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			Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

			Keith Stevenson

			It’s cold in Dimension6 right now, which is why - as is our tradition at this particular space-time junction - we present not three but four stories to keep you entertained as you relax by whatever convective, radiant or sympathetic molecular resonance heating device is prevalent in your reality.

			If you feel like contributing to our 2019 line-up of stories, we will be open for submissions again later this year. See the information further on in this edition.

			But for the moment sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.

		

	
		
			#WhiteWitch — Shauna O’Meara

			‘Night is brief at this time of year.

			For a soldier, it might as well be eternal.’

			James Calwell bellies down on the glassy ice of the depression, cold leeching through his thermals, and trains the twin lenses of his ENG camera on the soldier. She is crouched on the toes of her crampons with her shoulder to the milky wall, blue-and-white assault rifle lifted in readiness. If ambush comes, it will come from above and Calwell can only just make out her profile – the hard set of her mouth – past the rim of her helmet. Her breath puffs whitely on the air.

			There is no sound of approach from the glacier surface, but that means nothing. There are bodies in a crevasse not two miles back who never heard a thing.

			Calwell tweaks the upper lens until the lip of ice above her head comes into view – a luminous slash of brilliant blue. ‘Hey, Witch? Look at me a moment.’

			She turns and her eyes, overbright with fatigue and shadowed by rationing, engage the camera with haunting intensity. Calwell’s skin prickles. It’s a powerful image. Staring out from beneath her enormous, equipment-encrusted helmet, haloed by the arc of moonlit ice and starry night beyond, she could almost be drifting in space.

			She might as well be. Her platoon couldn’t be any farther removed from the human race out here.

			She turns away, breaking the spell, and murmurs into her com. ‘Are you getting anything, Stone?’

			The platoon leader, Robert Stone, is ensconced in a fissure some yards away. ‘Just background vibrations from the ice. You?’

			‘No. All quiet here.’

			If Calwell listens hard enough, he can hear the glacier beneath his feet squeaking and grinding its way inexorably to the sea. Every now and then, it gives off a crack like a tree felling. Makes him jump every damn time.

			‘You mind if I do some interview stuff?’ Calwell asks.

			He says it casually, but she spears him with a look nonetheless. She’s still pissed that Stone made her the face of the platoon’s HelpFunder campaign.

			‘If you must,’ she says in her husky Kentucky drawl. ‘Just do not ask me who I am wearing. Give me some real fucking questions.’

			‘How did you get the call-sign Witch?’

			She narrows her eyes, assessing whether it’s a real fucking question. ‘It is White Witch, actually,’ she says at last. ‘Like the snow queen from Narnia, only badass.’

			‘She scared the crap out of me when I was little.’

			‘She was not wielding an AK52-ICE. If they had put me through the cupboard I would have taken care of that fucking lion, no problem.’ She holds up a glove for quiet and takes a moment to listen. Water gurgles faintly beneath the ice: summer run-off amplified by global warming, but the night is otherwise still. ‘Go on.’

			‘Okay. Ah, tell the people at home why you are stationed on an Alaskan glacier.’ There is an official description of the platoon’s role on the HelpFunder page, but Calwell wants it in her words.’

			She cracks a smile that goes higher on one side and Calwell gets why Stone chose her. There’s a cheeky quality to that grin. ‘I am part of ALCADE. That is Alaska Canada Defence. My team is hunting World Alliance drone nests. We are trying to stop them from taking our fucking water.’

			There’s a yell from someone far away to the right.

			Calwell is instantly on his crampons, ready to move. He expands the lower field to include all of her – crouched stance, blue-and-white streaked camos, AK – while his upper lens closes in on her face, the determined set of her jaw.

			Scraping noises filter through the ice as heavy platoon members ascend to the surface nearby. A shadow passes their spot on crunching feet, briefly abolishing the arc of light above Witch’s helm.

			‘Stone? Is that you and Huggie heading out?’ Witch murmurs into her com. ‘You want me to follow?’

			‘Yeah. Careful though. We got pedes.’

			Witch puts a boot against the slope, readying herself for ascent. She glances back at Calwell.

			He nods to show he is ready.

			Something scuttles across the ice some way off. An alien sound out here. Like rats in the roof.

			‘What the fuck– ’ Calwell starts to say.

			Witch flaps an arm. A silent order to shut the fuck up.

			The scuttling nears and takes on form – a rippling series of impacts like a lady with far too many fingers drumming her nails. Whatever it is, it is heavy. And long.

			Witch half-raises a hand that, when dropped, will initiate mayhem. Calwell readies his camera, wonders how many steps he will get before whatever is out there smears him into the ice.

			The thing pauses just beyond the lip, a hair’s breadth from discovering them.

			‘Oh, fuck! Oh, fuck!’ Calwell breathes, aware after a couple of beats that the camera will have sent his quaking whisper back home to the viewers watching live.

			He decides he doesn’t care. He’s here to report and if his piss and shit and terror are required to convince the American public and those in Congress that this is not Vietnam or Iraq or some foreign war they can back out of, but one right on their doorstep, so be it.

			A scream shrills in the stillness; is cut short. The hair tightens across Calwell’s scalp.

			There is a burr of gunfire close enough to shiver the ice. A crack defaces the wall of their foxhole.

			Witch’s hand remains up. They wait.

			The scuttling starts up again, moving away.

			Witch’s hand drops and she and her gun are over the lip in a moment, her crampons kicking ice all over Calwell’s camera. A blink later, Calwell barrels after her. Up and over, with half the grace.

			The glacier spreads out around him, pale blue fading away to an indeterminate horizon. In the moonlight, it glints with a billion chips of flint abraded from mountains too far away to see even in daylight. Slashes of cobalt shadow cut its surface: a zebra landscape of fissures, crevasses and sinkholes just waiting for the luckless and unwary.

			Stone’s crew – seventeen soldiers remaining – are all atop the ice now. Their faces flare yellow with AK fire.

			Calwell reaches Witch. ‘What are they firing at– ’

			Then he sees them. Long, silvery forms slithering across the ice, weaving in and out of the fissures. He imagines legs, but isn’t sure. As he watches, one gets blown in half by a hailstorm of bullets. The back half falls away, but the front continues to advance, bearing down on the soldier who is forced to retreat, still firing, across the ice.

			‘What the fuck are those!’

			Witch visibly gathers herself. ‘We call them Icipedes. God knows what the Alliance calls them.’ She hefts her AK. ‘Come on!’

			She moves swiftly across the uneven surface but has only gone a few yards when a silver shape rises from a cleft in front of her. She skids to a stop like a hockey player. ‘Holy shitballs!’

			Split between terror and admiration, Calwell homes his camera in on the Alliance machine with shaking hands. The centipede is the perfect organism to model an ice walker on: low centre of gravity, multiple purchase points, and a body able to span all but the largest fissures.

			The icipede’s rear is on the other side of the cleft, its body bowed across the void. The splayed legs are furred all over with crampon-like spurs that bite the ice. The armour-plated head, snub-nosed and insectile, pauses to regard Witch, and Calwell has the distinct impression of someone behind that gaze, taking her measure.

			Witch levels her gun– 

			The bank of legs ripples forward in a sinuous wave, pairs of limbs striking the ice in a crescendo of machine-precision. The movement is fast. The drone surges forward and Witch’s bullets ricochet from its armoured back-plates and into space. The pede strikes out with its front legs.

			Witch throws her body to the left, hitting the surface hard, and rolls. Viciously-tapered legs gouge the ice in her wake.

			Another scream fractures the night. Another soldier whose family will get an honorary star-spangled banner in lieu of a body since ALCADE has no way to retrieve its dead.

			The icipede turns for Calwell.

			‘Move, you dumbass!’ Witch screeches, swinging her gun around.

			Calwell flings himself back into the foxhole. Witch’s AK pounds like a jackhammer. The ice bowl fizzes with a million cracks. Chunks rain down from the edge that, minutes ago, had been a solid arc of light haloing a pale-faced girl.

			Panting hard, Calwell retrieves his camera and clambers back up the crumbling slope.

			Scythe-like limbs litter the glacier, throwing up steam as they sink slowly into the ice. The drone stalks through the pall on clicking legs, ruined plates dangling from its back. Beyond the broken panelling, something sparks an alien Morse code of stops and starts, but whatever the damage is, it is not enough to prevent the icipede from throwing itself again toward Witch.

			She gives it another barrage, blasting metal and wires and circuit-boards across the ice. The steam billows and thickens. Calwell fancies he can hear the ice hissing – an impossibility over the clanking and gunfire.’

			The drone reaches Witch with the speed of a bull. She tries to leap aside, but the ice beneath her is half-melted and slick as oil. Her feet slip. She hits the surface. The icipede’s foreleg lifts and falls.

			‘Witch!’ Calwell has been permitted a hand-cannon for personal protection. He pulls it now, firing at the icipede as he advances with his camera on the place she went down. It is not for a journalist to get involved in the story, to save the terrified fawn from the lion cubs, but damned if he’s going to watch the light snuff out of her without doing something. The Serengeti might tolerate bystanders, but out here, survival depends on everyone.

			His bullets hit. The snub head spasms back, opisthotonic, and Calwell sees Witch pinned by the communications and storage pack on her back. The pack is linked to her helmet by cables, and in the split second Calwell gives her, Witch unclasps the catches of both and slips free.

			She disappears down a crack. A moment later, there is a blistering round of gunfire from the crevice and the drone reels back, disintegrating in a mist of steam and bullets and hissing metal. The machine collapses and remains still.

			Calwell races to the fissure.

			Witch is suspended on her back above the chasm’s maw, the quill-like velcs of her armour engaged against the walls. She gives Calwell that lop-sided grin. ‘Intense, huh?’

			‘I could do without that level of intensity.’

			She laughs and he realises he has never seen her without her helmet. Her hair is short and so white-blonde it might be made of ribbons.

			Nearby, two velc-covered figures emerge from a crevasse scored with long icipede gouges – Stone and the hulking Canadian, Huggiebear. Their mechanical assailant is nowhere to be seen. Calwell fancies it has probably gone DTD: down the drain in platoon speak.

			Stone’s voice comes through Witch’s com. ‘Report in.’

			One by one, the platoon sounds off. Witch’s turn comes and she says, ‘Witch reporting in. Cameraboy is a-okay too.’

			‘Beginner’s luck,’ Calwell mutters.

			Stone and Huggie head off across the ice to where only eight surviving platoon members wait. There, broken icipedes and bodies litter the glacier. Calwell doesn’t need a close-up to know the dark patches around those lying motionless are what used to be inside them. He will film the carnage eventually, but now isn’t the time. Not while Stone is trying to preserve morale.

			Instead, he points his camera down at Witch.

			She scowls up at him. ‘For fuck’s sake, Cameraboy!’

			He finds an angle that incorporates her furious face and the drone suspended above. It is a striking shot, full of scorch marks and bullet holes, twisted metal and chopped-up ice. ‘If you want this HelpFunder to go viral, this is what people have to see.’

			Calwell knows exactly what people will see: a warrior with onyx eyes and ribbon hair and spiked armour cradled in blue ice beneath the corpse of her vanquished foe. Outweighed and outrun, but not outgunned or outwitted. Her image will dominate the internet; keep the ALCADE platoon and its HelpFunder alive in the news.

			All she needs is the right social media handle.

			Her call-sign is perfect.

			‘White Witch,’ Calwell announces for the camera. ‘Kicking Alliance ass and taking names!’ A clunky delivery, but should it catch on, #WhiteWitch will trend like a motherfucker.

			Calwell kneels to help her out of the fissure. Witch slaps his hand aside and, retracting her leg velcs, rotates until she is hanging vertically. Then, engaging lethal wrist hooks, she hauls herself from the hole.

			She snares Calwell by the throat of his fatigues and twists. ‘You listen,’ she snarls into his face. ‘I agreed to be the face of this campaign because Stone gave the order. But you do not get to make me into some sort of poster-girl for warrior chic. I am a soldier. My gun is not a fucking prop. I carried just as much weight and ran just as far and I got picked on merit. You do not get to take that away by making a mockery of me!’

			‘I’m not trying to take anything! I am trying to show the country how fucking cool you are!’

			She slams his ribs hard, sprawling him on the ice. ‘I know how cool I am.’

			Stone’s voice barks through her com. ‘Keep it down, you two!’’

			‘Look, it does not matter what your motives were,’ Witch mutters, tugging the drone’s claw from her backpack. ‘People look for any excuse to deem women unfit for the front line. I do not want to be seen as some token example of army inclusiveness. And if I die, I do not want anyone to think it was because I was weaker or that I made a woman’s mistake.’

			‘I filmed the fight,’ Calwell says at length. ‘You were amazing. There was nothing weak at all.’

			‘You catch the bit where you covered my sorry ass?’

			‘Um, yeah. . . ’

			She dons her helmet and buckles on her pack. ‘Good,’ she says and gives him a rueful grin. ‘You did a great job saving my sorry ass. I should probably be thanking you.’ She looks over at the rest of her platoon and sighs. ‘Look, film what you want, Cameraboy. Just promise me you will not make me into something lesser.’

			‘I prom– ’

			‘Shhh!’ Witch holds up a palm. She listens a moment before, cupping her hands to her ears, she starts to rotate slowly in place. Her brow furrows with concentration.’

			‘What are you– ’

			‘Stone? Are you getting that?’ Witch says into her com.

			Calwell tries again. ‘What? What is it?’

			‘Huggie hasn’t indicat– ’ Stone begins. ‘Wait. Yes! Yes! Vibrations across the surface. Stand by! We got incoming.’

			Calwell can’t hear anything, but as he watches, the surviving soldiers fall into position across the ice, their bodies pressed into grottos and up against low ridgelines.

			Only Stone and Huggiebear remain in the open. Huggie, his pack and helmet swathed in antennae like a humanoid porcupine, sits on the ice with his solar laptop. Stone flanks him, AK primed, ready to dole out orders.

			Beside Calwell, Witch continues to turn.

			‘Uh, shouldn’t we take cover?’

			‘Shhh!’

			‘ . . . What can you hear?’

			‘Nothing over you!’ she snarls.

			Calwell scans the ice, his eyes skirting the zebra shadows, the ridges like steps in the glacier, looking for movement. Troops. Icipedes. Any glint of Alliance metal.

			A high-pitched whistle cuts across his train of thought.

			At first, the noise is so faint he thinks he’s imagining it. Concocting terrors.

			But the sound does not go away. It builds, like a Ferrari approaching on the Autobahn. One crystalline note like the ring of a tuning fork.

			Iiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiiii!

			Calwell finds himself rotating like Witch. But the tinnitus sound seems to be coming from everywhere at once.

			‘What is that, Stone?’ Witch growls.

			‘No idea. We haven’t got it yet.’ In the background, Calwell hears Huggie exclaim, ‘Stupid thing! It’s not picking up!’

			Calwell’s gut clenches as Tommy’s face floats through his mind. He forces the image away. Tries not to panic. There’s no proof yet his brother’s fate is about to become his own.

			The volume increases, seems to gain altitude. Something airborne. A plane? A missile?

			Oh God, don’t let it be a missile.

			There are other ALCADE platoons out searching for the bases of enemy drone operators. Maybe one succeeded and radioed through a surgical strike: the only ALCADE bombing permitted on the fragile water reservoir. Maybe the World Alliance decided to cede the field, but leave it for no one. . .

			Calwell finds himself looking up, searching for aircraft-shaped voids in the stars. Somewhere out there, a million satellites pass overhead, indifferent as gods. His camera beams up to one of them, but no help beams back.

			He looks across at the soldiers and knows their attempts at concealment are futile. It is probably why Witch hasn’t bothered taking cover. Whether they hide or not, their heat signatures must surely stand out to the Alliance as the dead and the machines cool to background noise around them.

			Calwell prays to his camera instead of Heaven. With the live feed, at least someone is on the other end to hear him. ‘If anyone is watching out there tonight, um, I think this broadcast is about to be targeted.’

			Through Witch’s com, he hears Huggie continue to wrestle with his ‘cheap military bullshit machine’, while, all the time, the whistle continues to grow.

			‘Incoming!’ Stone bellows.

			‘What is it? What am I fucking looking for?’ Witch hollers back. Her AK is up. She is scanning the sky. But still nothing moves. ‘Which way, Stone? Which way!’

			‘I don’t fucking know!’ Huggie’s voice comes down the line. ‘It’s not picking up!’

			The ice hums as the sound becomes a physical presence. Calwell feels sick.

			Witch’s lips stretch in a rictus, teeth showing as she stares around wildly. Her AK trembles.

			Then one of the men hollers across all the coms, ‘There! There! Three o-clock!’

			And for a moment all of them turn every which way because the sound has rattled their brains and most of them have forgotten where three o’clock lies. Or maybe the caller has. It’s hard to tell.

			Witch gets it right on her second try and fires into the blank sky. The bullets spark upward. Hit nothing. Calwell, following the line of fire, feels his stomach not so much flip as abandon him completely. ‘Holy– ’

			In the distance, the glacier is exploding. Not bombs or nuclear mushrooms; just an advancing gout of white coming with the speed of a jet, chunks of ice blowing every which way with the force of noise and resonance.

			‘What the fuck!’ Witch hollers. She strafes the sky again for the aircraft producing the glacier-frequency vibration, but no dice. The ice continues to shred.

			Witch gives up, grabs Calwell’s arm and throws him onto a flat bit of ice. ‘Brace yourself! Remember your velc controls.’ She’s hollering right in his ear and he can barely hear her. ‘If the ground gives, you need to engage spikes. It’s the only thing that might save you!’

			The ground beneath his chest rumbles and rolls. Fragments of shale and wrecked machinery jitter and bounce all around them, clattering loudly.

			Her elbow finds his ribs. ‘You hear me, Cameraboy?’

			He jerks his head. ‘Velcs. Got it.’ Suddenly his helmet seems way too frail. Like an eggshell on his head.

			‘And let go of the camera if it comes to it.’

			Calwell isn’t about to do that. It’s his whole reason for being here. He secures his camera to his left forearm.

			A shape passes overhead. Black and triangular and so fast she never had a chance of hitting it.

			The glacier erupts: the surface shattering into blocks and melt-water. The loose pieces turn slick and mobile. They begin to move.’

			Calwell finds himself on a great teetering column, falling away from Witch as the section she is on is lost from sight amidst the melee of ice and tumbling water.

			As the column falls, Calwell begins to slide off, his fingers clawing like a kitten on toilet paper and finding no purchase. The column cracks against a horizontal shelf of ice. Both split. Space yaws open beneath him, vast and blue.

			He tumbles down through the ice. Engages his velcs. Prays like a motherfucker. Sends incoherent screams out into the void of space and the internet.

