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			Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

			Keith Stevenson

			Rounding out our third year of Dimension6, it’s mindboggling to learn that total downloads of the last eight issues have topped 11,000! Our mission has always been to provide a platform for our authors to show their work to as wide an audience as possible. By anyone’s estimation, we appear to be succeeding. And this issue we have another diverse selection of all new fiction that takes you beyond death, to other planets and into our most primal fears.

			So sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.

		

	
		
			The Plastinarium — Zoë Harland

			You’re shopping around for a good corpse in Guben, Germany. Though, technically, only the left half is in Germany, while everything on the eastern side of the Lusatian Niesse belongs to Poland. The glassy, dark blue river snakes through rich green banks; on a sunny day, everything is saturated with wholesome, countryside colours. From an airplane window, the town could be a model made of plastic: squarish white houses with pottery-orange roofs; long, red-brick buildings that line the streets like massive blocks of Lego.

			The roads are all named things like ‘Karl-Marx Street’ and ‘Anne-Frank Street’, but the humble Uferstraße (Riverside Road) that runs parallel to the Oder-Niesse Line is where you can find the museum. In one of those giant Lego block buildings, the entrance would be almost indiscernible from the dozens of windows that are lined neatly along the sides if it weren’t for the angular, red sign suspended above the door. ‘PLASTINARIUM’, it says.

			You wait until nightfall before you enter through the front door. ‘Through’ in the most literal sense, because the glass melts away at the tips of your fingers. Passing through it feels like walking under a waterfall, but you are dry on the other side and you can look back and see that the glass has been restored behind you.

			During the day the lobby is garish with blood-orange carpet floors and bright blue plastic chairs, clustered around tables covered in magazines for waiting patrons, but at night the colours are subdued. The exit signs glow green and you find your own way to the exhibition rooms in the darkness. Tiny red lights blink in the corners of the ceilings, and the clever eyes of the security cameras gaze right through you. Medea’s chain protects the wearer from detection in the most subtle sense – you shouldn’t appear on the security footage at all, or trip any alarms, but were a real person to bump into you, you wouldn’t quite be ‘invisible’, but merely unnoticed. You’ve tested it yourself before, walking into traffic in the middle of Berlin, and while the cars all screeched to a halt there was no cacophony of honking horns or angry shouts. To the drivers, you appeared to be a natural, inevitable part of the environment.

			Making your way through the museum, you pause at every corner, listening for the breath of another human being. Two or three scientists – it’s hard to tell the exact number when they’re close together – are still working late hours in the Lernwerkstadt, and another, lone soul is dawdling in another distant part of the building. Probably a security guard doing his last rounds before locking up. You have time, it seems, so you can choose your specimen carefully.

			The first section of the museum is dedicated to the history of the place. Whole paragraphs describing the early days of the Plastinarium printed on the walls and little plaques in front of the glass cases. Inside the glass sit various body parts, propped up and posed in different ways. Disembodied heads, hands with curled fingers, skinless arms bent at the elbow to show how the biceps stretch and contract.

			Taking up the entire length of one wall, eight horse heads in various states of decay – upon reading the little plaque – demonstrate different preservation methods. Water-drying, paraffin, block embedded. The very last one, the fruit of the Plastinarium’s efforts, is the silicone plastinate model. It’s impressive, but you’ll have to wait and see if the same level of preservation can be achieved on a full cadaver. You continue through the museum.

			A preserved giraffe is comically posed, climbing up a tree in the middle of the Gallery, one side of its ribcage hanging open like a cabinet door. It is the first suitably whole cadaver you’ve seen. It’s impractically large, so you don’t linger too long on it. Another giraffe, this one poised in mid-gallop, has its head and neck pulled apart into sections, like a diagram on paper, but suspended by wires. One layer is the skull, another the plastinate muscles, another the skin, complete with eyelashes and lips and the splotchy pattern on its coat. A lot of the specimens are displayed like this, spread apart like puzzle pieces, and you wonder if this could be a problem. They might be too flimsy to support themselves.

			You sweep through the exhibits, looking for something suitable. A gorilla stands on two legs, leaning against a tree, skinless to show off its powerful muscles. On the other side of the tree a bundle of organs hangs from one of the branches, like a piñata. The gorilla is close to what you are looking for, fully preserved from head to toe. You consider using the animal exhibits for another test on another night, but it’s the human corpses that you are here for right now. An animal corpse would not fulfil the coven’s criteria.

			The Showroom, as the final exhibit section of the museum, is mostly humans. Bits and pieces, ears and eyes and cross-sections of faces are suspended inside glass cases. In one long display case is a head that has been sliced like a tomato, each sliver of skull and brain and flesh spread out so the innermost details are visible. Against one wall are a series fragile, intricate things that looks like moulds of various animals and body parts, shaped out of thin red wires, looking like they would belong better in an art gallery. They are actually whole systems of blood vessels, stiffened into place so that they retain the form they once had when they pulsed with life.

			There are quite a few full bodies to choose from. Most of them are posed in the middle of some sort of sporting activity. One is leaping over a high jump, back bent, the right side of his chest cut open to show one lung and half of his diaphragm. A skinny torso is suspended in front of a football goal, arms raised to defend, but for some reason it has no legs. From the head down to the stomach it is split down the middle, the muscles of its biceps pulled apart like a banana peel to show the bones inside. You’re not sure what this is meant to demonstrate. You’ve never seen something like this happen during a football game.

			Most of them, somehow, look more ugly than the animals. Anything short of a living, breathing human is rather disgusting, no matter how used to it you are, and these cadavers with their plastinated intestines exposed to the air, and their bones that do not quite line up don’t really appeal to you. Eventually, you settle on what looks like the most natural-looking one. Instead of performing some kind of athletic feat, this body is sitting down, casually slouching over a chess board. He’s waiting for his opponent to make a move.

			The floor around the exhibit is carpet, so you can’t use chalk like you’d prefer. You do happen to be practiced in using stones, so it isn’t much of a drawback. An even thirty-four smooth, black obsidians are enough to encircle the cadaver and the chess board, hugging closely to the corners of the glass case. After some consideration you decide to simply levitate the glass display case up and away from the posed body, rather than smashing it, or leaving it as a barrier between yourself and the subject, where it could cause interference. Now the glass case rests on the carpet near the closest wall, you reach into the near-infinite depths of the inside lining of your cloak and bring out all the necessary scrolls. You’ve memorised the spell, of course, but the coven appreciates decorum.

			Scrolls unfurling and swirling around you like ribbons, stones beginning to glow one at a time, each passing the bluish light onto the next, you recite the incantation.

			The chess-player blinks. After a moment he looks down at the chess board and, without even glancing at you, uses the hand that had been propping up his head to try and move one of the pawns. It’s stuck to the board and he frowns, tugging at it. At last he seems to notice that there is no opposing player sitting behind the white pieces, and he looks up at you.

			‘Guten abend,’ you say, nodding politely. The way he narrows his eyes tells you that he doesn’t speak German.

			‘What’s going on?’ he says. ‘I’m not. . . I shouldn’t be. . . can you take me back to the hospital, please?’

			‘You can speak,’ you say, pleased. ‘Can you stand?’

			He looks down, and an expression of mild surprise appears on his face when he sees that he has no skin.

			‘Oh. . . am I dead?’ With wobbly legs, he is able to stand up. He accidentally knocks the chessboard, which swings on its wires, but the pieces stay in place. ‘Is this what happens when you die?’

			‘Not usually,’ you say. ‘I’ve reanimated you. We don’t really have time to go into the details, but I can introduce myself. . . ’

			‘Are you a witch?’ he says, pointing at your cloak.

			‘Would that make you feel better?’

			‘No.’ He looks around, noticing the other display cases. ‘Are we in a museum? What’s. . .?’ He moves to step down from the platform.

			‘Stop!’

			You hold out a hand and he is forced to obey. He stiffens back into a statue, one leg still raised.

			‘I know you may not want to, but since I’m the one who reanimated you, you have to do as I say. I can’t have a dead person wandering around without supervision. Especially one in your state.’ You release him from the shoulders up, allowing him to move his head again. ‘Do you understand? Stay where you are.’

			He nods.

			‘I can’t hear you.’

			‘Yes.’

			‘What did you say?’

			‘Yes, Master,’ he says, finally getting it. You point and he returns to the seat in front of the chess board.

			‘This is a museum that displays dead bodies,’ you say. ‘This is what you signed up for.’

			‘I thought I was just going to be used in an experiment, or something,’ the chess player says. ‘You know, how cool would it be if they discovered some kind of cure for an incurable disease in my body?’

			‘It doesn’t seem like that has happened,’ you say.

			‘Can I ask something. . . um. . . Master?’ he says.

			‘Go ahead,’ you say.

			‘So. . . where’s the rest of your undead army?’

			‘I don’t have an undead army.’

			‘But what do you need me for?’ he says.

			‘Just some tests.’ You take your clipboard out from your cloak and write down notes on the conversation. His vocabulary seems good, and his cadence and volume don’t seem to be affected by his larynx being plastinated. ‘I’m doing my doctorate on Necromancy. We’ve never documented how this particular form of preservation affects reanimation.’

			‘A. . . a doctorate?’

			‘Yes.’

			He looks like he’s about to question you more, probably doubting that there is such a thing as a PhD in Necromancy.

			‘That doesn’t sound so bad, I guess,’ he says. ‘Here I was thinking you’d force me to go out on the streets and eat people’s brains.’

			‘See, it’s stereotypes like those that really hurt the community,’ you say. ‘Public opinions on Necromancy have gone way down ever since those zombie movies, but we’ve long known that the state of decay can have negative effects on the viability of the spell. Anyone who’s serious about the art knows that you need to use a fresh corpse. If it’s properly refrigerated in a morgue, the deceased can retain their mental capacity – even their memories and personality – after they’ve been reanimated.’

			‘Really?’ the corpse says. ‘How long have I been dead?’

			‘I have no idea,’ you say. ‘A while, probably. That’s what the test is. To see how well-preserved your body is, and what effects it will have on reanimation.’

			‘Okay.’

			First you write down a few more notes. His demeanour seems rather relaxed. Fresh corpses tend to panic a bit, and deteriorated corpses become unintelligible at about two weeks of decay. Mummified bodies were in vogue for a while because they were still in good physical condition yet were completely, robotically obedient. They could never handle more complex orders, however, and couldn’t retain memories at all, so unless the master was in total control at all times they would wander away from their tasks and. . . well, the results are never pretty.

			The long-held theory was that a soul separated from its body would lose its intelligence, regressing into a child, and eventually an animal, the longer the body was dead. It looks like your experiment is already proving that theory wrong. You can just imagine the look on Medea’s face when you tell her about your findings.

			‘Can you tell me your name?’ you say to the chess player.

			‘My. . . name?’

			‘You can’t have forgotten that much,’ you say. ‘I’m not going to tell anyone. This is a private study, so your personal details will be kept confidential. I think I’ve already thought of an alias I can use for you in my thesis.’

			‘Oh, yeah?’

			You nod at the chess board. ‘Deep Thought.’

			‘That sounds kind of cool,’ he says. ‘What’s your name?’

			‘That doesn’t really matter. . . ’ you say. ‘But you can call me. . . Medea.’ Without meaning to, you touch the chain with your fingers. It’s not too much of a stretch, really, because it’ll be your supervisor’s name on the top of your research paper. Her name being nodded at when your thesis is passed around the coven. Her name being credited first on the plaque if you ever do win the Würzburg Prize.

			‘Is something wrong?’ the corpse says.

			‘Nothing you need to worry about,’ you say. ‘I just need you to focus on the tasks that I give you. This is an experiment.’

			The corpse stares at you.

			‘I’d appreciate it if you simply do as you’re told,’ you say. ‘I can force you to obey me, but it does take a bit of effort. If you are compliant by your own will, then this shouldn’t take very long at all.’

			He nods. Good. Attached to the clipboard underneath your ‘preliminary notes’ page is the test paper, ready to go. ‘First, I’ll need to test your strength and flexibility. With and without magical enhancements.’

			‘Uh, okay. . . ’ He nods again, brow furrowed.

			You turn back to your clipboard, about to read out the instructions for the first test, when something tingles on the very edge of your perception. A living soul, the security guard you had sensed earlier, moving quite fast in this direction. You wonder what could have attracted his attention – maybe he is one of those occasional few humans who are sensitive to occult presence. The ones who claim to get chills down their spine in ‘haunted’ buildings. Then again, while you yourself have been protected from detection by Medea’s chain, the corpse has been talking very loudly. . .

			‘Are we going to start?’ the corpse says.

			‘Just a moment,’ you say, holding up a hand for him to be silent. ‘We might need to change locations. I had hoped that this would be quick, but. . . ’ You pause and think. Your first instinct was to take the test subject and leave for somewhere more secure, but the guard would surely notice that one of the exhibits is missing. The other option is standard: to break the spell and put the cadaver back in place until the guard leaves, but then it would just take even more time to set up all over again.

			‘Here,’ you say to the corpse, pointing him back towards the platform that he was seated on. ‘Someone’s coming. We’ll have to wait for them to go past.’

			‘What?’

			‘Here.’

			Once the two of you are up on the platform, teetering a little because it was only meant to hold one body, you pull Medea’s chain out of the front of your cloak and throw it over his head. The two of you wait, yoked together by the thin threads of woven silver.

			The corpse reminds you of a curious child, or even a monkey, fiddling at the chain, holding it close to his eyes, frowning at it with an open mouth. ‘Just don’t take it off,’ you say, slapping his hands away from it.

			‘What is it?’ he says, wide-eyed. ‘It’s pretty.’

			The guard enters through the far door and you watch him carefully. He flashes his torch around the room, covering every inch of every exhibit. White-moustached, portly, thoroughly desensitized to the rooms full of deceased that he walks through every day. He looks right at you, eyes unfocused, but his gaze sharpens again as soon as he looks away.

			‘He can’t see us?’ the corpse says. Then his eyes widen and he slaps his hand over his mouth.

			‘He can’t hear us either,’ you say. He takes his hand away from his mouth to reveal a goofy, lipless grin.

			‘You really are magic,’ he says.

			‘Yes, yes, it’s very impressive,’ you say, fixing your attention on the guard. ‘It looks like he’s on the way out. Just wait a second and we can get back to the. . . ’

			You can’t speak anymore, because the slack weight of the chain around your neck is suddenly pulled taught. The dainty, woven silver cuts painfully into the flesh around your windpipe, squeezing so tight that you can only splutter. You look back at the corpse, and he’s got both his hands balled into fists around the chain, pulling, pulling, pulling. . .

			You feel air flood your lungs again as you land hard on the carpeted floor. Your molecules are still fizzling from the short-distance teleportation, and your hand immediately goes to your throat. The skin isn’t broken, but there are definitely some blood vessels burst beneath the surface.

			‘Fräulein? Miss, you can’t be here,’ the elderly security guard says, standing over you. He looks fairly unperturbed by your sudden appearance, probably after-effects of the chain. ‘We are closed. Here, let me. . . ’ He reaches down to help you up, and you almost pull him over with how quickly you grab at his hand and yank yourself to your feet.

