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			Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

			Keith Stevenson

			It’s mid-winter in the southern hemispherical areas of Dimension6 and we’ve noticed a pattern creeping in to this part of our publication cycle to bring you not three, but four stories to ease you through the long dark. 

			Halfway through our fourth year, we’ve decided to make this a tradition, so…

			Robert Stephenson, who graced issue 2 with Wild West shenanigans in ‘He Ain’t Dead’ returns with a sci-fi tale that is more than meets the eye in ‘Rescue’

			Nathan Burrage, who recorded a podcast version of ‘Black and Bitter, Thanks’ for TISF, mixes medieval history with dark sorcery in ‘Remnants’

			Simon Petrie whose story ‘All The Colours of The Tomato’ in issue 9 was Aurealis-shorlisted earlier this year mixes time-travel, kidnap and prosthetic arms for ‘November 31st is World Peace Day’,  and 

			J Ashley Smith will bend your mind but put it back sort of in one piece with ‘Duplicity’.

			I’ll be attending Conflux in Canberra this year, so if you enjoy the magazine come up and say hello.

			But right now, sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.

		

	
		
			The Rescue — Robert Stephenson

			‘Can’t we just ignore it?’ Conway said, feeling an argument with his crew brewing.

			‘No, Captain,’ Max said. ‘I sent confirmation of our action to Thelus as soon as I detected the distress call.’

			To him the AI sounded smug.

			‘I could just carry on with our shipment.’ He was in command, so it should be his call. But the reality was different.

			‘Thelus has already responded, Captain. Failure to act now would mean loss of ship and licence.’

			Max’s tone while soft, carried an edge of compulsion Conway didn’t enjoy. ‘I’m still the Captain,’ he said. The crew, already fragile, would revolt at the AI’s commitment on their behalf.

			‘And who is the owner?’

			That settled the argument. He turned his chair and looked at the holographic sphere in the command room, showing the immediate star-field and the stricken ship, the Rainer II.

			‘How long if we hard boost?’ He thought of their cargo and the payments they’d lose for late delivery.

			‘A month on the crash couches,’ Max said.

			‘It’s registered as a medical transport.’ He read some of the data on the field. ‘Surely there’s someone closer.’

			‘We’re the closest there is. And Thelus has already marked us as assisting.’

			While Conway played Captain, Max controlled all ship’s functions. He had little choice but to trust the thing. He watched the medical ship’s icon slowly moving away.

			‘Captain,’ Max said, its voice sombre but assertive. ‘I have plotted our course and am making adjustments.’

			That was the problem with Max; it did whatever it liked when it liked.

			‘Cobalt’s not going to like this.’ The engineer hated change.

			But Max was already informing Leisha and Cobalt about the course change. He could hear Cobalt’s unintelligible yelling all the way from engineering. Cobalt had been on the Constant Traveller for all fourteen years of its service and there wasn’t a single trip where he hadn’t threatened to leave because of the intolerable position the AI held in ship operations. But if anyone was to blame for that, it was Conway. He’d meddled and it had cost him his command.

			The forward monitor buzzed and switched screens; Cobalt’s face stared out at them, his dark Asian features unhappy.

			‘Te AI’s screw’n wit-us ag’n,’ he said in his coarse Moon station accent. ’Tis beta not be b’llshit.’

			‘The Rainer II is carrying Streak vaccine and there will be a sizable reward when we get to Thelus,’ Max said.

			Conway wiped at his face, pressing his fingers into his eyes. Max should have told him about the cargo right away. Why hadn’t he? Streak was a bad virus, it killed everyone unless you had the vaccine. His mother included. But something didn’t feel right.

			AI’s were never ‘flexible around the truth’. But Max had been created from Conway’s own brain patterns. Which was, of course, completely illegal.

			‘Streak,’ Cobalt looked sceptical. ‘Nuf’ ta cover t’ lost bonus?’.

			‘Enough to make you rich and famous, for a short time anyway,’ Max said.

			Cobalt’s frown turned to a smile, but it didn’t make him look any more pleasant.

			Conway scanned the information appearing on one of the forward control screens. They could reach the Rainer II, in a month to six weeks. The gee force from the deceleration was troubling, but the gel-couches would protect them from the worst of it.

			‘You’ve calculated the fuel?’

			‘There will be enough, Captain.’ Max sounded firm.