			The spikes score the ice, but fail to purchase. He is going DTD! Down and down, farther into the crack.

			Come on! Dear Mary, Mother of God–

			The velcs grip. He jerks to a stop.

			The inside of his thermals is warm and wet, but piss is the least of his problems.

			The top of the column comes crashing down through the cleft, shattering as it strikes the wall. Calwell flings up his left arm, shielding his face with his camera. He receives a stoning – is struck on the body, legs, arms. The camera takes a blow, knocking some of the velcs loose, slamming his right shoulder against the wall.

			Another big blue hunk – a Titan’s sapphire – pounds him square in the forehead. The helmet warps. He feels the padding press hard into his skull. Knows he would have been snuffed without it.

			Then everything settles in that uneasy way of buildings after an earthquake.

			Calwell hangs in place, too terrified to move, to unbalance the ice around him. It is only the realisation that no one knows where he is that gets him moving again. He is too scared to call out.

			Retracting his leg velcs as he saw Witch do, he rights himself. He looks down and immediately wishes he hadn’t. Beneath him, the ice yawns wide, a straight descent into blue-blackness. His legs kick open air.

			He engages his wrist hooks and hits the wall with his right forearm. Not hard enough. The hooks slip free the second he puts weight on them. Ice shavings trickle down the glistening surface.

			He tries again. And then again.

			‘Fuuuuck,’ he whimpers. A pathetic sound.

			The force needed to engage the wall almost breaks his arm. He levers his weight upward about an inch. Pain shoots through his shoulder, bringing tears to his eyes. How many other injuries is he carrying that shock and numbness are saving for later.

			Around him the glacier creaks and moans like the Titanic foundering. A faint vibration shivers through the wall.

			Calwell carefully transfers the camera to his injured arm. He is down to one lens. The other is a jagged hole.

			Planting his crampons against the walls, he strikes out with his left wrist hooks, his eyes on the slash of stars above. His arm engages, is strong enough to lift him by half a foot. He anchors by stepping up; kicking the toes of his crampons into place. He repeats the move – hits the wall, lifts with his arm and then anchors with his feet.

			Whack with the arm. Kick kick with the toes. Whack with the arm. Kick kick with the toes. Over and over, ratcheting his way slowly up the wall.

			The vibration continues. Too constant to be natural. The slash of stars gets bigger, closer.

			He attempts a soft call. ‘Is anyone out there?’

			He continues upward – whack with the arm. Kick kick with the toes – the gains becoming ever smaller as the muscles of his arm turn to acid. He pants, sucking in the frigid air, his lungs and throat so numb from it that he starts to wonder whether he’s exchanging any air at all.

			Whack with the arm. A hoarse cry for help.

			The vibration grows. He can just make out the whistle.

			Down here, the note sounds different. Mournful. Like the extinct blue whale or the last crystal glass from a set.

			He’s going to die in this slippery blue slash – this slit of a long dead giantess. He’s going to die mere feet from the surface. Because life is an asshole like that.

			‘Heeeeeelp!’ he bawls, throwing caution to the wind.

			The sound echoes somewhere between Heaven and Hell, neither of which gives a fuck.

			He hits the wall with his left arm. Goes to kick. The weakened limb skids down the ice, losing him several hard-earned inches. Calwell looks at the scratches above his head – the ground lost – and breaks into exhausted sobs. No tears. Just dry heaving.

			‘Oh pleeeease!’ A lost wail, like a hound down a drain.

			The whistle is louder. Ice shavings trickle from the top of the crevasse, pattering his skin like fallout.

			A face appears, looking down, a dented helmet silhouetted against the stars. Warm wetness drops onto Calwell’s upturned cheeks.

			‘S’at you Brooklyn?’ It’s a young man’s voice, slightly slurred. Not Stone or Huggie. One of the others.

			Calwell shakes his head. ‘It’s me. James Calwell. Er, Cameraboy.’

			‘Brooklyn down there wi’ you?’

			‘N-no.’ For a moment, Calwell fears the man might leave. ‘Don’t leave me here!’

			The ice sings around him, the walls buzz.

			A netting of grey rope, speckled with glittering flecks of white and blue plastic, drops down. Not a ladder, but close enough.

			Calwell takes hold of the mesh, but can barely close his hand enough to grip it. ‘I can’t climb. Are you okay to lift me?’

			The other man grunts in acknowledgement. Calwell hears his com sound – Stone calling for them to report in. The young man sounds off as Clift. Calwell listens for Witch’s voice.

			Eventually it comes: ‘Witch, still kicking.’

			Calwell entwines his arms in the netting and, retracting his velcs, lets Clift pull him up. The surface of the glacier has disintegrated into great chunks, like the ice chest at a party. They roll and tumble through rivers of meltwater.

			Calwell collapses beside the cleft.

			Witch approaches and stands above him. ‘You look like hell, Cameraboy,’ she says, weariness thickening her accent.

			‘I could say the same about you.’

			A bruise swells Witch’s left cheekbone and her helmet is compressed on one side. Her nose has been broken and two trails of frozen blood decorate her top lip.’

			‘What the hell was that?’ Calwell asks.

			‘Our side calls them Soundwaves. We touched on them in training, but that’s the first we’ve seen in the field.’

			Clift digs through ice rubble and powder to uncover the body of a young man. His face is crushed, the helmet unmarked, and the blood he has shed on the ice is frosted through.

			Clift’s wail of grief echoes across the glacier. Calwell flinches, reminded of the sound his momma made when the uniforms had come to their door to tell them about Tommy.

			Stone comes into view. His eye is caked with blood that hangs from his brow and cheek in red icicles. He points across the glacier, at the distant distortion of ice. ‘It is coming from over there this time. Form up, Witch. You too, Clift; your duty is to the living, not the dead. We need to take this fucker out.’

			‘Yes, sir!’ Witch cries.

			Clift looks over and, taking in Witch’s damaged skull protection, wordlessly slips Brooklyn’s helmet from his head. He passes it to her as he makes his way across the ice to Stone.

			‘Are you sure, Clift?’ Witch asks, nodding toward Clift’s own dented helm. ‘Your brother would probably want you to. . .– ’

			Clift keeps walking. Calwell feels a pang.

			Brothers.

			‘Okay. Well, thanks, Clift,’ Witch murmurs.

			The platoon lines up side-by-side, AKs ready. Just seven left, bruised and bloody, facing down the approaching destruction. It is heroic. Reckless. Desperate. Everything the viewers need to see if they are to give from the deepest recesses of their pockets.

			Calwell tries to lift his camera. Pain makes him gasp.’

			Witch, nearing the line, frowns back at him. ‘Seriously?’

			‘If you can hold a gun, I can still point a camera. This is my part of the bargain. You fight. I report. I promised to make you look good, remember.’

			‘Oh, I don’t need a camera on me for that.’ The grin she gives him is mostly grimace masquerading as amusement. She hurries over and, dragging a fragment of ice into place, helps him to prop his camera. Then she returns to the line.

			Calwell adjusts the remaining lens, taking in the whole platoon. Witch glances back at him. He gives her a thumbs-up. She nods and lifts her gun, squaring her stance.

			‘This is all that remains of ALCADE platoon number 83,’ Calwell narrates for the people back home. ‘When this night began, there were eighteen soldiers. Now there are only seven. They are wounded.’ He zooms in on Huggie, whose camos are plastered to his back with red. ‘They are broken.’ He homes in on one of the others, Dominic, propped on one leg. ‘They have lost friends and brothers.’ Clift, hunched over his gun like a sick bird. ‘But they are still fighting.’

			He lets the camera linger on Witch. Prays there is a hashtag WhiteWitch going strong out there; that the coins are clunking steadily into the HelpFunder or, even better, that the platoon’s campaign won’t be needed at all. That their courage will finally convince Congress to fund durable computers and better gear so that no soldier will again have to pilfer the helmets of the fallen.

			The sound swells, consumes the air.

			‘They need your support.’

			A slab of ice jitters across the surface and plunges into the fissure behind Calwell. It rebounds from the walls of the crevasse with gun-shot clarity.

			The Soundwave arrives. Cracks jag the ground all around Calwell. He battles to keep the camera in place.’

			Stone’s voice lifts above the roar. ‘ICE that fucker!’

			The AKs explode to life; hundreds of comet-tailed bullets zipping into the stars as every man and woman takes their wildest guess at where the drone may be.

			Someone scores a lucky hit and there is an explosion of sparks in the air above their heads. The Alliance crest – large gold star bounded on the right by four smaller stars alternating red and green – glows brightly as the flaming drone zips past.

			If there is an impact, it is lost to the snaps and groans of the glacier as the shock wave hits.

			The ice bucks. Calwell is booted into the air as the glacier beneath his belly kicks up and drops away. He sees Witch fall. Her new helmet bounces hard off the ice. She is limp as the piece she is on shears off and starts to move.

			‘No!’

			Calwell runs after her, abandoning the camera.

			Witch’s ice-plate aquaplanes away on a shallow river of frigid water and Calwell is reminded of the time he and Tommy rode a tractor inner-tube down a slipway. He throws himself after her, landing on his knees upon the floe. The plate rocks wildly, threatening to capsize.

			Calwell waits for the movement to subside before leaning across to shake her shoulder. ‘Witch! White Witch!’

			She blinks groggily. Groans. Blood leaks from her ear and there is a huge welt on her jaw. ‘Whussat?’

			‘We are on an ice floe, Witch,’ he says. Her pupils are uneven, she looks confused. He prays she knows who and where she is. ‘In Alaska, remember?’

			The plate passes through a narrow cleft. Scalloped spines of pristine, milk-white ice rise up on either side like eldritch teeth. The wind cuts off.

			Silence. The lapping of water.’

			Then the plate strikes a spur of wall and there is a crack. The blade-thin top of the wall breaks free. It falls–

			Witch’s AK burrs right by Calwell’s head.

			‘Fuck!’ he cries as the tumbling ice explodes. Shards bounce from his back and helmet and hit the shallow river with wet slaps.

			Witch lies back against the floe, wincing painfully. Her lip is split and Calwell can see broken teeth. How they must hurt in the icy air. She sucks back bloody saliva, managing to say, ‘We need to get off this.’

			The plate is gaining speed. Ahead somewhere will be a smooth plummet into a tunnel that, like some kind of trachea, will branch and branch again deep beneath the glacier surface. A frozen maze of catacombs that will one day melt away, releasing all the soldiers’ bones collected over eons.

			One of the ice spines sinks and gives way to a low bank. Calwell struggles to his feet, the floe rocking beneath him, and sees that the glacier beyond it is intact.

			‘We get off here,’ he says, helping Witch to her feet. She stumbles and leans into him, her hand rock-solid around her AK. Her left knee is crooked and will bear no weight.

			‘Your leg. . . ’

			She hits a button and velcs pop out across her armour. She tells him to do likewise. ‘Just try to hit the edge,’ she says around her broken mouth. ‘They will do the rest.’

			Calwell counterbalances the plate as Witch hops into place, facing the bank. Kicking off on her good leg, she hits the ledge with sickening force, the air exploding from her. She slides toward the water and is up to her thighs before her velcs catch hold. She screeches in a voice thick with pain, ‘Move your fucking ass, Cameraboy!’

			Calwell rushes forward on his crampons and launches into the air, the plate overbalancing so that he stumbles as he hits the glacier, crashing to his knees. Paralysing pain shoots through him. He freezes in rigid agony, unable to immediately respond to her cries for help.

			The pain subsides, a heartbeat at a time. He crawls to the river and helps her out. She is drenched to the hips and quaking with cold. ‘Wha-what took you so long?’

			He sits hugging his knees, hissing through his teeth. ‘I think I broke something.’

			‘Y-you better not have,’ she says. ‘Or w-we are n-not going to ma-ake it back to our g-gear.’

			Her knee is worse than first thought. It has ninety degrees of flexion. Out to the side.

			Calwell makes himself stand. The pain takes his breath away. ‘Ack! I don’t think I can!’

			‘It is not a m-matter of that,’ she says. ‘You ha-have to or we both die. W-welcome t-to the army, soldier Calwell.’

			He shuffles toward her and, with great difficulty, helps her up with his left arm. She balances on her right leg, one arm around his waist, and, together, they begin the arduous process of shuffle-hopping their way across the glacier.

			The wind picks up, eliciting long, mournful notes from the crevasses and fissures all around them. Other than that, everything is quiet out on the creaking blue.

			Eerily quiet.

			With every step, Calwell expects to hear Stone’s voice come through Witch’s com calling for survivors, but there is nothing. His camera, a couple of backpacks and a lone helmet are all that remain of platoon 83. The site where the soldiers made their last stand is now awash with water, a great slab of ice resting in the middle of the flow.

			‘Where is everyone?’ Calwell whispers to Witch. ‘Did something take them?’

			He thinks of the icipedes and of other unmanned creations the soldiers have told him about. Laser landmines able to blind whole platoons. Huge, tentacled submersibles dragging troops under the ice like the Kraken. Rift clingers on the walls of unstable shelves waiting for foot-traffic to trigger their explosives. Tiny, inflatable drones entering the mouths of sleeping soldiers and expanding in their windpipes to cause asphyxiation. And on and on. All controlled by operators in hidden drone nests ALCADE can’t even find.

			Witch strips off her boots and trousers. ‘Film me without pants and you die.’ She finds a blanket in one of the packs and dries herself with a corner before wrapping the rest around her. There is food in the pack – seal jerky and hardtack. She gives half to Calwell.’

			Sitting down beside her, Calwell gathers his camera into his lap. It is still running. He skips back to where the Soundwave struck.

			There is no vision of Calwell leaping onto the plate with Witch, just a shadow passing the camera, but there is plenty of footage of the glacier crumbling beneath the soldiers.

			Bodies disappear as cracks yawn beneath their feet. The voids immediately flood with water.

			Stone ends up on a huge obelisk in the middle of the river. The ice is unsteady in the buffeting flow and, as the camera looks on, it begins to roll, lifting up at one end. Stone engages his wrist hooks and begins to climb.

			‘Oh Jesus. . . ’ Witch is watching over Calwell’s shoulder.

			The obelisk rises: a huge, heavy spar pouring with water. In the footage, Stone climbs it like an Olympian, blood pouring down his face and arms. The ice peaks for a moment, balancing on its great wide base, completely vertical. It is as if Stone ascends a massive canine, as if the glacier itself is a thing with teeth.

			Then the ice begins to tip.

			Witch looks away. She flinches as Stone’s scream comes through the audio, tinny and wet through the frosted speakers.

			Stone’s wrist hooks are engaged all the way to the bottom. The ice bellies down on the river and he is lost from sight. Bubbles trickle to the surface.

			Calwell looks over at the river, at the great hunk of ice resting in it, and knows what lies beneath. He glances at Witch who follows his gaze.

			‘What do you want to do?’ he asks her quietly. She does not protest as he trains his camera on her battered face.

			‘We have to g-get out of here,’ she rasps.

			‘And go where?’

			‘Anywhere. The Alliance w-will send something in to clean up. We do not want to be c-caught here. Not in this state.’ Hesitation flickers across her features and Calwell wonders if this is true, if a tiny part of her does wish for an end to the cold and suffering. ‘Our j-job is to locate the drone nest for the bombers. If we fail, we m-might as well have stayed at base.’

			Witch gets to her feet with a cry and the blanket falls down to reveal a blackened, twisted knee, wide as her skull. Calwell swings the camera away as she scrabbles for her wet trousers.

			‘You’re going to wear those?’ he asks, without looking at her. ‘You’ll freeze!’

			‘No choice.’ Turning her back, she drags them on, making a cold, unhappy sound as the wet cloth slides up her legs.

			Calwell considers giving up his own trousers and decides against it. It would only transfer the problem and, of the two of them, he is the more mobile and capable of walking them out. For what that’s worth. . .

			He collects the two packs and his camera and they set off across the broken landscape.

			They have not gone far when Calwell notices a pick-axe sticking out of the ice beside a crevasse. Beyond the ledge, Clift dangles by his neck from a rope attached to the handle.

			A horrible misadventure while climbing out? Or something else? Calwell hopes it wasn’t the latter.

			They pull Clift up. Witch kneels a moment, bent over the young man in what Calwell assumes is prayer, before exchanging her wet trousers for his. ‘We should go,’ she says flatly.

			Their pace is painfully slow as they continue on across the treacherous landscape. Every creak and crack makes them jump and, more than once, Witch faces down the shadows with her AK.

			But nothing attacks. The sky starts to lighten with predawn.

			Impossible to believe the night was only five hours long.

			They are both at collapsing point when they come across the carcass of a polar bear. It is wedged against an ice shelf, little more than pelt over bones, and Calwell wonders if it too is collateral damage: the drones scaring away its prey, seal jerky taken for the troops.

			Witch drops to her knees beside the bear. She is shivering hard as she runs her hands across the rotting coat. ‘Here,’ she says. ‘We camp here.’

			‘On the bear?’

			‘Under the bear.’

			Calwell frowns. Though the carcass is partly frozen, decay wafts on the air.

			‘I’ve heard they do not pick up on infrared,’ Witch says.

			‘What?’

			‘Polar bears. Apparently, you cannot see them on infra. It is something to do with the coat structure.’

			‘And you think it will hide us?’

			‘It is the only shot we have. I can’t go on. I need to rest, James.’

			Calwell opens his mouth to protest and then stops. She just called him James. That’s how tired she is.

			Without a word, he lifts the foreleg of the bear. A reeking puff of rot comes from underneath. Witch wriggles into the gap and closes her eyes, her legs tucked beneath the flaccid, rotten belly. Calwell slides into the gap between the bear and the ice wall. The stench fills his nostrils, but she is right about one thing: the carcass holds heat.

			The sky is bright when Calwell emerges. He climbs out from the warmth to find Witch asleep, the stinking bear skin pulled tight against her throat. Her nose, jaw and cheekbone are fat and black, the left eye completely closed over.

			Calwell lifts the camera with his good arm and trains it on her. Swathed in a ruff of white, face distorted by blood and bruises, the giant head of a bear behind her helmet, she is feminine and feral and fantastical all at once. A warrior of the new world swathed in pelt like a warrior of old. How this image will be received by the internet, Calwell can’t tell. But it will be received and #WhiteWitch will rocket up the rankings. There is no one else on Earth like her.

			She opens her good eye when he is done filming.

			‘I didn’t make you look lesser,’ Calwell protests. ‘You couldn’t be someone lesser if you tried.’

			She regards him a moment and then sighs. ‘Do you want my eye open or closed for the shot?’

			‘I’d like some with your eye open.’

			Witch obliges and Calwell takes a moment to shoot her from several angles before setting the camera aside. Opening one of the packs, he gives her his portion of hardtack; neither it nor the jerky is chewable with broken teeth, but at least the tack softens with saliva.

