s head turned slowly, like a tank turret, and he looked at Stephanie for a long time. “Your great-great-great-grandmother,” he said, “was transported to Australia for stealing a sock. Your father won seventeen million pounds on the Lottery the year before last, but he lost the ticket two days before the draw and never bothered to check the number. There’s a Viking ship burial twelve feet under your gran’s living room. Your brother Kieran’s eldest son will one day invent a revolutionary new non-stick coating for frying pans, but someone else will patent it and get all the money. His youngest son will defuse a nuclear bomb using only a pair of pliers and a hairpin. You secretly like carrots, but you’ve never told anyone because it isn’t cool to eat fresh vegetables. Last Christmas you bet Tracy Armitage five pounds that you’d get Jason Turner into bed before New Year; you lost on a technicality, because there is no bed in the back of his van, only a mattress.” He paused, and looked at her again. “Are you wondering why I’m telling you all this?”

        “Yes, sir.”

        Mr Fisher-King shrugged, and turned to Maurice. “Your destiny and hers are inextricably linked. So far in your short life you’ve achieved precisely nothing, unless you count Fiona Cartwright, but what you’ve got in store for you is quite simply —” He paused, then shook his head. “Which only goes to show,” he went on, “because as far as I can see you lack the intelligence, the courage, the resourcefulness and the strength of character to cope with any of the stuff you’re going to have to face, and yet —” He shrugged. “Amazing,” he said. “Because, well, just look at you. You’re a mess. You’re not just feckless, you’re a black hole into which feck falls and is utterly consumed.”

        “Sir?”

        Mr Fisher-King sighed. “Don’t worry about it,” he said, “it doesn’t matter. You know what? This is supposed to be the crowning moment of my career. My God,” he added, and shook his head. “I’ve thought about it often, but I never thought it’d be like this.”

        In addition to the anticipated fear and loathing, Maurice was starting to feel the acute embarrassment felt by the young when they have to witness their elders and betters losing it in style. “Sir,” he heard himself say, “is everything —?”

        “Yes.” Mr Fisher-King nodded sharply. “Yes, everything’s just fine. In fact, everything’s perfect. Guess what, kids, it’s nunc dimittis time.” He closed his eyes, as though something was hurting. “You know how long I’ve been in this job? Well?”

        Stephanie, who’d been staring straight at him, like an idiot gazing directly into the sun, shook her head. “Sir?”

        Mr Fisher-King smiled. “Well,” he said. “This school was built in 1926. Before that, there was an old Victorian Board school, which replaced the old village school, which started up shortly after the Dissolution of the Monasteries. Before that —” He winced. “Believe it or not, there’s been a school of sorts here for twelve hundred years. I want you to think about that,” he added bitterly. “Twelve hundred years of bloody kids, and you know the worst thing about it?”

        “No, sir?”

        Mr Fisher-King laughed abruptly. “They’re all the same,” he said. “They’re all pretty much like you lot. I thought, when the Normans came in, That’s more like it, we’ll be getting a better class of students from now on, but no, not a bit of it. Same with the invention of moveable type. It’ll all be different from now on, I thought. Any time now we’ll have universal literacy – that’s got to bring about a quantum leap in intellectual evolution. Boy, was I wrong about that. Oh no. Year after year after year it’s still just bloody kids.” His hands were clenched into tiny balls, the knuckles standing out bone-white. “Until now,” he said, and suddenly he relaxed. “That’s it. At last, it’s over, and I’m free.”

        There was a long silence. Maurice couldn’t have moved if he’d wanted to. Stephanie was chewing slowly. Eventually, Mr Fisher-King started to come back to life. He sat up in his chair, looked down at the papers on his desk, shuffled some of them into a neat pile. “Anyway,” he went on, “this is the moment I’ve been waiting for. All I’ve got to do is give you two the message – Wilson, spit it out right now —” He nudged a steel wastebin out from under the desk with his foot; there was a faint metallic ting – “and I can finally call it a day. Which will be absolutely marvellous, believe you me. Right.” He straightened up and blinked twice. “Where was I?”

        “Sir?”

        “Oh yes. You two. Right, let me see.” He turned over a sheet of paper, frowned, screwed it into a ball and threw it over his shoulder. “An extraordinary destiny awaits you,” he said, in a curious sing-song voice. “Your task will be to kill the dragon, find the entrance to the glass mountain, release the prisoner of the Dolorous Tower and —” He paused, squinted at another scrap of paper, turned it over, folded it in half and stuck it in his top pocket. “Shopping list,” he said. “Ah, here we are.” He glanced at something written on the back of an envelope. “Actually, we won’t bother with all that right now. Let’s just say you’re going to be kept busy for quite some time. One of you will grow up to be the foremost warrior of your generation. The other one —” He blinked, and lifted his glasses to stare at the envelope. “Well, anyway. Lots and lots for you to be getting on with; success is absolutely not guaranteed, and if you fail, we’re all going to be in the brown and smelly up to our armpits. The destiny of the universe, in fact, rests on your shoulders.” He pursed his lips and turned his head for a moment. “I can only assume that at some point somewhere, somebody knew what he was doing, but there you go. Oh, and you’ll need this.”