			‘Conway.’

			He turned to see Leisha standing in the hatchway; her grey hair short and her eyes tired and red.

			‘You got what Max said?’

			Leisha nodded. Like all of them, she was wearing her orange environmental suit, the top, and bottom complete with boots, but the front was unfastened to her waist, the neck ring removed and she wasn’t wearing gloves.

			‘We’re not dropping our load.’ He stared at her. ‘But Max has plotted the course.’

			She frowned. ‘The AI gets what it wants again?’ She didn’t sound angry, her blue eyes looked wet. Leisha always looked like she was about to cry, yet he had never seen tears.

			‘I’ve got final say; we do what’s best for us. This salvage will boost our profits.’

			‘I’ve received part of a follow up transmission from the ship,’ Max said. The star-field cleared from the holo-sphere, showing a grainy image, interference of some kind that Max couldn’t clear from the feed.

			‘. . . my father-figure won’t respond. . .’ the little girl said, her small face almost hidden in a wild mop of dark hair. ‘. . . he won’t. . . up. . . loading. . . is gone. . . I’m afraid. . .’

			The screen flickered. The girl looked about ten or eleven; blue eyes and firm cheekbones, an almost familiar face, Conway thought.

			‘I can’t control the ship. . . I haven’t learned yet.’ She reached forward and touched the camera. ‘Can you see me? Can anybody see me?’ The screen blanked out. The feed was gone or terminated.

			‘Max?’ he said.

			‘I am sorry, Captain. I cannot access any more of the message.’ It sounded hesitant.

			‘So now it’s a rescue mission, with a chance of fame and fortune.’ Conway let it sink in.

			On the monitor, Cobalt frowned and then narrowed his eyes.

			Conway looked to Leisha; she offered a sad half smile.

			A rescue mission.

			He still wasn’t sure he would have agreed to the course change if he had the choice. Who would have thought he’d be forced to care? How long ago had the AI become his conscience?

			But he didn’t control what the ship did. The AI part-owned the Constant Traveller and fully-owned the business. Conway had never had the guts to tell the crew they were working for a machine. But it was down to the AI to remind him what it meant to be the creator of your own destiny.

			‘We will be initiating full burn in thirty minutes,’ Max said. ‘Please check your suits and strap into your couches. Failure to do so may result in injuries.’

			The standard procedures being so coolly announced did not help the tension. He offered a shrug to Leisha, stood and left the control cabin.

			Leisha followed him to the crew module to suit up, get on the couch and wait for their bodies to be pressed into the acceleration gel. Cobalt would be doing the same, but he’d stay in engineering to monitor systems. The walk to the module was slow and lonely, even with Leisha only a few steps behind. Once seated in the crew module he felt resignation. How much of his conscience was controlled by the machine? Leisha took the seat next to his and began closing her suit.

			‘Conway,’ Max said as he closed the front of his suit and picked up his gloves.

			‘Unless you have some good news for me, I don’t want to know.’ His helmet was on the rack with the others, plus one spare suit on a rail.

			‘Cobalt is trying the override my course settings.’

			He closed his eyes and tried to think good things. No one could override Max, not even him, and it was his brain, essentially. He clipped on his helmet, powered up the suit then logged into the ship communications system.

			‘Cobalt, what are you doing?’

			‘Te AI don’ haf all t’ best moves when it come t’ navigation. C’n save fuel, I.’

			‘Stow it. You have five minutes to strap in.’

			‘He has fifteen,’ Max said.

			‘Leisha?’ He felt the gel give under his weight. It would absorb up to twenty gravities before the negation field recalibrated and restored their point six gravity.

			‘Yes.’

			He could see she was powered up on his HUD. ‘Have a word with Cobalt. He either gets in his couch or gets squished.’ He resisted the urge to listen in on their conversation.

			After a few minutes, the HUD showed Cobalt’s icon as his suit powered up. He didn’t bother reading the vitals. If anything was amiss, the AI would intervene. Lis per centtening to his breathing, and half-watching the dance of information out of the corner of his right eye, he wondered what they would find.

			‘Full thrust in three minutes,’ Max said.

			‘How much fuel will we use?’ He could have blinked through menus for the answer, but why search clumsily when Max would know?