			‘So, what now? Radio for help?’ He is only asking for the benefit of the camera; he knows what her answer will be.

			‘There is no back-up out here while the drone nest stands.’ Witch tries to slide from beneath the bear. Pain pulls her up short. ‘Ah! My leg!’

			‘Can you move it at all?’

			She shakes her head. A tear leaks down her cheek, the first he has ever seen from her.

			And suddenly Calwell is more afraid than he’s ever been in his life. ‘Hey, don’t cry. I can help you.’

			She deals him a scathing look. ‘For how long?’

			Calwell has no answer to that. Miles of ice lie between them and their base and it took twenty soldiers on full rations weeks to get here. He could try to make it back alone, but knows he has no chance. Besides, he won’t leave her.

			An idea strikes him and he gathers up his camera.

			‘What are you doing?’

			‘Making the most of what’s left.’

			‘You are going to film us dying?’

			‘I hope not.’

			Understanding dawns in her eyes. ‘The public is not going to pressure the military into rescuing our sorry asses, Calwell. I do not care how many people are watching this or how many of them have given us the blue thumbs-up. Whatever good your camera is doing will be for the benefit of the next lot of soldiers, not us.’

			‘You don’t know that.’

			‘I do! Ha! The military will not rescue us because every troop carrier that has ever come out this far has been targeted by drones. That is why they only send in fighters once the drone nests have been found on foot. One injured recruit and one Cameraboy is not worth the risk.’

			‘For perpetuity then.’ Calwell extends a hand and helps her from beneath the bear.

			He helps her over to a low spike of ice jutting like a tombstone from the glacier. The ice is narrow and semi-transparent with an electric blue core: a stunning contrast to Witch’s blood, bruises and camos.

			Beyond, the glacier stretches untouched to a faint purple ridge that might be mountains or cloud or smoke or the edges of the known world. Aside from the AK resting across Witch’s thighs, there is no evidence of warfare in the shot. No evidence even of other people. Thanks to the no-fly zone, not even a single flight trail glitters pink or grey or golden against the deep azure of the sky.

			‘What is your name?’ Calwell asks.

			For a second, Witch looks confused. Then she realises what he is really asking. She looks him in the eye. ‘Casey Marie Danver. But I do not call myself that.’

			‘Remind the people at home what you call yourself.’

			‘White Witch.’

			‘Why are you stationed on an Alaskan glacier?’

			‘We are stopping the World Alliance from taking our fucking water.’

			Calwell tweaks the exposure and contrast. The image desaturates, casting her in bold wedges of shadow and pallor, beauty and horror, white and witch, like the glacier itself.

			Her bruises stand out, as does her piercing black gaze, which has lost none of its fierceness. She is a warrior – bruised not because she has been beaten, but because she has survived. Because enough blood still flows in her veins to leave purple marks upon her skin.

			‘Why did you join up?’

			‘Because the war was right on our doorstep and they needed me. They need everyone.’

			‘Everyone? Including the people at home?’

			‘Of course.’

			‘How can they help? They can’t do what you have done tonight. They don’t even think the war involves them.’ The scorn he lends his voice is a ploy: goading the viewers’ pride, goading them to claim the outcome, goading them to prove the cynical reporter wrong and their battered hero – their White Witch – right. ‘So tell me. What role could the people at home possibly play?’

			The lead-in is so obvious, but Calwell isn’t going for subtlety. There’s no time. Witch looks right into the camera. ‘The enemy got the drop on us because our radar failed. All our equipment fails eventually. It has to. We are on a fucking glacier. Everything gets wet and brittle and quits before it should. Hell, it quits before we do.’ She grimaces, showing her broken teeth. ‘We need supplies and better gear. That is how people can help: by pledging money to our HelpFunder.’

			Calwell gives Witch a thumbs-up. She holds out her hands.

			‘What?’

			‘Camera. My turn.’

			‘God, they don’t want to see me.’

			She tilts her head. ‘There are two people remaining out of the twenty-one who left base. What do you think?’

			Calwell passes her the camera. She waits expectantly.

			‘What?’

			‘So, find a spot!’

			He takes his place against the bear.

			‘All right. Tell the people your name.’

			‘James Henry Calwell.’

			‘And who are you?’

			‘A reporter.’

			‘Aaaand?’

			‘What? What do you want me to say? I’m a reporter.’

			‘For fucksake, Calwell!’

			‘What?’

			‘For a reporter, you are not very good at this. Elaborate, will you? Who do you report for?’

			‘I’m freelance for News Web live-to-air.’

			‘Okay. So, why did you take on this assignment? No wife or kids and a rocking life-insurance policy?’

			Calwell’s heart skips a beat. He feels the ghost of Tommy press in. He can’t seem to make the words come. His stricken eyes meet Witch’s. She frowns back at him in puzzlement.

			‘I volunteered,’ he manages at last, regaining his composure. ‘I wanted to see our troops showcased.’

			Witch’s expression goes cold. She lowers the camera and flicks a switch. The activation light dies.

			‘Hey! We’re not supposed to turn it off! People are watching that.’

			‘What difference does it make, when you are lying?’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘You are lying,’ Witch repeats with a shrug. ‘Look, I do not care if you lie to them. They are not here. But I want to know. Why did you volunteer?’

			Calwell stares at her and finds her staring right back. ‘I. . . wanted the truth to get out.’

			‘What truth?’

			‘The truth about military cuts.’

			‘. . . Go on.’

			‘My brother was a soldier. He got sent to Afghanistan when I was just a little kid; part of retrograde ops giving control back to the Afghanis. A month before they were all due to leave, Tommy was sent into a building to clear it of IEDs. The detector they gave him was old and patched and it failed him when he most needed it.’

			‘Jesus.’

			‘And since the Chinese pulled back on US investment, the funding has only gotten worse. And soldiers are dying.’

			‘They are. And knowing that, you came out here of all places? Why risk your life? There are far safer avenues for discussing military funding.’

			‘And because they are safe, they are saturated. Every second person has an internet soapbox these days. Trillions of words of opinion beamed out into space. No one reads any of it and, even if they did, they wouldn’t know what to believe. So, instead, they close off with entertainment. Reality TV. . . ’ He gives her a meaningful look.

			‘The HelpFunder?’

			‘ALCADE is one of the first military missions to go live in an appeal for public funding. The way I see it, if I can help your mission get high viewership, not only will you guys get your funding, my brother will finally get his soapbox.’

			‘Because it is live, no one can dismiss it as opinion. . . ’

			Calwell nods. ‘Everyone in North America saw what happened when Huggie’s computer failed. Everyone saw Stone die the horrible way he did. And everyone has fallen in love with you and wants you to come home safely.’

			‘Oh, please– ’

			‘I don’t doubt it. I bet that HelpFunder of yours is putting the government to so much shame, Congress will have no choice but to match it.’

			‘And here I was thinking news was not supposed to have an agenda.’

			‘Maybe on another planet.’

			Witch cracks a pained smile and indicates the glacier. ‘This doesn’t look like one to you?’ Her eyes slip past Calwell’s and she suddenly stiffens and points. ‘Oh my God! Look!’

			Calwell whirls, training his camera in the direction of her finger. As he watches, a broad, silver-and-red disc rises from a rift about a mile off. It flares briefly in the slanting late afternoon sunlight before zipping away across the glacier.

			Calwell breathes a sigh of relief.

			Witch throws him a scowl and he realises with a pang that the disc is probably headed toward one of the other platoons. ‘What was that?’ Calwell asks, keeping his camera on the blue-purple slash in the glacier.

			‘Easter Bunny. It finds a platoon and hovers above it, dropping explosives.’

			Calwell can’t decide if that would be better or worse than the destruction dished out by the icipedes and Soundwave. ‘Why didn’t we get one of those?’

			‘Because we were not asleep and we always had someone on watch when we were. As drones go, they are easy to shoot down, so the Alliance only sends them out to platoons caught napping.’

			‘Surely platoons always have someone on watch.’

			‘Easy to say until you are all exhausted from cold and long days spent fighting. Were either of us on watch when we were both asleep under that bear?’

			Calwell pictures the disc moving silently into place above their sleeping forms and shivers. He wonders if Witch was right about the bearskin hiding infrared or if pure luck alone had saved them.

			‘Fuuuuck!’ Witch breathes.

			A triangular form is rising slowly from the rift, the sky and glacier playing across its shiny surfaces.

			‘Is that a Soundwave?’ Calwell asks, recognising the tail crest.

			‘Yeah,’ Witch whispers. She swallows hard.

			‘We’ve found the drone nest, haven’t we?’

			She jerks a nod. There is fear in her eye as she pulls a radio from a waterproof pocket inside her fatigues. It has never been used until now and for good reason. The Alliance is alert for military frequencies and the radio will broadcast their position directly to the drone nest.

			Witch waits until the Soundwave vanishes across the glacier before speaking into the radio. ‘This is White Witch from ALCADE platoon 83. We have visual on an enemy drone base. Wide, zigzag rift, approximately one mile north-east of our position.’

			As she reads out the coordinates to her superiors, Calwell keeps the camera trained on the spot and prays silently that ALCADE base is already scrambling its jets. A large black orb rises from the rift. It turns in their direction.

			‘Witch. We have incoming.’

			Witch leans over and looks into the camera lens, into every home in America. ‘Can we please get an urgent hurry-up on that strike?’ she whispers. ‘We have a Billiard headed our way.’

			‘What’s a– ’

			‘You don’t want to know. Now help me back to the bear. Leave the camera pointing at the rift,’ she adds. ‘If anyone from our side comes, the footage may help pinpoint the base.’

			Calwell positions the camera in the shadows and helps Witch back to the bear. Taking each of the packs, he hides them the best he can before joining her beneath the carcass.

			Witch’s voice is a puff of breath in his ear. ‘Stay still and silent. Don’t breathe more than you have to.’

			For a long while, there is nothing. Just the sounds of stifled breathing.

			A soft humming approaches. Unlike the Soundwave, the Billiard creates no disturbance in the ice. No vibrations, no cracks.

			Witch is breathing in shallow pants, like an actor pretending to be dead on film. Her eyes are closed and her brows knotted. Calwell feeds off her terror, wonders what the machine is capable of.

			The drone passes by, several yards to their left.

			‘Maybe it wasn’t after us,’ Calwell breathes as its hum fades into the distance.

			Witch shakes her head, a barely perceptible movement.

			The drone returns. It passes by closer this time before fading away again.

			Its return takes it within two yards of their position. A grid, Calwell realises. He wonders if the drone nest has his civilian footage, if they are using it to hunt their location.

			The subsequent excursion positions the orb directly above them. And this time, it does not move on.

			An acrid smell like burning hair fills the space. Witch gives a small squeak and opens her good eye.

			‘What’s going on?’ Calwell mouths.

			‘We were so stupid!’ she breathes.

			‘What?’

			‘Organic matter. It seeks out organic matter.’

			The bear! But what other choice had they had?

			The space beneath the bearskin begins to heat. Sweat runs into Calwell’s eyes as the stench of burning fur intensifies.

			Something pops inside the carcass, releasing a hot puff of ashy viscera. Cracks of blue sky begin to appear in the bear leather and Calwell realises that the fur and skin is melting away, blackening and shrivelling at the edges.

			He can see the Billiard hanging above.

			Calwell’s fatigues fill with sweat. Blisters bubble and burst on his hands. The skin tightens painfully across his face. He closes his eyes against the pain, imagines his eyeballs expanding and bursting. He can smell himself singeing.

			They need to run. Need to run now.

			Calwell clambers from the carcass. Turns to help Witch out. Expects to feel the rush of bullets through his body.

			A sudden roar and a gust of wind sends the tattered pelt flailing. The Billiard explodes blindingly. Hot metal and sparks rain down.

			Calwell helps Witch from beneath the smoking bear just in time to see a US-marked Harrier drop its payload directly into the rift. Twin thuds shake the ground and an explosion of ice and fire billows from the glacier.

			The plane banks sharply and returns to their position, rotating its jump-jet engines until it is hovering above them. A voice crackles through Witch’s radio and they both startle. ‘Hashtag WhiteWitch?’

			‘Yes! Yes!’ Witch calls, giving Calwell a nudge.

			‘Hashtag Cameraboy with you?’

			Calwell feels a thrill. ‘I’m here.’

			‘We have instructions to take you two home.’

			‘Home?’ Witch throws her arms around Calwell. ‘We are going to make it home after all!’ She thumbs the button on her radio. ‘Oh, thank you, sir!’

			Calwell leans into the mike as the sleek plane descends toward the glacier. ‘Do you know about the HelpFunder?’ he asks the pilot. Given the miraculous turn of events, it’s a silly thing to ask, but right now it is all he wants to know.’

			‘Three hundred and ninety,’ the voice replies.

			‘Oh,’ says Calwell, disappointed. ‘I thought it would get five hundred thousand easily– ’

			‘Million, sir.’

			‘What?’ Calwell and Witch stare at one other as the plane touches down on the ice.

			In moments they are whooping and hugging each other in the steam billowing from beneath the plane as, in the background, the voice says, ‘Three hundred and ninety million pledged between the public and Congress. Well done, ma’am and sir. It will be an honour to carry White Witch and Cameraboy home.’
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			All in Green — Adele Gardner

			All in green the brothers rode,

			Sang through dales and aspen groves,

			Gold torques flashing at their throats–

			Rappo and Finn, sworn as twins,

			Though Finn had hair as red as gold,

			And Rappo brown as oak-leaf mould.

			Hawks wheeled high on banded wing,

			But neither hounds nor swords were seen.

			Sun winked merry on the green,

			And all in cambric green they rode–

			Proud and thin, Rappo and Finn,

			Sworn past life their bond to hold;

			Warriors of the forest queen,

			But fools upon the open road.

			Finn and Rappo, young warriors of the wood, rode toward the Palace of O’Tares. Finn was but seventeen, and his brother two years older, but they’d already been entrusted on many missions by their queen. The newly crowned King Argus of the Palace of O’Tares had played with them when he was a young prince, part of a fostering exchange that protected the peace treaty between O’Tares and the Forest of Many Songs.

			‘It’s all a misunderstanding, I’m sure,’ Rappo said. ‘Once we make him see how much sanctuary means to our people . . .’

			‘Even if they are his outlaws, and subject to the justice of his realm,’ Finn answered, his voice rough. At seventeen, his pitch often betrayed him. ‘Argus seems to forget that his friendship with our people is more than just words.’ Once his father had died, Argus had hunted the outlaws who took refuge in the caves on the forest border – a sacred sanctuary for the warriors of the wood.

			Finn looked across the green hills to where their hawks circled, black shadows in a wash of gold. The path curved among the rocks. They could see villages and towns far below, the pines and wildflowers ragged on the rocky slopes. The birds dipped below the hill, then wheeled away, shrieking. Finn cried out as Rappo rounded the curve–

			–full-tilt into a bramble-patch of spikes and steel. Twenty men clustered in a wedge, burnished mail so bright that the sky floated across their helms. To the left, mist parted over an incredible drop; to the right, crags rose into the clouds.

			Rappo’s horse reared and settled. Finn, grim-faced, nocked an arrow. Wood-armed, the brothers had only bows and short, curved knives. It was, after all, a peace mission.

			Finn leaned forward, his face stark. ‘King Argus expects us. We have the wood queen Niav’s safe passage. Let us by.’

			No sound from the armadillos. The wind whistled through upright swords.

			Finn looked at his brother. Rappo turned to meet his gaze. They smiled.

			As one, the brothers loosed lightning shafts, howling like bobcats. Two riders pitched forward, then four, then six, before the mailed force surged too close for bows. Long forest knives countered swords; the brothers were as nimble as hawks upon these heights.

			Two horses dead. Crimson soaked hunter green as Finn and Rappo struggled on foot against the armoured men who pressed on, slow but relentless. And the brothers grinned and yowled and fought, their flickering, moon-swift blades as furious as claws.

			Then the last knives flew away in two glittering arcs. Rappo wrestled the sword from a mailed glove, but others clubbed him down. He sprawled, blood-sodden, in the dust. Finn lunged, but a hilt struck scarlet from his red hair. He swayed, a bright gurgle at his lips, then toppled, as senseless as a tree.

			Rappo woke to pain. Not the sort he expected, with his wounds cracking with the sting of blood. This was different, a sharp drag on the root of his mind, tugging at the base of his tongue, leaving him heavy-headed and numb.

			He fought back nausea as sights and noises blurred and doubled, two lives choking him on the stone slab where he lay strapped across his horse’s neck, mumbling in a fever. His hands slapped cold stone, warm in his horse’s mane.

			Candles lit a small room filled with chanting; moonlight shone through whispering leaves. Before him, the concern of a brunette queen, young Niav, seen through his brother Finn’s eyes; above him, a beautiful, pale face crowned with fiery hair – Argus’s younger sister Emir, sixteen years old, calm and regal in her emerald gown. Rappo struggled to focus. The last time he’d seen Emir, her face had been crinkled red with pain.

			Emir leaned close, asking, ‘How do you feel?’ At the same time, Rappo heard through his brother’s ears as Queen Niav said, ‘Finn, what’s wrong? Where’s your brother?’

			Rappo had to pause, to still his panting breath. Had to concentrate above the chanting that blinded him with pain. He struggled to find his peace, the still, calm centre where the tall pines swayed. But that place was all around him. ‘Where’s Finn?’ he whispered.

			Emir put her hand on his. He cried out, every nerve afire.

			Behind her stood a blocky man, his red beard curled tight – her brother Argus, chuckling. ‘I’d imagine he’s just about safe home by now. What say you, Rappo? Can you see him?’

			At the question, pressure weighed on Rappo’s chest, as heavy as the lid of a coffin. The breath wheezed out of him, while he heard Finn’s voice answering Niav: ‘My brother? Isn’t he here, with you?’ Niav’s husband Connla shook Finn by the shoulders, and Rappo felt it. 

			Connla said, ‘Finn, you’re all blood. Where’s Rappo?’

			Rappo held his breath and strained to feel along the twin-link. It was stretched too thin, as taut as a wire between trees. He gagged as he put pressure on it, trying to sense his brother. He feared the twin-link would rip free at the roots, bearing the weight of two.

			‘He’s back at the forest,’ Rappo grunted.

			A fountain of tears – Finn could control nothing about himself. Rappo drowned as the gush of his brother’s tears for Rappo himself poured from his own eyes.

			‘Yes, yes, that’s right,’ Argus crooned. ‘Cry it all out. Tell us all about him.’

			‘What – have – you – done?’ Rappo choked out, as the twin-torque tightened about his neck like a gold garrotte.

