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			‘It’s shaped like a croissant.’

			 

			One troubling piece of evidence nagged away.

			 

			Memories of that book flooded back.

			 

			The Tempestas sigil.

			 

			Is it fighting to keep its head above water or a quicksand?

			 

			He wore a powder-blue jacket.

			 

			A horseman trotted into view.

			 

			Hunting and traps: had Man’s predatory treatment of Nature been a root cause of the Fall?

			 

			‘Bring on the toves.’

			 

			‘He grins at his own wit . . . which is deplorable.’

			 

			At last Fogg made the connection.

			 

			What other work could better illustrate what Mankind had lost?

			 

			The innards had been hollowed out.

			 

			She holds a history book in one hand.

			 

			‘I know I’m not as sane as I think I am.’

			 

			An image flashed into her head.

		

	
		
			 

			Author’s Note

			Paintings and artefacts from the Museum Dome feature in this story in unconventional ways. They appear below in order of appearance, with their and their creators’ old-world dates and the old-world places from where they were retrieved. The reader will recognise fragments of some from the cover and in Nicola’s delightful drawings.

			Wheatfield with Crows (1890): by Vincent van Gogh (1853–1890), Van Gogh Museum, Amsterdam.

			The Water-Lily Pond with the Japanese Bridge (1899): by Claude Monet (1840–1926), The National Gallery, London.

			The Death of Marat (1793) by Jacques-Louis David (1748–1825), Royal Museum of Fine Arts, Brussels.

			The Art of Painting (1666–8): by Johannes Vermeer (1632–1675), Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.

			Through the Looking-Glass and What Alice Found There, (published 1871): illustrated by John Tenniel (1820–1914), original woodblocks in the Bodleian Library, Oxford.

			The Dog (1819–1823): by Francisco Goya (1746–1828), Museo del Prado, Madrid.

			The Hunt in the Forest (c1470): by Paolo di Dono (known as Uccello, 1397–1475), Ashmolean Museum, Oxford.

			The Hunters in the Snow (1565): by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c1525–1569), Kunsthistorisches Museum, Vienna.

			Winter Landscape with Skaters and a Bird Trap (1565): by Pieter Bruegel the Elder (c1525–1569), the Royal Museums of Fine Arts of Belgium, Brussels.

			La Gare Saint-Lazare (1877): by Claude Monet (1840–1926), Musée d’Orsay, Paris.

			Boulter’s Lock, Sunday Afternoon (1885–97): by Edward John Gregory (1850–1909), the Lady Lever Art Gallery, Port Sunlight, the Wirral.

			The Circus (1890–91): by Georges Seurat (1859–1891), Musée d’Orsay, Paris.

			The Calling of Saint Matthew (1660): by Michele Angelo Merisi da Caravaggio (1571–1610), San Luigi dei Francesi, Rome.

			A Cottage in a Cornfield (1817): by John Constable (1776–1837), National Museum Cardiff, Cardiff.

			The Garden of Earthly Delights (right-hand panel of the triptych, detail, 1490–1510): by Hieronymus Bosch (c1450–1516), Museo del Prado, Madrid.

			The Card Players (1892–6): by Paul Cézanne (1839–1906), The Courtauld, London.

			Totem-pole from Haida Village, cedar wood, British Museum, London.

			The Uxe totem-pole, provenance and wood unknown.

		

	
		
			I

			CHOOSING THE CANVAS

		

	
		
			1

			Fogg

			Dead centre on the Biedermeier table below Monet’s lilies (a 1919 version, painting no. 184) lay a largish white pill stamped with a pink sickle moon and an amber star. Fogg picked it up. Who had put it there? What did it do? He peered up at the ceiling, whose erratic pattern of metal joists and panels looked unchanged. Anyway, pills don’t drop from ceilings.

			The pill looked at him, and he looked at the pill. Dare you, whispered the pill.

			He carried it down to Reception and examined it through his magnifying glass. An ordinary pill, but for the weight and the mysterious markings. He reflected on the coming anniversary and the lack of incident in the Museum’s last three years. Wherever it had come from, whatever it did, surely the pill was meant for him.

			But might it be poison? Was his position as Curator about to be terminated by some unseen governing presence?

			He weighed the evidence. Behind Reception in the Museum Dome a small screen displayed a message with a sting in the tail:

			 

			Time since Opening: 2:364:09:54

			Visitors: 0

			 

			Tomorrow would be the third anniversary of his arrival at this last repository for Man’s most treasured artefacts, but it had never had a visitor and he had never delivered his over-rehearsed opening spiel to anyone. More to the point, there had been no hint of his being watched or assessed. Nor could any fair person hold him responsible for the dearth of visitors.

			Outside, toxic ochre dust swirled and settled as it always did. Without the chitin shield, the Dome would have disintegrated, just as the world’s cities had at the Fall. There was no play of light, or even a visible sky, for the Earth’s private star had long been banished from view. The Dome was an ark and the paintings its cargo, even if this Noah had neither crew nor family.

			Nor, he reflected, had he transgressed. His regime had been orderly to a fault.

			Today, like every other day, he had completed his exercise routine in the anteroom between his bedroom and the Museum proper on the dot of eight o’clock. He had hurried through a breakfast of bland but nutritious paste from the Matter-Rearranger and completed his ablutions by 9.30 precisely. Thence to the daily robing which justified his unique existence: the donning of the Curator’s uniform. He had smoothed the dark flannels over his thighs, straightened any threat of a crease in the cream shirt and stretched his arms through the sleeves of the pièce de résistance: the dark green jacket with brown piping, the material more velvet than cloth. He had straightened the tie, checked the gleaming toecaps of the black, laced brogues and combed his thatch of straw-coloured hair before adding the Curator’s cap.

			So far, so good.

			But one troubling piece of evidence nagged away. Fogg had an eye like a spirit level and that morning Van Gogh’s Wheatfield with Crows (painting number 211) had been out of true.
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			The Museum Dome gave access to its many wonders by an Escher-like maze of escalators, landings and walkways. Each escalator moved as a foot landed and halted when there was no weight left to carry. They shut down after hours. Energy conservation must have been a priority in the last days. Every escalator ascended, save for the topmost, which twisted from the final landing around a central support like a helter-skelter. You had to travel through the whole Museum in order to leave.

			On his first days here, Fogg, still just shy of his twentieth birthday, had devised a route which passed every exhibit once and no exhibit twice. He had never deviated since. The hanging had been done before his arrival by persons unknown, but he liked the idiosyncratic mix of time and subject. Wooden furniture stood beneath modern abstracts; Old Masters hung over steel and glass; two totem-poles rose from floor level. Fogg ensured that every item was always in perfect alignment in itself and with its neighbours. He abhorred deviation.

			One of the two totem-poles had a tendency to bleed dust from time to time, which he instantly cleared. He abhorred untidiness too.

			The previous evening Wheatfield with Crows had shown no sign of misbehaviour. He wondered if a floor beam had shifted in the night, but the mainframe said otherwise.

			An inexplicable knock, and an inexplicable pill.

			What the hell.

			He drew a glass of water from the Matter-Rearranger and downed the pill.