			‘I need to. . . ’ you start to say, breathlessly, as you look around. The revived corpse is gone. Medea’s chain hides him even from you. ‘This is bad,’ you say under your breath, watching the confused security guard out of the corner of your eye as you assess the situation. ‘I need. . . this is very bad.’

			‘I’m sorry?’ the security guard says, tilting his head to one side. ‘You have lost something?’

			‘Ja,’ you say. ‘And I apologise in advance. I’ll need to borrow you for this evening.’ He continues to look questioningly at you as you take him by the hand and lead him out of the exhibition room. ‘Is there a way to lock down the building so that no one can leave?’

			‘I do not see why. . . ’

			‘One of your exhibits has been stolen. See?’ You point back to the platform with the chess set.

			‘S-stolen?’

			‘So, is there a way to lock down the building before the thief escapes?’

			The security guard stumbles over his English. ‘I-I do not think we have something like that. . . The front door should be locked. . . We have never had a break-in. . . ’

			‘No matter, then,’ you say. ‘Just one more thing. Can you tell me how these specimens are procured?’

			Sensing living humans is second-nature for a witch. She must be always careful, always wary of discovery. Learning to sense other witches is necessary too, for fears that a rival might spy through use of a familiar to learn secrets. A reanimated human, however, is usually something that can be detected with the five basic senses. Their stench, their shuffling walk, their damaged vocal chords, their visible decay. So it is unusual, though not impossible, to resort to locating one via sixth sense.

			The guard watches you curiously as you pull more and more items out of the lining of your cloak.

			‘Are you some kind of performer?’ he says. ‘Is this a stunt? Am I being filmed?’ He looks up at the corners of the ceiling at the blinking lights of the security. Then he looks down again and flinches in surprise. ‘Was. . .! Die. . . what happened to the exhibits?’

			You look up from your equipment. The Showroom floor is covered in shards of broken glass. Standing cadavers have been knocked over, and a few of the smaller ones are missing entirely.

			‘He’s being mischievous,’ you say, shaking your head. ‘Right now he could be doing something to one of us, but it remains hidden from your perception until he has moved away.’ You pause. He should be able to hear you, so you wait a few seconds to see if you find yourself knocked to the ground. Nothing. ‘Maybe you should check the other rooms. To see if there is any more damage.’

			‘Oh, no, Fräulein,’ he says, shaking his head. ‘I cannot leave you here alone. Bitte. Please stay with me. I will call the Polizei.’

			‘You know what would be more useful?’ you say. You draw out from your cloak a velvet, drawstring bag and shove it into the guard’s idle hands. ‘I need a circle. About. . . ’ You hold out your arms just wider than shoulder-width. ‘. . . That diameter.’

			‘Die-ameter?’ he says. He almost drops the bag when he takes it, not expecting it to be so heavy. He tugs the opening wider and pears inside at the dozens of rounded, black stones. ‘I do not. . . ’

			‘I’m very sorry, but you’re slowing me down.’ Out of your mess of objects on the floor you pick out a small glass vial, about the length of your finger. Before the poor, confused guard can even register what you’re doing, you’ve grabbed his hand and pricked his thumb with a tiny needle and caught a drip of blood in the vial. As soon as you seal the lid, he snaps to attention, eyes clouded. ‘The circle, please,’ you say, and he marches off to clear the carpet of glass so he can start laying down the stones.

			You give the vial a little shake and frown. This wouldn’t have happened if you had just overridden the corpse’s will from the very start. Explaining everything to him, giving him even the smallest degree of agency over his reanimated body was unnecessary for the experiment. The ‘Great Ethical Dilemma’ of Necromancy, as Medea calls it, regarding the dignity of the deceased – your supervisor was always on the side that preferred the safety of the caster over the dignity of the deceased, while you thought yourself a bit more compassionate. But you’re starting to think that tonight might change your opinion.

			You turn back to your equipment and find it has been scattered across the room. ‘Very funny,’ you say, kneeling down to pick some things up again. ‘So then, you’re not going to try and escape onto the streets? No greater purpose you have for your newfound immortality than to mess with me?’

			You leave him that little thought to chew on while you gather up the pewter saucer and five dice made of bone that are needed for the locator spell. With the saucer’s base flat on the floor, the dice gather together when you toss them in, sliding down the polished sides to the bottom of the curve. You place your hands on the sides of the saucer, channelling energy through the highly conductive material, and the dice start to move.

			Behind you, the security guard yells out and you feel a stab of pain in your side. It’s exhausting, having to keep track of so many things at once: control over the security guard, continuously scanning for any other human presence, and trying to start the locator spell. And now your connection to the guard is under stress. You look over your shoulder to see what has happened to him, and immediately feel the saucer whisked out of your hands.

			The old security guard is lying on his back, spread-eagled.

			‘Sir, I don’t have time for you to be unconscious,’ you say. Concentrating, ignoring the pain, you force him into a standing position. Eyes closed, head lolling, he goes back to finishing the circle. You can feel the connection beginning to whither as your energy levels start to decrease. You have to be fast.

			The saucer and the dice are gone. A quick look around the floor and it seems like he’s moved them to another room. Keeping your fingers closed tight on the vial, you move into the Gallery and immediately spot the saucer teetering on top of the giraffe’s head.

			‘You’re a good climber,’ you say aloud. ‘That’s interesting. Most corpses can’t hold their own weight if they’re more than a few weeks old.’ You blink, closing your eyes for just a fraction of a second, and the gorilla has been moved right in front of you, staring you down with its teeth bared. ‘I’m getting tired of this game. Would you like to make a deal?’

			You blink again, and the gorilla is lying on its side on the floor. ‘You’re interested? Because the reanimation spell I cast was powerful, but you seem to have figured out already that it will fade if you move too far away from me. Isn’t that right? I’m still your master.’

			Next, the gorilla appears flipped over, lying the other way.

			‘I have no idea what you’re trying to tell me,’ you say. ‘Why don’t you take off that thing and we can talk. I won’t force you to do anything. Just tell me what you want.’

			Somewhere in your peripheral vision, you see movement. The air itself appears to be shaking, shimmering like a mirage on a hot day. The corpse of the man pops back into existence, sitting on the back of a plastinated elephant on the far side of the room. He’s holding the chain up over his head, like a halo, ready to put it back on if you try anything.

			‘I hope you haven’t broken it,’ you say. ‘It’s very valuable.’

			‘What do you mean a “deal”?’ he says warily.

			‘I mean a deal, of course,’ you say, rolling your eyes. ‘I can’t have an invisible dead man wandering about.’

			‘Why not?’ he says, pouting. ‘I was just having fun.’

			‘Let me be more specific,’ you say. ‘I can’t have an invisible, stupid dead man wandering about.’ He frowns at you, like a child being teased by an older sibling. ‘I have an experiment that I’m trying to do, and I can’t be babysitting you while you have your “fun”. Now, if you give me back the pretty necklace, I’m sure there’s something I can do for you.’

			‘Can you bring me back to life?’ he says. How predictable. ‘I mean, you know, properly?’

			‘Maybe. . . It would require. . . hmm. . . ’

			‘What?’ He lowers the chain a little.

			‘I can do it,’ you say. ‘I don’t think I’ll be able to restore your former appearance, but I can make you a new face. A new identity. And you’ll need to promise me that you won’t be a liability – you can’t tell anyone about what happened to you, and if you hurt anyone or break the law then I’ll be held responsible by my superiors.’

			‘Sure,’ he says, nodding vigorously. ‘Yeah, that makes sense. . . wait, will I be immortal, or will I just die again eventually?’

			You grin the wickedest, witch-est grin you can manage. ‘Whatever you like. Either is within my power.’

			He says something beneath his breath, and though you’re not an expert at lip-reading people who have no lips, his expression suggests, ‘Cool. . . ’

			‘I have made the preparations,’ you say, motioning, like a gracious host, back to the Showroom.

			You approach the security guard, who is standing vigil beside the completed magic circle. His body is rigid, twitching slightly, and it appears as though his eyes have rolled upwards so that only the marbled whites are visible – it’s only your control that is keeping him standing. Your hand tightens around the vial of his blood, ready to give another command in case of emergency.

			The corpse has followed at a distance, now holding the chain in only one hand and letting it hang by his side.

			‘It’s just like what I did before,’ you say, gesturing to the circle. ‘It might take a little longer. I have to replenish the energy I spent on the first one.’

			He’s no longer listening to you. ‘So it’s like I’ll be double alive,’ he says stupidly, expression awed.

			‘You remember what I’m asking in return, right?’ you remind him as he moves towards the circle. He looks down at the chain in his hand, taking a little too long. For a moment you think he is going to change his mind.

			‘Okay,’ he says, tosses the chain at you and steps into the circle.

			‘I thought for sure that wouldn’t work,’ you say. He doesn’t even realise what’s going on as the stones begin to glow orange, like hot coals. ‘If there’s anything worse than a zombie with no sentience, it’s a zombie with no common sense.’

			‘What?’ he says. He tries to turn around and look at you, but finds that his feet don’t move.

			‘I guess I didn’t need him after all,’ you say. With a quick squeeze, the vial in your hand shatters, and you hear the security guard collapse behind you. ‘I thought it was going to be a lot trickier than that.’

			‘Wait. . . you’re turning me back?’ the corpse says.

			‘Of course,’ you say, sighing. ‘The experiment is over.’

			‘Did I. . . pass the test?’ he says, eyes widening as his body starts to freeze up. First his legs, then his arms. His torso wobbles backwards and forwards, like a hinge, before his waist turns back into plastic.

			‘Yes, I got some very conclusive data,’ you admit. ‘But I’m afraid it’s unusable. I’ll have to find another test subject who is. . . less of a handful.’

			The last thing to be robbed of artificial life is his mouth, which hangs open, trying to force out a last word before it is repositioned shut. The ridiculous corpse returns to the state she found in him – appearing deep in thought, ruminating on his lost second chance at life.

			‘I do not know what is taking them so long,’ the security guard says. He has you in temporary handcuffs – the plastic kind that are intended to keep cables bundled together, bound around your wrists – standing on the side of the road in front of the museum.

			‘It is late,’ you say. ‘Maybe they’ve all. . . fallen asleep.’

			He looks at you and stifles a chuckle. Silly foreigner, he is probably thinking, the police station is open twenty-four seven. He is still smiling serenely to himself when a blue and silver car glides down the road through the darkness of early morning. He does not take notice of how suddenly it appeared, or how quietly, but stands at attention when the police officer opens the door and steps out.

			‘Thank you for waiting,’ the police officer says warmly. She takes you by the elbow and pushes you into the backseat. You watch as Medea and the security guard converse in German for a couple of minutes – he asks when the department will need his report of the incident and she asks about the extent of the damage. When he answers he keeps pausing and stammering, trying to recall. The memory’s starting to go, he says, grinning amiably. He’s thinking about retirement soon.

			He waddles back into the museum, locking the front door, waving at the nice policewoman as she drives away with the vandal. About a hundred metres down the road, Medea stops the car and lets you climb into the front seat.

			‘Not impressed,’ she says curtly. She doesn’t look at you, keeping her eyes on the road. A thrumming sensation beneath your seat tells you that the car is already morphing back into its regular appearance.

			‘Yes,’ you say. ‘I know.’

			‘But since we’re not going to use the data. . . between you and me, how well did the spell work?’

			‘Oh, it worked just fine,’ you say. ‘The plastination preserved the tendons and the muscles excellently. He moved just like a fresh one.’

			‘But perhaps a bit too lifelike,’ Medea says, a smile tugging at her lips.

			‘The “donor” was on death row in the States,’ you say. That’s what the security guard told you. ‘He signed up to donate his body because he thought it might lessen his sentence. He was in jail for half his life. It’s no wonder he reacted so badly to being under my control.’

			‘You think that so much of his original personality remained in his reanimated brain?’

			‘Maybe.’

			She grins at you. ‘Sounds like you should be rewriting your thesis statement.’
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			There’s not much more inspiration behind this story than seeing photos of real plastinated corpses and thinking, ‘Wow, imagine that thing coming at you in a dark alley.’ That, and just a general sort of fascination with modern fantasy. Would witches and wizards really be running around in robes and big hats today?

			Second person is kind of like a guilty pleasure for me. It has its roots in choose-your-own-adventure novels and text-based adventure games and other hokey things like that, so it can feel weird when it’s trying to do anything but be silly. But, at the same time it’s also sort of intimate. Like you’re reaching inside the reader and taking control of them.

			Hence the not-so-subtle theme of control going on in this story. The whole time our main character is forcing her will over this zombie, she literally has a chain around her neck. Maybe one day she’ll escape from the shackles of academia.

			This is pretty exciting for me since it’s my first publication in a magazine (and one that I really like!). By daylight I’m a technical writer for a software company, but if that doesn’t thrill you, try my blog instead: http://zoeharland.blogspot.com.au/
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			All the Colours of the Tomato — Simon Petrie

			Jojo’s bananas had been recognisable, if surreal; her oranges had been green, and exquisitely textured; her pears surprisingly dark, but well-delineated. But her tomatoes. . . Marcus nudged the fiveway in under the awning. He craned the proxy down for a closer look at the canvas, taking care not to overbalance, while the grover artist wandered off to the corner to defecate. As she squatted, her eyes flicked repeatedly, anxiously, towards the enclosure’s sole tree, and beyond to the expanse of Sessum savannah visible through the tall direl-mesh fencing that shielded Jojo from the world beyond.

			The tomatoes in the bowl shone pinky-red in the alcove’s blend of natural and artificial lighting, highlights showing on the fruit’s smooth skin. The tomatoes on Jojo’s canvas were a disturbed montage of colour: greens and purples and yellows all thrown together in a haphazard jumble, belying the unusual degree of care with which Jojo had laid down her patina of discordant tones. Even allowing for the imperfections of the fiveway’s colour transmission, the disjuncture between object and Jojo’s portrayal was extreme. The work unsettled Marcus, in a manner quite different to the normal effect of her artwork. He put it down to some weird alien brain thing, grover dementia or some such.

			Jojo was damaged goods, the last of her troupe, solitary survivor of an attack by the cryptosaurines. She’d seen parents, siblings, cousins reduced to scraps of fur and bone before her eyes, while she’d clung, terrified, to the topmost branches. In the wild, she’d be dead already; here in the base, she was kept under obs so they could ‘learn about grover culture, get a sense for their abilities and intelligence, find out how they manage to coexist with the cryps, and, of course, provide her with a safe haven.’ They made it sound, Marcus thought, as though they were doing her a kindness.

			It wasn’t a kindness.