			Argus leaned out and tapped it with a deft fingernail. As the torque rang, Rappo cried in agony, his body straining against his bonds. He gasped and subsided, quivering. ‘Nothing much,’ Argus drawled. ‘Bound two brothers closer, I’d imagine.’

			At the borders of the room, the chanting hardened to a granite wall. Black robes lined the wall as thick as tapestries. With the rise of each verse, fire circled Rappo’s throat. He lifted hands now blunt as mallets to scrabble at the strangling cord – their sacred band.

			Argus leaned close. ‘Don’t worry, you won’t lose your bond with your twin. I’ve got twelve monks to make sure that doesn’t happen.’

			Gasping and struggling, blinking against the haze of leaves and cold grey stone, Rappo did not realise at first when Argus left. Then he felt a different shadow over him – cool and green, shifting like ivy.

			Slow, hot tears dripped on his face. Emir’s tears. He felt her hands straightening his flailing limbs, till the cramps subsided and calm descended, unnatural as the dry patch at the back of his throat. Why would she pretend to help him now, after all he’d done to her? He struggled to moisten his lips. At last he croaked, ‘I’m sorry.’ No answer came; but he felt her gentle hand brushing back his sweat-soaked hair and pulling the unbearable twin-link a little looser on his swollen neck.

			Emir said, ‘Finn really is home. He’s safe.’

			‘But – the attack,’ Rappo panted.

			‘Argus sent his official guards. They almost came too late.’ Emir’s voice was low, cloaking the sarcasm.

			‘They brought me here?’

			‘Rappo,’ she murmured, ‘Rappo, you have to listen to me– ’

			Footsteps in the hall. She jumped back. Argus entered and handed her a salver.

			‘I imagine our boy needs a bit of food and water. We do want to keep him alive. Try forcing one of these into his mouth now and then.’ He indicated small chunks of venison. ‘We don’t want him dying before we’re done.’ Argus grinned and slammed the door.

			Rappo could stop none of it – the pain, the indignity, the horror of the meat cut from the roebuck that was his totem animal since childhood. He closed his eyes, cutting off one world. The cool of Finn’s forest world rushed to surround him instead, the trees blocking his vision of this torture chamber. Finn’s hands replaced his own.

			Rappo heard teeth chattering. He felt Finn struggle while another power moved puppet limbs. Why did Finn give up the fight so quickly? This wasn’t like Finn at all – smiling vacantly with vague answers to Niav’s questions, till she and Connla stopped, and treated him as the sweet, simple child he’d become, while what was left of Finn shrivelled inside, retreating to a paradise of memories.

			Poison, that abdicating sweetness of Finn’s. Rappo struggled with his torque, trying to tear it free with clawed hands.

			Black robes rushed to hold him with a grip like iron. Rappo howled.

			But Emir raised her hand. The monks stepped back, while Rappo lay panting, tears making everything too sharp, too clear.

			‘How long, Emir? How long have I been here?’

			She gave him the ghost of a smile – a mark of the cruelty he’d left there. ‘Dare I say it’s good to see you?’

			‘I’d rather be dead.’

			‘That’s as your Goddess wills. But meanwhile, I’ll help you – for old times’ sake,’ Emir said. ‘For your brother, who was kind to me. But never for you, Rappo.’

			‘What have you done?’

			‘It’s not I who have done it. But never mind.’ The ghost of that smile again – as hollow as Finn’s. ‘I’ll help you, Rappo. But remember that I’ll never forgive you.’

			Only the fire, then – only the chanting. The monks cupped candles between robed arms, and the flames leapt up, a light that burned Rappo’s eyes. But the twin-link hurt far worse, cutting him, forced open across a distance it was never meant to span.

			Forced open, so that other folk might see.

			His bond with Finn would be used for the downfall of the kingdom in the trees.

			His bond, which was their life.

			Shivering like a leaf, Rappo barely felt Emir cover him to the chin.

			Sleeping or waking – which was worse? It always came back to one thing. The last memory Finn could conjure: his brother falling, blood caking auburn hair. Waking, there was nothing else for him: so Finn retreated, and let another self push back the empty world with empty words.

			Night-time was different. Night-time might be worse; but then, he did not remember. Each day, Finn woke to a damp pillow and chapped cheeks. He could not for the life of him think why he’d cried. His hurts in life were old hurts now. The loss of his mother when he was six. At fourteen, the loss of Aunt Aoife, the old wood-queen who’d raised them as her own with exacting and hard-won affection, strict but kind.

			He’d had a brother. A ghost, a dream, a phantom limb; a loss that left Finn numb. Empty. Finn wandered, a husk, struggling not to see what lay before his eyes – seeing it anyway, with a bewildering clarity that made his eyes ache as if he’d been staring at the sun.

			It made him heavy. Heavy-headed and sleepy. Heavy-hearted and dull. He thought he’d retch, but he bore up and tried to speak to Niav as if nothing were wrong. He had to retain her good favour, so they’d not lose their status as her counsellors – as if the shadowy brother of his dreams were real, and might return. But he could not tell her anything that mattered. The pain cut off all thought, till he trained himself not to think at all.

			There was only one moment of peace – one hazy, stretching moment before waking, as he lay cradled in the trees, before he quite remembered who he was. As the grey light seeped into his eyes, for that long, still moment he didn’t feel empty at all. Within his heart, he felt the touch of another’s hand, as if from within his dreams – beloved, familiar, warm. He was not alone. In that moment only, he cried for joy, for pain – for the knowledge that he’d spent his dreams with someone he loved, whom he’d lose again as soon as morning dawned.

			By day, Finn buried himself in memories of his life with Rappo, pale reveries to hold between himself and pain. Another world, better than this. He got there in the silences, in the gaps: the brief, grey moments between conversation and comprehension, while he stared blankly at Niav and saw glimpses of their past.

			Hours of happy boyhood, swinging through pines and beeches and elms from one end of the forest to the other. Birdsong and wind whistling in their ears as they soared through the trees in all kinds of weather. Finn had cried in the half-lands when Rappo shot his first buck – a reaction that had bewildered them both. Rappo laughed in boyhood merriment as the two dove from the cliffs into the sea, to fly without the tether of forest ropes, trusting, their arms outstretched like wings.

			They’d taken the twinship rites when Finn was fifteen and Rappo seventeen, after Rappo had nearly been lost to the insanity of a clan war. Atop the Hill of Promise, feathers trailed from their hair in the pattern of their house, while the valley stretched below in chequered shadow, the treetops crimson and gold. They clasped their hands above it all, with the dripping palms the knife had slashed. Their eyes shone with the radiance of the Utter Twins, two bodies with one soul. In her capacity as High Queen and High Priestess, their then-nineteen-year-old cousin Niav had spoken over the torques, imbuing them with mystic force to resonate to the sacred bond. The two were never to be separated. By death, or any other means.

			They were together still. Though Finn’s waking mind shrank from pitying eyes, at night his brother visited, straining to speak through mangled memories. With each succeeding night, Rappo’s eyes shone more feverishly, his cheeks growing gaunt and ragged with stubble that made him look far older than nineteen, jaundiced as if he were dying with the white-lipped force of what he had to say. Such bitterness and love. Finn wrapped his arms around Rappo to keep him there, to take his pain; but Rappo shook him off angrily, saying, ‘What’s the point, you won’t remember anyway! No one can help us now!’

			More and more, they wearily gave themselves up to memories by night, rehashing their lines as if in a play, while looking at each other hopelessly, as if their souls alone still had the strength to speak. And Finn knew in his heart that Rappo, not yet dead, was dying even now.

			They sat while the sun shone through the wide window, an expanse of leaves and lawns where the breeze blew in freely. Rappo was fifteen again, and Finn thirteen. Rappo was determined to embark on a quest into the wide world in search of their father. Their mother had never left the wood, nor her kinswomen, even for revenge. To go after their father now – Aunt Aoife might see it as betrayal. She’d trusted them, raised them up to her council, a group that had held only women until now. They would lose the status they’d gained, so unusual for men. How could they bear to leave the thousand shades of green, the song of the leaves, the arcs of their swinging through the trees? And their beloved aunt was old – would she even be alive when they got back?

			Rappo stared pensively out the window. ‘I’m going today,’ he said, his still-clear tenor marred by a morose tone that made Finn shiver. ‘Won’t you come with me?’

			‘I’ll have to ask Aunt Aoife,’ Finn said. ‘She trusts us.’

			‘She’ll guess where we’ve gone. She’ll trust us to return.’

			‘We didn’t even know him,’ Finn protested. ‘We were too young.’

			‘I remember Mother’s tears, and what she said. Our father’s still out there. I have to go, Finn. I have to find out who I am. I can’t wait much longer,’ Rappo said, his voice strained. ‘There’s a whole world waiting out there for me.’

			Finn knew that stubborn look – knew that Rappo would go, even if he had to go alone. ‘Not without me, brother. Someone has to look out for you,’ Finn said.

			They stood shoulder to shoulder by the window, staring into a sea of green, that beautiful ocean of leaves that they’d soon leave for the first time.

			And maybe for the last. Held by Argus’s monks in the present, they could not break free of their shared dream of the past. Only the Goddess or Queen Niav could free them now; and it seemed that neither one was listening.

			Niav sat outside Finn’s chamber. A lantern swung from a chain at the centre of the room, yellow light spilling over those who knew her secrets: Connla, heart of her heart; Dechtire, cousin to both the twins and Niav; and slender Beatrix, Niav’s sister in spirit.

			The wind rattled twigs against the roof like rain. Finn’s sleeping presence in the room beyond cast a shadow on the company, muting their voices. On the curtain between the rooms, grey owls rippled in a protective pattern: Finn’s totem.

			‘You must have noticed what’s happening,’ Niav said.

			Dechtire answered, ‘His eyes are empty. He won’t speak about Rappo. Whoever strapped him to his horse must have slain his brother.’

			Beatrix said quietly, ‘If Rappo were dead, Finn wouldn’t be here now.’

			‘Maybe that knock on the head made him forget. Rappo might be a hostage,’ said Connla. ‘Otherwise, why send Finn home in that degrading way? Why not just kill him?’

			Niav leaned forward, hands clasped on the little table. ‘His eyes have been begging me for help for days.’

			Dechtire said, ‘He isn’t himself.’

			And Niav answered, ‘Unless what binds him is the weight of his dead brother.’

			Dechtire said harshly, ‘Or a spell.’

			A dark current flowed through the room. On the crest of the wave, Niav rose. ‘Whatever it is, I’ve got to find out. His soul cries out for refuge.’

			Beatrix cast a dark look at Finn’s curtain. ‘What if it’s a trap?’

			Niav said softly, ‘That’s why I called you here – my closest wards.’

			Beatrix drew back, hiding her face. Beside her at the table were two empty seats – where Finn and Rappo should have sat.

			Niav set up the sacred bowl. The others hastened to weave birch and laurel, elm and pine. They set this wreath at the base of the bowl while Niav placed stones within. Then she tipped the gourd, pouring water from the heart of the wildwood.

			Her wards faced outward, their eyes blind to this world as Niav circled them. She chanted with the soft, even rhythm that would let them guard her in the land of vision.

			Niav regarded the bowl, chanting under her breath as she sank past her own reflection. The water rose to a mellow brilliance in the lamp’s glow.

			‘Water of the sacred sight,

			Grant to me a priestess’ right;

			Fill me with the Goddess’ might,

			Woods of darkness, springs of light.

			Let me see past hope and fear,

			That which is than truth more dear,

			To see the horror-heart laid clear;

			Mighty Mother, smite thy seer.

			As the paths grow long and bright,

			With echoes from seductive night . . .’

			Her chant wound on past memory, past sound, deep into the bones where Niav dwelt in floating limbo, images flowing like drifting strands of her own hair. She fought against the heaviness on her chest, drowning under the weight of those insistent memories: Rappo running beside the roebuck down the ridge in the wildlands, the mountainside jostling as if she ran beside him. Rappo broken, blood running down the side of his worn young face as he gasped for breath, his weight sharp as bones in what seemed to be her own arms – no, it was Finn who held Rappo, during the battle that inspired their twinship vows. Affronted anger blazing in Rappo’s eyes, pure rage like the bitter flare of brush-fire, the one time they’d ever seriously quarrelled, and that over a girl.

			Niav, no longer Niav, gasped with the force of that brother-love, deep and tearing as a gut-wound. With a wrench, she fought to surface. Water flooded her mouth as she floundered in the flood.

			Drowning.

			One nightmare – the heart of the matter. They’d been on their way to see King Argus about a peace mission. Finn shivered as he watched it happen again, again, again: two wood-brothers riding carelessly through the rocks as though their world would last forever.

			Once again, Finn lay in the dust. ‘Brother,’ Rappo said, his face pinched, a scarlet rose at his throat where the torque should be. ‘Finn, get up.’

			Rappo extended his hand. About them lay the twisted bodies of the ambushers. Blood. Finn tottered to his feet. Rappo’s hand was as wet as it had been when they slashed their palms for the twin-bond, that day on the Hill of Promise. Blood welled from a slash that cut through the lifeline in Rappo’s hand. Slowly, Rappo turned over Finn’s hand to show that his palm was just as slick.

			‘The twinship marks,’ Rappo said. ‘They’ve opened again.’

			Finn stared while the blood pooled – black. As black and sluggish as the blood of corpses on the field.

			‘That’s impossible,’ Finn said. ‘We’re both still alive– ’

			‘What kind of life?’ Rappo murmured. The rose at his throat blackened with decay.

			‘Rappo– ’ Finn’s voice broke. ‘Don’t destroy what little I have left.’

			‘What have you got left? A living brother can’t be a twin to death. And believe me, one of us will be dead soon enough.’

			That was the heart of it – what everyone said had already happened, on this day he could not bear. The back of his head throbbed as if the enemy hilt had just hit him. All over again. He sank to his knees. Rappo stood above him, tall, immovable. And Rappo’s reproach was the hilt that pounded his skull.

			A red line of wire wound tight around Finn’s throat, so tight he couldn’t breathe. He crumpled, flailing. Only when he lay still did Rappo kneel and pull on the wire, till Finn thought his neck would snap. The wire snapped instead.

			‘You are not my brother,’ Rappo said formally.

			‘You can’t mean that!’

			‘You have to let me go. Mortal parting is nothing. It’s spirit-parting, spirit-death we have to fight – you know that.’

			Rappo’s eyes held the kindness his words lacked. He smiled gently as the world blackened with the hammering of a hilt on Finn’s skull. Finn shuddered in Rappo’s arms, while Rappo murmured the ancient chant of their twinship, over and over till at last Finn sang along:

			‘Where one is, two:

			Twins of the blood,

			The true Spirit Twins,

			Never to be parted

			By foul means or fair

			For all the world.’

			And only then did Finn feel the other presence – their cousin, Queen Niav, drowning in the flood of their grief. She was calling, calling for Finn – but it was Rappo who touched her hand and made her real. Rappo, who drew on the force of her life till the colours seeped back into their world, running down like rain.

			‘Now!’ Rappo said. ‘We have to do it now, brother! Now, or not at all!’

			A sob tore Finn’s throat as he heaved along with Rappo. Together, they thrust Niav to the surface; but the strength it took was wrenching them apart. For the first time, Finn could feel his brother’s life as though it truly were his own: the strangling band the twin-link had become around Rappo’s neck, the torture of days and nights drawn long and thin, Rappo’s eyes bewildered by so many sights at once that even light was pain. Through the endless nights of fever, Emir bent over Rappo, her emerald eyes glittering as she forced venison past his lips. Rappo’s lips.

			Emir. Bending over Rappo to wipe the cold sweat from his brow. Listening to every word that Rappo babbled in his fever, direct from the forest. Secrets that Finn’s unseeing eyes, unthinking words had lent him.

			From outside the dream, on the stone slab where he lay in Argus’s castle, through cracked lips that felt like Finn’s, Rappo muttered, ‘You have to leave me, brother. Before you’re trapped here, too. I can’t bear that. It would kill me.’

			At last, for love alone, Finn opened his eyes.

			Niav stood in another world. Unseen hands braced her from behind, steady as a river-rooted oak. Not wasting the moment, she dipped her arms to fish for stones of memory. Only when the patient hands guided her did the pebbles stop skittering long enough to feel what lay hidden.

			Casually, as if reaching for another shell in the silt, Niav dove to peer through her legs. For one instant, she caught a shadowy glimpse of another two legs: and then she was alone. Flailing, she splashed headfirst into frigid foam. Whisked away in the current, she choked, blinded by the flood of images. She fought, struggling to close her eyes, to disbelieve the vision. She was lost, lost–

			She snapped back into her body under the strength of two well-known hands.

			Gasping, she fell back into her chair. Connla’s big hands kneaded her shoulders. Anxious faces crowded the table. The overturned bowl dripped on the floor, punctuating her ragged breath.

			‘What happened?’ Beatrix whispered.

			‘Rappo was with us,’ Niav managed, her voice full of sludge.

			Clamour rose among her wardens. Connla yelled for silence, but none heeded till they noticed the figure leaning in the doorframe, his bleak silence spreading to engulf them all.

			Finn clung to the doorposts as though they alone supported him. His skin was waxen, his face glistening with sweat that clumped his hair. ‘Help me,’ he said, eyes fixed on Niav. He crumpled to the floor.

			Niav felt none too steady as she ran to him, the others frozen to let her pass. She anointed his forehead from the vial of blessed water that hung on a cord about her neck. Finn’s eyelids fluttered. Niav smiled, but her lips trembled as his eyes swam and finally focused through the fog.

			The others crowded close. Finn raised his hands to his head, pressing as though to keep it from bursting apart. No one said a word. When Finn spoke, his voice was as harsh as a crow’s. The corners of his mouth twitched to a knife-thin line; his eyes were dark hollows beneath dishevelled, grease-darkened hair.

			‘There’s a spy in your midst,’ he said hoarsely.

			Niav said, ‘Who is it, Finn?’

			His face twisted in a tortured grimace. ‘Emir has Rappo. He’s alive.’ Finn struggled for air. ‘He’s chained – by the twin-link. We’re both chained. I am Emir’s spy, Niav. I have betrayed you. You ought not let me live.’

			Beatrix pressed her bone knife to Finn’s throat.

			Niav bit her lip. ‘You’ve seen nothing important these past few weeks, I can assure you.’

			‘Nothing but numbers, the pattern of defence– ’

			‘Finn, it’s not your fault.’

			‘No, but I have to stop it! I have to sever the twin-link!’ Finn moaned like a gored stag, shuddered, and bent at the waist. Rappo’s disgust and horror filled his throat. At last Finn faced Niav. He looked almost calm, save for the lines etched deep around nose and mouth. ‘I’d rather you killed me. But that would leave Rappo stranded.’

			‘You can’t go back there alone. You’d both die,’ Beatrix said flatly.