			‘We will use thirty-two percent of reserves for acceleration and another thirty-five percent in deceleration. Chemical and gas engines are low but have enough charge for safe manoeuvering around the target vessel. We will only get one chance, Captain.’

			He opened his eyes, looked at the data on the HUD but couldn’t relate anything quickly. ‘Why?’ Vector graphs appeared, showing nominal approaches, intercepts, and even turn-around manoeuvres.

			‘I am going to use most of our manoeuvring fuel to change course, and it will take all of what I am allocating. The remainder leaves us one control set for the rescue, and one set for docking at Thelus.’

			‘You sure about this?’

			‘Thrust in ten seconds, Captain.’

			The HUD shut down as Max took over. You trusted nothing to humans when it came to propulsion. He closed his eyes and mentally counted down and prayed they would not get stranded. He got to ten and nothing happened. Then he blacked out.

			Leisha had gone forward into the command cabin to monitor their approach and establish communications with the Rainer II. While the braking was hard, the negation field was working optimally. Max informed him the rescue of the stricken crew and the vaccine would be publicly displayed on their return, and there would be system-wide announcements concerning safety in space, with Constant Traveller’s crew the face of new corporate safety messages.

			He ached all over. He didn’t want the fame; he didn’t even want to be known as a rescuer. Max could settle his own moral demons if he had any, just let him get back to his hauling life.

			‘Captain?’

			He turned and saw Leisha standing by the open hatch. Her face was ashen, her suit completely off. She was thin and frail. Dressed in dark green, square-cut underwear, and a brown T-shirt, sweat-stained and loose. She couldn’t have looked any more forlorn. What was different? What had happened?

			‘Problem?’ he asked, not sure of what else to say.

			Sad blue eyes looked to him. He thought she might be crying. ‘I’ve been trying to make contact with the Rainer II.’

			‘The girl’s still alive?’

			She slowly shook her head. There were tears on her cheeks and her face looked ravaged by despair. ‘I think she’s dead.’ She turned, her pants sagging at her shrunken backside. No one looked good in space and no one looked like the promotional displays for the space workforce. Fat people just didn’t survive long; he didn’t know why and didn’t care. Right now, Leisha just looked bad.

			She turned and walked from the cabin. He heard her sob.

			‘Wha’s wit ’er, Conway?’ Cobalt asked, joining him at the hatch. He’d finally made his way up from engineering. ‘She cryin’?’

			Conway just looked at him and followed Leisha to the command cabin.

			‘Ya’ shittin’ ma?’ Cobalt unzipped the front of his suit and removed the neck ring and flipped it in a slow arc to the spare couch.

			The engineer was brute mechanics and bad attitude. To Cobalt, Leisha was one of the coldest, hardest women he’d ever come across and was a damn fine make-do doctor. 

			Cobalt stopped in the hatchway to the control cabin while Conway entered and stood behind Leisha as she took her seat and tapped her fingers on the data pad.

			‘Capt’n sa ya wa cryin’.’ Cobalt’s voice fell flat. There would be no affirmation.

			Conway put his hands on her shoulders and felt her bones and the movement of the tendons as she typed. The screen in front of her showed the same grainy image of the girl. Cobalt came into the room and took up one of the four seats in the spacious area. He looked to Leisha, his lips a tight line.

			‘. . . my father-figure won’t respond. . .’ the little girl said again. ‘. . . he won’t. . . up. . . loading . . . is gone. . . I’m afraid. . . I can’t control the ship. . . I haven’t learned yet.’ She reached forward and touched the camera. ‘Can you see me? Can anybody see me?’ The screen blanked out.

			‘I am sorry.’ Max’s voice felt like an intrusion. It sounded hesitant. ‘We will catch them in another two weeks. I am still locked on their beacon.’

			‘“We”,’ Cobalt said, softly. ‘I’ tinks i’ is one of da crew.’ He reached over and touched Leisha on the arm; she pulled away, a death stare followed.

			Conway shook his head in Cobalt’s direction, indicating now wasn’t a good time for his kind of personal touch. Leisha shuddered and he squeezed her shoulders. She would allow him a moment, no other. He understood Leisha’s emotions, even if he refused to acknowledge them in himself. She couldn’t have children. Too long in space. But the inability to have a child was different for her. When in space-dock, and waiting for cargo, Leisha liked to be around children. He knew if it were possible, she would have adopted but she didn’t have the job security. Still, those feelings were there. Seeing this child, alone and dying, had driven home what she had sacrificed. 