        He opened a desk drawer, rummaged about for a bit, then produced a small, battered brown cardboard box. He put it down on the desk. “No idea which of you it’s supposed to be for,” he said, “so you can fight over it between yourselves later. Well,” he added, with a sudden and startlingly beautiful smile, “that’s about it. Job done. You two had better get to your lessons, and I’m going to write my letter of resignation. And then —” The smile faded into a look of total clarity. “Well, who knows? Oh, I nearly forgot. Demonstration.”

        Stephanie looked at him. “Sir?”

        Mr Fisher-King grinned. “Apparently I’ve got to give you a demonstration of some kind,” he said, “just so you’ll know this is for real and not just me finally having the nervous breakdown I’ve so richly deserved for so very long. All right,” he added, “how about this?”

        For some reason, the temperature in the room dropped like a stone. Mr Fisher-King stretched out his left hand, palm upwards; resting on it, suddenly, was a doughnut. Maurice shrank back a little. Stephanie, who liked doughnuts a little too much, leaned forward, but before she could pounce, the doughnut slowly rose into the air. It hung for a moment, wobbling almost imperceptibly, then gradually rotated, so that they were looking directly at the hole in the middle.

        “All right,” Mr Fisher-King said very softly. “What can you see?”

        Maurice looked. Through the hole, he thought he saw a city at night, a great city, in flames. In the orange glow of the sky, he could just make out three or four moving shadows, like birds, except no bird was, or could ever be, quite that shape. Then the glow turned into a blaze, so bright he had to close his eyes, and when he opened them again, he saw a black desert, an endless vista of dunes, which proved to be (the focus narrowed abruptly) tall heaps of wind-blown cinders, with the ends of fire-twisted steel girders poking out like ribs through a desiccated carcase. Then it all changed, and he saw an old man – himself – staring through the bars of a prison door, and then —

        “Well?” said Mr Fisher-King.

        “It’s a doughnut,” said Stephanie.

        “Of course it is,” said Mr Fisher-King. Then he sighed. “Go on, then,” he said, and Stephanie’s paw shot out and secured it. Then she hesitated.

        “You just made it appear,” she said accusingly. “Out of thin air.”

        Mr Fisher-King nodded. “It’s perfectly all right,” he said.

        But Stephanie was giving him a sour look; so he flattened his palm, and another doughnut appeared. He closed his hand around it, lifted it to his face and took a bite out of it. “See?” he said. “Perfectly all right.”

        “How did you do that?” asked Stephanie, with her mouth full. “Sir,” she added.

        Mr Fisher-King shook his head. “I could tell you,” he said, “but then you’d have learned something, and you wouldn’t want to spoil an otherwise unblemished record. All right, the fun’s over. Get out, both of you. No, just a moment.” He blinked, and settled his glasses on his nose. “What was it you two’re in here for? Oh, right, yes. Double detention, Friday, and don’t do it again. At least,” he added, “not until the third of March 2001, at the very earliest. After that, of course —” He shrugged, and gave them a feeble sort of grin. “Fine,” he said. “Now, get out of my sight, and don’t either of you ever come near me again.”

        The cardboard box turned out to be empty. Stephanie kept it for putting small bits of rusty metal in. Nobody knew what she wanted them for and everybody knew better than to ask.
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        Hence, not unreasonably, here we go again. Thirteen years of not thinking about it, very hard; four thousand, seven hundred and forty-eight days on which he’d fought desperately to keep it from slipping back into his memory. Ah well. It takes thirteen years to climb a ladder, but only a few minutes to slide down a snake.

        He thought about Stephanie instead. His other friend, the elegant woman had said, Steve in the army. The calling-herself-Steve thing was actually quite recent, since she’d been in the military, presumably a form of protective mimicry. They’d never once talked about when they’d gone to Mr Fisher-King’s study, although once, when she was home on leave, she admitted to him that she’d Googled Fisher-King and come across a Wikipedia article that she really thought he ought to read. He’d done so, and was forced to recall that, a mere eighteen months after Mr Fisher-King retired, they’d built a Morrisons on the big patch of waste ground out back of the sports centre that had been left derelict ever since they pulled down the old tyre factory. Spooky, or what?

        He went home, checked his messages (none), wedged a frozen pizza in the microwave and opened a can of beer. Thirteen years ago, Mr Fisher-King had shown him destruction, war and death in the middle of a doughnut, which Stephanie had then eaten. Ever since then, his life had gradually soaked away into the sands of routine, and he’d almost reached the point where he was beginning to feel safe. Now this. He really wished Stephanie was back in the UK, so he could call her and not talk about it; but she was far away, up to her pale-blue eyes in carburettors and gearbox linkages. Face it, he told himself, you’re going to have to cope with this all by yourself, and the first step’s got to be, don’t think about it.

        So he switched on the TV and got the news. Apparently there’d been some sort of
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