			His surroundings vanished. He was facing a white-painted footbridge which curved over an expanse of real, unpolluted water. Twin rails supported a pergola smothered in spikes of purple flowers.

			Fogg had never seen real vegetation, let alone blossom. He had never heard Nature’s music. Whether these mysterious sounds were the calls of birds or frogs or some other creature, he could not tell. He stood beside the artist, unnoticed, and by some miracle shared the old man’s thoughts.

			Waterlilies are a special pleasure. They float, detached from the common silt of experience, and their explosions of colour – cream, carmine, pink and yellow – shimmer and reflect in an ever-changing light show. Lilies open; lilies close; the surface of the water plays to the wind and the light cools, burns, fades, intensifies. Clouds burgeon and dissipate.

			Fogg was so rapt in this borrowed experience, joining another man in an era before the Fall, that it took time for him to register that the painting taking shape in front of him was now in his Museum.

			As recognition dawned, the scene melted, colours running as if sluiced in white spirit; and he was back. The experience had brutally exposed his present surroundings as silent and drab; natural colours surpassed the richest any of his paintings could offer. Worse still, the old man had tantalised with the prospect of human company. Three years and no visitors! He must be the last man standing.

			Only then did the most significant fact strike home: the pill had been placed beneath the very painting whose world it had opened up. That had to be design, not accident.

			He rushed round the Museum, hoping to find another, to no avail. To date Fogg had faced only the puzzles which the exhibits themselves presented. The mainframe carried out the menial roles – lighting, waste disposal, escalators, heating – and the Matter-Rearranger provided nutrition and beverage. Neither made pills. He toyed with various explanations. The pill had been a hallucinogen, or an educational device. Perhaps one would appear each day beside a different picture. The other possibility, that he really had been drawn into the very moment of painting, he dismissed as absurd.

			As his rituals resumed, anxiety eased. Copying from memory with faultless accuracy was his particular gift. He spent every afternoon seated at Reception, reproducing as a drawing one of the Museum’s paintings. At six, he downed his pen and checked the readings for humidity, toxicity and moisture. He found nothing untoward.

			By then the shimmer-light, as he called it, had faded to blackness. Beyond and above, nine thousand stars, once visible to the naked eye, looked down.

			His evening patrol yielded no more surprises.

			He discussed his nightcap with the Matter-Rearranger.

			‘What flavour tonight, sir?’

			‘Give it a kick.’

			‘Cocktails, sir, are not in the repertoire.’

			‘A pretend kick at least.’

			‘Chocolate with an undercurrent of lemon, perhaps?’

			‘Go for it.’

			He yearned for a book, but the Museum had only tour programmes, all of which he knew inside out.

			As a poor substitute, every night he told his invisible physical trainer, AIPT*, a bedtime story, starting always from an exhibit. Over time, he had become more adventurous, even matching voice to character. AIPT had qualities: basic speech, eight varied programmes and a camera which caught all imperfections. However, it had no grasp of the narrative arts.

			‘Tonight, we have a story of a man murdered in his bath.’

			‘Your shoulders are lopsided.’

			‘He has, however, ordered the deaths of many people. He—’

			‘You should speak from your diaphragm, not your throat.’

			‘He is lying back with quill and paper when a young woman enters.’ Fogg’s voice rises an octave. ‘“Monsieur Marat,” she says—’

			‘Keep that jaw perpendicular.’

			And so on – but it is dialogue, of a kind.

			Then to bed, where the usual questions bubbled up: who delivered him here, and why? To gather such a collection and build such a Dome required resources and vision. He knew of only two organisations with the wherewithal – Genrich, all science and no art, and Tempestas, which liberally displayed its corporate emblem, a fist clasping a bolt of lightning, wherever it held sway. But it did not feature here, not at Reception, not on the Guides, not on his uniform.

			After wrestling with these imponderables, he finally succumbed to a sleep laced with the day’s new experience: the scent of blossom and the call of birds.

			 

			Fogg awoke minutes before his alarm beeped, his metabolism conditioned by habit. He pushed aside the silvery bedspread as the tasteless beige curtain on the convex window slid open. He bowed to the window, arms akimbo. Deo gratias. He had lasted three whole years.

			But had he? The screen beside his bed, which mirrored the one at Reception, had stalled:

			 

			Time since Opening: 3:000:00:00

			Visitors: 0

			 

			He tapped the glass cover. He hit it with his shoe. Not a flicker of a response. The succession of noughts brought home three years of solitude. Had he achieved anything? What use is unshared knowledge?

			As ever, he fell back on ritual.

			He slipped into tracksuit bottoms, white ankle socks and a tatty T-shirt and joined AIPT in the anteroom. 

			‘Today we focus on hamstrings,’ droned AIPT, ‘tight hamstrings.’ AIPT raised the pain threshold slowly. ‘Squat . . . deep and slow . . . hips backwards . . . neutral spine . . . hold.’

			‘You’re a machine. Why are the screens frozen?’

			‘Uncurl the vertebrae, one by one. Without rush.’

			‘Rush has no meaning – time has stopped. I’m asking you why.’

			‘Knees to tabletop,’ replied AIPT, before adding, ‘Maybe, sir, it’s time to explore.’

			Fogg tumbled backwards. Never, in three long years, had AIPT ever commented on anything other than posture, muscles and breathing. The voice had also changed, he was sure of it, acquiring the mildly ironic tone of a servant who knows more than his master.

			‘You try bloody exploring out there.’

			AIPT fleshed out his correction. ‘I suggest, sir, that three years without visitors isn’t good for a man.’

			AIPT resumed its liturgy, closing with a familiar envoi: ‘Tomorrow we work on the pelvic floor.’

			Then silence, the usual rest-of-the-day silence.

			The morning proceeded in the same vein. A familiar ritual would commence without mishap, only to spring a nasty surprise.

			The Matter-Rearranger delivered the conventional breakfast, until he entered the code for coffee, when it produced a virtual antique trumpet.

			He passed a hand straight through it. A second attempt summoned a further trumpet, which blurred the outline of the first.

			What was going on?

			‘I did not order a trumpet,’ he said grumpily.

			‘Maybe somebody else did,’ suggested the Rearranger.

			‘Like who?’

			‘Mr Vermeer, perhaps?’

			Fogg gulped. A sustenance machine with a grasp of art history?

			At least the remainder of his morning tour passed without incident.

			Don’t be paranoid, he told himself. The malfunction which had afflicted the chronometer and AIPT must have struck the Rearranger too.

			Then his cosy world fell in. At Reception, the green faux-leather book headed Comments from Visitors had moved from the exit side to the entrance side. He would never have made such a faux pas. What could be more off-putting to a visitor than a request for an opinion before they had seen a single exhibit?

			He flipped open the cover. The lone manuscript sentence carried the power of speech:

			 

			Liked the totem poles the best.

			 

			Visitors: 0

			 

			How? He glanced up, down, sideways. Nothing had changed, and the escalators, landings and walkways offered no hiding place. ‘AI can do anything’ had been the watchword at school, but AI cannot pick up a pen and write.

			A metallic clink drew his gaze upwards. A panel had opened in the Dome’s ceiling and through the space a young woman was descending on a steel hawser attached by a belt to her waist.