			‘Better that – than life without my brother. There’s no other hope of getting him out alive. You think Emir would hesitate to slit his throat the moment we attack?’

			Finn knelt before Niav and bowed his head like one condemned. ‘Strike it off. Now, please,’ he said in a strangled voice. When no one moved, he looked up with fire in his eyes. ‘Do it! Before it’s too late, and I– ’ He stopped, as if struck dumb. Tears sprang to his eyes.

			Niav laid her hands gently on his head, bending down to kiss his red hair in benediction. ‘Sacrilege,’ Finn whispered, and Niav said, ‘No.’ And then, while they all watched with death-like stillness, Niav blessed him again with the water from the sacred spring, murmuring over him like a mother to her child, even though she was but four years older than he.

			Then Niav, High Priestess and High Queen, cut the golden torque with her sacred knife; and the metal, once so solid, parted like butter. Niav stepped back as it fell to the floor.

			Finn bent slowly as if in a dream. He touched the metal, and then held the broken torque in both hands. It felt cold, as if it had never been warmed by living flesh – light and hollow, like a husk. He looked up.

			Everyone in the room watched him as if afraid he’d bolt like a wild animal. He stayed there on his haunches, the breath whistling out of him like the cry he dared not utter, lest he loose the flood.

			He could not think; he could not see; he could hear nothing but the roaring of his own blood – an emptiness so dark and vast he did not think he’d ever take his feet again.

			Gone. Dead. Alone.

			The thing he’d always feared, but never known till now.

			And he knew Rappo felt it, too – alone, deserted in a foreign land.

			Finn forced himself to his feet and stood there swaying. Truly alone – for the first time since they’d made that oath two years ago, and two minds became one. Alone in a way he’d never been, with his older brother there to protect and guide him, even when their mother died.

			Finn laughed, a cracked sound in the silence. They looked at him with shocked and wondering eyes. ‘Believe me, I’d rather be dead now than feeling this. But I have to get him back. If I don’t – if I didn’t – Emir would have known.’

			‘Is there hope now?’ Niav asked gently. ‘I don’t want to lose both of you. If there’s no real chance, Finn– ’

			Finn took three steps and kissed her, as his kinswoman, not his queen. Then he retreated behind the curtain to gather what he’d need. ‘There is, or I’ll make one,’ his voice floated back past the owl-stitched curtain that fluttered in his wake.

			Just as Rappo felt Niav’s hands on Finn’s neck, Niav’s strong fingers grasping the torque – there was Emir, pleading with him to wake. Rappo blinked back tears.

			And then he felt it – that terrible emptiness, a deep gash through his soul.

			Gasping, Rappo struggled to sit, kicking off suffocating blankets, fighting with iron bonds. Emir had padded the shackles, but they drew blood now as he hauled on the chains.

			Emir’s voice, which he loved, which he hated: ‘Rappo, what’s wrong? Tell me what’s happening!’

			Blackness. He saw it all now. He saw nothing else: only the monks marking dark corners with candles, their high, sonorous voices soaring above his ragged breath.

			Then even the pain was gone.

			‘No! Goddess, not like this!’ Rappo cried. He buried his face in his hands. He felt Emir’s arm along his back like a brand.

			It was the only warmth he had.

			The torque lay cold against his throat, a frozen band, a poisoned promise. He remembered his passionate arguments, in a dream, in which he’d urged his brother to set them free. But the reality was too hard, too hard–

			Emir pried barred fingers from his eyes. ‘He let you go, didn’t he?’

			‘How do you know?’

			‘I heard you. Rappo, you’ve been trapped in that other world so much, I don’t think you realise – ‘

			‘How much I’ve talked?’ he said bitterly.

			She only looked at him: and Rappo remembered then, the nuances of this world that had flowed past like water. The higher pitch of the night singers, raised softly in a chant that did not tear at him as the plainsong did during the day. Their voices sounded soft, almost soothing, until their counterparts arrived at dawn to join their voices as the switch was made. He thought now that Emir had switched her women for Argus’s priests at night, to lighten the magical shackles enough for him to break through his brother’s stupor.

			Rappo sat still. He and Emir regarded one another with a wariness that was not quite truce. ‘My ladies,’ Emir confirmed, with a nod toward the cowled monks.

			Emir frowned. She reached out and tapped the torque. Rappo didn’t flinch. ‘So it worked. Do you think you can stand? This may be the best chance we’ll have.’

			‘Somehow I doubt Argus will let me leave.’

			‘Maybe we can’t get out of the palace right away. But the first step is getting you out of this room.’ Emir unlocked the shackles, then reached down and brought up another black robe.

			‘Now that he’s free, my brother will spare no force to save me.’ Rappo rubbed wrists and ankles, eyeing the robe with distaste. He already didn’t recognise himself.

			‘How long till Finn gets here?’ Emir helped him to the edge of the bed and removed what remained of his ruined clothes, which Argus had insisted he retain despite the blood, the stink, the chill.

			Rappo leaned on her shoulders, watching her fiery head dip to bandage his swollen ankles. She had opened the way for this, with her ladies; she must have known the only chance was to break the link. She’d waited until he suggested it himself. His heart swelled. ‘Finn’s never going to forgive us.’

			Emir looked up, and for the first time, he saw panic in her eyes.

			Finn snuck out the forest way, under the moon. His knowledge of Rappo’s pain was the darkness that waited on every side, the cold autumn air that knifed his lungs. Niav had been right: a handpicked group of warriors could slip in unobserved through the hidden ways. Twelve were not enough to storm a castle, but he would not be alone.

			Dawn saw a dozen warrior women scattered through the trees overlooking the Palace of O’Tares. Finn crouched in the tree nearest the wall. Emir had taught him many palace secrets. Emir of the green eyes and red-gold hair. Emir, who held his brother prisoner.

			He mimicked a grey owl’s hoot. In answer, thirteen arrows sped into spyholes that only an owl, or the Wyraden – his wood-folk – could have found. Thirteen guards dropped, the sound muffled by high stone walls. Finn flung himself up on the end of a rope. He sailed to the apex of the arc, then let go to soar over the wall.

			The wind whistled in his ears. He struck hard and rolled. For a moment, he lay flat on his back, gasping, staring at the rosy sky. But there was another pain that ate the heart out of everything. His bare neck chilled, Finn scuttled into the protection of the orchard, waiting for his companions. Waiting with the memory of a redhead facing him among these trees, her fourteen-year-old face marred by hurt, her hair blowing to cover tears from emerald eyes.

			Finn crept up to the palace. He felt for one broad, loose stone. He strained; at last it grated free. Twelve warrior women followed through Emir’s secret passage.

			Inside, they slunk like shadows along the inner walls, their supple Wyraden boots whispering over the stones. Finn held his breath, seeking some sense, some trace of feeling. Where was Rappo now? There were so many places in the palace to hide. Finn squeezed his eyes till the tears came, but the brother-link lay dead, blank, as if he’d never had a twin.

			But something else caught him. Deep within the maze, the sound of steel on steel, on stone. With a quick gesture to his companions, Finn dashed toward the sounds.

			As they neared, some instinct made him halt at the mouth of a corridor that opened onto a tiny room. At first, Finn did not understand what he saw: a huddled group in black robes, all but two of them holding candles. And those two – seemed so familiar. The taller one especially, who leaned heavily on the other.

			The tall one whispered, ‘Finn . . .’

			Finn edged close enough to see their faces. Rappo had his arm slung over Emir, his weight depending on her wiry strength. Rappo’s eyes met his – exhausted but calm, his lips pressed tight with pain – and control.

			Finn held his dagger toward Emir. By candlelight, her skin looked pale against the sunburst of hair that spilled from her hood. ‘So, Prince Finn, you’ve come to see me at last.’

			‘I’ve come for my brother.’

			Emir laughed. ‘You warriors of the wood never change your tune. Don’t worry, I know you love Rappo best!’

			Still leaning, Rappo shifted uncomfortably, his face a net of haggard lines. In his eyes lay something jagged, broken. ‘She’s helping me escape. I’m glad you came in time.’

			Finn looked at them, his mind tangled. He had always known exactly where things stood: she loved Rappo, and he himself loved both of them. When Rappo had left her to Finn, Finn tried to comfort her as much for Rappo’s sake as her own. She’d only been fourteen, and Finn not much older. Rappo, just shy of seventeen, had seemed like an adult to them both. Looking back into those the last few months before the twin-bond cinched them tight, Finn felt he’d been nothing but a boy. That time felt so long ago now it was like a foreign country. Rappo’s near-death and the last two years of sharing the twin-link had given them both a wisdom and perspective they’d never have dreamed on their own.

			But now, the twin-bond lay broken. Finn could not sense his brother’s heart. Rappo depended on Emir now. He made no move toward Finn. Emir stood in the place that only Finn had held – for which he had sacrificed everything else.

			Finn said, ‘Just who is she rescuing you from?’

			Rappo shook his head, as if too tired to answer. A lock of hair fell to shield his exhausted features.

			Emir said, ‘Argus thought he’d found a perfect way to solve his little problem with Niav. Unfortunately, friendship just isn’t as valuable as it used to be.’

			Finn said, ‘Why should I believe you?’

			Rappo coughed, harsh and racking.

			Emir said, ‘Did you know your brother nearly gave his life trying to set you free?’

			‘I felt it, Emir. And your malice.’ But Finn wasn’t sure, now – wasn’t sure at all.

			Finn stepped closer. He wanted his brother. But either through pain or weariness, Rappo didn’t even look at him. It was Emir who laid a slender hand on Finn’s chest. It fit into the hollow of his breastbone, and his hand rose to cover it. Emir said, ‘I’ve always wondered why one brother toys with a princess, and the other gives her up to save the first one’s pride.’

			‘And you,’ Finn said thickly, ‘you knew better than to come between brothers of the wood.’

			She took her hand away and lifted her face to his. He saw again the wan, moon-slip of a girl, quiet and wistful, whom Argus always ignored; and even Rappo, even Finn had done the same. Against his will, Finn felt his heart reach out to her. ‘I never stopped loving you.’ He could not look at Rappo.

			‘Good. Then perhaps you won’t object to helping me,’ she said, her lips quirking in an enigmatic smile. ‘If we’re to have any hope of getting out of here, that is.’

			As he listened, Finn felt as though he were cliff-diving with his brother in the hunting wilds. To hear Emir talk, there were factions in the castle who opposed Argus’s plans to take the outlaws’ stone city, now guarded by the warriors of the wood. It was part of Wyraden lands, and Argus didn’t care about the outlaws: he only wanted to test the forest boundaries. But there were still many who feared to anger the forest queen. These factions who opposed Argus were only waiting for a chance to strike. Emir had needed a diversion to have any hope of getting Rappo out; and she’d counted on Finn mounting an attack to free his brother. That half-smile turned wry as she said, ‘If I’d known you were going to hold out on me again, maybe I wouldn’t have bothered.’

			‘What did you expect, outright war? That’s what Niav wants to avoid!’

			Rappo interjected, with sardonic humour, ‘We’re only princes of the wood, after all. Mere men aren’t worth that much trouble.’ Despite his smile, his eyes looked hollow, aged beyond his nineteen years.

			Finn couldn’t stand the chasm any longer. He shoved forward and grabbed Rappo. As she had before, Emir gave Rappo up at once. For the space of their bearhug, everything seemed right.

			Rappo said, muffled, ‘I knew you’d come for me.’

			‘Always.’

			‘What now, brother?’ Rappo asked.

			‘Argus,’ Finn said grimly.

			The clatter in the distance grew louder.

			With Finn supporting Rappo, the company hurried toward the stairs.

			Warrior women without; cowled women within. After they’d brought swift death to the guards, the Wyraden blocked the entrance to Argus’s chambers. Emir’s ladies chanted an old prayer the Wyraden also knew, an appeal to the Goddess who had once been Mother to them all. Under this magic, the door to Argus’s chamber opened.

			While bloody chaos raged below, Argus did not bother getting out of bed. He sat in nightcap and gown, gilt-embroidered bedclothes wrapped around him while he dined on eggs and pastries, sipping his morning wine. Even reclining, he looked regal, with his huge frame and wiry red beard, whose patchiness had finally grown in with his twenty-first year. Ranged along the wall were black-robed figures, their hands tucked in long sleeves.

			Argus quirked a brow. ‘Oh, yes. They told me. It didn’t take long, did it, Emir?’ He smiled, a shadow moving in the depths of his eyes. ‘You always wanted to be queen. But you’re just not cut out for intrigue, are you, sister?’

			He waved his hand, and the plainsong started. Rappo stiffened. Finn threw a quick look at his brother. Rappo raised a faltering hand to his torque. Finn found himself fingering his own broken torque, which dangled from a thong about his neck.

			Emir looked grim and determined. She raised her hand, and her own chorus lifted their song higher, a familiar hymn that filled Finn’s heart with that odd sense of home in a foreign place.

			Emir said, ‘For a king, you have precious little concern for your people. Any way you look at it, you’re spilling their blood. Tell your men to stop!’

			‘Tell these boys the truth, Emir. Why did you agree to this business? Wasn’t it revenge?’ Argus set the tray aside and swung his legs out of bed. ‘She even volunteered her own witches to help me capture you. Oh, yes, my sister is a vicious vixen, with poison little fangs.’

			Finn felt his control slipping. Was this the truth? The chanting sliced him, a red-hot wire. The torque smouldered against his clothes. ‘You wrong her, Argus.’

			‘So did you, for that matter. She loved you, not your brother. I suppose Rappo never told you that’s why he gave her up?’ Argus’s reasonable tone sounded monstrous. And that grin – he was so certain of everything.

			The monks boomed out their poison. Rappo spasmed, clawing at his neck. Argus stared defiantly at Finn. The fire Finn felt was his heart burning – for Rappo, for Emir, for the man he must be now.

			‘Let Rappo go, Argus. Niav is compassionate– ’

			‘That angel of grace? Let her surrender the outlaws of Elidan to their due punishment – then we’ll talk terms!’ Argus put a hand on the sword propped by the bed.

			Finn was sick of it all. He clenched the broken torque. It was acid in his hands. Beside him, Rappo’s groan filled the world.

			Finn kissed the torque. It burned. In one lunge, he thrust it around Argus’s neck.

			Glints chased sparks, mad whispering fire. Violation. Sacrilege. The women’s voices rose sweet and pure, as if from another world. Answering Wyraden voices flowed from the hall.

			Twin howls, as Argus went up in a green sheet of flame – and Rappo clawed at his torque, the mystic metal dead but still intact around his neck. The torque glowed like molten gold. Finn sprang to him; that roaring in his ears was their link on fire.

			Finn sliced with the sacred knife from Niav. The desecrated torque parted like butter. Rappo fell choking in the dust. Finn shielded him against the floating ash. The smell of burnt flesh and hair turned the air to fire in their lungs.

			Hands shook Rappo, dragging him back from the void – from the charred face of a burning man. Argus, dying. Finn held a vial to his lips, full of blessed water from the sacred spring.

			Rappo coughed, trying to clear the fire from his throat. He struggled to sit. Finn’s arm braced him. Though he knew it was gone, Rappo could still feel the heaviness of dead metal about his neck. He fumbled for it, frantic, ashamed; and Finn put gold into his hands. Green crusted the metal like moss, as though it were a relic from under the sea. It felt curiously hollow.

			Behind him, Emir said, ‘How is he?’

			The arm that held him stiffened. Rappo tried to reach for his brother’s hand, but Finn drew it away – the hand that had broken their golden link, then used that symbol to slay a king. Murder committed with their sacred bond. It had nearly killed him.

			‘I’m fine,’ Rappo muttered. ‘What of you, Emir? Now that your brother’s dead– ’

			‘They’ll make me queen,’ Emir said. She tried to smile, then gave it up, lips trembling as she watched them. ‘But you’d better get out of here before my people kill you.’

			‘Congratulations.’ The old bitterness welled forth. Despite what he’d told her to give Finn a chance, Rappo had loved her, too. He struggled to close lids over weary, burning eyes.

			‘I’d like to speak to my brother alone,’ Finn said. Emir kissed his cheek, then glided off. Her women and those from the wood departed with hasty steps, whispering, the chink of weapons. The door closed.

			Rappo sat against the headboard, feeling the silence and emptiness along every nerve, where the pain still echoed. He ought to be able to hear his brother’s thoughts. Finn sat stiffly by his side, with not a touch, not a word. Though the twin-link was broken, Rappo could feel his brother’s grief, as sharp as a drawn sword.

			Rappo said, ‘You’ll be a king now. You’ll marry Emir, and give up the wood.’

			‘I am sorry, brother,’ said Finn. He would not look at Rappo.

			‘Why?’ Rappo asked, his voice breaking as it had when he was Finn’s age.

			Finn hesitantly touched Rappo’s shoulder. Rappo turned his face away. The bond – gone. He felt – nothing. Nor ever would again. The void stood between them, mute, unspeakable.

			‘I love her,’ Finn said bleakly.

			So that was the way of it. Rappo must give up the wood too, or lose his brother. Two princes of the wood, trapped in the Palace of O’Tares. Niav’s peace treaty, achieved. But the cost tore at him, a hollow victory with blood at the root, like the mess from the breast of his first deer. Finn had cried over the animal, while Rappo stood beside the heaving buck, feeling lost himself – until Finn drew the mercy knife across its throat.

			For the first time since their mother died, leaving him to guard his brother, Rappo felt helplessly young. He was too weak a sapling to support the future that faced him – a life without the wood. Not a warrior of the wood at all now. Just a prince, new and green.

			As green as the eyes of the princess who came back in a queen, smiling tentatively at them both. Looking at her, Rappo realised she wasn’t that much younger than Niav. She would be the only reigning queen among the land-dwellers for miles around. She was going to need Niav’s help, and the protection of the women warriors of the wood.

			With a hand on Finn’s shoulder to steady himself, Rappo stood and smiled back.

			All in green their bridles, reins,

			Their vests the hue of woven stems:

			Finn and Rappo, brothers twain. Though

			Flame still glowed in autumn hair,

			Each shoulder bowed with brother’s care,

			Their hearts dimmed to each other’s pain –

			But shared blood pumped there just the same.

			By day their voices lifted clear

			In songs of blood, of love and strife –

			The forest joy, the lust for life;

			And harmony struck heart to gain

			What love could not, through all the shame–

			The trust they’d counted on before

			Still opened wide the wood’s green door.
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			In the Nexsphere — Doug Bost

			ONE

			The meeting had only started, and already Dwight was baffled.

			It wasn’t just the terminology that he’d have to Google later this morning. Or the acronyms thrown around, peppering every few sentences. It was all of it. Even the hierarchy of who was in charge. They all acted like the meeting would eventually be about them.