			Marcus was not yet highly skilled in reading grover behaviour – fact of the matter was, none of the base’s xenobehaviourists were – but you didn’t need to be fully expert to see that Jojo was. . . not right. She moved as infrequently as possible, ate barely enough to sustain herself. Her blue-grey fur lay lank and dusty along stick-thin limbs; her too-wide head, with its too-big eyes and protruberant proboscis, hung heavy on a neck that didn’t look equal to the task of supporting it. She didn’t vocalise, didn’t engage. Interactive toys sprawled, bleeping, twitching and untouched, across the dirt floor of her enclosure. Bedding lay unused in the neocrete hut designated as her sleeping area; Jojo preferred to sleep outside, in the dirt, in the main building’s shadow. The two fiveways in her enclosure – the second, seldom ever animated – were treated as bulky obstacles, multi-limbed inconveniences, whether they moved or stayed static: not feared, not puzzled over, just ignored. The tree, sufficiently far from the direl fenceline that the gap couldn’t be jumped, was consistently skirted: Jojo stuck, pretty much, to the open-air edges of the enclosure, most of the time within arm’s reach of a lethally-protective barrier. The only times she showed anything that might be guessed as enthusiasm were when, awkwardly, tentatively, she picked up an autobrush and approached the canvas. The act of painting might take minutes, might take hours, but held her undivided attention for as long as the task took. Marcus didn’t think he’d ever seen anything give her such trouble as those tomatoes.

			Her toilet finished, she wandered back around the enclosure, past the stumpy-legged easel, gave the canvas a brief, dismissive stare and sat in the opposite corner, listless once more. Marcus took this as his cue to manipulate the tomatoes into the fiveway’s sample pouch, for subsequent disposal. There was a momentary lapse in feed, and in the pixellated confusion of the systems glitch, one of the tomatoes burst, its thin skin ruptured by an inexpert gripping gesture. Red juice and tomato pulp ran down the casing of the proxy’s legs. Marcus wasn’t the best at bending the fiveways to his will; a half-hearted effort at wiping the mess away merely served to make it worse.

			Two days later, Marcus invoked the image on his flexy, showed it to Ngaire and Attilla as the three of them took lunch in the base’s canteen. The others stared at it for several seconds. They’d been talking about the latest fiveway / cryptosaurine skirmish – the small apex predators would attack anything that moved – and Marcus was convinced that his attempt at nudging the conversation onto a fresh topic was doomed. But at length Attilla looked up from the flexy and asked, around a mouthful of bread and gravy, ‘It supposed to be anything?’

			‘Tomatoes.’ Marcus held Attilla’s gaze – prominent nose slightly hooked, overhanging full lips, broad forehead, thick tawny eyebrows, curiously pale grey eyes – for as long as he dared, while the blood rushed to his own cheeks. Xenobehaviourist, grade C2, with feelings – yearnings – for a certified, highly-distinguished, A1-grade Mission Specialist? No chance. No chance in hell.

			‘Tomatoes?’ Ngaire echoed, cutting across Marcus’s wistful, doomed reverie like a scalpel. ‘Wow, she’s really fucking lost it, big time. Someone should do the decent, pull the plug. That’d be the humane thing. No offence, Marcus.’

			‘Not disagreeing with you there,’ said Marcus, though he was careful to avoid eye contact while he said it. ‘Well, not on the humane bit, anyhow. But there’s more to it than that.’

			‘How d’you mean?’ asked Attilla.

			‘Wish I knew.’

			‘Then how,’ asked Ngaire, ‘do you know there’s more to it? I’m sorry, but I could eat a kilo of assorted acrylic pigments and sh – ’

			‘If you saw how long it took her to paint this – ’

			‘So she’s a crap artist,’ replied Ngaire, gesticulating with hands that always seemed too long for those olive-skinned arms: a creature of wire, energy, and spite, was how Marcus had come to think of the woman. ‘But I don’t see how you can read anything of significance into what’s just a horrendous misrepresentation of a few pieces of fruit.’

			‘I don’t know what significance, or even if any,’ said Marcus, growing exasperated that the conversation wasn’t playing out as he’d hoped. ‘All I’m trying to say, if you saw the concentration that went into producing this, the effort, I mean I know it looks like she just smooshed a whole bunch of paint down on the canvas, but there’s actually a lot of repainting, a lot of touching up, went into this. A hell of a lot of detail work, even if it doesn’t look like it. She was trying harder than I’ve ever seen her, to get this right.’

			‘Boy, did she screw up,’ said Ngaire, pushing her chair back.

			‘And it’s not just the painting,’ Marcus continued, flustered despite his attempts at composure. ‘I mean, not just her painting it. You know that gallery we’ve set up for her, in her enclosure?’

			‘You’ve set up a gallery for her? That’s so cute,’ Ngaire answered, standing, placing such an emphasis on the last word that Marcus was left in no doubt that the implied derision was directed not just at Jojo. He felt colour rise to his cheeks.

			‘Oh, leave off, Nye,’ said Attilla, favoring Marcus with a disarming, shark-mouthed grin. ‘So what’s the deal with her gallery?’

			‘Not a clue,’ answered Marcus, almost pathetically grateful for Attilla’s interest. ‘But there’s maybe twenty of her pictures displayed for her up there now, including a couple she’s done since this. Three guesses which one she spends the most time staring at.’

			‘So what does it mean?’ Attilla asked.

			‘You tell me.’

			The best spot for sleeping, alongside the big blocky, rocky intrusion, where the structure’s breath stayed warm on even the coldest nights, was also one of the best vantage points offered within her new territory. From here, she could see a large expanse of the world-beyond-the-barrier, a sight which both intrigued and unnerved her, and she could choose to look out towards the distant upthrust of the island’s centre without needing to pay any notice to the tree that interrupted her territory. Once, her memory insisted, she had dwelt in such a tree herself, but the memory was troubled, twisted, sleep-wrecking. The tree was unsafe.

			A single tree is always unsafe.

			The other things that intruded upon her domain, the angled ones, also awoke her unease, though one barely moved and the other furnished her with food and tools. They smelt unfamiliar, wrong; their presence spoke of dangerous abilities; they did not belong.

			But then, who did? The world had grown strange, these past months. There was a hint of menace in the sky.

			With three ‘hands’ awkwardly gripping the rock face, Marcus chanced a look down, feeling his fiveway’s grasp slip, knowing all the while that it was a mistake. Only the watchfulness, lightning-fast reflexes, and expert-level skill of Ngaire, piloting the accompanying fiveway, prevented his own proxy from falling a couple of hundred metres to a messy, embarrassing, and expensive death on the rocky outcrops that rimmed the base of the mesa’s south-eastern cliffs. (The fiveways were, of course, flight-capable; but he knew, and surely she did too, that he’d never be able to break into glide mode while in extremis like this.)

			‘Easy,’ Ngaire’s voice breathed in his earpiece, in the true darkness of the proxy control room beside him, as all the while her fiveway pinned his own against the sun-warm, treacherous, slow-crumbling cliff-face.

			‘Easy for you to say,’ Marcus bit back, stunned by the rapidity with which he’d lost control of the proxy. ‘Some people just aren’t cut out to be fiveway pilots.’ He couldn’t make Ngaire out, at all. At times so abrasive, other times – not.

			‘You just haven’t had enough practice,’ she suggested, maintaining the pressure, from her fiveway’s two left-flank limbs, that for the moment was all that arrested his own device against an unarguably-lethal fall. ‘Take your time. Like you’ve been doing with Attilla.’

			‘What?’ Marcus’s surprised flinch almost succeeded in wresting his fiveway from Ngaire’s anchorage against the cliff-face.

			‘Easy,’ she cautioned again. ‘It’s pretty bloody obvious you’re attracted to him, Marcus. I doubt it’s reciprocated, but he doesn’t confide and he’s a little harder to read than you are. Worst thing you can do in this kind of situation is to rush.’

			‘Are you talking about that, ah, predicament? Or this predicament?’

			‘Both, I guess. But let’s focus on the task at hand. Just quit panicking, and get up the fucking cliff.’

			‘I don’t recollect there being a “gravity off” switch,’ he snapped, embarrassment, confusion and dread all weltering within him.

			‘There isn’t,’ said Ngaire, calmly, refusing to be drawn by his exasperation. ‘But I’ve got you. You’re safe.’

			‘This must be some strange new – ’

			‘Hush. Move your left forelimb. No, not like that, like this. Yes. Now twist the wrist a little, deploy the grapnel-tips on the digits. Then just rake it down, slowly, gently, until it catches.’

			‘On what?’

			‘Doesn’t matter. You just need to find a crevice, a spur. Some feature to grab onto, anchor yourself with. Make sure you press down plenty hard on it, just to see it’s going to be able to take your – to take the fiveway’s weight. If it’s crumbling, let it go – you don’t want to go with it, just feel around for another bit to grab.’

			‘Okay. Think I’ve got something. But there’s no way this feels safe.’

			‘One level, it’s not. But if you make sure you’re holding on at three points at once, you should be right. Right? Then try the same with the left hindlimb. Hindlimb. Gently. Gently.’

			Marcus’s palms were sweating; his face was flushed. ‘Can’t you just help hold the fiveway here while I sign out and let Attilla take over? I mean, he could run one of these things up this cliff blindfolded.’

			‘He probably could,’ Ngaire conceded. ‘But would that further your aims in that area? Besides, there’s something up here I want to show you.’

			‘You said that already,’ Marcus noted, the edge creeping back into his tone. ‘What?’

			‘Not far now. Got the left hindlimb wedged good and proper? Good, now the right forelimb. . . ’

			‘I don’t feel like this is going to hold me,’ Marcus complained.

			‘It is holding you. I stopped pinning you half a minute ago.’

			‘You what?’

			‘Steady! Look, Marcus, you’ve got good anchorage. Just keep your cool, and you’ll manage. You can do this. Take a look around before you move on.’

			‘Last time I tried that,’ he complained, ‘I nearly managed to total half a million credits of governable instrumentation.’

			‘That was look down. Don’t look down. Look around. The fiveway’s well-anchored. Trust me.’

			He did trust her, oddly enough. He wasn’t sure why. Vertigo was a jealous mistress, even at a proxy’s remove. (And his dread of heights had a hair trigger: even the view from the fourth storey canteen window was enough to fire it.) With misgivings congealing in his throat, he commanded the fiveway to rotate its distributed optical sensors and to gaze out across the dust-hazed plain. Sessum’s sun, improbably large, disconcertingly red, hung high in the late-morning sky at his drone’s back, augmenting the proxy’s power supply and warming the cliff’s rockface. In the distance, Marcus could see straggletrunks and occasional stands of the dark, leafless, pipecleaner-branched wirewood trees in which the grovers took refuge; a lazy river, leading down to a tidal flat; a few hillocks hugged the eastern horizon, while the five-storey neocrete edifice of the xenobiol research institute was just visible, some kilometres distant, as an obvious and ill-suited imposition upon the sparsely-forested plain. The sky was dotted with what passed, on Sessum, for birdlife: small, aerobatic gullbats and, soaring high, larger stretchfliers: fur-winged creatures whose motif was endurance flight, born of the need to stay a lifetime’s span aloft, always grabbing food on the wing, staying as high as possible above the versatile, camouflaged killers that stalked the land. Mostly, though, it was the dark-tussocked carpet of the plain, rarely punctuated by other geographic features, that met his eyes; met his proxy’s sensors. It was, he was forced to admit, an impressive view: he felt as though he could see all of Lankin beneath him, though he knew from the base’s maps that the island was significantly bigger than this.

			If he’d wanted, he could flick the visual spectrum to UV, get a sense for just how many cryptosaurines there were down on the tussocked apron beneath the cliff, hunting out prey. Lying in ambush. Harrying lumbershells and crabcrawlers.

			He didn’t want. While most of the rest of the base seemed in awe of the island’s population of ruthless pocket carnosaurs, and spoke of the small apex predators with unalloyed admiration for their unparalleled lethality, Marcus just viewed them with foreboding. The same way, he imagined, that Jojo saw them. What must it be like, he wondered, to be sentient, and to know that, unless you cling to the very highest branches, you’re just meat?

			(Don’t look down!)

			‘Enough lollygagging,’ Ngaire chimed in his ear. ‘Back to it.’

			‘Nye. . . ’

			‘Yes?’

			‘I don’t think I can move.’

			‘Sure you can. Just slide the tail up. . . ’

			The offering was a tight-bunched group of shiny dark globes clustered on a flexible branched stem, the whole of it not too large nor too heavy to gingerly balance in one outstretched hand. She knew of fruit-clumps that took broadly this form – those that hung in the lower branches of the archtangle bushes, dangerously, tantalisingly close to the ground, were somewhat similar – though these were oddly-scented and, she had no doubt, would not taste sweet like the archtangle berries, but sour and tainted. She no longer even bothered to taste the offerings anymore; that was not their purpose.

			She replaced the clump on its pale platter, picked up the colour-stick – it took a minute, as it always did, to refamiliarise herself with the grip that gave the best control – and daubed a curl of dark pigment on the clean stretch-frame. Another curl beside it. Another.

			Each globe was uncomplicated, but there were a lot of them. This would take her a while.

			Beside her, at a distance she was prepared to accept as ‘safe’, the sometimes-active angled one stood, unmoving, a tiny glimmer of coloured light flashing steadily on its upper surface.

			The cave, when they reached it, felt scarcely less precarious than the cliff in which it was set: a steeply-sloping floor of crumbled rock scree, held in place only by a broad, modestly-upthrusting outcrop of rock at the cave’s mouth. Footing on the cave’s floor was treacherous, the ceiling jaggedly uneven in height – awkwardly so for an object the size and shape of their fiveways. Ngaire’s device, flattening itself against the scree, scuttled its way towards the cave’s further recesses with nary a show of concern, but Marcus was transfixed with yet more of the vicarious vertigo that had held him in its thrall out on the cliff face. Plus there was the characteristic problem with poking about within any cave on Sessum. . .

			‘Lean forward. Front left, front right,’ Ngaire advised, Marcus wondering how she could stay so patient. ‘Look, my fiveway’s anchored safely, I can pull yours up if it’ll help.’

			‘It might,’ Marcus conceded, wishing he could find a way to not feel so helpless, so out of his depth here. ‘But what about– ’ The gravel beneath his proxy’s right ‘foot’ started to slip from under him, and he threw himself – the fiveway – forward in blind panic. Ngaire’s fiveway reached out a couple of limbs to catch Marcus’s, and slowly, calmly she pulled it up from the cave’s hazardous rim. Dislodged scree still trickled down the cave’s floor to its entrance: Marcus listened in vain for the small sounds of impact on the plain far below, while his heart thundered desperately.

			The cave twisted up and to the right, with a choke point that was quite beyond his remote-aptitude to negotiate; Ngaire’s fiveway, its head/torso lamps throwing off confusing shadows in the gloom, had to guide his through the gap like an elder child leading a younger. In the air-conned quietude of the control room, he felt the simulated touch on his hand at once reassuring and disconcerting.

			There was level ground at the very back of the cave, a sharp-edged shelf scarcely deep enough to fit the two fiveways. Off to the left, a small blind pocket of darkness spoke either of a spot of sanctuary against gravity, or of a natural sinkhole. Broadening the spectrum of his fiveway’s visual sensors, he could determine that it was a shallow basin, choked with gravel and something else. Something organic. Scat. Dessicated scat, its odour long since dispersed. (The cave’s primary scent, according to his fiveway’s olfactors, was a kind of dry metallic cement-powder fruitiness; Marcus wasn’t sure how far he trusted that portrayal.)