			How could anyone get up there? He had seen the Museum from outside only once, but the Dome had towered over him, sheer and unclimbable.

			His desire for company evaporated. For years, the prospect of a visitor had been his sustaining hope, but faced with the reality, he just wanted to be left alone with his paintings, artefacts and furniture.

			She dropped from the line like a cat and disappeared from view.

			Silence. No escalator started.

			‘Hello?’ he stammered. Then, louder, as he thought a Curator should sound, ‘Please report to the front desk.’

			Still silence.

			He added, like a child playing Sardines, ‘I know you’re up there.’

			Panic crept in. Only thieves descend from ceilings. Looking for a weapon, he picked up the stylus from the counter as his feline visitor somersaulted round and round the central stairwell, rolling through every floor to Reception.

			‘I’ve always wanted to do that,’ she said.

			He stood there, stylus in hand like a dagger, mouthing like a goldfish. She was slim, with short dark hair and grey-green eyes. She wore grease-stained jeans and a black T-shirt emblazoned with ‘WANTED ALIVE’ in gold letters. She propped herself against the counter as if she co-owned the place.

			‘There is a front door,’ he said.

			‘Have you been out there?’ she replied with amused incredulity.

			‘I’m the Curator. I stay with my exhibits.’

			‘You’d last five minutes, Mr Fogg.’ She paused to reflect. ‘Say three without a chitin suit.’

			‘How do you know my name?’

			‘Mine is Morag, for better or worse.’

			Was she implying that she too lived in the Dome? The possibility of a hidden space for another tenant had never occurred to him. He dismissed these unsettling possibilities and unleashed his opening screed on what he took to be her favourite exhibit.

			‘You probably don’t know, but most totem-poles were made from an old-world tree called the Western red cedar. But one of ours, the one with the tree motifs, insect wings and blossom, is reputed to come from the long-lost Amazon rainforest, and its wood—’

			‘I’d kill for a coffee.’

			‘And its wood is so rare, it’s nameless . . .’

			Belatedly, he grasped that her attention was already wandering.

			‘I really would,’ she repeated.

			He reluctantly dismounted from his runaway horse.

			‘The Rearranger has gone rogue. I entered the code for coffee and got a virtual antique trumpet. Twice.’

			She walked up to the device, examined the trumpets and tapped the keyboard. The trumpets gave way to two steaming cappuccinos.

			‘If a coffee produces a trumpet, then a trumpet should produce a coffee. Simple, really.’ She paused, turned serious. ‘But troubling. You got virtual trumpets; I got virtual playing cards – a double hand, in fact. It’s telling us something. Or AI is.’

			‘You have a Rearranger? Where?’

			‘In my living room.’ She flicked a finger upwards.

			‘But that’s the ceiling.’

			‘Your ceiling is my floor.’

			‘How long have you been here?’

			‘As long as you.’ She lolled against the Reception desk, casual as you like.

			He felt invaded. Baffled, he took a sip of coffee and strove for control. He was the Curator, after all. ‘That was you – desecrating the Visitors’ Book?’

			‘I’m a night owl,’ she said airily. ‘I drop in when you’re asleep.’

			A suspicion took root. ‘Was anything else you?’

			‘The stopped clock wasn’t me and the trumpets weren’t me.’

			He grinned. He had spotted the absentee. ‘But the pill was.’

			‘Maybe. Anyway, it’s not a pill, it’s a momenticon, and momenticons are rare and special. Consider yourself privileged. More importantly, a trumpet is a call to action, my cards suggest we each have a hand to play, and the clock has stopped dead at three years. Someone’s telling us a new chapter is about to begin.’

			‘Like who?’

			‘Like whoever built this place.’ She downed her coffee. ‘Look, I’m not here to interrupt your working day, but this is quite an anniversary and I’ve been perfecting codes for champagne and cake. I’ll be back at six.’

			She returned the way she had come, hauling up the hawser and closing the roof panel behind her.

			Fogg pinched himself. His world had fallen in. Now he would have to share. Worse, he would have to entertain.

			Then the questions arrived, multiplying like buds on yeast. Where precisely did she live? How had she acquired her own Matter-Rearranger? What was her purpose? And how had she been saved?

			Maybe champagne and cake would release the answers.

			 

			She didn’t think he would follow, but she still slid both bolts across.

			She made her way at a crawl, then a crouch, and then upright to her own living space, where she backflipped on to the magnificent four-poster bed, her only act of burglary. She had fallen in love with the luxurious red eiderdown and matching curtains, not to mention the label: The Bed of the Sun King. Ha-bloody-ha. A Sun King! It had been a brute to deconstruct, transport and reassemble, but well worth the investment. With the curtains drawn, you could be anywhere. You could dream like a child.

			But not now, for she had opened the door to cause and effect. She was no longer the sole mistress of her fate.

			And what a gamble! Fogg knew the dry contextual facts behind his exhibits, but was there more to him? He had arrived a few days after her in the same gimcrack craft, which had then buckled, sundered and subsided to join the ubiquitous dunes. He had entered the Dome with an old-fashioned suitcase and the lost air of a refugee.

			The compelling inference that she and he had been deliberately placed together helped decide her not to make contact.

			His obsessive rituals, strict to the minute, reassured her that she had been right, although he had revealed a few plusses. He made up passable stories, always themed on a painting, which he narrated out loud, and he kept his temper. She would have demolished AIPT long ago. From time to time, he would endure a recurring nightmare in the early hours, during which he would lie face-down, flailing his arms. That interested her, but she could not square this wild subconscious behaviour with the obsessively punctilious approach to his daytime activities.

			Anyway, now she had no choice. The clock had stopped; AIPT had told Fogg it was time to explore; the Matter-Rearrangers had delivered a hand of virtual cards and virtual trumpets. Somehow they were to be moved on, and together. She felt it in her bones.

			She packed her shoulder bag with essentials. She had two jars of momenticons: a large jar containing the fruit of three years’ hard labour, with a single-page guide which matched each pill’s symbol to its particular painting, and a smaller bottle of duplicates of her favourites. She havered before packing both. She might never return.

			She lay back, coaxing her brain to rest . . . until . . .

			The green panel she had connected to the security screens on the main floor blinked.

			 

			Visitors: 2

			 

			Visitors! She ran to her window and peered down, forgetting in her excitement that the curve of the Dome concealed the entrance. She switched her view to the airlock monitor. An image, rich with disturbing implications from her past, stared back.

			‘Shit,’ she muttered, ‘so soon – and them of all people.’

			Two young men, or rather, overgrown boys, were ascending to Reception, hand in hand. They were convex in all respects, fat in body and round in face. Even the laced shoes had a spherical look. Identical twins in identical clothes: bulging cream trousers with three golden buttons spaced equally around the waist, and vertical rows of the same buttons on either side of their orange-brown tunics. Each wore a blue cravat and a white-and-red quartered schoolboy’s cap with a red peak.

			They stepped off the escalator and put down the black leather bag they had both been holding by its single handle.

			‘This is Tweedledum,’ said the one on the right to Fogg, introducing the other. ‘Dum for shorthand.’