			It was a glass-walled conference room in the middle of a sea of desks, a science project under glass. It made no sense to have a room like this. No privacy. No white boards to write on. Terrible acoustics.

			But if he was baffled, it was his job to be baffled. He was new. First day. So it didn’t matter yet, he had to keep reminding himself. He was new. First day. And he was at least twenty years older than most of these slouching post-millennials. If he was baffled, it was his job to be baffled. He’d been hired precisely because he would be everything these child prodigies weren’t. A story guy in a company full of tech wizards. He put his phone on the table in front of him so he could just happen to check the time.

			Only 10:10. Jesus.

			‘Why don’t we go around the table and just say who we are and what we do?’ said the ruddy-faced kid near the door. ‘Mostly for Dwight, here, so he can get to know all of us.’ Well, that was nice, Dwight thought. Considerate of them. But then they actually did it, each twenty-something giving their name – invariably something precious, all of them named after Olympic events or national parks – and then their preposterous job titles.

			Dwight was keeping an open mind about this company. Cumulus. Specialising in experiences and realisations accessible from the Nexsphere. That’s what the website said. The Nexsphere was going to be the new way of experiencing things virtually, of storing your most valuable personal information. And your files. And a way of bettering yourself. All that.

			They finally came around to him and Dwight smiled. ‘Well, I’m Dwight Hanna, I could be most of your fathers. I’ve been in marketing. Every agency you can think of, I’ve been there, one time or another. And it’s funny, looking around this table, if I was you, I’d ask myself, what’s this guy doing here? And the truth is, a lot of people my age are looking for a runway, y’know, someplace to land and settle in. Which is totally fine. But here’s the thing: I got excited about what you do here. Cause it got me thinking about what I do. And there’s no question I’ve got some catching up. But I’m here to see if I can help you turn these amazing technical feats – and they are amazing – into stories that will matter to people outside this building, that’ll matter to them in their hearts, stories they’ll want to be part of.’

			Dwight felt good about that. It was a good little speech. But in the room there was total silence.

			They seemed to be still listening. Like something was unsaid. Jesus, was there some tech term he’d forgotten? Maybe there was. He narrowed his eyes and leaned in and added, ‘–in the Nexsphere.’ A collective exhale. Everyone seemed to feel better when he said it.

			The ruddy-faced kid gave a little relieved laugh and said, ‘And your job title is Senior Entropy Officer.’

			That was true, but Dwight hadn’t wanted to say the title out loud.

			Then another voice said, ‘Can I ask – is that your phone?’

			Dwight protectively put his hand over his phone. He looked at the woman who’d asked the question. Not exactly unfriendly. What was her name?

			‘It’s a little outta date, right?’ Dwight said.

			‘It’s a 3,’ someone said across the table.

			‘Is it?’ someone else asked. ‘Wow it is!’ Like they’d identified a rare bird.

			‘How do you get to the Nexsphere? Or . . . ’ The woman trailed off. She intended to be polite, he could tell.

			Someone else asked, ‘What do you do about crashes? Or when it has to step up?’

			‘A 3 doesn’t step up,’ someone else said.

			This was going on too long. Dwight held up his phone with mock pride. ‘Hey, if I’ve got a problem I can always force quit. Then start it up again. If it’s more complicated than that, I don’t want it.’ Some of them smiled. And they moved on from there.

			After the meeting ended, in the corridor, they were all fanning out to their respective desks, and there was that woman again. She caught Dwight’s eye. Nona?

			‘Y’know,’ she said, ‘You should borrow our Beta. As a loaner. We keep it to test out new experiences and podware. But you should use it. It would be so much better for you than that 3.’

			Una. That was it.

			Dwight could see Una thought this was a lifeline offered with kindness.

			‘Well.’ Dwight smiled. ‘That would be great.’

			TWO

			Una called it a Nex. It hardly seemed like a mobile device at all. Flexible like paper, but heavy. With one button or five buttons along the side of the screen, depending on what you needed. He’d seen stuff like it in movies, but this was a little more advanced. Or maybe a little less advanced. It was impossible to tell. But it was amazing how quickly he’d put his old phone behind him.

			Una told him to keep the Nex in its sleeve as much as possible, and she helped him set it up for work mail and Pooch and Murmur. He knew how to do most of that, but the best part about borrowing the Nex was having her walk him through it. She was the senior programmer on his team. And once she brought the Nex to him she wasn’t patronising about it anymore. She just seemed glad he could use it, and he was happy to play the old guy who needed help. He was the old guy who needed help.

			Left alone at his section of the workdesk, Dwight read as much as he could about the project they’d started him on: Lodestone. He jotted notes in the margins, mostly questions, then heard a gentle bong from his Nex. It might be telling him any of a dozen things.

			He scrolled through the screens, looking for something he could add to the Nex to make it feel more like his. It had a camera. You would sort of snap the Nex into a solid brick for a minute and then take a little grid of pictures. He took a few photos of the office and one of himself on the outside deck to send to his sister. Down the aisle between rows of chairs he saw Una coming his way again, and he took a picture of her, too, as she wagged a finger at him.

			‘Already mastered it, I see,’ Una said. ‘I forgot one thing. You won’t need to charge it. It’s got an internal renewing battery that probably won’t run out. See these four bars? I don’t think anything you do will drain them. It’s the only Nex like it, we might not even make another – unique features, y’know?’

			‘Okay, thanks.’ He put the Nex on the desk. ‘What’re you on today?’

			‘Same as you,’ she said. ‘The Chicago modification, but it’ll all be 360 before you know it.’

			She smiled. He smiled, too. ‘Somebody else said what you just said, in that meeting, and I didn’t understand it then, either.’

			‘360?’

			‘Yeah.’

			‘Oh. Well.’ Una picked up his Nex. ‘You have better things to do, but here, this is 360, you’ve actually got the new one because you have the Beta. Play with it. It’s an immersible.’ She seemed to think he would have followed all that.

			He took the Nex back from her. ‘You’re very nice,’ he said. ‘I really appreciate it. Most of these kids, I don’t feel comfortable talking with them.’

			‘Oh,’ she said. ‘Are you saying I’m old?’

			That stopped him.

			‘No, no. You just, you have more– ’ He was floundering. ‘Not at all. You have more experience. More heft, I guess.’

			‘Are you saying I’m fat?’

			Was that a smile? It was hard to tell. 

			THREE

			That night, Dwight tried to wrap his mind around 360. He tried to turn it into a story he could tell himself. But it felt so – serpentine. Was 360 also the Chicago modification? And was that the same as Lodestone? Foreign as it was, he actually liked thinking about most of this stuff. At least it felt new.

			He took a break and had a second glass of wine and dug in to everything he could on the Nex. When it asked if he wanted to authorise something, he did it. Activate something? Yes. Download a co-function, install upgrades? Yes.

			He tried to get 360 to work but it just seemed to be a targeting screen of some kind. Or maybe a way to take a video.

			What should he take a video of? Maybe this room. This old, dull, Zen apartment. This sad studio he shared with his girlfriend for so long. Until he said he didn’t see a future for them beyond what they already had, and she said that wasn’t going to be her future, and she started sleeping with the guy who’d given them their dog, apparently. She kept the dog and he kept the apartment. Yeah. A video of this place seemed like a waste of a high-tech feature.

			He ate a late dinner, used the Nex projector to watch the news, then thought he’d earned a little old-fashioned fun. So he downloaded Moon Module, the arcade version. You had to land your ship on the moon without crashing. He played for about an hour and a half without even realising it. He sank further into his couch, the neighbourhood getting dark and quiet all around.

			The next time his module cracked up in a crater, the game flashed him a message: He couldn’t play again for forty-eight hours. It was the standard message designed to prevent video addicts from spending days or weeks on their devices. Which happened. But he was doing so well. Frustrating. Frustrating, but maybe not the end.

			Changing the date had been his trick to fool his previous phone. You’d go into the settings and put the date and time maybe three days ahead. Then you’d re-open your game and you could start playing again because the phone thought three days had gone by. Then you’d get sick of your game and correct the date and time and go about your day. So Dwight found the settings – in a weird place on the Nex – and turned Monday into Thursday.

			As soon as he did, that little bar at the top of the screen blinked. Then, after Dwight had successfully navigated his lander onto Tranquility Base a few times, that little bar seemed to grow smaller. After a few minutes, still smaller.

			Great. He’d managed to drain the undrainable battery.

			Dwight had a drawer of old spaghetti – wires and plugs and modems and chargers. Maybe something in there would come in handy. Dwight looked at the ports on the Nex, recognised one of them, and found a plug that seemed to fit it and, when it didn’t spark or smoke, Dwight felt a tiny sense of pride.

			The screen asked him if he wanted to sync to the Nex. He didn’t really know if that was something you did. But it must be. And there was only one button: Sync. So: Sync to the Nex.

			He rested the Nex on top of one of his old proximity chargers just in case, and headed for bed with a new book. A mystery. Inspector Ravitch. It felt good. New job, new book.

			He dreamed that night about a tropical beach. A path lined with stones. Sand and water wicking away from his feet with the tide.

			When he woke, he made coffee and unplugged the Nex. ‘Damn,’ he said out loud, seeing that those bars hadn’t changed overnight. It was just as he’d left it. Had he broken this thing somehow? Could he just power it down and reboot it? It didn’t even seem to have a place to do that.

			It would be better if all those games and apps weren’t on the Nex when he returned it, so he set about deleting them. The weather reader was shining like a little sun, even though it was ready to rain outside. That app should probably go, too, if it couldn’t even predict the weather. He should remove those photos, too. He opened the camera icon and looked for the pictures he’d taken at the office, and saw something odd – the camera roll was filled with pictures.

			He hadn’t taken these.

			There was that photo of the cubicle, and the outside deck. And Una wagging her finger. But then – a sunset at an airport. Clouds. Out the window of a jet. Two Manhattans on a tray table. Somebody else’s vacation. He scrolled through the photos and felt his face go red. There was Una again. This time on a bridge, a skyline behind her –- what city was that? She looked so different out of work. She had something – dimples he hadn’t noticed before, maybe, but it was more – something in the way she looked at the camera, it made Dwight feel like an intruder, these were kind of personal. Una posing with a couple of other women Dwight didn’t know. Una under a light at a rooftop bar.

			And then – the selfie.

			Una, with Dwight.

			Dwight dropped the Nex like it had scalded him, then picked it up again.

			It was the last picture in the photo library.

			The two of them. Night time. A bar behind them. Smiling.

			Una, with Dwight.

			FOUR

			‘Dude, this is the perfect time,’ Amir said. ‘You’re the hammer, you’re the new guy, you meet ’em, let ’em know they’ve got new stories to tell and we can help. You’re gonna kill it.’

			‘Yeah,’ Dwight said, but all he could think about was what Amir had said before that. He was sending Dwight to Chicago. And Dwight had known Amir was going to say it. That was the skyline in those pictures. Forget about it. Ignore that.

			‘That’s why you’re the man. All the story ideas you pitched us, don’t hold back, we need more. Will they make ’em all? No.’

			‘But we can get them excited about it,’ Dwight said.

			‘Exactly. Don’t edit, just put those ideas out there, we’ll overwhelm them with the possibilities, right?’

			‘Right,’ Dwight said.

			‘Now – you won’t go alone. We’ll send along somebody they know.’ Dwight felt a little light-headed. ‘Una, you met Una?’

			Dwight nodded but wasn’t sure if he made any sound or not.

			Amir looked around the office. ‘She’s the best. Oh, wait – You came to me, I cut you off.’

			‘It was nothing,’ Dwight managed.

			‘How’s that Beta working out, they shamed you into trying out that Nex, right? It’s pretty slick.’

			Una was walking over, across the room. She had that same dress that was in the pictures, the one with the little half sleeves. That dress was already in his Nex.

			‘There you are,’ Amir said to Una. ‘Guess what?’

			Una looked at Dwight, who smiled up at her.

			Hi,’ he said.

			FIVE

			Okay. Relax. Relax and think about something besides the Nex. Work, for instance.

			Dwight took over the old conference room down the hall, the one nobody used, with the white board. It always helped to put ideas on a white board. Made them real. Then he could push them apart, see where the holes were.

			But he couldn’t focus today. That photo. All of those photos. And the Nex. It felt like it kept tapping on his shoulder, until finally he had to do it, he picked up the phone, and just then one of those kids came in.

			‘Dude,’ the kid said.

			‘Dude,’ Dwight replied.

			‘How’s it coming?’

			‘Slow. But it’ll come. I’m sorry, I forget your name. I’m Dwight.’

			‘I’m Jaxon.’

			‘Right. Of course. I’m focusing on 360 right now, wanna come bounce some ideas around?’

			‘I’m slammed. I guess we’ve got an illuminator who can visualise with you. But don’t you have to leave by four?’

			‘I’ll have stuff.’

			‘Don’t you have to leave by four?’

			‘I’ll have stuff.’

			You could see that Jaxon was fighting the instinct to roll his eyes.

			‘Story Man,’ Jaxon said. He left and Dwight glared at the blank board. Dude said it like it was an insult.

			Dwight snapped the Nex into a solid shape, then back to the flexible heavy paper, then back again.

			He snapped it into camera mode and looked at the white board through the Nex lens. It was stupid, but he took a picture of the white board, a blank field of old faded smudges.

			Then Dwight opened his photo albums and scrolled back and forth, and the white board was there. But it wasn’t white.

			In the picture, it was covered with writing.

			Dwight zoomed in, saw one idea after another. Arranged into columns under the three key insights Lodestone loved. All in his handwriting.

			Jesus.

			Lode Is All Around. Full Circle Solvent. 3-Ring Circular. That worked. The Look Beyonder. These were good ideas, actually.

			Jesus, he could write these down from the Nex. And he kind of had to. Dwight grabbed a marker but he stopped before he wrote down the first line.

			If these ideas were in his future, but he was writing them down because he’d seen them in this photo, where did the ideas come from? What version of him had written on the board without needing to refer to a photo? And if he had seen this photo, did that other version of him still exist? Would writing down these ideas now change what was in the photo? Could he constantly create new versions of his own timeline by looking at photos and doing new things based on what he saw? Was it creating a new version just to consider that?

			It made his brain hurt.

			The truth was, that had always been the good thing about advertising and marketing, for any client. You couldn’t think about it too hard or it would kill you. You had to plunge ahead. And sometimes leave for the airport by four.

			Full Circle Solvent. 3-Ring Circular. He took the cap off the marker. Y’know who was going to love these ideas, actually? Una.

			SIX

			Their corporate cards got them into the lounge at the airport, which Dwight expected would be just a row of chairs, but it was kind of magical. Huge windows looking out on the runways, old music, full bar, just him and Una and a bartender.

			Dwight ordered two Manhattans. Una cocked her head at him when he did it, but didn’t say anything, and when the drinks came she ate the cherry first. ‘This helps,’ she said.

			‘It really does,’ he said. ‘But sometimes they taste better on the plane.’

			She turned to face the window. ‘It won’t be bad.’

			‘What?’

			‘Going to Chicago. It’s just sudden, I’m wearing whatever I could grab, I have no idea what’s in my bag, I just threw it together.’

			‘You look great.’

			‘I have to meet fancy clients like a bedraggled hobo.’

			‘I wouldn’t describe you that way. That would not be my word choice. “Bedraggled hobo.”’

			‘Aspiring bedraggled hobo.’

			Dwight laughed again. ‘That goes on the list of ways not to describe you.’

			‘There’s a list?’

			‘There’s a list. Let’s see . . . “grating bloviator.”’

			‘“Frumpy dumpster-diver.” That’s what you were thinking.’

			‘I’ll add that one.’ Dwight swiped the flexible screen on the Nex and it opened a memo page. Had he asked it to do that? The memo page had a list on it. His smile faded.

			There it was at the top of the column: ‘Frumpy’. But it went on under that. ‘Pasty’, ‘Blobby’, ‘Grating bloviator’. Had he– ? He looked at Una, and she squinted at him, and he played out the conversations to come where he would make a big show of adding a word to this list, imagining the escalating flirting that would have to come first, before he’d type something like ‘hirsute.’ How she might squint at that, too.

			‘Wait,’ she said now, looking over his shoulder. ‘There really is a list? When did you start this?’

			Best not to answer that one. Dwight motioned for the bartender. ‘Let me get this.’

			‘No– ’

			‘We should fly, right? Cause you hate being late.’

			Sitting in Entrepreneur Class, with the tray table down, it occurred to Dwight that he ought to be looking at things like future events and future stock prices. Maybe find a sports almanac.

			But they were having such a lovely time.

			The flight. The arrival in Chicago. The cab to the conference, the connection to the hotel. A quick rehearsal of the presentation. Some new slides added after he looked at future emails.

			He copied down the new ideas with a freedom of thought. Sure, they were stolen ideas, he was stealing from himself, wasn’t he? Future Dwight. They were inevitabilities. He just had to get them down on paper. Creative and also not creative. Just– what had to happen.

			Those pictures he’d seen on the Nex a day earlier? He took some of them in an elevator coming down from the restaurant.

			Walking back to the hotel from dinner, he took the ones he’d seen by the bridge. It turned out her flushed expression was because of a jazz band playing nearby on the street, the leader of the band playing, ‘This Guy’s In Love With You’ as he nudged Una closer to Dwight. Dwight dropped some money in their coffee can.

			Una sang a little bit of ‘Time After Time’ with the band after that. Actually sang. Was there anything she wasn’t good at? Dwight thought there probably wasn’t.

			She kissed him for the first time in the hallway at the hotel.

			SEVEN

			In the morning, in his bed, when his heart had stopped pounding quite so hard, it all seemed even more incredible. This chain of events, it was like he was reaping the rewards of someone else’s life.

			He’d never been this guy. Even for moments like this, sudden romance, the seizing of the day, being with someone when it just clicks and not walking away from it, that wasn’t him.

			But it was him today. It was him now.

			Una seemed to read it all on his face. ‘You,’ she said, without a smile.

			‘Certainly not me,’ he said. ‘Why would I be so lucky?’

			‘You are very lucky.’

			‘Tell me, though.’

			‘Do I need reasons? I like you. It’s– there’s a confidence with you. I didn’t see it at the beginning. But all of yesterday, it was like you just knew. And I was just swept along.’

			‘I’m sorry.’

			‘You are not sorry,’ she said. ‘This is just you.’

			‘That’s the funny thing. It’s not.’

			‘Really.’

			He picked the Nex off the night-stand and turned it so they could both see the screen. ‘This is the Nex you gave me, but also, wait, look at it. I know I did it wrong. I wasn’t supposed to plug it in, and I shouldn’t have synced it like I did– ’

			‘How did you plug it in?’

			‘I just did.’

			‘What’d you sync it with?’

			‘I don’t even know.’

			‘Are we lying here and you’re worried about the Nex?’