			‘You were asking?’ Ngaire prompted.

			‘Cryptosaurines,’ he replied.

			‘Nope. No sign they’ve ever been here.’

			‘But – it’s just their type of environment. And they’re excellent climbers. C’mon, you can’t tell me this is beyond their ability to reach. If not from below, then at least from above.’ (It was a cliché, by now: find a cave, any cave, on Sessum, and there’d be cryptosaurines. And nothing else. If there’d ever been anything else on Sessum that took refuge in caves, that thing had not withstood contact with the cryptosaurines.)

			‘Apparently it is. There’s still more than half the mesa above us, plenty of cliff-face. And the biggest one of those overhangs is a doozy.’

			‘Then how come the droppings?’

			‘Cryps are excellent climbers. But grovers are better.’

			‘Grovers?’

			‘It’s grover shit.’

			‘You mean a different species, or subspecies, of cave-dwellers?’

			‘Not according to the genetic material in here, no.’

			‘But. . . arboreal. . . grovers almost never come down from the treetops, except to reclaim ammunition when they’ve run out of throw-stones. It’s their whole survival gimmick, their niche. I mean, the kind of gauntlet they’d have to run – and they’re not fast runners, by any means – just to reach the base of these cliffs. . . the nearest stand of wirewoods is hundreds of metres away. They’d be cut to ribbons.’

			‘It’s grover shit,’ Ngaire reiterated. ‘Very old, but it’s unambiguous.’

			‘How old?’

			‘Decades. Maybe centuries. The air in here’s dry enough to preserve it.’

			In the dark, filtered calm of the proxy control room, Marcus leaned back in his chair, closed his eyes. Tried to disentangle himself from the proxy feed.

			Try as he might, he couldn’t reconcile himself to the mystery Ngaire had revealed to him here. Grovers just weren’t cave-dwellers. They weren’t. It didn’t fit.

			‘So what d’you reckon?’ Ngaire asked.

			‘About this? How should I know?’

			‘You’re the nearest the Base has to a grover specialist.’

			‘No, I just happen to have the care of an orphan grover who may have formed the opinion that I – or rather, the fiveway I so clumsily navigate around its enclosure – is its parent. Or more probably, that its parents and everyone else from its extended family got torn to strips by cryptosaurines, in front of its eyes, and that my intrusions via the fiveway are merely a horrendous joke played out against its now-pointless existence.’

			‘Cheery.’

			‘Sorry. But I do appreciate seeing this. Even if I don’t understand why you felt it necessary that I experience the sheer visceral terror of freeclimbing a fiveway up here in the first place. I mean, you could’ve got Attilla or one of the others to make the climb, that’d be almost second nature to them.’

			‘But then, you’d have missed the opportunity to learn something about yourself in the process.’

			‘Ngaire,’ he explained patiently. ‘I already know I get vertigo. And am too criminally clumsy to be able to reliably pilot one of these things in an environment this extreme.’

			Ngaire laughed. ‘If you say so. But you managed the climb, nonetheless. I think that proves something. Ready for the descent?’

			‘You have got to be kidding me. I’m paging Attilla myself.’

			She laughed again.

			The next morning, Marcus decided to try something he hadn’t attempted for some weeks: to manoeuvre Jojo into painting a landscape.

			Jojo very much preferred still-lifes, and could obsess over the detail of a lemon, the complexity of a bowl of starfruit, the sheen of an aubergine. But she seemed to show no interest in what they were. It was, Marcus thought, merely a fascination with how they looked.

			Mindful that she was effectively a prisoner of their research effort, he strove always to give her a choice of subject matter. She had adjusted quickly to the selection routine, in which his fiveway proxy would unfold a display screen from its torso, on which would be presented a sequence of five monochrome images, cycling slowly through the set. At first the images comprised a landscape (always from a vantage point within Jojo’s enclosure itself); a depiction of a type of terran fruit or vegetable; some detail of fiveway anatomy; a view of Jojo herself, ranging from close portrait to full-figure; and an abstract.

			Though she sometimes lingered on the self-image (as, indeed, she did with the enclosure’s wall-mounted mirror), Jojo always chose the fruit or vegetable. After a while, Marcus stopped offering her any other imagery, and presented her with a choice of appropriately botantical subjects.

			Today, however, he’d dialled up a sequence of five vistas, from which the directionally-electrified mesh fencing had been carefully edited out: southwest, towards the stands of forest from which they’d rescued Jojo several months ago; west, a view of savannah dominated, in the foreground, by her enclosure’s captive and carefully-ignored tree; west again, offering a closer view of the tree; northwest, out across the savannah towards the cliffs, some half-dozen kilometres distant, where yesterday Ngaire had insisted on reacquainting him with his acrophobia; and north, more cliffs, and in the nearer distance, the watering-holes that were a favoured hunting-ground of the cryptosaurines.

			Jojo cycled through the scenes: she’d ‘trained’ this fiveway (or, in reality, Marcus) to interpret a wave of the autobrush as ‘Next!’ Her first pass through was hurried, dismissive. Looking for the fruit, Marcus thought. Her second perusal of the series of images was more cautious. Northwest, in particular, held her attention this time around. Then she glanced up at the sky, stood staring like an acolyte at the glowering red eye of Sessum’s sun for several seconds, and dropped the autobrush. Yellow pigment bled out on the enclosure’s brown-dirt floor.

			There was no painting done that day.

			The intruder was thick-limbed, utterly foreign, and strangely equipped: its face shinily-shielded and studded; torso, limbs and hands covered in fabric like the stretch-frame stuff, but flexible; feet so clumpy that climbing would surely be impossible. She felt only slightly uneasy – it had encroached before, but had kept a careful distance, had never attempted to corner her.

			Besides, there were sturdy branches within reach, if she needed to protect herself.

			On this occasion, the intruder was staring at that section of the artificial structure against which her depictions of past offerings had been placed. It gazed at one after another of the daubed stretch-frames, apparently unaware of its vulnerability in placing its back towards her. But she was adequately fed, and could not be bothered attempting the kill.

			Also, it smelt wrong. There was every reason to believe it would taste no better than the offerings.

			She watched the intruder, watching her daubings, wondered what it felt when it looked upon them. Perhaps it was hungry.

			If so, she could not help it. She had already eaten her own food this morning; and the angled one always took the offering away when she had finished recording it.

			The comms tone on his flexy revealed the caller. He fought down his suddenly-increased heartrate, cringing at the accompanying blush, killed the sim and bid the screen to darken before he answered, voice-only. ‘Marcus,’ he said.

			‘Yeah, it’s me,’ replied Attilla. Pause. ‘You busy?’

			Calm. ‘Hardly. What’s up?’

			‘Got something might interest you.’

			‘What, exactly?’ Marcus asked, heart still thumping as he got up, slid the wall lighting up to standard, and moved to his room’s sole chair. What must be showing in my voice? he wondered. ‘Is it – uh – something I need to drop by for, to witness in person?’

			‘Oh, hardly.’ The dismissive tone in Attilla’s voice may have been unintended; but that didn’t stop it cutting. C2. A1. You’re a fool to ignore that. ‘You remember that grover dissection that Katrin and Pirkko conducted a few weeks back?’

			‘Uh – you mean the one from the cryptosaurine kill?’

			‘Yeah, that one.’

			‘What about it? I thought they’d said they didn’t learn much that they didn’t already know.’

			‘Not at the time, perhaps,’ said Attilla. ‘But there’ve been some interesting results come out of the subsequent cellular-level analysis.’

			‘Such as what?’ Spit it out, will you, Attie?

			‘Optics.’

			‘Didn’t they say it meshed with expectations from vertebrate anatomy? Rods and cones?’

			‘Well, cells analogous to those, sure. But there’s a wrinkle, and I think it might have some bearing on Jojo’s artwork.’

			‘What do you mean, a wrinkle?’

			‘Three types of cone-like cells, for colour reception. So far, so humanoid. But you wouldn’t believe the colour differentiation– ’

			‘Try me.’ He caught himself gesturing at the flexy’s darkened screen.

			‘The receptor proteins have absorption profiles with maxima at – hold on, I had this bit tabulated – six forty-five, six fifty-three, six sixty-four nanometres, respectively.’

			‘Meaning what? You’re going to have to give me some kind of context here.’

			‘Meaning that those three wavelengths are all very solidly in the red part of the visual spectrum. Assuming that’s standard for grovers, it means their colour perception for most of the visual region is little more than greyscale, but their ability to make fine distinctions between subtle shades of red would be incredible.’

			‘This must be – wait. . . well I guess that explains why she made such a thing over her painting of the tomatoes. Except – surely she’d know that the colours she was using to paint them were all jumbled? I mean, it’s not exactly a study in red, is it?’

			Attilla was silent for long enough that Marcus wondered if the connection had been severed; then he spoke. ‘Actually, not necessarily – well, yes, she’d know, but pigments are different in their nature to radiant light. If there was no precise colour match for what she was seeing, she might have been forced to blend what to us would be very disjunctive-looking colours in order to get something that sort of matched the relative shades she’s sensitive to. It’d probably look very muddy to her, but it might have been the best she could do. It’d be like someone got you to do a landscape, and didn’t supply any blue paint for the sky.’

			‘There is only the one shade of red in the paints we supply her with,’ Marcus conceded. ‘That was all I thought she’d need.’

			‘It would seem not,’ replied Attilla.

			‘But. . . why? I mean, if they’ve evolved with this level of colour specialisation, there has to be a purpose behind it. Right?’

			‘Could it be a defence against the cryptosaurines? Some way of seeing through their camouflage?’

			If that’s the case, thought Marcus, pulling himself out of the chair, it didn’t do her troupe any damn good. But what else could it be? ‘Or something that helps with finding food. Primate colour-sense is geared towards quick recognition of fruit ripeness. This could be something similar.’

			‘True. But none of the vegetative material they eat has a noticeably red coloration, nor their prey species, as far as we know.’

			‘Then it’s something we’ve missed, perhaps. Look, Attilla, I – thanks for passing this on. I’m not sure what it means yet, but the information could well be useful. Can you please keep me briefed if you find out more about this?’

			‘But of course. Anything else?’

			Yes. ‘No.’

			She had panicked. There’d been a stretch-wing that had flown directly over her territory, low enough that its shadow had chased her along the ground. She’d brushed against the barrier in her haste to reach the alcove, and had noted that the glancing impact against the barrier had hurt. But it hadn’t felt hot, it hadn’t flashed or flamed the way it did when a small flier knocked into it from outside; this puzzled her. Why was the barrier different on her side than the other?

			Someday, she would have to find an answer to that question. But for now, as she nursed her shoulder and watched the retreating stretch-wing, it was enough just to register the memory.

			‘Watch.’

			‘Sorry. I really don’t need to see another recording of a grover massacre.’

			‘It’s not a grover massacre,’ Hansel reassured him. ‘Promise. No grovers were harmed in the acquisition of this feed. Now watch.’

			‘I know sure as hell something’s gonna be harmed. You’ve got that sadistic-xenobehaviourist tone in your voice.’

			‘Well, you got that right. But not grovers, honest. Now watch.’

			The straggletrunk’s dark, too-thin branches jutted like an assembly of twisted, rusted iron strands into the sombre sky. The tree looked top-heavy, its upper reaches crowded with grey shapes, and movement. Liar, thought Marcus.

			But he looked closer, calling in the flexy’s zoom. Hansel was right, they weren’t grovers.

			They were flappers. The tree was full to overflowing with flappers. It was a testament to the straggletrunk’s wiry robustness that it could support the weight of so many of the turkey-sized, pteranodon-crossed-with-jackal fliers.

			‘See that one, third from the base of that branch there? Watch him.’

			‘How d’you know it’s a him?’

			‘Plumage. Watch.’

			Marcus watched. Within a minute, Hansel’s identified flapper initiated two territorial squabbles with the flappers downbranch of its own vantage point, winning both confrontations. On each occasion, it moved further along the downward-sloping branch, trading place with its vanquished opponent. That makes no sense. Down means danger.–

			There was a suggestion of movement at the tree’s base. A brief disturbance in the spears of near-black tussock, the swiftest hint of shadow obscuring the beetle-green flank of some large and long-deceased lumbershell’s upturned carapace. Up in the branches, the flappers redoubled their racket. But the sparring, the repositioning, had suddenly ceased.

			Marcus got the uneasy tightness he always experienced at such points, just before the ambush played out. Why don’t they take flight? he wondered. But he knew why. Flight was expensive for animals of a flapper’s size under Sessum’s gravity. Flight was not to be entertained just on the vague hint of a threat, something that might be merely the push of a stray breath of wind. And this was a straggletrunk, its extensive root system active in dissuading encroachment from other trees, isolated by almost one hundred metres from the nearest grove – which went some way, Marcus suspected, to explaining why the tree was available for flapper-roosting to begin with. With no conceivable escape route, straggletrunks offered scant sanctuary for grovers. (Nonetheless, several half-embedded throwstones studding the ground at the tree’s base spoke of earlier occupancy by Jojo’s ilk, probably years past.)

			Hansel paused the feed. ‘You want me to switch it to compressed-spectrum?’

			‘Do I have a choice?’

			‘It won’t make much sense otherwise,’ Hansel replied, almost apologetically. He adjusted the flexy’s controls and the scene played out in false-colour. The tree looked the same; the flappers had taken on a more reddish hue. The sky and the plain both looked duller. And the cryptosaurines were now discernible as faint shadows: their camouflage, near-perfect at visible wavelengths and exquisite quite a way into the infrared, failed under near-UV illumination.

			There were maybe twenty of the cryptosaurines, like pocket allosaurs, none much larger than a domestic housecat, gathered at the base of the tree. Sessum’s dim red sun gave off precious little of the cryptosaurine-revealing UV wavelengths, but Marcus’s imagination filled in the details lacking in the recorded imagery. Lithe, long-clawed, and with a bite powerful enough to pierce bone without obvious impediment. Several of the reptiloids – the smaller individuals, Marcus noted, with a kind of unwanted curiosity – began methodically taking paths up through the tree’s lower branches in a display of silent (and, to the flappers, all-but-invisible) cooperative hunting as impressive as it was chilling, while the other members of the pack waited in the shadows beneath the tree, snouts raised expectantly skywards.

			Though the flappers still called, with voices of rough-metal-on-metal, it was not with the ruckus that it had been a half-minute ago. There was, Marcus thought, more structure to their noise than had earlier been evident. . .

			In a grove, he realised, the cryptosaurines follow a quite different strategy. Less of a mass attack, more a case of attrition – ’I really don’t think I need to see this,’ he told Hansel. ‘It’s just going to descend into slaughter-porn, isn’t it?’

			‘Watch,’ said Hansel. So Marcus watched; and saw Hansel’s flapper do something really stupid, just before the tree exploded into violence.