			‘Likewise, Dee,’ said the other. ‘Tweedledee for longhand.’

			‘But you’re from a book.’ Memories of that book flooded back. 

			‘We should all shake hands,’ said both.

			Fogg did so. Their grip was uncannily strong.
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			‘Welcome to the Museum Dome,’ Fogg mumbled. This had to be a prank – but their demeanour was unsettling. They spoke in pairs like a well-rehearsed double act.

			‘We’re looking for something. But before we go a-hunting, we need a name,’ said Dum.

			‘Nobody’s nothing without a name,’ added Dee.

			‘We can do names as we go along,’ replied Fogg.

			But they just stood there, grinning inanely, each one with a hand on the other’s nearest shoulder, impassive, but expectant.

			He faced a familiar humiliation. ‘All right, it’s F-F-F—’ He stopped, relaunched. ‘F-F-F-Fogg.’

			‘Now we hear you,’ they responded in unison, ignoring the stutter. It only afflicted him with ‘Fs, which he therefore studiously avoided.

			Knives glinted in their trouser waistbands. Delinquent schoolboys.

			‘Cutlery on the counter, please,’ Fogg said firmly.

			‘That’s not very polite,’ said Dum.

			Fogg had no intention of kowtowing. ‘Rules rarely are.’

			‘Foggy thinks we’ll carve love hearts on his furniture,’ said Dum.

			‘Or on the trees in his pictures,’ added Dee, ‘nohow.’

			Abruptly they repositioned themselves, each placing a hand on Fogg’s shoulders.

			‘You here on your own-ee-o?’ asked Dum.

			Fogg saw no prospect of disarming them, so he played along.

			‘You get an answer, I get a question, then you give an answer,’ he replied jauntily. ‘How about that?’

			‘Deal,’ said Dee.

			‘Consider it signed, sealed and delivered,’ added Dum.

			‘You’re my first visitors, as you can see.’ Fogg flicked a finger at the 2 on the panel by way of confirmation.

			‘Why’s the clock stopped then?’ said Dee aggressively.

			Dum broke away and flicked open the Visitors’ Book.

			‘No visitors? So who’s been writing in your book?’

			‘I have, pour encourager les autres,’ replied Fogg hastily. ‘But it’s my turn now. Why are you wearing those costumes?’

			‘We . . .’

			‘We . . .’

			‘We’re looking for an item of headgear,’ said Dum, who appeared to be the brighter of the two. ‘And we have to help Alice to the next square as she’s badly lost. She may be wearing a blue dress, white socks and a hairband. Or she may have grey-green eyes, short dark hair and a gamine appearance.’

			‘Contrariwise, she may not,’ added Dee, ‘in these troubled times.’

			A swirl of questions beleaguered Fogg. Their fidelity to the illustrator’s image was extraordinary. Only the faces differed, and even then, not by much.

			‘Where did you get those splendid costumes? How come they’re so authentic?’

			‘That’s four questions,’ countered Dum.

			‘No, it isn’t, it’s two, and you asked me three.’

			‘One question asked of two people is two questions, ’cos you might get different answers,’ declared Dum.

			‘Have you seen her, or haven’t you?’ asked Dee, slapping a thumbnail photograph on the counter, a grainy but unmistakable likeness of the young woman who had been roosting in the eaves of his Museum.

			Fogg was no expert on people. Indeed, he had been told that he was ‘challenged’ in that department. But he did not like their drift, and he had not forgotten her T-shirt: WANTED ALIVE. So he peered and feigned puzzlement.

			‘Don’t think so. No. Nope.’

			A mistake.

			‘He’s had no visitors, yet he’s puzzled,’ said Dum, ‘nohow.’

			‘Got any of these?’ added Dee.

			A handout landed beside the photograph. It bore the heading Genrich Infotainment above a picture of a pill in a vivid chequerboard buff-and-white, quite different to the sickle and star on his pill, and beneath it, the caption Looking Glass Wonderland.

			This time Fogg had no need to feign bafflement. ‘Nope,’ he repeated.

			‘It’s all Greek to him,’ muttered Dee, shaking his head.

			‘Spell encyclopaedia then,’ hissed Dum, thrusting a blank piece of paper on to the counter. Fogg obliged.

			A second mistake.

			‘That’s not the writing in the Visitors’ Book,’ shouted Dum in triumph. ‘It’s time for a Fogg-march.’

			The identical twins manhandled Fogg up several escalators. He fought, but they were surprisingly strong, and in no time, he found himself dangling in space, wrists and ankles in manacles, peering helplessly up at the ceiling.

			Dum pulled a miscellany of items from the black bag and assembled a silver drill as long as a telescope, which he fixed to a chain.

			Dee pulled on a pair of gloves.

			‘Where is Alice?’ and ‘Where’s our fix?’ they yelled as the drill closed in on Fogg’s face.

			 

			Morag in her eyrie frantically split and joined wires and adjusted timers and programmers. Only one manifestation could terrify these terrorists. You had to play by their book. She had one long shot, or Fogg was foie gras.

			 

			Fogg stared ceiling-wards and reflected on the futility of his existence. Having learned all there was to know about the Dome’s exhibits, he had enlightened no one and now faced oblivion at the hands of his first outside visitors.

			‘Left a bit, right a bit,’ commanded Dum as the spinning silver point closed on Fogg’s right eyeball.

			Still they shrilled, ‘Give us our fix, fix, fix—!’

			And,

			‘Where’s Alice?’

			Fogg felt an atavistic loyalty to his new tenant. ‘You can both f-f-f-f-off.’

			‘An “aye” for an eye.’

			‘A “no” for a nose.’

			Then it happened.

			The ceiling lights dimmed, revived and dimmed again in an irregular sequence, fashioning the effect of a huge dark bird circling from one end of the Museum to the other.

			‘The crow, the crow!’ the twins shrieked, rolling down the up escalators like beach balls. The abandoned drill fell point-first, burrowing into the floor several storeys below. Fogg, legs akimbo and face to the ceiling, barely grasped the turnaround until his visitors’ screams tailed off into silence down by the Museum entrance. He closed his eyes, trying to recapture the tranquillity of his previous existence.

			Rewind, rewind.

			‘Wake up,’ cried a familiar voice, ‘or you’ll dislocate your shoulders.’

			With the aid of a pulley-cum-brake, Morag raised him to the nearest platform.

			‘How did you do that?’ asked Fogg.

			‘Primitive electrics. The twins come from a book and in the book, the crow’s shadow drives them away. Now, back to your room and put on your party best. I’m bringing forward the champagne hour.’

			‘I know all about that book,’ he replied, but she was already bounding up the escalators.

			Fifteen minutes later they sat opposite each other, glasses in hand brimful of a golden-yellow liquid which miraculously launched bubbles from nowhere.

			‘I’m sorry,’ Fogg opened, ‘I wasn’t much cop.’

			‘Two against one, and you didn’t give me away.’

			‘You’re Alice, then?’

			‘No, I’m Morag, as I’ve already said, but they were after me, and someone sent them. The list of suspects is unfortunately rather long.’ Morag reined herself in. Fogg could not possibly know why the intruders looked as they did or how they came to be. ‘So, how do you know about the book?’