			‘Look.’

			And he showed Una the camera roll. There were more photos now. Una running, holding sparklers on a dark road. A view from the top of a mountain with two pairs of shoes in the foreground.

			‘You little scamp,’ she said. ‘How did you make these?’

			He showed her his sports feed, scores from next week. He showed her the map, which was sure he was hundreds of miles from there. He showed her the recap email for next Monday’s brainstorm.

			Una sat up and took the Nex and didn’t seem to care that the sheet had slipped down. Dwight cared. She found the settings and then the settings within the settings and got to a screen full of characters Dwight couldn’t read.

			‘It’s the moment,’ she said. ‘You adjusted the moment.’ Una started typing into the screen of symbols and straight lines.

			‘Whoa,’ she said, and Dwight felt worse.

			‘We’ll change it back,’ he said.

			‘Huh,’ she said.

			‘And we’ll sync it again. To the thing– the Nexsphere. I can use my fingerprint, I don’t wanna get you in trouble for letting me use it, that’s the thing, really. We’ll change it back.’

			She looked at him. And then past him. Her eyes seemed like they had a light inside.

			‘We could,’ she said. ‘Or. We could keep going.’

			EIGHT

			Dwight and Una shared a bungalow on a hillside that had a path to the beach lined with little white stones. The water was so shallow you could walk a half mile out and still be just up to your waist, so they would spend two hours in the bungalow, then walk into the water until the window to their bedroom was just a dot behind them, and the plankton in the water lit up when they moved through it, making each step an event, a discovery. And then they’d go back to the bungalow again.

			But he should have known after the third day.

			Every time he went into the kitchen the food was the same. Really good food. But the same. In his book, Inspector Ravitch was always discovering the same clue, even after Dwight had spent a lazy hour reading on the deck.

			Nothing was changing. Not even Una.

			Una was the same every morning when they got up, and because she was always so beautiful and funny and happy to be there, he didn’t realise the strangeness of it at first.

			On what was almost definitely the fourth morning, he sat looking at the water and he realised neither of them had any idea how they’d gotten there. They should be back at work by now. He should be back in his dull apartment. But he had to focus hard just to picture what those things were like.

			The Nex.

			Somehow that damn Nex had done this.

			He had to find it.

			‘Have you seen my phone?’ 

			She looked at him. 

			‘The Nex?’ he asked. But she hadn’t.

			He turned the bungalow upside down but it was nowhere. Una watched him doing it, asking if she could help, and when he told her again what he was hunting for she said something that seemed like it was being read off a cue card: ‘The Nex implant is no longer supported as an external device.’

			That stopped him.

			‘What do you mean?’ he asked, and Una repeated what she’d said, with exactly the same inflections. Dwight looked at himself in the mirror by the bed. ‘So it’s no longer supported – but where is it?’

			‘The Nex implant,’ Una said, ‘is a neural enabler usually located behind the inner cochlea of the right ear, for clearest parietal lobe communication.’

			‘Well,’ Dwight said. ‘Shit.’

			Dwight sat down on the bed.

			He closed his eyes and tried to put all this in a story for himself, ignore the individual facts, the data.

			Concentrate.

			The story was– what? The story was that he was in that hotel room in Chicago with Una. The presentation hadn’t happened. Maybe it would never happen. The story was they had opened up the date and time function – no, the moment function – on the Nex and they’d taken a breath and spun the dials forward, not just hours and days but years. Ten? Twenty? He should’ve paid more attention. And then he’d touched that button that said, ‘Set’ and now here they were in this– where were they, Thailand? A paradise. It smelled so wonderful. Concentrate.

			The story was that he’d screwed around with a thing he didn’t understand, and used it for his own stupid reasons, like a delivery mechanism for the pleasure of being with Una. And now he had put himself in some future day when this little device, it wasn’t even a device anymore, this little gremlin–

			And Una wrapped her arms around him from behind, right then, and said, ‘I’m gonna go hunt for horseshoe crabs, you coming with me? Please?’

			And Dwight opened his eyes and turned and kissed her. Focus. And she bounced off the bed toward the porch. Focus. And then he couldn’t remember what he’d been thinking about before.

			Breakfast, probably. Or just Una.

			That would be nice. To be someplace where he’d just get to think about Una forever.

			Una and horseshoe crabs.

			He felt the warm morning wrap around him as he followed her outside.

			NINE

			After the first eight hours, Mercy Hospital and Medical Centre wasn’t very interesting. Una tried to find things to do that would distract her from worrying about Dwight, but there really weren’t any distractions here.

			He just lay there, vital signs stable, eyes sometimes open, sometimes fluttering closed, but never seeing anything. The doctors switched shifts every few hours and she was getting tired of telling new doctors all the details of Dwight’s day up until he was brought here. No, she was not his next of kin, no, he didn’t take any drugs as far as she knew, yes, his insurance card was on the desk.

			Had she done this? Made him catatonic? That seemed unlikely. And maybe egotistical. Sleeping with her wasn’t that much of a workout. But had she?

			Back at the hotel, Dwight had gone silent almost immediately when Una had reset the moment. She’d been sitting next to him thinking he was experiencing something he’d come back from, or that he was asleep. But then she got scared something was really wrong.

			Hotel staff had come, then paramedics, and then he was moved here. And Una had stayed with him. All those questions they asked her, she’d been truthful about all of it. But nobody asked her if Dwight’s mobile device could channel future events and somehow affect his physical well-being, so she didn’t volunteer it.

			It had taken her too long to get the idea, but when she did she fumbled with the settings to turn them back to the present. Which made all those strange photos go away, and re-set the newsfeed and weather and the location tracker, they were all correct now.

			But Dwight wasn’t back.

			She got Amir on the phone early the next morning.

			‘I moved the presentation,’ Amir said. ‘Don’t even worry about it.’ He sounded to Una like he was still lying in bed. ‘I blame myself. In a way, I shoulda known this would happen. Hiring a guy like him.’

			‘I don’t think he was sick.’

			‘His age.’

			‘You think it’s how old he is?’ she asked.

			‘Nobody wants to think that. But this is what’s on the table, when you hire somebody like this. ‘

			‘I think it’s more complicated.’

			‘Maybe. Very possibly. But visually, c’mon. Look at it. Out of all the people at Cumulus. How many are, y’know, in his category?’

			Una didn’t know how to answer that so she told Amir she thought she should stay for a few days and he said absolutely, she should take all the time she wanted, it was great of her to stay with Dwight, especially since none of this was her fault at all.

			And so it went like that. A day. A day and a half. More doctors. No changes for Dwight. But then, that next evening, after the nurses left, Una put her magazine aside and leaned forward to feel Dwight’s arm. 

			The room was dim now. She went to the other side of the bed and got his little plastic bag full of personal effects. Wallet. Nex.

			This was the thing, and she had to accept that. This Nex.

			She double-checked and triple-checked the moment function, making sure she’d brought everything back to the now. She had. There wasn’t a setting left to adjust.

			She looked at Dwight and after a moment couldn’t hold back a smile.

			What would he do?

			What would he do with a device that had gone wrong, that had advanced so far that it could not be compatible with its past, that was somehow broken but also somehow stuck in this future broken state? Una squeezed Dwight’s hand.

			The room was quiet, and in the hallway outside she saw no one as she walked to a hatch near the laundry station marked ‘incinerator’. She cracked the Nex under her shoe. It bowed and splintered and the screen died. 

			She dropped the Nex through the incinerator hatch and felt the heat from below.

			Then she went back to Dwight’s room and shut off every machine he was connected to. There were a lot of them. 

			Una counted off ten seconds, then switched them all on again.

			And waited for whatever was going to happen next.
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			The Giant’s Servant — Trent Jamieson

			May had almost convinced herself it was like any other market where she had helped her mother. Until her mother wrote: FOR SALE, SUNDRY ARTICLES AND ONE GIRL CHILD (PRICE NEGOTIABLE). May’s family had fallen on particularly hard times; and a child could fetch good money.

			The day wore on, and while some of those sundry articles sold, no-one showed the slightest interest in May. She felt a rising, though tenuous, relief until, just as the day was ending and they were the last stall open, the giant appeared.

			A giant in daylight is almost comical; a giant at night, horrifying. However, a giant in the last low beams of the sun is neither menacing nor ridiculous: it just is.

			‘Is this the girl?’ the giant asked.

			Her mother squinted up an up. ‘Are you of a mind to grind her bones into your bread?’

			The giant frowned. ‘I eat neither children, nor bread. Both disagree with my digestion. I require a servant, nothing more.’

			May found a fractional consolation in that, and her mother and the giant negotiated a price that seemed satisfactory to neither of them but was eventually agreed upon, because the giant had no choice, and her mother had discovered that there was little demand for girls, no matter how hard-working.

			Money exchanged hands.

			Her mother furiously kissed her goodbye, and May began to cry. She couldn’t help it. Tears burst from her all at once.

			‘There now,’ said the giant, reaching down to pick her up and place her carefully on its shoulder, like one might do with a hesitant cockatiel. ‘You may cry but briefly, there is only so much comfort that tears can provide.’

			May nodded, and sniffed, and not long after she had stopped crying.

			To journey with a giant is to observe the slow bones of the world, to note its curvature and the raw edges and hints of the earth’s ending. It is to fly; not quite.

			Soon, all the things May had known were behind her. All the landscapes that had made her replaced with the unfamiliar. This is the way it is for most of us, even if we never leave the regions where we were born. But to journey with a giant: the changes are stark. A giant makes the world obvious.

			The shape of the earth and the air itself became strange. And still the giant walked.

			So, May curled herself on the giant’s shoulder and, binding one arm in long hair far finer than she had expected it to be, she slept.

			When she woke, it was to the breaking of the giant’s stride. A sudden stillness.

			‘Where are we?’ May asked.

			‘We are here.’

			She looked at the mountain ahead, craned her neck to study it and realised that she couldn’t contain it in a single glance. The mountain broke through the clouds above her, and kept rising.

			‘This is my tower. My modest estate extends beyond it. I am, as giants go, quite poor. Of course, everything is relative.’

			The mountain that was a tower (and of course it was, she could see windows in its sloping walls) grew closer with a few steps.

			The giant opened a door in the side of the tower that seemed large, even for a giant. ‘This is your home,’ the giant said. ‘From now until we decide otherwise.’

			Rain fell in the grand hall.

			The tower was big enough to contain weather, its ceiling high enough that she could almost imagine it accommodating stars.

			The giant passed her an umbrella, then set her on the ground.

			‘This the biggest room. In the rooms and floors above us, things are less capacious. Do you know what capacious means?’

			May nodded. ‘Do not think me ill-educated,’ she said, ‘just because I was a child sold at the markets.’

			The giant made a low sound in its throat, then brushed at its bristly chin. ‘Of course, I apologise. I am not familiar with educational standards as they are applied to children sold at markets.’

			May was hardly listening. She stood and stared at all that space.

			‘How am I to clean all of this?’ May asked, and the giant laughed, and it was an unexpectedly clear, high sound.

			‘I do not wish you to clean the tower. The tower cleans itself, when it can be bothered. You are to be the cataloguer of its rooms, of which there are many. That is what I want of you.’

			She felt a moment of relief, then slight horror: this room alone looked like a lifetime’s work.

			‘I expect you to be thorough,’ the giant said. ‘But I understand the limits of a human life. You will work all days except Sundays. Though you must come at my summons, even on that day of rest.

			‘You are given free passage of all the halls and spaces of this tower, except one, and you will know that place when (or if) you find it.

			‘If these rules seem at all arbitrary, well, that is the way of such things. At least, that is how I remember it. There were many giants once. Now there are not so many,’ the giant said.

			‘How do you know?’

			‘I have not seen any of my kind for a very long time. And giants know what a long time is. I have seen the bones of the earth shift. I’ve seen cities rise and fall. There may be others, but we have long been an uncommunicative folk for. It is our way. Here at the end, I have taken to the habits of your people. I have taken to the shorter views of things. The comforts of moments. It is why I need a servant. I will look after you, you will want for nothing. And if it doesn’t suit you, you are free to leave. There is the Pale City to the east of here, where you will be able to arrange transport home. But if you choose to stay, I ask only that you are dutiful. That you work hard.’

			‘I have always worked hard,’ the girl said.

			‘Yes, your mother said that. But, of course, parents cannot be trusted. They only see the best in their children or the worst.’

			The girl did not know whether to be angry or sad at this. ‘It’s true,’ she said.

			‘We will see,’ the giant said. ‘That is all that we can do. As tomorrow is a Sunday, you may rest. There is a small chapel in the eastern wing of this floor. Should you require it.’ The giant jabbed a thumb in its direction. ‘Your room is built into the wall just beyond it. The hall’s lights are dimming, but there is still time for you to make your way there. The path with the white stones is the one that you need to follow. Soon this place will be familiar to you. But I do not expect such understanding immediately. There is always a time of transition. The world is neither smooth nor swift.’ The giant yawned. ‘I am weary. I need sleep.’ The giant rubbed its head. ‘The days own a heaviness that once they did not.’

			‘Girl,’ the giant said, just as she had taken a few steps. ‘Girl, I do not know your name.’

			She turned to the giant. ‘May, my name is May. And, if I might be so bold, what is yours?’

			‘Giants do not have names. Sometimes I am one thing: sometimes I am another. Giant is enough.’

			May’s room was larger than her family’s house. Bookshelves lined one wall, a kitchen ran along the other, both were well-stocked.

			May studied them, counted the herbs in little bottles – there were fifty – she counted the books with red covers – there were eighty-nine. She was tired, though not as tired as Giant. She could hear the distant echo of its snores. A giant’s tiredness was prodigious; they threw themselves into sleep with all the energy of a young child.

			May had lost that facility for sleep that night. So, she lay on her back and stared at the ceiling and thought about the days ahead. Sleep found her at last. Sleep is rarely anything but a very thorough creature, even in the towers of giants.

			To work for a giant is to find a purest labour, and a kind of hurt.

			May’s first job was to catalogue the topmost floors, because they were the smallest, and, also, because they had never been given adequate attention.

			‘I am too big for those spaces, they were something of a folly, and one I regret now. I have packed for you,’ the giant said. It sat upon a granite throne, and handed her a bag. ‘I forget how fast or slow you travel. You will meet many people on your work for me here, and they are under my jurisdiction. However the truth is I have little to do with their day to day affairs. I offer them shelter, but how they choose to use it, under the limited laws of this place – remember that room, keep that in your mind – is up to them. They are my people, and I am their giant.’

			The girl was curious as to what a giant might pack for her, so she quickly looked through it now. There was food, sensible clothes for hiking, strong, but comfortable boots. The giant may not remember distances or speed in human terms, but it understood the need for reliable and useful things, and it was an excellent judge of size.

			Into her hands Giant pressed a folded slip of paper into which was stamped the giant’s seal. ‘This will give you free passage through the spaces of this tower. Should you meet trouble, this should end it, though of course I cannot guarantee your complete safety – nothing in this world is safe, not food nor drink nor sky nor earth nor the vagaries of the heart: all of them are dangerous.

			Finally, the giant laid the slightest edge of a fingertip upon her brow: a touch as light as a breeze. ‘This is a map of my tower. You will always find your way. No room will confound you, except the room that is forbidden you. This map will neither guide you there nor out of it.’

			May nodded, though truly that room did not interest her. Not then. Not then. The interest came later. And, besides, her head had just become full of things. All that knowledge borne instant and apparent within her. The map had been unfolded and it could never be folded again.

			She hefted her bag onto her shoulder. It was so cleverly packed – the giant had insisted on doing that for her – that it felt lighter than it was. The map that had been brushed into her skull made the tower familiar and foreign – so much knowledge and so little context – both ways tugged at her until her head ached.

			She tripped often, like you do when you wear glasses for the first time.

			But, as in all other things, she was resilient. Twice she vomited. Once she walked into a tree so hard it knocked the wind from her, and then the world made sense again.

			‘You will be alright now,’ Giant said, it had followed her.

			‘You could have warned me.’

			Giant nodded. ‘But it would have made it no easier. Some things must be experienced, and now the tower is in you, and you are in the tower. For giants the process is slower, a madness grips us for days: all that knowledge a lance inside our skulls. Think yourself lucky.’

			May nodded. ‘I know where I need to go now. I can go alone.’

			‘Then be careful. Be wary. Be thorough. And delight in the world, though that is by no means a requisite of your servitude. ‘

			May had to go up. She found the smaller stairwell next to a thick grove of bamboo and by a small house that she knew (or did she, was what she contained in her head truly knowledge?) had been lived in continuously for a hundred years.

			Philip sat by an oven, in which bread was baking, his mouth tight around a small pipe. He smiled at her, smoke leaked from his lips.

			The smell of baking bread made her belly growl.

			‘Oh ho, ho!’ Philip said. ‘I’ve bread enough to share.’

			They ate in silence. Bread, butter, honey and jam.

			‘You are May,’ the man said, after they finished their meal.

			She was not at all surprised that Philip knew her name, and she knew his.

			‘You are part of the tower now,’ he said. ‘You are the giant’s servant and, as such, shall be recognised and honoured wherever you go, and sometimes feared and sometimes hated. This is the way of the tower. It is united and fractious.’

			The girl sighed. ‘I would prefer united.’

			Philip laughed as he cleared the table. ‘The giant has servants, not slaves. We are given our heads and our hearts to run this tower. And heads and hearts are rarely in agreement. Still, the tower is at peace. There is little if any real conflict. And the giant is happy; well as happy as giants can ever be.’

			‘And what is the source of the giant’s unhappiness?’

			‘Life. As it is with all of us. Though life is the source of all our joys too. Now, rest a while.’

			The clouds moving overhead looked painted on then she realised they were. You could see the brushstrokes. The clouds weren’t moving, so much as the ceiling was. She dipped her feet in the river that ran by her, soaking away her aches. A large fish lifted its blunt nose out of the water.

			‘Hi, fish,’ she said.

			‘Hello May,’ the fish answered, in the voice of the giant, though much quieter, and May took some delight in this.

			‘Isn’t the sky gorgeous?’

			The fish managed a fishy sort of smile. ‘If you say it is, then it is. When we were young,’ the fish said. ‘We were given to great works. A furious industry. A barrage of makings and breakings. But things slow.’

			Then it dipped its head back under the water, and May was left to wonder just where the giant began and the tower ended.

			Birds would visit her and whisper wisdoms and weirdness in the voice of the giant. Butterflies would fill the air and take the shape of arrows pointing out the direction she needed to head, as though she didn’t already know it. It was all very distracting. But it made her feel less lonely.

			She spent the first night on a platform on the stairs midway between the fourth and the fifth floors – there was a small shack there, little more than few planks leant against the wall. Painted stars twinkled to her right.