			There were many of the intruders, somehow within the structure; she saw some of them quite frequently, through the shiny stuff like solid water that faced the fronts of many of the structure’s grottoes. Once, when she was bored, she had tried to see how tough the shiny stuff was by throwing rocks at it. One of the rocks had made a loud clack when it had hit, and a pattern had spread out, like frozen water-ripples or like the web of a catcher; but the next day the shiny stuff was clean again, its pattern somehow erased, and all her rocks had been hidden. Probably, she suspected, by the more active of the angled ones. She did not eat much that day, out of annoyance, but her rocks did not come back.

			The intruders she saw through the shiny stuff did not shield their faces, nor were their hands often covered, but they otherwise went draped much as did ‘her’ intruder, though different in various ways: often drab, sometimes disturbingly colourful. She wondered what it meant that they could not find their way out from behind the shiny stuff; perhaps this was a kind of nest.

			Something caught at the corner of her eye, and she turned to look. The sky. . .

			The choice in the canteen today was to sit at Ngaire’s and Pirkko’s table, or to take a table to himself and further enhance his reputation as a loner. With some reluctance – Pirkko was, in his view, quiet, analytical, and severe, and Ngaire was, well, Ngaire – he took a seat.

			‘So you’ve no indication?’ Ngaire continued. She had nodded assent to Marcus as he sat down, but evidently felt no necessity to be providing context for the discussion he’d intruded upon.

			‘None at this stage,’ said Pirkko, her voice almost a murmur. ‘Kat’s still leaning towards thermoregulation, but I don’t see how that fits with what the dissections have revealed; and I don’t think display, either for mating or defensive purposes, is going to account either. But it’s got to serve some purpose, right?’

			Typical, Marcus thought. A generation ago – a decade ago, probably, we didn’t even know Sessum’s star existed, let alone Sessum itself; and now we’re frustrated because we can’t immediately understand all the details of the planet’s biosphere. Faster-than-light really has spoiled us, hasn’t it?

			‘And what’s eating you, sport?’ Ngaire asked, turning in her seat to include him in conversation.

			‘I. . . ’ Best, with this pair, to offer something practical. ‘I was just thinking about some footage Hansel showed me yesterday. The flapper attack, in that straggletrunk about eight klicks northwest of here. You seen it?’

			‘Is that the one where. . . ? Uh, yes, I remember now. Efficient little fuckers, aren’t they?’ Spoken as though Ngaire held some admiration for the cryptosaurines’ lethality; and perhaps she did.

			‘That’s one way to look at it, I guess. But – you’ve seen the bit where the flappers’ alpha male leaps down from the lower branch?’

			‘Yes, Hansel showed – wait, that was the alpha male?’

			‘If you watch the interactions leading up to the attack, that’s certainly the way it looks,’ said Marcus.

			‘But that makes no sense,’ protested Pirkko, softly. ‘Why would the alpha male– ’

			‘It was protecting its offspring,’ Marcus said. ‘Look, I don’t have direct proof of that, but I’ve been going over it in my mind and that’s the only thing that fits. The cryps are effectively invisible, right? At any rate, they’re sufficiently well-camoed that the flappers show no evidence of being able to see them.’

			‘Which is weird, based on what Attilla’s reported,’ said Pirkko.

			‘What do you mean?’ Marcus asked, hating the lump that had sprung into existence within his oesophagus with the mention of Attilla’s name.

			‘Kat and I dissected a couple of flappers several days back,’ she replied. ‘We passed tissue samples on to Attilla’s group for further analysis, and he reported back yesterday to say that the optical structure looked very similar to what they’ve found in the grovers and the lumbershells, with those three different red-sensitive cone-like cell types.’

			He said he’d let me know, Marcus thought, aware that Ngaire was saying something, but not caring, for the moment, to pay attention. C2. A1. Fool.

			‘– effective monochrome?’ Pirkko was asking.

			‘They could have sonar,’ Ngaire suggested.

			‘We’d see evidence of that,’ Pirkko responded, leaning forward and brushing a dark curl from her eye. ‘The flappers don’t have the brain organisation of something that uses sonar. Besides, I’d argue that anything which lives in an arboreal environment like that– ’

			‘Bats,’ said Ngaire. ‘Besides, the cryps use sonar themselves, for coordinating their attacks.’

			‘Which is why we can be sure the flappers don’t have it – if they did, they’d be much better able to elude cryptosaurine attacks.’

			‘Be that as it may,’ said Marcus, struggling to find his way back into the dialogue, ‘that’s not what happened in the footage.’

			‘You said something about the alpha male,’ Pirkko prompted.

			‘Yes,’ said Marcus. ‘It sprang off the branch it was on– ’

			‘And got itself killed, yes,’ said Ngaire. ‘Sacrificing itself so others could escape.’

			‘No,’ said Marcus. ‘Well, yes, but there’s a wrinkle. Did you see the ten minutes or so of jostling the flock went through, before the attack? Bustling around, changing positions, testing the tensions on branches. They were building up a record of the branches’ responses to shifts in weight.’

			‘My God,’ said Pirkko. ‘So then when the big male jumped ship, it shook the tree – ’

			‘And the rest of the flock could identify, quickly, which branches were heavier than they should be, and therefore dangerous.’

			‘It still sounds like a pretty desperate defence mechanism,’ said Ngaire. ‘Four or five flappers dead, including the alpha.’

			‘Six,’ said Marcus. ‘And two cryptosaurines.’

			‘No skin off their nose, though, is it? Just more protein for the survivors,’ said Ngaire. ‘But it’s– ’

			They all glanced up in reaction to the temporary gloom, three, four seconds, before the backup power supply came online. ‘What the hell was that?’ Marcus asked.

			‘I have no idea,’ said Pirkko, checking something on her flexy. ‘But whatever it was, it’s taken out the sats. All off-base connections have just gone dead.’

			‘Let’s hope none of the fiveways were in active flight,’ said Ngaire.

			‘Or cliff-climbing,’ Marcus suggested.

			Jojo’s enclosure was empty.

			There was no sign of a disturbance, no structural damage: evidently, she’d just climbed over the direl-mesh fence. A four-metre drop, Marcus told himself, she must’ve wanted out pretty bad. But why now? The enclosure had been her home for months, and to the best of his knowledge she’d never shown any interest in scaling the fence. She’s shown precious little interest in anything, he thought, with a pang at his complicity in her incarceration. Just the painting, and–

			He remembered the abortive painting session of a couple of days back, when he’d sought to wean her off still-lifes onto landscapes. Something about her reaction caught in his memory, played with his mind like a cat with a mouse. She’d been staring at the sky. For a few seconds, that sky had held her whole attention, and something unreadable had crossed her face.

			It’s grover shit. Cryptosaurines are excellent climbers, but grovers are better.

			You wouldn’t believe the colour differentiation.

			If you saw how long it took her to paint this–

			If they’ve evolved with this level of colour specialisation, there has to be a purpose behind it.

			But the flappers have that colour-sense too, and they’re clearly unable to penetrate the cryptosaurines’ camouflage.

			A pretty desperate defence mechanism.

			And Marcus had a suspicion about why she’d escaped, now, and an absolute conviction on where she’d gone.

			(And, of course, the fiveways were offline.)

			‘If she’s where you’ve said she is,’ Attilla said, ‘it’s safest we leave her until later. Wait ’til the sats are back up.’

			‘Or just leave her full stop,’ said Ngaire. ‘She’s a wild creature; this is her habitat.’

			‘But she’s not a fully wild creature, that’s the whole point. She has no troupe; she’ll be at the mercy of any cryptosaurines she encounters on the way,’ argued Marcus. He moved against the wall to make way for a couple of the base’s researchers manoeuvring a bulky trolley, laden with lab equipment, along the third-floor corridor. ‘And I didn’t say that’s where she was, I said that’s where she was heading to.’ He was, himself, surprised at the depth of feeling Jojo’s escape had sparked in him. I would never have thought this’d be something I’d risk any chance with Attilla over – but there you go. I’m all she’s got; Lord knows that’s not much.

			‘We should take the trekker,’ said Attilla.

			Ngaire showed even more surprise than, Marcus suspected, he did himself at this suggestion. ‘You’re actually going along with this?’ she asked. ‘In the run-up to what looks set to be the biggest CME since we got here?’

			‘The particle front that took out the sats a couple of hours ago was the biggest CME since we got here,’ Attilla noted. ‘The subsequent one – the one I’m guessing spooked Jojo – is probably tenfold more powerful, judging by the stellar flare that spawned it. And no, I’m not entirely comfortable with the idea of chasing off after her; for one thing, I have serious doubts as to whether a six-hour window will give us enough time to get back safely, even if we do find her more-or-less where we expect to. But Marcus is right: she’s not a wild creature, not fully; she displays a significant degree of intelligence; and she’s in our care and keeping. That gives us a responsibility.’

			‘You’re crazier than I thought. Maybe you two do deserve each other.’

			‘Huh?’ Attilla asked.

			‘Forget it,’ said Ngaire. ‘But I’m only coming along if I get to steer.’

			‘You’re in on this?’ asked Marcus.

			‘Of course. If there’s ropework involved, you’ll need my help. Besides, I want to see how this plays out.’

			She was in danger. The sky-dread struck through her, worse in some ways than any terror of the unseen killers. The need for escape, for shelter, was written into her bones.

			‘What clued you in?’ Attilla asked. They were sitting, hip-to-hip, in the narrow middle seat of the trekker, its ungainly dust-disturbing motion jostling and wrenching them against each other. The rear seat had been removed, to make room for equipment: climbing gear, lamps, short-range transmitters, two suitcased fiveways. (And, at Ngaire’s insistence, a couple of rifles.)

			Marcus made a show of safety-checking the bulky, filter-snouted facemask that lay in his lap. He wasn’t complaining at the vehicle’s motion, even when a harsh bump knocked his shoulder hard against the canopy that was their outer defence against Sessum’s breathable but dangerously carbon-monoxide-laced atmosphere. That thigh contact was worth a few shoulder-bruises, even if, as Ngaire had intimated, there was nothing in it. ‘I spent the evening after you had told me about the grovers’ colour specialisation– ’ (in fruitlessly thinking over what might be) ‘– in checking out what could possibly be significant about such a shade of red; then when Pirkko mentioned that the flappers have the same colour sense, and the lumbershells, I wondered what would be the evolutionary incentive for something that would carry a significant metabolic cost. It didn’t make any sense until, when we discovered Jojo had done a runner, I remembered she’d been fascinated by something in the sky, a day or so earlier. That got me checking over the properties of Sessum’s sun. Red dwarf, supposedly quiescent. But it hasn’t been subjected to intensive study over a long period – we didn’t even know this system existed until maybe ten years ago, when one of the FTL autoprobes returned to Earth. . . so there could well be things about the star that we didn’t realise. But we do know that Sessum itself has only a very weak magnetic field, much less powerful than Earth’s, so that would make it distinctly more susceptible to space weather. And I couldn’t help but notice that the receptor wavelengths you mentioned were all very close to H-alpha.’

			‘Translation, please?’ asked Ngaire, from the trekker’s cramped cockpit.

			‘The first line of the Balmer series,’ explained Attilla, yelling to make himself heard over the percussive noise of the trekker’s progress across a bumpy rockfield. ‘It’s a hydrogen transition, seen in discharges and stellar spectra, at a wavelength of six-fifty-something nanometres.’

			‘Six fifty-six,’ Marcus interjected.

			Attilla continued. ‘Normally, in starlight, it’s absorbed; but in certain stages of a major stellar flare, it can show up in emission. Which means– ’

			‘Which means there’s a subtle change in the colour of the sunlight,’ said Marcus, ‘so slight that we’d never notice it. But to a grover, it shines out like, well, like the change from yellow to green. It explains how she saw the tomatoes, it makes sense of the cave – if this is something that happens once or twice every generation, that Sessum’s sun lets loose with such a violent burst of flare activity that the coronal mass ejection becomes a lethal hazard, the last place you want to be is stuck in the treetops. Regardless of whether there are cryptosaurines lurking about, or not, it seems like it must be a gauntlet that’s worth running.’

			‘If you’re right about this, then it changes our picture of the whole ecology,’ Attilla mused. ‘But the cryps are a much more. . . frequent threat. It’s odd the grovers would be so visually well-adapted to a radiation hazard, yet still blind to the cryptosaurines. . . ’

			‘Not if the cryptosaurines are a comparatively recent invasive species to Lankin from the continent. Sea’s not that deep, all it would take would be a land bridge, some time in the past half-million years or so, and that would probably account for it.’

			‘Speaking of our scaly friends,’ said Ngaire, swerving the trekker’s springy, segmented roller-wheels around an outcropping of rock. ‘I’m not seeing any proximity radar evidence for any cryps up and around at the moment. Normally we’d have seen at least a pack or two by now – so maybe they’ve gone to earth as well.’

			‘That could be good, or it could be bad,’ said Marcus.

			‘In what way could it be bad?’ asked Attilla.

			‘The caves,’ Marcus replied. ‘The lower ones are probably crawling with cryps.’

			‘So let’s hope your girlfriend knew enough to climb up,’ said Ngaire.

			‘She’s not my– ’ Marcus caught himself as he glimpsed Ngaire’s mischievous grin in the trekker’s side mirror.

			‘Shit,’ said Attilla, crouching to inspect the damage on the trekker’s underside. ‘Sheared clean in two, Nye. Should’ve gone around.’

			Ngaire was standing guard, rifle angled down at her side, eyes scanning the horizon. ‘It wasn’t the rock, it was the rut beyond it. How was I to know– ’

			‘Can we fix it?’ Marcus asked, anxiously watching the sky. The mask was tight, his face hot, but that wasn’t the sole reason he was sweating.

			‘We’ve got a spare axle. Take us an hour, though,’ said Attilla, standing up, knees audibly popping.

			‘How much time do we have?’ Marcus asked.

			‘Best estimate? Four hours, plus or minus two,’ said Attilla.

			‘Four hours?’

			‘Plus or minus two,’ Ngaire emphasised. ‘Why so uncertain?’

			‘These CMEs don’t keep to a skyliner schedule, you know,’ Attilla observed. ‘And with the sats still down, we– ’ He broke off as a steady pinging beat started to sound.

			‘Shit,’ said Ngaire. The concern on her face was plain, even through her mask’s distortions and reflections.

			‘Problem?’ asked Marcus.

			‘Could be,’ she replied. ‘Proximity radar alert, set for two hundred metres. Chances are, that’s not good.’

			Cryps, Marcus thought, dread locking in, like a mechanism, somewhere in his gut.

			‘Might be best if we retreat into the trekker,’ suggested Ngaire.

			‘We’ve got a busted axle,’ Attilla argued. ‘Time’s ticking. And the radar might be nothing.’

			Might not be nothing, Marcus thought, trying to remember how quickly a cryptosaurine pack could cover two hundred metres.

			‘Let me go in and check, then,’ Ngaire said, handing Marcus the rifle.

			‘What do I do with this?’ he asked, as she retreated around the vehicle’s bulbous nosecone.

			‘Just shoot anything that isn’t Attilla,’ she replied, stepping into the airlock.