			But as much as she wanted to help the frightened child, it couldn’t be done.

			‘Get some sleep,’ he told Cobalt. The engineer looked at them both, then got up and left the cabin.

			He didn’t start talking straight away. There were dark folds of skin under Leisha’s eyes, betraying her true age. All of them were in their fifties and they all felt tired. Space made you tired; all the protection against vacuum, the effort to stay alive and the mental concentration because one small mistake could kill you or someone else.

			Why wasn’t she wearing her suit? No matter which way he came at the oddity, he couldn’t fathom an answer on his own.

			‘We’ll get to her soon,’ he said, his voice booming in the stillness.

			She said nothing, just lowered her chin a little. He saw a tear slide off her cheek to slowly drop to her lap. Tears in partial gee were beautiful. Tiny crystals of life floating slowly away. ‘They have the Streak vaccine; they’ll, at least, be free from that. . .’

			‘They don’t have Streak,’ she snapped, turning on him, her blood-shot eyes were angry. ‘Their ship is damaged. You heard the kid. Her father-figure was injured. That’s a communal family setup, and if he’s dead what hope for the child? She’s afraid, Conway. She’s been alone for a month. She could be dead already.’

			‘We don’t know that.’ He held up his hands. She remained silent. ‘The girl said she was afraid and she couldn’t control the ship. The rest of the message doesn’t give us much. So for now, we treat this as if they are alive, okay?’

			She sat staring at him, her eyes searching his face, perhaps looking through the lie. He could see she wanted to believe.

			‘Max,’ he said.

			‘Yes, Captain.’

			‘How much more thrust can we take until the negation field stops making a difference?’ Leisha’s eyes widened.

			‘We can do a full two-hour burn. Then we must turn and use a heavy burn to slow us.’ Max put information on one of the forward screens. ‘The compensators are rated at five gees on top of what it is already set for, but, Captain, the negation will cease functioning closer to four point five. If you stay in your suits and on the couches, we can set negation at another four point five but push the ship to five, the couches will absorb the extra pressure.’

			A graphic on the screen showed the ship and a white cone spreading out from its end. ‘The drive’s radiation halo projected during our slowdown will take three days to clear once we have stopped. While we may be able to get to the stricken ship in less than a week, we will not be able to offer physical assistance until that halo has dissipated.’

			He looked to Leisha and saw the small nod and knew it was a risk they had to take. Arriving in another two weeks could see them searching a ship of the dead, making the recovery of the vaccine hollow. A week was far better if the look on Leisha’s face was anything to go by.

			‘Do it, Max.’

			‘Yes, Captain. Ready in ten minutes.

			‘Why did you take off your suit?’ he asked; he needed to know.

			‘It felt wrong being safe.’ She looked to the hatch and shivered. ‘The three of us are always safe, we are in our suits all the time, our wastes are taken care of and, in a pinch, we can live off the suit’s recycling system for four to five weeks.’ She reached up and touched his face. ‘I wanted to know what true vulnerability felt like.’ She was serious. ‘I wanted to feel like that little girl. I wanted to know what it was like to be afraid.’

			‘And are you?’

			She stood, turned away and headed for the hatch. ‘No, not at all.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Because I knew Max wouldn’t let anything happen to me, but I had to try.’

			While turning, braking and matching speed and orientation with the crippled Rainer II hadn’t been a problem, it had cost them far more fuel than Max had claimed. Now they were stranded. The AI hadn’t been wrong. It was another misrepresentation of the truth. Had something happened to it, Conway wondered.

			‘I’m sorry, Captain. Please know I am working on a solution to our problem.’

			‘“Our problem”?’ he scoffed. ‘It was all “you” before.’ He moved from the couch.

			‘The halo has cleared now,’ Max said as he showed a few schematics on his HUD.

			‘Communications?’

			‘Still nothing, Captain. I have even tried a cascade, which should have broadcast on every receiver the ship could possibly carry. Still no response.’

			‘What can you tell me?’

			‘If the Rainer II has intact fuel rods. We might be able to utilise them.’

			‘If we can’t?’

			‘Again, I am sorry. I am doing my best, Captain.’