			‘I copied all its pictures long ago. Those two were spitting images.’

			‘You copied them?’

			Her excited reaction to his banal announcement puzzled Fogg. ‘I did the drawings from memory.’

			‘You did what?’

			‘It’s just something I do,’ he replied with a shrug, almost apologetically.

			Morag stood up and began to pace. ‘I need to get to the bottom of this. Why did you copy them?’

			‘Orders.’

			‘From whom?’

			‘Genrich. Later, I had to add scenes of my own in the same style. I found that more difficult.’

			She gave a passable impression of being both astonished and impressed. ‘Look,’ she said, ‘to find a way forward, we have to share all we know. We’re clearly here for a purpose, so how we got here matters.’

			Fogg felt battered, bruised and confused. Such a dizzy wealth of incident in such a short time had been intoxicating: surprise appearances, vicious wordplay, assault, cryptic virtual images from the Rearranger, impertinence from AIPT, to name but a few.

			‘You start, then.’

			From hesitant beginnings a narrative emerged from their respective stories, shot through with revelations from the past and warnings of dangers yet to come. 
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			II

			DRAWING ON MEMORY Just over 3 years earlier

		

	
		
			1

			Morag

			The spindly cottage is immured in a transparent protective chitin shield. From a distance, you might imagine shaking it to raise flurries of false snow and even a seasonal jingle. But now there is no snow, true or false, nor even seasons.

			Beyond it had stood a village, and beyond that, woodland of oak and beech, according to legend.

			They live here alone, grandmother and granddaughter, Matilda and Morag, in a single sitting room and separate bedrooms, piled one above the other. The living space on the ground floor houses the Matter-Rearranger for food and drink, power and cooling units and a Hygiene Processor, with instruments for cleaning skin, teeth and surfaces. The furniture is old; finely carved chair backs and table legs speak of past gentility. There is no plumbing, because there is no natural water. Above the bedrooms, the highest room holds the oldest artefacts and, to most eyes (though not theirs) the most primitive: books which catalogue the brilliance of mankind’s discoveries and, in their mismanagement, the road to catastrophe.

			Matilda and Morag sit opposite each other in the sitting room. The shutters have been closed against the dark.

			‘Many talents skip a generation, artistic ones especially,’ says Matilda, ‘but not this one.’ Her face is furrowed like ploughed ground in old pictures, but the green-gold eyes have that rare, vital quality of appearing to look both out and in, just as her granddaughter’s do. Her fingers habitually splay on the arms of the rocking chair, but tonight they are fists.

			Matilda is rarely cryptic.

			‘What talent?’ Morag asks.

			Matilda gestures at the easel opposite. It displays an ancient painting on wood: a man with a luxuriant chestnut beard and a golden aura about his head. His hands extend, palms up; in one rests a scallop brimming with water; in the other is a grasshopper, which Morag recognises from one of their rarer books, Thomas Muffett’s Theatre of Insects. Talk about unusual talents: this creature made music by rubbing its legs! Beneath appear letters in Greek: σοφία στη μοναξιά.

			‘You want my opinion?’ Morag asks.

			‘Yes, let’s start there.’

			‘That’s a halo, so he must have been a holy man. The letters are Greek, but I don’t know what they say.’

			‘Wisdom in loneliness’, but that’s of no consequence to this exercise. Keep going.

			‘I think the water in the shell is for purity. The insect is a grasshopper from the order Caelifera, which tells us our holy man respects Nature.’ Morag is disappointed that these astute observations are not receiving the compliments she feels they deserve.

			Matilda gestures at the painting. ‘Go deeper. Sit on the stool and face it. Find the energy, if you can.’

			Morag obeys, but nothing happens. She grimaces. She dislikes failing any test.

			‘Ah, it’s my fault,’ whispers Matilda quietly. ‘I said find, which suggests effort. The knack is the opposite. You empty your mind and let it find you.’

			It? Energy, what energy? Morag shuts her eyes and strives to drain all thought away. As her mind clears, colours seep in from the side: green, grey-white and a dazzling caerulean blue. Fragments of image form and join like a jigsaw assembled in fast-forward. She is no longer an observer, she is there, in the head of the painter at the moment of painting. What astonishes her – the emerald spears of grass, the rock-rich hillside pitted with caves and the glaring expanse of green-blue sea below – is wholly familiar to him.

			The subject has no halo and in life, the face is more severe, the eyes more bloodshot, the body more haggard and the beard more grizzled than the dignified version taking shape on the wooden panel. The brush has even healed the gaping rents in his garment.

			She catches her host’s reflections. He has always painted holy men in their monasteries, but this old man is a hermit and will not abandon the hillside. He is also a legend in his own time. People travel here just to touch the hem of his robe. But the red-eyed ascetic has an unsettling intensity. Is he a saint, or is he deranged?

			The old man has not uttered a single word. He explains in gestures how he wishes to be portrayed. With one hand he picks up the scallop shell filled with water at his feet. The other uncurls to reveal a grasshopper. He drinks the water, thrusts the insect into his mouth, chews and swallows. Still clasping the shell, he turns and climbs back up the hill.

			The shock sunders the connection. The scene shatters like a stone through a stained-glass window.

			‘I saw grass! – and sea! – and clear sky!’

			‘More than that, perhaps?’

			‘The hermit ate the insect. Was he good or mad? The painter wasn’t sure, and nor am I.’

			Now Matilda does look pleased. ‘That is our gift, Morag. If an original work has the requisite energy, you can travel there and join the moment of creation. The better you get, the longer you can stay, and the more you can do. The gift is rarer than knowing things, rarer than mere observation. It’s not your imagination at work, you truly go there – or rather, your mind does. You catch the work’s creative energy and it sucks you in. Your father had the gift, in his own peculiar way.’ She fumbles for these words; he is her only child, after all. ‘He was always headstrong,’ she adds.

			‘I wish I remembered him better. I wish we had a picture.’ Morag pauses. ‘Why are you telling me now?’

			‘Because it’s your turn.’

			‘My turn for what?’

			‘Do you remember your scan?’

			She did: a bruising early childhood memory, still clear in its detail. Men and women in Genrich uniforms had come to the house, bringing with them a strange helmet. It had been too big, so they had had to use straps to secure it to her head. ‘It’s a screening for your own good,’ they had reassured her.

			But why scan only the head? Why not lungs and heart? All her father would say was that they were scientists: Genrich scientists.

			‘They took my scan, and your grandfather’s too, before the Fall. Then they scanned your father when he was a child.’

			‘And later they took him away,’ Morag intervened, as another memory surfaced, as clear as yesterday. I shouldn’t be long, he had said with a jaunty wave.

			But she had never seen her father again. She had been five; he had been in his prime. His absence had destroyed her mother, who walked out of the airlock two years later to the day. To join him, her three-word suicide note had said.

			‘Now it’s your turn,’ added Matilda quietly.

			‘Why me?’ Morag asked. ‘Why now? Father was much older.’

			‘Who knows? There are dangers, no doubt, but you can’t live your life out here. And the Genrich Dome is something to see. They’re coming tomorrow.’