			Or Jojo, he told himself.

			The climb had been arduous, with purchase often uncertain. More than once she feared that she would lose her footing, fall. It did not help that she was out of practice; but a single tree is always unsafe, and there had been no cause to climb until the sky had glowed with danger.

			Her kind was skilled at this; she did not fall.

			Climb high enough, and you will find a cave that the unseen killers cannot reach. That was how it worked. She crawled in, and down, and found sanctuary, from both the sky-glow and the killers, though no company. But perhaps the solitude was just as well: she did not belong with anyone anymore.

			The smell was objectionable, but safety did not always smell sweet.

			‘They’re pincering,’ Ngaire announced from the cockpit, her voice in Marcus’s earbud. ‘About ten in total, from the looks of it. Half edging in from the north, maybe a hundred and fifty metres away; the other half coming from the south-east, they’re about – oh, shit. Fifty metres, maybe less.’

			‘Fifty metres?’ Marcus was sure the tremulousness in his voice must betray his fear. And with the sun so high in the sky, I can’t even be sure which way is south-east. He scanned the horizon fruitlessly, looking for an invisible foe.

			‘Yeah. Guys? I’d really recommend you get your tails inside, now.’

			‘Just need five more minutes,’ Attilla complained.

			‘Thought you said this was going to take you an hour?’

			‘I’m cutting a few corners. Nye, seriously, is there anything you can do, by way of countermeasures? Just buy me five minutes?’

			‘There is something I can try. Take me a minute to set it up,’ she answered.

			‘If they’re fifty metres away, we maybe don’t have a minute– ’ Marcus suggested. Is that a gust, pushing at the tussock over there? Or something. . . else?

			‘You’ve probably got a minute,’ she said, breathing heavily as they could hear her hefting something out of the trekker’s cargo space. ‘There’s the other prong of the pincer, don’t forget – if they’ve split up, they’ll still want to attack in coordination.’

			‘If that’s supposed to cheer me up, it’s not succeeding,’ said Marcus.

			‘Not intended to,’ she answered, grunting at some exertion. ‘But if there’s a rock handy, that could help you. Pass the rifle across to your left hand, pick up a rock or two, adopt a throwing stance, south-east.’

			‘But I can’t see them,’ he protested. Is that that gust again, closer now?

			‘Doesn’t matter. They understand rocks, it’ll slow them down.’

			‘Which way’s south-east?’

			‘Thirty degrees anticlockwise. Anti-clockwise. Yeah. okay, hold that pose.’

			‘Ngaire – there’s something out there, pretty fucking close. I’m seeing indentations in the tussock, maybe ten metres– ’

			‘Great. Hold that pose. Heft the rock a bit more. I’m done, I’ve got this. Just give me a minute to get it out– ’

			‘Another minute? Seriously? Ngaire– ’ I don’t really think mime is that effective a defence. . .

			‘You’re doing a great job there, Marcus,’ said Attilla, still bent beneath the trekker, wrestling with the damaged axle assembly. With his back to unseen danger. ‘Almost done here.’

			Then there was a moment, while the wind pushed the blades of a nearby tussock-stand aside, and Marcus found himself staring at the pattern of the blades as they had been, but now with the faintest, cheshire-cat suggestion of slitted eyes and bristling teeth – they faded almost instantly, but even as they did he flung his rock. At something that wasn’t, something maybe six or seven metres distant. The stone bounced away off nothing, drawing a wounded sound, followed by a snarl, out of ostensibly empty air now not five meters away from him. Then, even closer, from the tussock that was flattened barely more than an arm’s breadth beyond him, there was an exhalation of stinking, rattling breath. Panicked, he gripped the rifle’s barrel with both hands, swung it butt-foremost, connected with a wrist-jarring knock against the emptiness in front of him. (Thought, only after the event, of what could’ve happened if the firearm had gone off. . . )

			He stepped back, changing his hold on the rifle again, shaking his right hand, placing his back to the trekker. He realised he was leaving Attilla more exposed as the latter worked at repairing the vehicle; but the demands of self-preservation were not to be ignored.

			Where was the cryptosaurine now? His eyes darted around the foreground, seeking out imperfections in the tussock, catching on shadows, tripping over the slightest imagined movement. . . on an impulse, he let out a low, challenging growl. Heard an answering snarl, low, from his side. Turned and fired the rifle. Sudden pain thudded into his shoulder from the rifle butt’s recoil; the bullet thumped into bare dirt with a burst of dust. There was the blurred suggestion of something leaping away. Then, following the rifle’s detonation, a deafening roar and a rush passed him from behind.

			Something silver-grey had flung itself through the air past him, disturbingly close, then past the rear of the trekker. He had just long enough to recognise it as a fiveway in flight before it climbed, turned, and swung back, heading north. Turning to watch despite the prickling sensation of an invisible hazard at his back, he saw the fiveway swoop and buzz a nondescript location in the tussock. Something dropped from the proxy, burst with the orange flash of an explosion in mid-air.

			The fiveway swung around again, on a trajectory that took it directly over Marcus’s head, Attilla, and the trekker. This time the flash of its underside as it eclipsed the zenith was not cleanly metallic, but streaked with tigerine orange. It turned, gradually descending, accelerated, clipped some unseen obstacle and cartwheeled into the low foliage some thirty metres away, spinning across Marcus’s field of vision before coming to rest, limbs twisted, upturned, in newly-gouged earth.

			‘Damn,’ said Ngaire. ‘Not supposed to do that. Have to collect it on the way back, once company’s cleared off. Still, you wanted five minutes, Attie. That should’ve provided it.’

			Attilla stood up, steadied himself with a grease-stained glove against the trekker’s side panelling. ‘All good, I’m basically done here. Marcus had my back, so I just got on with it. We should be right to go.’

			‘Ngaire, what was that?’ Marcus asked, heart still pounding, as he followed Attilla around the nosecone towards the vehicle’s airlock.

			‘Countermeasures,’ Ngaire explained. ‘A bit improvised, but– ’

			‘Countermeasures?’

			‘High-volume ultrasonics, to screw with their sonar-sense, so they couldn’t coordinate an attack, and a paint bomb. Visibility orange, they’ll stick out like sore thumbs now. That’s one group of cryps that may well go hungry until the next time it rains.’

			‘Cool,’ said Attilla, and Marcus couldn’t be sure that the mission specialist didn’t favour him with a wink. ‘Nice work. But this time, steer around the rocks.’

			‘Time to CME?’ Marcus asked, as Ngaire brought the trekker to a halt close to the cliff-face. He could see a half-dozen dark openings at the base of the cliff. I wonder how many of those are occupied, he thought, very much aware of the most likely occupants. They’d have to run another gauntlet, even before they began climbing. Attilla was right. We should have left this until after the flare’s passage.

			‘About two hours thirty,’ said Ngaire, ‘plus or minus two hours.’ She broke off to take a transmission from base.

			‘That’s going to make it tight for the climb,’ said Marcus.

			‘Particularly since we don’t know which cave she’s climbed to,’ said Attilla.

			‘What, there’s more than one up there?’

			‘Well, yes. . . but you said you knew where she’d gone.’

			‘That was before you told me there was more than one cave,’ Marcus complained. ‘We’ll never find her before the flare hits.’

			‘We can at least climb to find shelter for ourselves,’ said Attilla. ‘And we can scope out a few of the possibilities with the other fiveway. It’ll be quick enough in flight mode, and we’ve still got short-range control over it, for the moment.’

			‘Is it safe enough to try to direct it, under these conditions? I mean, interference– ’

			‘We’ve got a window, before it hits.’

			This is going pear-shaped, Marcus lamented. And it’s my fault. I’ve led these people into danger.

			‘Change of plan,’ Ngaire announced, restarting the trekker’s motor.

			‘Nye, what are you doing?’ asked Attilla.

			‘Heard back from base. Our grover scaled something, alright, but it wasn’t the enclosure fence.’

			‘What the hell do you mean?’ asked Marcus.

			Ngaire started backing and turning the trekker. ‘Hansel found her. She’s fallen through an access panel in the main exhaust shaft on the base’s roof. Shaken, and very disoriented, but basically okay, which is more than can be said for the top floor of that wing of the building. They’ll have to patch-repair that panel, and then it’ll take a couple of hours to pump out the air, get the cee-oh level back below safe limits.’

			‘She never even left the perimeter?’ Marcus asked.

			‘Nope,’ Ngaire responded, and Marcus thought he could hear a trace of admiration in her tone. ‘She knew to get out of the rads, and not to take any unnecessary risks to do it. Guess she had more common sense than any of us gave her credit for.’

			‘Shit,’ said Marcus. ‘So how long will it take us to get back?’

			‘A bit over an hour, if we’re lucky.’ The trekker rolled forward, cumbersome, sluggardly over the rough terrain, under a glaring, unreliable sun.

			‘And we’ve got two hours twenty-five?’

			‘Two twenty-five, plus or minus– ’

			‘Don’t say it,’ said Marcus, aware again of the pressure of Attilla’s thigh against his, and in a sudden surge of recklessness moving his hand to rest on Attilla’s knee. The other allowed it to remain there for several hopeful seconds. Then, as carefully, as tenderly, yet as lacking in deeper warmth as though he were relocating a wayward laboratory animal, Attilla lifted up that hand in his own and placed it on Marcus’s knee.

			Attilla didn’t lift his own hand immediately; turned his head towards Marcus, who was now colouring up; and, when he had the other’s attention, said softly, ‘If today’s taught us anything, it’s that people sometimes aren’t where we expect them to be. I’ve been thinking lately that it’s a terrible thing to be lonely, and isolated, and we should try to do something about that. We can’t introduce Jojo back into an existing troupe, they’re so fiercely territorial, but there’s no reason we couldn’t make her the nucleus, the matriarch I guess, of a new troupe.’

			‘Admin would never wear it,’ said Marcus. ‘I have enough trouble getting them to spring for paint. Besides, she’s still young. Not to mention. . . extremely vulnerable.’

			‘A younger male, in an adjacent enclosure, give them plenty of time to get acquainted. And give them both options for retreat – whatever happens between them, it needs to be allowed to develop naturally. Whatever passes for ‘naturally’ in those circs. And don’t worry about Admin, I think I can talk them around. . . if you’re agreeable, Marcus.’

			‘Agreeable’s maybe not the right word,’ said Marcus. ‘I’ve certainly got reservations. But she’s miserable with the status quo, and I can’t think of anything else that offers a prospect to improve that. And I’d be lying if I said the opportunity to observe some inter-grover interactions up close, under controlled conditions, didn’t appeal. Quite a lot actually.’

			‘Good. Great. I’ll do what I can to set matters in motion once we’re back. I’m looking forward to collaborating with you on a troupe for Jojo. And as for your other implied query. . . I’m flattered, Marcus, really I am. But I’m not the one for you, not in that sense.’

			The trekker hit a pothole, eliciting a short string of swear words from Ngaire as she struggled to apply traction. ‘Everything okay back there?’ she asked.

			‘All good, I think,’ Attilla answered, favoring Marcus with that shark-mouthed smile before turning to inspect the scenery.

			C2. A1. Seniority and ambit claims. Have I just been played? Marcus found himself wondering.

			‘Let’s just go,’ he said, feeling his face bloom a million shades of red.
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			While searching for the best words to say here, I realised something as I rummaged around in the dark recesses of what one might, for the sake of an argument, call my mind: the publication month for this issue of Dimension6 marks exactly one decade since I decided to have a go at this writing thing. In the intervening interval, I’ve had slightly more than a hundred pieces of short fiction published, in various places. (If you’re curious, you’ll find many of them in my collections, Rare Unsigned Copy and Difficult Second Album, published by Peggy Bright Books.)

			What elements show up repeatedly in my stories? Alien environments; dinosaurs; pop-culture references; puns; and (usually) a healthy respect for scientific veracity, or at least plausibility. I have a book’s worth of stories (though not yet a book itself) set in the settlements and habitats of Titan, and the worst of my puns can be found in my series of Gordon Mamon space elevator murder mystery stories. I’m a terror at starting stories which, somehow, I never find the time to finish—I’m an expert procrastinator.

			What else should you know about me? I’ve had a few award shortlistings, and I’ve twice won NZ’s Sir Julius Vogel Award. I’ve edited five issues of ASIM, and I’ve coedited anthologies with Robert Porteous (Next, CSfG Publishing, 2013) and Edwina Harvey (Light Touch Paper Stand Clear, 2012, and Use Only As Directed, 2014, both Peggy Bright Books). I’ve also done print layout and e-booking for ASIM, Peggy Bright Books, CSfG Publishing and Dragonwell Publishing, as well as for a few indie authors. These exploits are more comprehensively summarised on my website.

			I can’t always recall the genesis of my stories: they can germinate in so many ways, none of them dependable. But I do remember when the basic idea for ‘All the Colours of the Tomato’ occurred to me. It would have been in 1992, when I was working as a researcher in a chemistry laboratory in Toronto, and had as its inspiration my reading of Michael Crichton’s novel Jurassic Park, which was shortly to be released as a special-effects-driven movie. (Perhaps you’ve heard of it?) My vision back then was of an alien, extinct, but regenerated from its genetic material, and finding itself in a world to which it was no longer well-adapted—so you can see, quite obviously, how I was extrapolating from the ideas of Jurassic Park. The story would have centred on the wisdom, or otherwise, of reviving extinct aliens (but hey, what’s the worst that could happen?), and the aspect of grover physiology—I called the aliens ‘grovers’ even then—which made them effectively unique was, at that time, merely something to set them apart from other aliens I’d encountered in the pages of books. Back in 1992, I hankered to be a writer of fiction, but I didn’t want to go through the process of writing … and so my ‘grover’ story lay unwritten for two-and-a-bit decades, until I finally decided to pursue it on the page. A lot of the original trappings had fallen in the gutter by that time including, for the best I think, any connection with the ideas of JP, but the grovers’ essential character is still what it was back in 1992.

			I’ve always been a sucker for SF puzzle tales, and for immersive, believable stories that place the reader in an intriguing alien environment. I hope ‘Tomato’ achieves that for you.
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			The Widow in the Woods — Barry Charman

			Jakob was sitting on a tree stump, thinking of the tree that must have died, when the children found him.

			He had been staring at the woods. The tall trees there were swaying in the breeze; to him they looked like serpents, tricksters waiting to strike.

			He was an old man now; he had reason to imagine many things.

			‘Never trust them,’ he told the children, nodding at the trees. He told them the tales, told them the names of the missing, but he was never sure what he saw in their faces. Were they excited or afraid? A good man shouldn’t know fear in his grandchildren, but he sometimes wished he did.

			‘Fear the widow,’ he’d say. The widow was the tallest tree, at the very center of the woods. The other trees, be them black or green, huddled around it, as if to protect it, or as if drawn in some sickly sway. The birds avoided it, animals shunned it. They used to cut trees there, but the woodcutters vanished, and trees appeared where previously there had been none. It was said the woods were forever dense, no matter how many trees were felled.