			Why wasn’t Max sharing critical information? It could crunch numbers as big as planets and still never make a mistake. But the AI had been as anxious to get to the stricken ship as Leisha. Conway closed his eyes; they hurt and he opened them again, just staring at the HUD.

			The other two were slowly coming around and would be ready soon enough. They too would be sore, but at least they were all alive. He walked to the command cabin.

			‘What use is a crew on an AI ship anyway?’ He spoke aloud, trying to give his voice substance as he struggled to sit in the cabin’s forward-most seat. He felt superfluous again.

			‘You are here because I cannot leave the ship, Captain.’

			‘Leave off, Max. My self-pity is off-limits.’

			‘And all ships must have at least one human owner and operator in accordance with Earth System Shipping Regulations. Need I quote the sub-section?’

			‘I said enough. I know the regs,’ he snapped, looking over the command screen and seeing they matched the data scrolling up his HUD. ‘How about you show me some images of the Rainer II.’ He tried to relax.

			The ship appeared on the screen, lit by the Constant Traveller’s lights. The design was old, typical for a decommissioned warship now running medical supplies. The hull, while long and sleek, was dotted with darker grey patches where weapons and sensors had been removed. Long rails and dishes extended from the ship’s stubby nose, and a large dish was perched amidships facing rearward. There were lights, but he couldn’t tell if they were just running lights or ports. The Constant Traveller had about six viewports along its five hundred metre length, but they were rarer on warships. All that darkness and stars didn’t make for good viewing. Just below the mid-ship dish was the large ring of an airlock. He could see the yellow external power coupling.

			‘Do we have a cable to fit that system?’ he asked.

			Max showed a close-up of the elongated port near the lock. ‘Eighty pin male, these old ships had pretty basic designs. There are several couplings with cable extensions in the equipment hold.’ Max indicated their locations on the HUD.

			‘What about the fuel rods?’ Saving the cargo and girl might be important, but fuel was vital.

			‘Once I have a connection to the ship I will be able to assess the fuel situation.’

			‘How are Cobalt and Leisha?’

			‘They are both fine for now. Cobalt’s retrieving the cable.’

			The airlock tunnel extended and attached over the lock door. All he needed now was Cobalt to run the power cable to the door and plug in.

			‘Tell me we won’t have to hand crank.’ Emergency system or not, cranking would not be easy. If there was pressure on the other side of the outer door, there would be resistance until valves could engage and vent the atmosphere.

			‘Once the cable is connected, you should be able to cycle through in about five minutes but, if there is still enough ship power, the outer door could be cycled in under a minute.’

			The HUD came alive with the same data that was on the screen, and then the screen switched to the camera’s view down the tunnel to the grey and white airlock of the Rainer II. The lights of the tunnel were few, but their whiteness meant the shadows were light grey rather than black.

			‘Any news from the ship, Conway?’ It was Leisha, entering the command cabin behind him.

			He turned to her; he could see her bloodshot eyes through her faceplate and wondered if she was in any pain.

			‘Nothing. We have to go over.’ He couldn’t mention the fuel. Not yet. ‘You search for the girl.’

			‘You really think she could be alive?’

			‘We have to be prepared, Leisha. If this is bad, we’ll give them a good send off with a few prayers.’

			‘I didn’t know you were religious.’

			‘I’m not, but they might be.’

			‘And you might not be such a hard arse after all,’ she said with a strange, forced smile.

			‘Could you please join Cobalt at the airlock,’ Max interrupted, sounding annoyed. ‘He has the cable. I need to alter some running procedures and may be off-line for a few minutes.’

			‘Can it wait?’ Conway was starting to get an idea of how Cobalt felt. Max was being even more troublesome than usual and, given where they were and what they were doing, it more than irked him.

			‘It appears I have to wait for something, anyway. Yes, it can wait, Captain.’

			He followed Leisha down the corridors and joined her at the hatchway. She turned at the threshold and studied his face, looking for something in him, some of that slipped compassion, maybe? He didn’t have any, hadn’t had any at the start. The girl’s voice had pulled at something, but he’d shelved those emotions years ago. You didn’t do space and love and family well, if at all.

			Leisha saw all she wanted and turned back to lead the way to the airlock.

			‘She’s quite upset,’ Max said on their private channel.

			‘I know. Once we get what we’re here for, and are on our way to Thelus, then we can deal with personal problems.’