			‘Tomorrow?’

			Resentment wells. Genrich communicate with outliers by a screen which her grandmother keeps in her bedroom. She must have known for days. Why hasn’t Matilda consulted her? ‘But I’m happy here. There’s so much to learn . . .’

			But is there? There are no other original paintings in the house and the icon has yielded all it holds. Left here, her strange talent might ossify.

			Her grandmother reassures her. ‘It’s for the best – not that there’s much choice when Genrich come calling. Just don’t make your father’s mistake. He must have resisted and paid the price. He wouldn’t have abandoned us otherwise. Play along and keep your talent to yourself.’

			‘But what can they want from me?’

			‘I don’t know. Just don’t turn them down.’

			‘Maybe they’re on to this gift?’

			Matilda shakes her head. ‘Genrich despise all art, you can tell from the uniforms. But they’ll be after something. That’s why I insist you do what they ask.’

			Morag has fought trivial battles with Matilda, but she has never resisted a serious appeal. However, she wants to winkle out more on this night of revelations.

			‘Why would I want to resist? Why would Father? You told me Genrich put up our shield when you were young, just in time before the Fall. Wasn’t that true?’

			‘Yes, that was true.’ She pauses. ‘But our gift is a secret. Nobody knows, and it must stay that way.’

			Morag wonders why. Could it be misused in the wrong hands? She cannot see how. ‘Why aren’t you coming?’

			‘They’ve no interest in me. My mind is not what it was.’

			Morag senses her grandmother is still holding back. ‘There’s another reason why you want me to go, isn’t there?’

			During a long pause, those green-gold eyes moisten a little. ‘I’d like to know what happened to your father.’

			Morag nods. ‘All right. I promise to play along.’

			Her grandmother’s fingers uncurl.

			It’s a quality Morag loves in Matilda: she is a truth-teller. I’ll have peace of mind if you promise. That’s what she says, and so it is.

			Sleep does not come easily that night. Her father leaves and disappears, and now she follows. Is this growing up, getting to grips with your past for the first time? And what of Matilda? How will she survive with no company but books?

			When her eyes do close, the colours of the monk’s lost world – sea, sunlight and grass – explode in her head, and now she grasps the width of her gift. She can travel through time.

			 

			By local standards, the night has been calm, no storms, not a hiss of dust against the shield. Morag wakes to the noise of the Genrich craft as it settles. She raises the blinds, exposing the usual jaundiced curtain from horizon to horizon. Gone are the scudding clouds of the holy man’s world.

			She runs to her grandmother’s bedroom, bumping her case down the stairs, but Matilda is already ensconced in her rocking-chair on the ground floor. She is wearing her finest dress, a golden-coloured shift with a turtle collar. Morag, by contrast, has dressed down for the occasion, practical and without show from head to toe.

			‘Good morning,’ Matilda says. She hands Morag a velvet bag, which she secures in her suitcase. ‘The icon is for you. Now bend your head for a private goodbye.’ Matilda kisses her on the brow. ‘I’m glad they came early. I hate dawdling farewells.’

			A young man and a middle-aged woman stride through the front door without knocking.

			There is a sameness about them, and it’s not only the crisp grey Genrich uniforms. They share a blandness of expression and voice. They are both good-looking, if you like clear lines and symmetry, but the voices border on the robotic. Each wears a number on their right lapel.

			‘Is this your granddaughter?’ asks 163.

			‘It is, and she’s packed.’

			‘That is appreciated.’ He sounds like a worthy school prefect.

			The woman, 147, holds out her hand. She looks about the age her mother would be now.

			‘Come with me, dear.’

			Matilda raises a hand.

			‘Her name is Morag.’

			‘Come with me, Morag.’

			Do not resist. Morag gives her grandmother a smile, picks up her suitcase and walks meekly through the front door into the airlock.

			The young man shuffles his feet, fingers spiking his palms. ‘I understand you keep . . . books.’

			‘Keep?’ says Matilda. ‘We treasure them. And “books” is an understatement. Up there is a library, maybe the last of its kind. Imagine a town where everyone rubs shoulders with their kindred spirits, but which has all sorts too: the well-informed, the wags, the practical, the observant, the grave, even a few dullards.’ 

			His shuffling accelerates. 

			‘You, of course, prefer a database, all gathered in grey.’

			‘Do you have books with images?’ he asks.

			‘If you mean pictures, of course we do.’

			He releases the next syllable as if spitting out an aberration from the Matter-Rearranger. ‘Art?’

			‘As in any good library, yes, plenty.’

			‘Then you’ll receive a young visitor. He’ll come alone and he won’t stay long. He’ll not harm you or your books. He won’t even take them away.’

			Then why come? Matilda wonders. ‘But you and yours have no interest in art.’

			‘All art is self-indulgent distraction.’

			‘It’s for someone else, then?’

			‘Lord Vane of Tempestas.’

			‘Now there’s a name to conjure with. The Lord Vane I know lived long ago and Tempestas was his company. He warned of catastrophe, but nobody listened.’

			‘I refer to his son, the second Lord Vane, who now runs Tempestas.’

			‘I’d be happy to help him, but what has this to do with Genrich?’

			‘It’s a joint project of some kind. That’s all I know.’

			The bland young man clicks his heels, inclines his head an inch, and leaves. 

		

	
		
			2

			The Genrich Dome

			‘It’s a Scurrier, our standard craft, and safe as houses,’ says 147 reassuringly.

			No attempt has been made at décor and little at comfort, but the technology is efficient. Its movement is smooth and the quiet hum of whatever propels it unintrusive. Matilda’s library is an old-world collection, and Genrich craft do not figure anywhere.

			Slit windows on the side admit a view of unrelieved monotony, unless you know that a levelled town leaves stripes of tombstone grey, forests leave streaks of umber, and an estuary or coastal strip an impasto like crusted treacle. Are there spores anywhere waiting for clean rain? Is there hope?

			The murk plays games, high one moment and enveloping the craft in ochre vapour the next. From time to time they pass through dust storms which shake the fuselage and obscure the windows.

			The young man and the middle-aged woman seated either side of Morag wear a dull ‘job done’ look. They match the functional interior of the craft with one minor qualification. Angst is evident in the play of their fingers and the raw cuticles.

			Morag’s conversational sallies earn only soulless smiles.

			‘I’ve never been in one of these.’

			Twenty minutes later,

			‘How does the craft work?’

			An hour later,

			‘How long will we be?’

			Dust fields fly by.

			Two hours into the journey, 147 undergoes a mild thaw. ‘We have to report when we arrive.’

			Three hours in, she stands up and points to a tube in the corner with what Morag takes to be a surreptitious smile.

			‘The Dome is quite a sight. Use the periscope.’

			Morag blinks. 147 is sharing an artistic impression. Hope springs eternal.

			She peers through the instrument. A pinpoint of light on the far horizon catches the eye like a torch on a distant hillside and takes shape as it grows.

			A colossal head and neck, human in form, stands free of the desert. The inner lighting penetrates the murk and accentuates the salient features: mouth, ears, eyes and nose. The cranium, smooth as glass, has a milder glow. Closer still, flickers of light and shadow move on dozens of floors like lost souls. The chitin shield is so well wrought, it is near invisible.