			As a boy, Jakob had brought leaves from the widow back home; his mother had crossed herself and burnt them on the heath. ‘No harm meant, no harm meant,’ she’d mutter.

			Jakob remembered sitting at the table, watching her. Outside, the night had drawn in, and the wind had roared, like a beast denied. ‘Never go into the woods,’ his mother had said.

			‘Yes, mama.’

			His brother had gone, though. Jakob had dared him. Go on, he’d said. Go up to the widow and grab a leaf. His brother had been teasing him all winter, so he’d been upset. Go on, he’d said. If you’re so brave, prove it.

			And he had, in a way.

			He was never to be seen again.

			Jakob was old, these days he looked back to the past, and not to the future. The only future he saw was for his children, and his children’s children. They all lived together, in the cabin at the edge of the woods. His sons beat iron, their wives and his daughter made clothes for the market. Their children ran underfoot, laughing, playing.

			Every day Jakob sat, and stared at the woods. The children were afraid, but one day curiosity would get the better of that fear, he knew.

			The woods were hungry, hateful. They consumed life.

			The widow had been a woman once, so the story went. What kind of curse, what kind of act had turned her to what she was, was told in many different tales. They were passed from woman to woman, mother to child. Stories passed around the fire. One thing to warm the body, the other to chill the heart.

			When the sun rose over the woods, it was said the moon lingered, and the sun never touched the roots, nor the reaching branches of many a tree. It was almost a dead place, or as good as dead to the living.

			Jakob watched his grandchildren play. The shadows called. They called in the language of youth. Come. Imagine. Wonder. Play.

			Stay.

			How do you take curiosity from the innocent, and keep them innocent?

			Heavy with age, and memory, Jakob watched, and pondered.

			When candlelight came, and the shadows were no more, Jakob walked into the cabin. The children were put to bed, and the adults ate. All the while, Jakob’s thoughts were secretly turned to the woods.

			Willem and Catherine were his grandchildren. They asked more questions with every season. Their looks lingered. In the woods were many shadows – but also many things that were wonderfully strange and new: wild plants and delightful colors; the unknown and the unusual, just out of reach.

			They would go soon, he thought. The boy was nearing ten, the girl was nearing eleven. She was the wiser, the more cautious, but that only meant her questions were becoming more careful, more clever.

			She desired to see the widow. She’d heard the stories, but did not believe them, not truly.

			Perhaps once she’d lost a brother. . .

			The thought, unbidden, shamed him.

			He talked to his sons, but they did not know what to say. The children could not be watched all the time; there was too much work to be done. They did not wish to send them away, and Jakob wanted that least of all.

			What, then?

			Only fear would teach them, but if you could not keep fear from your young, what was the point of you?

			‘I must talk to them,’ Jakob said. ‘They must understand. I will tell them of my brother.’

			His wife nodded. ‘They will understand then,’ she said, softly. He loved her as much as he had the first day between them, and in her blue eyes, the colour of an ocean he’d never seen, he had always found peace. He would not let the widow take light from those eyes, not like they’d dimmed his mother’s.

			His mother. . . He remembered that day, the darkest of all his days, when Samuel had not returned. When he’d told his mother of the dare. Oh, the look in her eyes. That immediate grief, that sudden loathing, that stunning mixture of the two.

			And yet, somehow, as always, love.

			He stared at the fire as it died down. He thought of flames, he thought of purging the woods. But the woods were so old, had been a part of people’s lives for so long, to think of destroying such a thing. . . Even he could not. Besides, there were things even fire didn’t claim. His father had told him that, his father with his heavy heart and burned hands.

			Jakob did not forget those hands.

			As a child, many a sleepless night had been lost in contemplation of the things fire rejected.

			As a child, as a man.

			The next day, Jakob took the children a little way into the woods. There was the beginning of a path, a lure that had cheated many a poor fool. He took them to the end of this, where green turned black, and the sky turned away. Ahead of them was an eerie place, the deep woods, so silent, so immense. Jakob felt the pull of it himself; there was something suffocating, yet mesmerising. . .

			He turned to his grandchildren and kneeled. With a hand on each of their shoulders, he bade them hear the tale of his brother, Samuel. The boy lost to the woods.

			Not, of course, the only boy.

			He spoke of his own fear of the woods, of having been lost in it one time, of going up to the widow herself and picking up her leaves. He told them of his dare to Samuel, who had taken this taunt with gleaming eyes. Who had run off before Jakob could even have a change of heart, before Jakob could call out.

			Sometimes he did call out. In his sleep. His wife told him it was so; it broke him at the heart to think of it. Poor Samuel. What had happened to him? Was he out there still? Was he one of those sick and twisted trees that leaned towards the widow for strength?

			It aged you, just to imagine it.

			‘He never did come back,’ he said. ‘He came into these woods, and was gone. Swallowed up. It was darkness took him, darkness and hate.’

			‘Whose hate?’ Catherine’s eyes were wide, but not wide enough.

			‘The widow,’ he told her, ‘standing at the very center of the woods, as if the whole cursed place sprouted up around her, it’s she that hates, she who longs for others to suffer with her.’

			Willem seemed drawn in by the tale, yet unconvinced. ‘But it’s just a tree!’

			‘Nothing’s what it seems, not in there. Cursed things cast shadows of what they were before. Trees in there have the shadows of men, I’ve seen it myself.’ He’d seen that, and worse, and his mind turned at the old memories.

			Willem looked over Jakob’s shoulder, into the dark woods. Jakob saw what must once have burned in his own eyes. Curiosity, burning fiercely.

			Burning. Burning. There were things fire rejected, Jakob thought, and fires that once lit, could not be put out.

			The children continued to play. Sometimes they strayed close to the woods; sometimes they went a little way in, playing at hiding and being found. Other times they ran in the fields, or played with other children down by the stream.

			Jakob wondered about that stream, with its so-cool water. It flowed into the woods, but where did it end? He remembered being in the woods as a boy, hearing the water murmuring in the distance, so soothing, yet in such a rush. Where had it been? How far had it gone? He remembered the thirst the sound had given him, the cruel, dry, thirst.

			A taunting thirst?

			From the day he’d told of his brother, the children always came home. Their grandfather’s words seemed to have struck a chord, and the woods seemed not to call to them. Jakob would sit on the porch of the cabin in a chair that rocked softly, and as he closed his eyes, he would listen to them play.

			Then one day his eyes snapped open. At first he wasn’t sure what was wrong, then he realised the sounds of play had become distant, had stopped.

			Stopped why?

			‘Catherine!’

			Catherine did not answer the call.

			‘Willem!’

			Willem did not answer the call.

			Jakob sat very still, as if a weight had set upon him, an oppression. He called again, to the same silence, and only the silence called back.

			Heavily, Jakob rose, and walked slowly to the edge of the woods. ‘Catherine! Willem!’

			They always answered him, always. They might not answer if they couldn’t hear him, and he knew at once what that meant. Sounds travelled strangely in the woods, the outside world was left to itself, as if ignored.

			As quick as he could, Jakob found the path, and followed it to its end. He called again, but didn’t wait, for he knew the woods swallowed names whole.

			He looked for their footprints, but the ground was a wash of leaves and twigs, a riot of disharmony and dirt. The children had left no trace, and he knew the woods would leave no trace of the children.

			He was torn between pressing on and going back. He should get the others, his sons, so much younger, so much more able–

			But wasn’t that a voice? Somewhere ahead of him? Was it a trick? Was it the stream, babbling a stream of thought, coolly mocking him as it floated leaves dispassionately down to darkness?

			Whose voice?

			Samuel? The idea came before reason could stop it, and Jakob felt an old grief.

			There was a voice, he was sure of that much. He ploughed through the bracken, and ducked under low branches as he left the path. This was dangerous, he could become as lost as they. He called out again, and paused as a distant cry came back to him.

			He stood there, still as one of the trees, and waited. The woods had crowded in, a myriad blur of green and half-glimpsed blue. The sky overhead had been reduced to pinholes of light, it was no longer seen or known, but assumed. All around him was a thick odour, a damp musky smell that came on the breeze, heavy and close.

			The woods were dense, the trees had grown so close that some were intertwined, as if they had stretched out to each other for comfort, and were now locked together. No one planted trees, not here. Jakob looked warily at them. Their bark was rough, calloused; red that had bled into brown, brown that had bled into black. Some trees were twisted, as if caught, frozen in some moment of writhing pain. The longer you looked, the more you were drawn into vague ideas of what was, and what could have been.

			Jakob shook off his reverie. He pushed through plants he didn’t recognise, that gaped up at him, as if yawning leisurely at his plight. He ducked fruit that hung from one tree, it looked rotten and sickly, and gleamed with bitterness. He could not imagine what grew here, in the shadow of the widow, he could not bear to.

			Jakob was lost now, blundering blindly on, to whatever end met him. He knew the way back was lost, he knew night would come and find him. He tried not to think of a night in the woods. He tried not to think of the night that had closed in around Samuel, all those years before. . .

			Suddenly, a parting of the way, a recoiling of trees, and Jakob found himself in a clearing. There had been a strange unearthly rustling, as if leaves were moving, talking, but the sound abruptly died as Jakob pushed through and found Catherine. She was sitting on a rock, her head in her hands, long blonde hair cascading down like a veil to keep the woods out of sight.

			‘Catherine!’

			She looked up and ran to him. He looked about for Willem, but of the boy there was no sign. Quickly the girl was in his arms, and he held her tight. Must not let her go, he thought, not ever again.

			‘Where is Willem?’

			‘We ran after the girl, grandfather, but she vanished, and Willem ran after. . . I don’t know, I don’t know. . .’

			He hushed her, and soon she calmed. ‘What girl? A girl from the village?’

			‘No, we hadn’t seen her before. She came from the woods, but wouldn’t come out and play with us.’

			‘So you went in with her?’

			Catherine nodded. Jakob’s stomach writhed as he wondered about this new trick of the woods. ‘Tell me about this girl.’

			‘She had long black hair, it was dirty, and she had dirt and stones in her pockets. She said she drank from the stream and never ate.’

			‘What was her name?’

			‘She didn’t know. Not anymore.’

			Jakob felt ice about his heart. Long ago, had not his mother told him of a little girl in the woods, that she herself had once met. . .? She had smelt of the earth, and had leaves that tumbled from her sleeves, and had she not forgotten her name?

			The woods themselves had no name. The widow’s wood, perhaps.

			‘We must go to the widow,’ Jakob said, it was the one place you could go, the only place you could not fail to find. Willem would be there, perhaps.

			And if the widow had grown tired of playing with him, what then?

			Hand in hand they went, Jakob looking up all the time, for that all important glimpse of the tree that dwarfed them all. Finally he caught sight of it through the overgrowth, and had his bearings. ‘We will find Willem,’ he promised Catherine, and off they went.

			How long, he wondered, until the moon would haunt the sun, as the sun haunts the woods?

			And what then?

			They walked in silence. Under foot, roots curled up from the ground in hooks and hoops, or lay about like the suicides of snakes. Around them came the distant sounds of birds, calls that sounded lost and confused. A couple of times another bird answered, a different note of panic, but panic all the same.

			Sometimes there was an animal, but what kind, what kind?

			‘How old are the woods?’ asked Catherine, when silence weighed too much.

			Her grandfather’s arm was on her shoulder, firm yet gentle. His gaze was not fixed; he looked from girl to tree, to ground to stone. ‘Oh, as old as anyone knows. My mother played here as a child, her mother and her mother. The timeless shadow, some call it.’

			‘The widow’s shadow?’

			‘Aye.’

			‘What sort of tree is the widow? No one ever says.’

			Jakob’s face grew tight, his lips pursed. ‘I can’t answer that,’ he said, truthfully. ‘Many have seen the widow, but none have seen such as her before.’

			‘Why is it a widow? A woman and not a man?’

			Jakob smiled, good questions these. ‘It goes back, way back, to the oldest stories in these parts. A wicked woman tricked a man into marriage, and he ran as soon as she slept. When she woke, she cursed all men as came close to her; and all women too. All women who could love as she could not.’

			Catherine’s voice was quiet, when the next question came, ‘And they say these trees were men once? They came into the woods, lured, and she did this to them?’

			‘Old stories,’ Jakob said, ‘some true, some not.’

			There was nothing in that answer to give her peace, and so it was.

			As they grew closer to the widow, so the shadows grew thicker, so the foliage grew denser. The trees became ever twisted, writhing in postures of flight, wood gnarled into abstract and yet screaming faces. Jakob had come this far a few times as a boy. He remembered a clearer path. He remembered not being afraid at first. Perhaps youth gave everything a different hue. Did a boy know what fear was, or what was to be feared? It was the silence that had first made him afraid, the feeling of being suddenly cut off from the world, from home. At first that silence had been exciting, a form of adventure; here was a secret place known only to him, or so he’d thought.

			The silence envied by the coffin.

			They kept true, and walked from the cloying maze of trees into a wide clearing. At the center of this, leering down, was the great widow. Tall and crooked, the dead silence at the heart of this heartless place. So tall that a man might climb it forever, or go mad at the thought. Far above them, at its summit, the tree had what looked like a crown of dread branches. There was nothing natural to it. It bore no resemblance to the natural things that cringed in its shadow. It was itself, and it was alone.

			Jakob stared, his mouth dried, his thoughts turned to dust. How long had it been. . .? How had he ever thought this place magical?

			He looked down at Catherine. She was staring up at the great widow, which must have seemed ever greater to her, and her eyes were wide with wonder, almost wild with it.

			‘Willem!’ Jakob called out, and broke the spell of silence.

			Silence retorted.

			Nothing, but a distant bird, squawking desperately far above them, as if it had made a nest in the tree, and found cause for regret.

			The ground around the tree was littered with dead birds, offerings, sacrifices. Made by animals? Other birds? Fools who came to the woods for answers? Jakob trod carefully, amidst all the leaves and twigs would be the bones of many things, great and small.

			He led Catherine closer, and looked about for trace of her brother.

			‘There!’ Catherine pointed, and Jakob looked, to see a small girl crouching over some of the bones, to the side of the tree.

			‘Is that the girl you followed?’ Jakob’s voice was very low. He glanced to Catherine, who nodded, her eyes never leaving the other girl.

			There were three women sometimes seen in the woods, a small girl, a lost woman and an old crone. All shades of each other, he supposed. He had seen none of them, until now.

			The little girl did not look up at first, then slowly she turned her gaze to them. The moment their eyes locked, a total stillness seemed to fall over the clearing. As if the moment itself held its breath. The girl was pale, dirty, her clothes a ragged reminder of whatever they’d once been. Her face was gaunt and white, and her eyes a faded brown. Leaves tumbled from her sleeves, and the smell of autumn blew from her direction.

			She looked like something that would crawl from a puddle when the moon was reflected in it.

			‘We want the boy, Willem.’ Jakob’s voice was hoarse. He knew this was no ordinary girl, indeed, no living thing. She was some awful shade, some shadow stripped from a terrible skeleton. She studied them impassively, as if long removed from the affairs of men. Did she even understand their words anymore?