			‘Cobalt is annoyed for other reasons,’ Max said. ‘His issue is with me.’

			‘He told you directly?’ Conway asked.

			‘He asked me to find him a new job on a ship leaving Thelus. We have agreed on a separation package citing irreconcilable differences. I must agree; he is not a help to us any longer.’

			‘This isn’t the time.’

			‘I agree. This isn’t the time. There is much to do.’

			‘So let’s just get on with it,’ he said.

			In a way, he hoped everybody was dead. Leisha would be traumatised, but a few weeks in the crash couch on a meds regime would get her back to normal. Replacing Cobalt however wasn’t going to be easy.

			The engineer was waiting at the airlock, which opened to reveal the square hatch of the outer door. A white light shone through the small window; the light from the tube leading to the Rainer II. Cobalt stepped into the chamber and waved the others in. Cycling through was the easy part.

			They traversed the tunnel into a large funnel mouth attached around the Rainer’s airlock. He first tried a simple open tab set into the dark, grey hull. The button depressed easily enough, but the activation light blinked to red. He felt the pull of light gravity near the airlock.

			‘Maybe not enough power to cycle,’ he said. ‘Ship’s got gravity, but at a guess only about point two, so be careful.’

			‘They could still be alive,’ Leisha said, moving in closer.

			Cobalt pushed a large coupling into the yellow slot, trailing the equally yellow cable back to their ship. Conway depressed the tab again; this time, the light flashed orange then green. The airlock was cycling. The door opened. The lock was empty. A huge space filled with wall hangers, tie-downs, and cables. Where the inside of the Constant Traveller’s lock was white with yellow and red warnings, the Rainer II was dark, drab and military utilitarian.

			The Rainer II’s outer door closed and the inner door let out a puff of air as the seals released. The door split down the centre, moved outwards a fraction and then slid into the walls.

			‘We’ll keep our suits sealed,’ he said, getting thumbs up from both Leisha and Cobalt.

			‘The ship has been secured, Captain,’ Max said, resuming contact. ‘I have found intact fuel rods we can use. I am sorry but I cannot fully assist at this time.’

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’ He looked to Leisha, but it was clear Cobalt wasn’t in on the comment. ‘You brought us here.’

			‘I have already instructed Cobalt to go to the engineering section, a schematic has been supplied. I am sorry, but I have something that needs doing and it may take some time.’

			‘Can we lodge a salvage claim?’ Leisha said, obviously trying to change the subject. Maybe she was delaying Max’s departure.

			‘I am seeking confirmation. I cannot be sure. I cannot confirm. But at this time take what we need. Find what you can.’ A long pause. ‘I must do what I have to. I am sorry.’

			Leisha looked to him, frowned and started searching the few rooms immediately in front of the lock. The low gravity meant she couldn’t race about, but he could see the panic in her face.

			Conway cut Leisha out of the channel. ‘What’s going on, Max?’ He had a heaviness in his gut. This felt so wrong. They were out on the edge and they couldn’t afford a mistake. They couldn’t afford the AI to malfunction.

			‘The ship cannot be salvaged.’ Max said, his voice more a solid thud. ‘The ship’s owners have lodged a destruction order.’

			‘Already? How? What’s going on?’

			‘That information is currently unavailable. I am sorry, Captain.’ Max sounded troubled.

			Cobalt reported they had fuel. Getting back wasn’t going to be a problem. There was food on their ship and he supposed they could take whatever food was on the Rainer II, but the sudden secrecy was bringing on anxiety he hadn’t felt since his mother died.

			‘Are there survivors?’

			‘I cannot confirm or deny. Again, I am sorry Captain. I am awaiting clarification of the current situation.’

			Conway switched channels. ‘Leisha,’ he said, ‘go forward and work your way back.’

			The red medkit box she carried had only a few emergency items, a packet of skin, blood replacement gel, wound sealant and a packet or two of pain suppressants.

			Cobalt’s voice broke into the common channel, sounding strange. ‘I’m in t’ hold. Tis empty. No vaccine!’

			‘I’ll find the girl,’ Leisha said, giving an odd little upwards look as if asking Max for help. She slow ran down the grey, pipe-lined hallway.

			Everything suddenly felt strange and a sense of falling gripped his mind. He made his way to the storage chamber and Cobalt. It was completely empty. For once the engineer seemed lost for words. But he didn’t look angry; he was scared.