			She unfolded her swag and slept.

			There was a smallish mountain in the middle of the fifth floor. Bespoke. Someone had made it to very towerish specifications. Its peak was white-capped with what she knew/didn’t was snow. A path ran across the mountain towards the next stairwell. By that path was a small village: nothing more than a few houses, a dozen head of cattle and some smoke.

			Jane waited for May at the edge of the village. Jane was tall – and she would grow taller – and she was definitely waiting for May because she called out her name when she was near enough to hear it.

			May waved at her, but the girl did not wave back. In fact, she frowned.

			‘I don’t think you should be here,’ Jane said when May was nearer her.

			‘If not here, then where?’ May asked, knowing that here was exactly where she should be.

			‘We’ve never required a catalogue.’

			‘You are that old then,’ May said, ‘that you should know such a thing?’

			The girl shook her head. ‘I’m a student of history. Such details fascinate me.’

			May reached out her hand.

			Jane looked at her hand, but did not shake it. ‘I’m of a mind to carry you to the edge of the tower by the eastern windows and drop you off. And I could, quite easily.’

			May smiled steadily. ‘I have no doubt that you could. But you do realise that Giant wants this cataloguing to go ahead. If you remove me you will only have to face this problem yet again and there are, I believe, bigger and more robust girls ready to be so employed.’

			Jane considered this – then shook May’s hand slowly and deliberately. ‘I admire your logic. Should you wish it, my family has dinner cooking, and we’d be delighted to receive you.’

			And May realised that she had never been in trouble – not really.

			So are friendships born.

			Cataloguing a tower is a curious sort of work. Giant had given her a pen and paper, and she set about methodically describing the bits of the tower that weren’t already known to her – if they were known, then they were known by the giant, too, and Giant had argued against double handling of data. Which meant that a lot was already accounted for, but things always changed. And there were variances.

			On that topmost floor, small for a giant, but not for a person, was a hundred square metres of lawn – that had originally been a hundred square metres of soil – a small river and eight hundred windows that circled the entire space – nine of which were cracked, three of which had been broken entirely. There were forty-five species of bird that she could recognise, and another three that she couldn’t.

			In total, it took her a year to finish her catalogue of that, the smallest floor.

			In the western wall of that floor, was a small door that lead out to a broad balcony. There was little out there, beyond cold and wind and a view down to the land of giants and, if you peered from the easternmost edge, you could see the Pale City, running up the mountain nearest the tower. It was hardly pale at all, smudged in smoke and dirt and all the darknesses that cities produce.

			May would eat her lunch on the balcony until it was too cold. From this height and distance, she could neither tell if the mountains around them were the towers of other giants or just mountains.

			One day she saw a giant wander across the horizon holding what looked like a fishing rod. A day later it wandered that way again, a brace of extremely large fish over its shoulder. They may have been whales. Even from this distance she could make out the huge grin that stretched across its face. The two fish-whales were still.

			That was the extent of her giant sightings. Her own giant, she saw much more frequently of course.

			Giant would ring a bell to summon her. And May would finish her task at hand, and begin the long descent down to the giant’s hall.

			There was never any urgency in the summoning, but May did not ignore it.

			She spent little time in her comfortable house; she had begun to see the tower itself as her home.

			To be a giant is to stand out. All failures are pronounced, all gestures, no matter how small, exaggerated.

			When Giant summoned her, May would sit on a small, cushioned chair before Giant’s great granite throne and read from her notes.

			On the twentieth floor there was an aviary, approximately twenty feet by forty feet high. Here, beneath a stone in the western quadrant was a bowl made of gold. There were seventy similar sized stones on the–

			Occasionally, Giant would stop her.

			‘Ah, yes, I had forgotten that golden bowl,’ it might say. ‘Did you make a sketch?’

			And, because she was thorough, May would have, and the Giant would study it.

			Or.

			‘The aviary still exists. Good! Those birds do not speak to me, they flew in through the windows, demanded housing, bred ridiculously. They are noisy and vain: and I like them very much.’

			Or.

			‘Like you, I did not choose this. But it is what I am, and I do my best to honour that. A life, regardless of its length is still a life, and I do not believe that we get a second chance. A second chance is an insult. To live long or short is still to live.

			‘I have been a giant for a very long time. Giants are born and made.’

			Sometimes Giant would join her for lunch on one of the top balconies. Giant would knit. It drew skeins of wool from the clouds. This knitting was one of the most magical things it ever did.

			The girl’s mother had been something of a witch, her magic simple and dull – as all useful things are – unless she needed it to be showy, which was less magic and more theatre. But this knitting was truly something else.

			When Giant was done, it would roll the scarf or the jumper or the castle it had made into a ball and hurl it back up into the sky.

			‘Clouds do not last,’ Giant said. ‘Nothing does.’

			Giant’s castle was perhaps modest on the scale of giants, but it was a daunting immensity for a child. But she did as girls and boys have done since the dawn of boys and girls. She adjusted.

			And it wasn’t all so grim.

			There was a small garden in a sheltered sunny spot. And when she had free time, which she often did for her employer was a giant not an ogre, she would spend time there, working the soil or sitting on the tiny bench that had been made by one of the giant’s earlier employees.

			It wasn’t a bad life. Nor was it particularly satisfying, but most lives are like that at least some of the time.

			And she adjusted. And in time she found the satisfaction of it.

			May would write to her mother once a month.

			And her mother wrote back. Times had turned again, her family was in rude health and wealth, and May’s mother often spoke of her regrets at selling her. May did her best to reassure she her that she was happy, that the giant was a good employer, and that she enjoyed her work. It had worked out as best it could.

			One morning Giant rang the bell more urgently than usual and May hurried to his hall.

			Her mother was waiting there.

			‘You’ve grown,’ she said.

			May smiled and hugged her. ‘Well, it has been three years.’

			May showed her the tower. But could see that her mother was distracted. Finally, she asked her why.

			Her mother cried. ‘I am so sorry for what I did.’

			May had had a long time to forgive her. ‘It was what needed to be done,’ she said. ‘Things could have turned out much worse.’

			‘Yes,’ her mother said. ‘And in my mind, they did, and still, I sold you. I will never forgive myself.’

			In some stories the mother would be nothing but trouble; she would have schemed or stolen May away from the tower. Mother–daughter stories always seem so fraught, always demanding of a villain, and it is usually the mother. But this is no fairy tale. Her sorrow was genuine. Her interest in her daughter true.

			She stayed for a few days, and then Giant took her home.

			It was the last time that May saw her. Though they continued to correspond right until her mother’s death. A life can be salted with regrets until it ruins that life entirely. But that was not May’s life.

			On the nineteenth floor there were seventy-eight wolves; it wasn’t the only floor with wolves, but it was the one with the largest population. Nine bears roamed that floor too. May kept her distance. They weren’t the sort of bears that would speak. Only some fish and a few birds did that. They were the sort of bears that did bear things, and ate what bears ate.

			One morning she woke and a bear and her cub were watching her. May lay perfectly still. She wasn’t afraid, but she knew that absence of fear didn’t mean she wasn’t in trouble. The bears stayed where they were, and she stayed where she was.

			Her breath was quiet. The bears snuffled.

			After a length of time that she could not be certain of – time grew tenuous in the presence of such creatures – the bears turned and walked away.

			The bell rang.

			May rolled up her blanket and her mat, and began the descent. Ten bears, she thought, ten bears.

			Giant and Jane were waiting for her.

			‘There are ten bears on the nineteenth floor,’ she said.

			Giant nodded.

			Jane just looked annoyed.

			‘I have a new job for you, one that will take you away from your cataloguing, I’m sorry.’

			May folded her arms across her chest.

			‘It will only be a couple of days,’ Jane said.

			‘I want you to accompany Jane into the city to the East.’

			‘The Pale City,’ May said.

			‘That is its name, yes,’ Giant said. ‘There are supplies to be bought. I require a few items.’

			‘Wouldn’t it be faster if you went?’

			‘Giants aren’t welcome there. There would be a commotion at the gates, things would get out of hand. Besides I am too big for its markets. It is safer if I send you two. I have an agent in the city, and I have alerted him to your arrival. He will be waiting at the gates.’

			Giant handed them both two stout sticks. ‘These will protect you. Though the lands here are relatively safe. And there will other protections.’

			May nodded. She was slightly annoyed to be leaving her work. The tower was big enough to occupy her attention.

			They left that day.

			After a few hours they reached a trail that became a road. They passed farm houses and fields. Jane was good company. Neither of them talked that much.

			That night they lay beneath the stars. It was a summer evening, but in the mountains that didn’t mean a lot. Still the air was not uncomfortably cold, and both were used to sleeping in the open, even if it was the trompe l’oeil openness of Giant’s tower. May had forgotten how many stars there were. They burst the dam of night, flooded the darkness with their intricacy. She resisted the impulse to count all of them.

			The night grew colder. May slept next to Jane and they held each other and talked. The day had been silent. The night was given to chatter. There was so much gossip. But after a while, they just lay there.

			‘Are you happy?’ Jane said.

			May thought about it. It was years since she had thought about it really, which probably meant that she was.

			‘Yes,’ she said. ‘Are you?’

			‘Yes,’ Jane said.

			And they kissed, once. 

			May fell asleep; thinking about that kiss.

			They reached the city the next day. The giant’s agent waited for them. He was a nervous sort of man, but thorough.

			The city itself was crowded. May was glad to have the agent’s advice. Items were procured, and with them a small cart and a horse.

			Jane and May were on the road again the day after. The city behind them.

			Just as they reached a turning in the road, a man confronted them.

			May gripped the stave that Giant had given her. And the man laughed.

			‘I am not here to hurt you,’ he said. ‘Only to take the things in your cart.’

			‘We can’t let you do that,’ Jane said.

			She swung her stave speculatively.

			‘Tall girl,’ the man said. ‘I am very good at taking what I want.’

			He whistled and two men stepped from behind the cart.

			‘It would be better if you left now,’ May said.

			‘It would be better if you just walked away from the cart,’ the man said.

			He strode towards them confidently.

			May struck out with her stave and he caught it easily and pulled it from her grip.

			He smiled at her. Then frowned. A bird had settled on his shoulder.

			‘Put down the staff,’ the bird said. ‘Or you will lose an eye. And that will be but the first of your troubles.’

			The man batted at the bird, it flew easily away. A dozen black birds had settled on the cart.

			‘Run, little men,’ they said.

			Twenty more birds – May was good at counting birds – perched on branches around them.

			‘Run.’

			And the thieves ran.

			May picked up her stave.

			‘These are dangerous roads,’ Jane said.

			May nodded. ‘But I didn’t feel scared.’

			‘Neither did I.’

			They slept beneath the stars again. And this time they did more than kiss. And May was happy.

			The seventeenth floor was bare except for a warehouse. It contained three thousand and eleven china cups, each of which had been painted. Thirty were of black birds, five hundred and two were of giants but not Giant, the rest were of various animals and trees; there was even a cup with a painting of May. She looked very serious.

			Jane sometimes came with her. Irritatingly she would point out things that May had missed, though May had only not gotten to them yet.

			They had kept the staves from their journey to the city. And as the years passed they became increasingly useful as walking sticks.

			The work of cataloguing was a long and slow endeavour.

			On the tenth floor. Near what was obviously a false wall, Jane found a door.

			‘What is this?’ She opened it and peered in.

			May knew what it was. ‘That way is forbidden,’ she said, though she looked through the doorway too. Beyond was a long, narrow tunnel, and another door.

			‘How do you know?’

			‘Giant told me.’

			‘Shall we?’ Jane said.

			The door beyond called her. May thought of the life that Giant had given her: the work and the home and the love. She looked at that door a long time.

			‘No,’ she said, at last.

			Jane nodded. She shut the door.

			‘You were wise not to go that way,’ Giant said.

			‘Everyone deserves secrets,’ May said. She had told Giant that she had found the forbidden place.

			‘Yes, and you have never gone looking.’

			‘I didn’t have time.’

			‘There is always time.’

			‘You’ve cared for me. I have never been harmed, you’ve saved my life.’

			‘I saved your life, when it was threatened by a position I put you in.’

			‘Do you want me to go through that door?’

			Giant laughed. ‘Not yet. And maybe never, though there may come a time when it is necessary.’

			One day the bells rang and May descended from the house she shared with Jane. Jane had offered to come with her, but May had waved the offer away.

			‘I’m not so old yet that I need your arm to take me down the stars. Besides you are as old as me.’

			Jane smiled. ‘I’ll be here when you get back.’

			May kissed her on the cheek.

			‘I would expect nothing less.’

			She walked down the stairs, leaning on her stave. She had managed to catalogue almost twenty floors. There were eight left, each larger than the last. She doubted that she would ever finish them.

			Most days she stayed at home.

			When she reached the hall, Giant was waiting for her.

			‘You could have come and visited me, you know,’ May said. ‘I’m not as young as I used to be.’

			Then she realised that it had been years since she had last seen Giant. My, oh my, where had that time gone?

			Giant smiled. It was a gentle, weary smile.

			‘I am dying, May,’ Giant said. ‘I wanted to say goodbye.’

			May looked at the giant. It appeared as ageless as ever.

			‘The end has come upon me quickly. You have been a good servant. I only hope that I have treated you with kindness.’ Giant closed its eyes, then opened them again. ‘Another giant may come, or may not. But the tower will remain as it always has.’

			‘You were always kind,’ May said.

			Giant smiled, closed it’s eyes, and opened them. And then it told her about the forbidden room. May listened though she did not want to.

			When Giant was done, it closed its eyes again, and this time it did not open them.

			Giants do not rot. They do not decay. They become stone. Giant sat upon its throne, motionless and vast. Giant is probably there still. Giant is long, long gone.

			No other giant came to the tower, not then.

			May continued her work. She catalogued and counted and wondered. And if she did it more slowly it was not for any lack of enthusiasm. However, age is a slowing thing.

			May lived with Jane until they were old and then one day Jane said, ‘I am very unwell.’

			May looked at her face and kissed her cheek, then looked at her again, very thoroughly.

			‘You don’t look unwell.’

			‘I can feel it in me,’ Jane said. ‘I think I’ve felt it for some time, but I didn’t want to worry you.’

			May felt a coldness build within her. A dread that had always been there, but which she had always managed to ignore.

			Jane touched her face. ‘Don’t be afraid. I will be with you always.’

			‘But you will not.’

			‘Yes,’ Jane said.

			She died in her sleep, and May woke to her corpse. To wake to the cold body of your love is a hard thing, but the world has its hardness as well as its delights and it is not for me to pretend otherwise. It is how it is.

			There is always one that leaves and one that is left.

			May cradled her in her arms, then she did as all people do (in one way or another), she buried her love in the earth. And she cried her tears and felt all the rages and sadnesses that come at endings.

			The way to the forbidden room was long and she did not think she could make it. But she wanted to try. One thing ends and another begins until you choose to begin nothing. And May was not such a person. Not then, and she knew that Jane would have it no other way.

			She climbed the tower slowly. She was not the girl that she had once been, but there was strength in her yet.

			‘Welcome,’ said the room. ‘Do you know what I am?’

			‘You’re the maker of giants.’

			‘I am one of them, yes,’ the room said. ‘Is that what you wish? To be made into a giant?’

			‘Do you need to ask?’

			‘In these situations, yes. It is something of a tradition.’

			‘It’s what I wish,’ she said.

			She felt then a deep tiredness and lay herself down and slept.

			She woke in the small room and it was as Giant had told her. The room was smaller than her. The hall beyond too tiny, and she could still feel herself growing.

			She pushed.

			The movement hurt.

			To be reborn a giant is to know pain.

			She forced herself forwards. There was only one way, or there was no way. But the walls pushed in, tighter and tighter. She sighed. She knew that she had done her best. She pushed one last time against the walls and they ruptured and May fell free. 

			She lay painting and free on the field beyond the door. And there, exhausted, she slept again.

			When she woke, she was a giant in a tower and the tower sang to her and it was a song as sad as life and as happy as life too. And she smiled her giant’s smile.

			‘Giant,’ the sky said, ‘do you remember us?’

			‘Giant,’ the earth said, ‘do you remember us?’

			‘Giant,’ all those who lived in the tower said, ‘do you remember us?’

			‘Of course I do,’ the giant said.
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			Giants have become something of an obsession of mine lately. There’s something transformative, and powerful about them, but also something sad and almost ridiculous. They don’t fit into the physics of this world, however, they work in fairy stories though even there they are usually storms and torments and things that are made to tumble and die. 

			This giant, who arrived unannounced in a sort of fairy story about a girl sold by her poor parents, charmed me, and I knew it wasn’t a monster.

			I tend to noisy stories in my short fiction, but this was something that felt like it should be quieter, and somehow sadder and happier than the usual things I write. I’m very fond of it, and the moments of a life it contains. It also felt like a bit of practice for a novel that I have been working on for the last three years. Of course, it is nothing like that book but they circle around each other in curious ways, and both taught me a lot, which is really all you can ask of a story.

			Finally, this giant led to another girl and a giant, and they became a picture book which should see the light of day the year after next. You never know where a story will take you, or what other stories it will bring up in its wake. 

			Trent Jamieson is a multi-award winning novelist and short story writer. He is the author of the Death Works series, The Nightbound Land Duology, and Day Boy. Trent is working on his new novel The Stone Road.

			https://www.trentjamieson.com.au/
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			Why Dimension6?

			PD Ouspensy, the Russian esotericist, first formulated a way to think about the multiverse in six dimensions: three spatial dimensions and three space-time dimensions. 

			Picture a solid object, a cube with length, depth and height, tipping over the edge of a table. 

			Imagine that instant frozen in time — the fourth dimension. 

			Imagine that frozen instant occurring in an infinite number of parallel universes — the fifth dimension. 

			Now picture time unfreezing and the cube falling in all those universes with subtle and gross differences depending on the local conditions — the sixth dimension. 

			The six dimensions encapsulate the sum of all possible occurrences in the multiverse. 

			That’s where Dimension6 lives.
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			Next Issue

			We’ll be back on 5 October with a fresh line-up of new fiction from Mark Barnes, David Coleman and Ephiny Gale.

			You can download Dimension6 by visiting the Dimension6 webpage.

			We’d like to thank our affiliates for helping spread the Dimension6 word.

			AntiSF

			Canberra SF Guild 

			Cheryl Morgan 

			Sharon Johnstone 

			Tracie McBride 

			Mark Webb 

			Jonathan Strahan 

			Pulp Fiction Books 

			Bookonaut 

			Undead Backbrain 

			Robert Hood  

			Cat Sparks 

			Jack Dann 

			You can also sign up for our Mailchimp List to get instant notification of the next issue.

			Dimension6 is distributed under Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial-NoDerivatives 4.0 International licence
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