			‘The boy,’ Jakob repeated, then pointed to Catherine, ‘her brother. They followed you. Where is he!?’

			The girl, still hunched, turned slowly crab-like to look at the great widow. She stared at it for a moment, then her mouth opened, and worms she’d forgotten she was chewing tumbled out. ‘It grows from a skull,’ she said, eventually. An old woman’s croak from a young girl’s lips.

			Jakob flinched, was there to be a conversation? How could he possibly communicate with this thing? ‘The widow?’ he asked, uncertainly.

			The girl didn’t nod, or look back at him; she just stared at the old tree. ‘Grows from a skull. Roots all wrapped around a body. Poor little body. Held and squeezed.’

			Catherine’s hand gripped Jakob’s fiercely. ‘Help her.’

			Help her? Her?

			How? he wondered. ‘We just want the boy.’

			Now the girl looked at him. She stood, and Jakob took an involuntary step backwards. The girl studied him, she sniffed at the air; she looked up at the sky with a glazed curiosity, as if every day she paused to wonder what it was.

			‘The boy is lost.’

			Jakob fought to keep any emotion from his voice, ‘What do you want from him?’

			‘The woods want him.’

			‘Why, damn you!’

			The girl fixed him with a scornful expression, there was something uncoiling in those eyes that told him to mind what he said. ‘Damn the woods, not the bones,’ she said.

			Catherine was looking about, at the many trees, twisted in their unnatural shapes. ‘Do the trees want him?’ she asked.

			Jakob tried to shush her, but the other girl nodded. ‘The trees.’ Her voice was a dejected whisper.

			Catherine looked up at her grandfather. ‘She’s cursed, and the trees are there to keep her here. The trees took him, not her!’

			Jakob thought about this. Always he had seen the trees as being cursed, as the things that faltered and ailed in the widow’s bitter shadow. Always he had thought the widow damned, but he had never thought long about the nature of her damnation. He looked again at the dirty child. Now she was on her knees, staring down at her hands forlornly.

			Her bones were held fast; a prisoner of the woods as much as any of the trees.

			‘Why?’ he called out. ‘Who did this? Who made such a curse?’

			The child looked up. She looked beyond Jakob and pointed. Jakob turned, startled, to see a woman had joined them, a woman exactly as disheveled and worn as the girl. Jakob turned back to the child, but she was now gone. There was only the woman, walking into the clearing with faltering steps. Her once attractive face was strained, weary beyond the support of flesh. She stopped a way from Jakob and his granddaughter, and craned her head to look at the great tree.

			‘A man.’ Her voice was withered, but contained an echo of something that had been soft once, tender once. ‘A man came here, his face white and his heart black. He tricked a girl into his bed. The church bells rang, and that night she despaired. A beast, he was. They came for him, the people, all of the people. And he cursed them as they put him down. And he cursed his bride, as they made her a widow. They burned his bones until they were black.’

			Her voice was mournful, and fractured, she pieced memories together from years long surpassed. Her eyes were fixed on nothing, or perhaps they saw the past.

			‘A sickness came. People died, children died, and they said the ground was cursed. They wanted to appease it, and gave my bones to his.’ She stared at the base of the widow, at the thick roots that snaked into the ground.

			‘This ground is wretched,’ Jakob said, ‘it took you, but it doesn’t have to take the boy. Take us to him.’

			‘Please,’ Catherine added her voice to his. The girl’s pleading hit a note that the woman understood. The woman pointed, and Jakob turned to see an old crone standing at the edge of the clearing. He didn’t need to look back at the woman, to know that she had gone.

			He pulled Catherine with him, and hurried over to the crone. She was older than anyone he’d ever seen, and stooped. A ragged black robe was her only garment. She studied them for a moment, as age studied youth in all its forms, with resentment and wonder. Then she turned and slowly staggered away. Jakob gave his granddaughter’s shoulder a reassuring squeeze, and led her on. They made slow progress, the old and stumbling woman treading with weary care as she picked her way through the woods. ‘Where are we going?’ Jakob asked once, but the crone would say nothing.

			At one point she led them down a narrow, crooked, path, and here the trees seemed to reach out to them, seemed to grope blindly. Fearing a trap, Jakob hesitated, but then he watched the trees scratch at the crone, attack her too. She hissed at them, and then they seemed to recoil from her. These trees were old, apparently as weary of her as she was of them. She walked down this path, and Jakob hurried after, Catherine’s hand forever in his.

			Their behavior suggested the branches knew that Catherine was there. They began leaning towards her, uncurling fingers of brittle wood. She shrank into Jakob’s embrace, and he held her to him as they hurried on.

			‘These weren’t always trees, were they?’ her voice was muffled.

			He said nothing, for there was nothing he could say to comfort her, to address her growing doubts about the world.

			The withered path was sheltered by just as withered trees. The sky was blocked out, and everything was a peeling grey, a dead soil, a shade of normal shadows. This path could just have easily taken them from the world to a ghost-place, a blighted glade that did not properly exist in their world. This part of the world was entirely still and silent; the world outside the woods now seemed mythical, and unlikely. A man could forget, Jakob mused; a man could forget he was ever a man.

			Eventually the crone stopped at a small clearing, and Jakob turned Catherine so she could not see what was ahead. Willem was standing, as if asleep. Roots were wrapped around his feet, and the ground around him had long been stained a dirty red. He was held in place by a number of branches that supported him as if he were a fly in a web. These branches were from a circle of black and ancient trees. Their branches extended eagerly for the boy, cradling him.

			‘What happens here?’ Jakob said, in a whisper that was fearful of everything.

			The crone turned to him, ‘Take him down,’ she said, with a child’s voice, ‘if you can.’

			Jakob stared at Willem, the tangle he was in. He had no knife, nothing but his own strength, would it be enough? He took a step forward then stopped, Catherine was still holding on to him. He looked down at her as kindly as he could. ‘You have to let go, child, I’ll need both hands.’

			She looked up. In this place her face was grey and shadowed. ‘Please, don’t let me go.’

			‘I have to.’ His voice was firmer, and he gently but purposefully removed her hand from his. He took a step away from her and went to Willem’s side. He tried first to release the boy’s feet, but the roots around his ankles held tight. He then tried to push back or break the branches that held him so disquietingly in place. One branch ended in twigs that held Willem’s head like they were fingers. Jakob tried to snap these, to loosen them, but there was no give.

			A sweat came to him as he worked, and a cold desperate snake uncoiled in his stomach. The light would fail soon, and what then? What if he could not free the boy?

			‘Grandfather!’

			Jakob had forgotten Catherine in his efforts. He turned sharply and to his dismay saw some of the roots had found her. They must have snaked from the undergrowth, from darkness itself. Her left foot was held fast, and the roots were writhing up her leg. Even as she called out, she fell forward, losing her balance as the root tugged for her. She fell to her knee, skinning it on the bleak hard ground. With shocking speed, she was being pulled away.

			Jakob leapt for her and quickly put her hand in his. ‘I have you, child!’

			She was sobbing. He held both her hands in his and tried to tug her free, the roots pulled, as if enjoying this game, and easily took her away from him. Her finger slipped from him, and he desperately scrabbled after her. This time he ignored her and went for the roots, clawing at them, even biting them. They held.

			Jakob looked around for the crone. She was sitting on a rock, watching all without interest. ‘You did this!’ he cried out. ‘You brought them here to their deaths!’

			At this the crone shrugged, ‘No one dies here. Death is the unblessed blessing.’

			‘I could free you, free you all!’ Jakob roared, his voice hoarse, tears coming down his old and tired face.

			The crone stared at him, more intently than before, ‘With fire? Your father tried that. We remember. You can take nothing from the woods. Not even life.’

			‘There must be a way!’

			The crone turned away from him, shuffling delicately on her rock, so that she didn’t have to see anymore.

			‘Grandfather. . . please. . .’ Catherine pleaded, her own hands now scrabbling fruitlessly at the roots around her feet. Jakob searched for something that could be said, something that could be done.

			‘Be brave,’ he muttered, hoping something would come to him. He could save one of them, he supposed. There must be time enough for that; use a rock perhaps, a sharp edge to cut the roots? But could he save both?

			Could he choose?

			Jakob looked back at Willem; the boy looked pale and ill. Something deathly had touched him, was touching him still. Even since they’d come to this clearing, he’d worsened. Catherine cried out. Jakob held her tightly around her waist, thinking that soon she would be pulled from him, taken into shadows, out of thought and solace.

			Jakob was numb.

			And then, there was a dim thought, a spark in the darkness. ‘His bones,’ he said, ‘I’ll find his bones.’

			The crone turned to look at him, a frown intruding upon her so-lined face. ‘His?’

			‘The one who cursed you, who was buried here first. We’ll find his bones, no matter how long it takes. Fire wasn’t enough for them, so we’ll scatter them, one end of this land to another, and the skull we’ll give to the sea.’

			The crone’s mouth moved, as she worried at this idea, teased it. ‘Perhaps. . .’ she said.

			‘My people will do it,’ he shouted. ‘My family, my children and their children. Their children, if need be. Till the bones are scattered. I swear it. I’ll swear it on my grandchildren’s lives, if you give them to me.’

			The crone looked at Jakob; the pupils of her eyes were large and black, things that had absorbed too great a deal of suffering. Slowly, she rose from her rock, and came over to Jakob and his granddaughter. Then she stooped down, and bit fiercely into the root. Somehow, her teeth could do what his could not, and the root was cut. Jakob scrabbled away from the undergrowth, pulling Catherine to her feet. As they watched, the crone approached Willem and then, grabbing his hand, pricked his thumb with her jagged fingernail. A small bead of blood appeared, and the crone bent close, whispering to it, as if pleading with the blood to stop.

			‘What are you doing?’ Jakob called out, frantic at the sight of Willem’s limp and pathetic body.

			‘I summon one who can help,’ the crone said. ‘I call through the blood.’

			Jakob wondered what she meant, but his eyes were drawn to Willem, and he was too tired, too exhausted from this day to argue anymore.

			Then suddenly there was movement, a sharp rustling in the trees, and Jakob apprehensively looked up. A man emerged from the woods, his flesh pale and glowing; his eyes black as bark.

			‘Samuel. . .!’ Jakob gasped the name with wonder. A lifetime of remorse and yearning flooded through him.

			His brother didn’t seem to hear him. He walked slowly, almost sleepily, towards Willem and studied the boy. ‘He’s my grandson!’ Jakob called out. ‘Help him!’

			Samuel stood awhile, staring down at the boy as if remembering that was what he once had been, then he acted. He grabbed the branches and broke them as if they were dust. He savagely tore the ‘hands’ that cradled the boys head, and caught him gently as he fell forward.

			Samuel lowered the boy, and Jakob and Catherine hurried to their side.

			‘Samuel. . .’

			‘He can’t hear you,’ the crone said, perched again on her rock. ‘He hears the song of the blood.’

			Samuel stared down at Willem, and patted the boy’s hair. Willem slowly woke, and stared wonderingly.

			‘This is Samuel,’ said Jakob quietly. He was staring at his brother with awe. He was a man, not a boy, what did that mean? Did it mean anything here? ‘I’m sorry, Samuel,’ he said, ‘for that dare. I always wanted to tell you. . . how sorry I was. It should have been me, that day, never you.’

			Samuel looked away from the boy, and stared into space, his dark eyes reflecting. He could have been deep in thought, or beyond thought. Jakob yearned to know which.

			After a moment, Samuel tilted his head, as if hearing a distant call. He rose silently to his feet, and turned back to the woods.

			‘Mother never forgot you, I never will,’ Jakob said to him, the words leaping urgently up from his soul. ‘I love you!’

			Samuel turned his face briefly to the fading sun, there was a look on his face that could have been read a hundred ways, but Jakob chose to see peace. With that, Samuel walked quickly into the woods, and belonged to it once more.

			Jakob hugged his grandchildren to him, and they stared at the path Samuel had made into the wood, as if willing him to reappear. He did not.

			At a distance, the crone watched them. She rose from her rock. ‘Follow,’ she said.

			She navigated the twisting paths with ease, and somehow led them from the woods, just as the moon emerged from clouds and bathed them all with its ill shade of sunlight.

			They were at the small path that led to the beginning of the woods. Jakob bade the grandchildren run ahead, and they ran to the cabin as fast they could. Then Jakob turned to the crone, who could not leave the woods, and did not try. She was there no more, but the child had returned in her place.

			‘I will not forget,’ he said.

			The child was impassive. Either she did not care, or she did not believe. Weary, she turned, and returned to whatever passed for her life, or indeed, her death.

			Later, Jakob gathered his family, and told all of what had happened. He told of the widow, her curse, and his promise.

			His son and his wife thanked him for returning their children, and hurried upstairs to shower them with assurances and kisses.

			‘And where are these bones?’ his wife asked, thinking of her husband’s promise.

			‘Beneath the widow, perhaps. I do not know, but I will go in there and look. And I will ask at the village, some must know something of what happened. Then we will make paths. We will dig by all the oldest trees, and dig up that worthless man. We will go in there and return life, hope, to that wretched place.’

			He did not mention Samuel. That pain was too sweet.

			And so, a week from that day, Jakob carefully led his grandchildren back into the woods. His sons had been busy, cutting back the overgrown paths and leaving signs for others as best they could. Eventually Jakob found the great widow again, and he and his grandchildren planted flowers, of rich colors never before seen in the woods, and they repeated promises to the widow.

			Jakob looked at the flowers, and saw they would take to the soil, and find light, and live. And as they flourished, hope would return to this dark place. Hope would do more than fire ever could have.

			Jakob thought of this and smiled, and then he led his grandchildren home.

		

	
		
			Author Loci

			Barry Charman

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			I wrote the widow in the woods out of a fascination for urban legends and folklore. I wanted to create a myth that felt unnervingly tangible. Who hasn’t walked through some woodland, found themselves off the beaten path, and wondered about the ancient land around them. Why do the trees look like they’re reaching for you? What would they say, if they could say anything at all? What is this dark place, that no one besides yourself seems to have ever found?

			We are surrounded by stories, both those we tell, and those that, passed down, seem to tell themselves...

			Barry Charman is a writer living in North London. He has been published in various magazines, including Ambit, Firewords Quarterly, The Literary Hatchet and Popshot. He has had poems published online and in print, most recently in Bewildering Stories and The Linnet’s Wings. He is soon to be published in Going Down Swinging, and has a blog at http://barrycharman.blogspot.co.uk/ 

		

	
		
			Advertisement

			
				
					[image: ]
				

			

		

		
			Subscribe via Mailchimp: http://eepurl.com/btvru1

		

	
		
			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

			The next issue of Dimension6 will be available free for download on 5 April 2017. Our 2016 collected edition will be available for purchase for 99 cents from all good ebook stores in November!

			You can download Dimension6 by visiting the Dimension6 webpage. 

			We’d like to thank our affiliates for helping spread the Dimension6 word.
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			If you’d like to join our affiliate program, email me at keith@coeurdelion.com.au

			You can also sign up for our MailChimp List to get instant notification of the next issue.
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