			‘Prepare for docking,’ says the young man.

			The Scurrier dips left and circumnavigates the Dome to a bay at the nape of the neck.

			The crew disembarks, and as the others disperse, 147 repeats her opening words to Morag. ‘Come with me, please.’

			They walk – nobody runs here – through a maze of escalators and walkways, past rooms with solid white walls and white doors or, as frequently, transparent ones. Every door is meticulously numbered. The floor has the dead gleam of synthetic marble. All the furniture is steel and glass, and there are no pictures or books to be seen. Her old home is a curio shop by comparison. The place has the feel of a vast clockwork toy, whose moving pieces are near replicas of 167 and 143, all clean or close-shaven, well-proportioned and bland.

			Multidimensional chessboards, currently unoccupied, have been set up in the open spaces on every level. The ultimate game of logic appears to be their only diversion. In the fading light, the board’s white squares glow with a natural dull luminosity.

			Individuals on the move are accompanied by their own small circles of light like escaping prisoners – energy-saving or security? Both, Morag decides, on the balance of probabilities.

			Up and up they go, a long journey, but 147 knows her way.

			An outer room admits to an inner sanctum where more robotic men and women sit at screens on either side of a central aisle. The double helix of the DNA molecule has been carved into each of the central double doors facing them. The nearest young man leaves his desk and walks over with the precise tread of a sentry.

			‘This is the outlier – Scan 323Y,’ says 147.

			‘Lord Sine will see her now.’

			‘Lord Sine personally?’ 147 gives Morag a reappraising look, as if discovering for the first time that her charge has a famous relative. ‘Just a scan to update matters, that’s what they told me.’

			‘He will see her alone,’ the young man replies.

			Morag notes the number on his lapel: 61. 147 is presumably outranked. Unable to resist a tiny display of initiative, Morag strides towards the double doors.

			‘When I say so,’ says 61.

			Morag grits her teeth, thinking there should be a word for the urge to disobey people in uniform.

			The double doors swing open. She doesn’t wait for 61’s instruction.

			At first sight, only the scale is different. The desk is outsized, its surface marked with circles like the legacy of abandoned glasses. The swivel chair behind it is ornate in a modernistic way, and the room’s dimensions are as generous as the view of the ochre desert is imposing. But a closer look shows the devil creeping out of the detail. On the walls, plain empty picture frames merge with the stippled colour of the plaster. A shiny steel hammock lies flush against the ceiling.

			Lord Sine turns from the window and waddles over to his desk. He is ugly to the point of fascination, squat in build with a blotchy complexion. He reminds Morag of an illustration of the common toad, bufo bufo. The ears lie tight to a head which somehow contrives to be both bulbous and flat. His hair is cut close to the scalp. The dark eyes have irises prickled with amber, their prominence accentuated by the absence of eyebrows and eyelashes.

			‘What do you see out there?’ he says, his voice high, almost falsetto.

			She follows his gaze to the window. ‘A tragedy.’

			‘I would say species failure, but tragedy will do. An otherwise admirable organism has been brought to the edge of self-destruction by a fundamental flaw.’

			Lord Sine has not yet blinked and Morag half expects a prehensile tongue to shoot forward, encircle her neck and draw her into a ghastly embrace. He is that amphibian.

			‘Do you know what your genome is?’ he asks.

			‘If I were a kit to assemble, my genome would be the instructions.’

			‘Just so. If you change the instructions, you change the model. Fail to adapt an unsatisfactory model and you repeat the tragedy over and over, until extinction.’ He sits down. Morag remains standing for the lack of any alternative, feeling like a wayward child. ‘Homo sapiens had all the tools to adapt, but chose not to.’

			He touches one of the glass circles on the desk. Complex diagrams appear in the blank spaces inside two adjacent frames. Lord Sine gestures to one and then the other before continuing, ‘The genomes of the wolf and the domestic dog. When tamer wolves interbred, they lost their wolfishness and became dogs, but the process was slow, slow, slow. By contrast, genetic surgery can work such miracles in a moment.’

			‘What has this to do with me?’ asks Morag.

			This time bufo bufo does blink. ‘At Genrich, the gift of existence must be justified by utility. We identify gifts to harness and handicaps to lose. Occasionally, we stumble on something we don’t understand.’ Again, his fingers play the circles, bringing three more framed spaces to life.

			Lord Sine spins his chair to face them and gestures. ‘Your scan, your father’s scan and your grandmother’s scan. The hyper-development of the optic nerve in all three is unusual, but not unknown. But that cluster of cells nearby is unique and, as we can see, they’re passed on, generation to generation.’ He spins back to her. ‘What do they do, Miss Spire?’

			She returns his stare. ‘I guess it’s my eidetic memory.’

			Lord Sine blinks.

			Her explanation is false and she suspects he knows it.

			‘Do you dream normally?’

			Morag has had enough of being treated like a sample in a petri dish. ‘A fast-talking pink elephant drops in occasionally, but maybe he visits everyone.’

			‘You’re here to work, not to be facetious.’

			She musters a puzzled look. What work? it asks.

			He answers, ‘You’re here to assist with our last joint project with Tempestas. Consider yourself privileged.’

			‘“Last”?’

			‘Their days are numbered, because they do not adapt. You should invest instead in the Genrich project. We have mastered four disciplines: genetics, embryonic adjustment, mind-loading and enhanced growth.’

			Morag attempts a light-hearted shrug. ‘Not for me, somehow.’

			‘No worry. When we get to the small fish, we’ll come for you.’

			It sounds like a threat, but also a dismissal. One last flick on the desktop opens the doors and Morag walks straight out. If Lord Sine does not do goodbyes, nor will she.

			147 is waiting. She utters her usual mantra: ‘Come with me.’

			After two escalators, 147 turns to Morag. ‘How was that?’

			Not the easiest encounter to describe, so Morag goes for brevity. ‘Funny.’

			‘Funny peculiar or funny ha-ha?’

			The question could hardly have been more un-Genrich. Her interest in 147 intensifies. ‘Both,’ she replies, but instantly feels she should be more positive. ‘Very definitely both,’ she adds.

			‘Genrich is serious business,’ 147 says sternly, resuming her official tone.

			It is another long journey to Morag’s spartan quarters, which boast a table, a chair, a bed with bars at foot and head, self-cleaning tools, a small hygiene cubicle, and the most basic Matter-Rearranger. Décor is clearly prohibited: there are no pictures, no rug, only a single grey bed cover. In short, this is a prison cell subject to a regime of rigorous cleanliness. Her very own grey numberless Genrich uniform hangs on a solitary peg.

			147 briskly explains a green switch set in the wall beside the bed. ‘They recommend the gas – press here to release it. It prevents dreams, because dreams are distracting. As for tomorrow, wear only your uniform. It’s a serious offence to do otherwise. At least it will fit.’ That hint of sardonic humour is peeping through again. ‘I will collect you at eight-forty.’

			‘Come with me, please,’ says Morag with a grin, parroting 147’s opening welcome.

			147 holds the official voice and repeats her instruction. ‘Eight-forty for work at nine. At night, by the way, the curfew starts at eight, and there are no exceptions.’

			‘Can you at least tell me what work I’m supposed to be doing?’

			‘Infotainment. There’s nothing to worry about. I run the project for Genrich. All will be explained tomorrow. Goodnight.’

			Morag has left a characterful room in a small, intimate building for a characterless cell in a vast, soulless one. She resolves to treat the coming days as a voyage into the unknown.

			There is a tiny mirror, shaped to catch all angles. She stares into her own eyes and sees nothing special.

			Enough wondering.

			Morag cannot remember an evening when she has lain down without a book. Drifting, she wonders what Infotainment will require her to do which nobody else can.

			Sleep, when it comes, is fitful.

			 

			8.40 a.m. to the minute, and 147 is at her door.

			‘You look good.’

			Morag blushes, before realising 147 means the uniform.

			The Infotainment section is not far.

			147 opens a solid door into a large chamber with equally solid walls lined with workers whose heads are wired to helmet-like devices and whose fingers dart from dial to dial on a variety of consoles.

			‘Microtools of one kind and another,’ 147 explains. ‘The helmets may be familiar. We call them “scanners” and the machines with the controls “weavers”. It’s painstaking work.’

			The end product resembles old-world peppermints, which stand in piles beside the operators.

			‘You’re making sweets?’

			‘Pills.’

			‘Pills? For what?’

			147 steers Morag away from the benches. ‘They’re to cure ­anxiety. We call them momenticons’

			Morag remembers the crew’s bitten fingernails from the day before. Something is clearly amiss with Lord Sine’s present model.

			‘And that?’ She points to a bolted door on the right-hand wall.

			‘That’s where the guinea pigs go.’ 147 escorts Morag to another small room at the far end of the chamber. Wires run along the join between wall and ceiling above the single entry door. Morag follows them down to the consoles, where they link to the scanners. Her scalp tingles. She does not need telling that this will be her room.

			147 ushers her in. A single chair faces a work surface. Above it hangs her own scanner. A side table holds a high-grade Matter-Rearranger, with a code booklet twice the size of the one in her sleeping quarters.

			‘It does the best caffeine kick in the Dome,’ whispers 147, another un-Genrich-like phrase. Morag wonders where 147 has picked up such a racy term, but now is not the time.

			‘And why do I deserve this luxury?’

			‘They say it’s work only you can do.’

			What is it that only she can do? There are no paintings to work with here.

			147 tilts the helmet, revealing a spiked ring inside. ‘Don’t worry, you won’t be trepanned. When the needles make contact with your skin, they stop.’ She points to the coloured buttons on each arm of the chair. ‘Green to attach, yellow to remove. The red is an override, but you shouldn’t have to use it. Often the scanner will know you’re ready and act of its own accord. Either way, just sit still and relax.’

			‘Before we get to overrides, I wouldn’t mind knowing what these needles actually do . . .’

			‘They do very little.’ 147 pulls out two pieces of paper from a drawer beneath the work surface and flips them over. They are skilful ink drawings, but their lack of any original energy marks them as only copies. The first shows a single tree in the foreground with a patchwork of square fields beyond. 147 places the other in front of her.

			‘This is the one to start with.’

			An old woman, her grey hair in a bun, in a hooped white dress, looks lost, almost vacant. Her flat shoes each have a flower sewn to the top. Her right hand secures a cloak around her shoulders; the left clasps thin air. Morag decides she is also missing her hat. 

			‘You’re writer, designer, director and actress – but it all has to come from your head. Imagine how she moves, what she says, how she sounds. Visualise in colour and think lines for you and her both. She’s in the old world, by the way’ – 147 points – ‘as you can see from the tussocks of grass and the trees. Try variations until you’re sure. Then think them – as hard and as clearly as you can. Our workers use microtransmitters to snare the thought in their magic pills. You’re creating a world for other minds to play in.’

			Morag looks at 147 in disbelief. ‘I’m what?’

			147 ignores the question. ‘As I said, start with the old woman.’

			The image is familiar, but Morag cannot make the connection. ‘It’s a kind face, but she’s distraught,’ she mutters to herself.

			‘Dementia?’

			Morag shakes her head. ‘No, no, she’s lost something that ­matters.’

			147’s arms fly wide as if Morag has just passed a test. ‘We knew you were special! The weavers are waiting. They’ve had their fill of the red pieces.’

			Before Morag can respond, 147 steps back, turns and addresses the rest of her workforce from the doorway.

			‘Ready yourselves. She won’t be long.’

			 

			The work proves absorbing. Morag creates dialogue and expands the illustration into a moving clip in her head. She works hard at the intonation.

			‘What is it you’ve lost?’ she asks the old lady.

			‘I forget, but I can’t imagine myself without them,’ comes the imagined reply.

			‘A hat?’

			‘Sort of,’ is all the old lady can say, as Morag herself doesn’t yet know.

			‘Was it mislaid like an egg or stolen like a kiss?’

			‘A kiss – that was it! I was tricked.’

			Matilda’s voice fits well for the old lady. Morag conjures a sprightly shuffle and fills in the background: a wood peopled with cedar trees from a print in Edward Ravenscroft’s Pinetum Britannicum, a favourite book from Matilda’s library.

			Without prompting, the helmet hums, moves above her head, shudders and descends. The needles press against her forehead and the back of her head, and 147 is right. They only settle, they don’t pierce. She plays out the short scene in her mind as intensely as she can.

			Three more versions follow. Each is followed by an audible flurry of activity in the chamber outside.

			Mid-afternoon, the door opens to admit a young man whose patrician air belies his years. He sidles in and lounges against the work surface. His charcoal hair has no parting and a quiff at the brow like a breaking wave. The face is boyish, and his complexion startlingly pale. Morag usually likes full mouths for their generosity, but his has a gloating quality. The eyes are an unblemished aquamarine blue. He wears well-cut casual clothes with an old-world flair, no Genrich uniform for him.

			He picks up the drawing. His speech is as precocious as his manner. ‘What a witless old maid! I’d give her a phobia or two. Fear of forests and fear of men would do nicely . . . As for the voice . . .’

			‘You misread her,’ Morag replies firmly.

			He smirks. Maybe he likes a show of resistance, or maybe he’s trying to undermine her.

			‘I had a listen on my way in. You’re right to make her a victim. After all, you can’t have a land full of foxes with no chickens. They’d have nothing to live off.’ He rests his hands on his thighs. ‘This is a game, remember. The player must find what the old lady’s lost – and to do that, it helps to know what it is.’

			He pushes himself to his feet and leaves.

			She feels like kicking this supercilious know-all, but it’s a pertinent question: what has the old lady lost? Something you hold and something you wear on your head, objects whose absence matters. Why? Because they leave you bereft. She stares hard at the picture. She’s powerless, that’s the word. She’s lost her authority. That’s why she’s bewildered.

			Now it comes to Morag: she is a queen who has lost her crown and sceptre. She is a White Queen. This is a game of chess: hence the perfectly square fields, one after another. This is Alice Through the Looking Glass.
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