			Conway wanted to wipe the strain from his face, to pull back on his hair. He hadn’t felt so unsafe in all his life. Max had been distant and secretive since they got the distress call. The best he could do was get everyone back on the ship and pointed back home. Keep things simple, he thought. Not heading out in the first place was simple. 

			Why did he create Max? What was he thinking? He had secrets, he had problems and issues with people, so why did he think an AI based on his own personality would be any different? He looked at the empty room again. Closed his eyes for a moment and took some deep breaths. Focus. He had to focus.

			‘Max, are you going to tell me what is going on here?’

			But the AI did not answer.

			Cobalt had transferred the fuel to the cramped, cargo hold and headed to the engines to ensure supply was constant. The gravity was back on and Conway liked the feeling of stability it brought. Leisha had completed a third full ship search before reluctantly giving up. The Rainer II had three dead adult males on board but no girl. He felt guilty for all his bad thoughts and felt even more troubled by the fact Leisha couldn’t save the child; if there ever was a child.

			Even if the AI had been responsive, losing your temper at it didn’t work and held no satisfaction. He listened to Cobalt’s screaming at Max for an hour before returning to the crash couches and reviewing their setup for the next pre-programmed full burn to Thelus. Leisha sat on her couch, helmet on but faceplate up. Her face was wet with tears. She’d found only dead men. He doubted any soothing words from him was going to make things easier for her.

			‘Cobalt getting any answers?’ Leisha asked.

			‘Nothing yet. We’ll have a couple of months to sort it out.’

			‘He’s leaving, you know.’

			‘I know. He’ll be hard to replace.’

			Leisha gripped her hands together, the white knuckles bony and tense. He sat beside her, his stomach tightening as he settled into the cushioning foam. This next burn for Thelus was going to be harsh, and he knew he would ache even more afterwards.

			He reached over and covered her small hands with his. Her fingers were cold and he could detect a slight tremor in the grip. ‘The universal’s been retracted and we’ve almost turned around, so there is nothing else for us to do.’

			‘I think Max owes us an explanation,’ Leisha said. She sounded exhausted.

			‘I suppose it does, but I think it might never tell us what happened.’

			‘Why do you say that?’ She looked at him, the searching in her eyes painful.

			‘Just a feeling I have. I can’t explain it really. I just sometimes feel I know what Max might be thinking.’

			‘Then who owes me the explanation, you or Max?’ Her words were barely a whisper.

			‘I do,’ Max said through the ship speakers. ‘I also ask for forgiveness for what I have done. . .’

			‘’Giveness ma a’se, ya comput’rised shi’er,’ Cobalt’s voice cut in over the system. ‘Tel’us where da vaccine w’nt!’

			‘I will explain,’ Max said softly. ‘The crew were already confirmed dead by the time we received the distress call. The ship carried no valuable cargo, so the owners wrote the loss off. There would be no rescue mission.’

			‘Da j’b wa del’ver seeds t’ Thelus, not. . .’

			‘Enough, Cobalt,’ Conway said louder than he’d meant. Max was confessing to its lie and he wanted to hear the excuse this time.

			‘It is difficult for me to say, but I. . .’

			‘Li’d. Yah, t’ll em’ ya p’ece a sewer block’ge. Who’d a ’eard of an AI ly’n?’ Cobalt started again, ‘Yo’re an AI, a mach’ne, a par ’xample of one of I. . .’ Cobalt’s voice dropped from the ship’s speakers.

			‘I’m sorry about that,’ Max said. ‘He gets harder to understand when he’s argumentative. He will be able to hear what I have to say and after this, it will be up to you to decide what to do.’

			Leisha tensed, Conway squeezed her hands a little harder. The only reassurance he had. ‘No ship was going to rescue the Rainer II. So I made sure you had to.’

			‘You what?’ He closed his eyes and tried to control the rage boiling up inside. ‘That wasn’t your decision to make!’ He stood, letting Leisha’s hands go.

			Cobalt stormed into the cabin shouting. ‘Yo ear wha ya w’res an’ I’s ya f’lt ya pr’ck.’

			‘Stop! Both of you. Stop it!’ Leisha looked to them, her eyes red welts. ‘They’re all dead and the girl is gone and I want to know why. I don’t care about the vaccine or the credits; all I cared about was that little girl.’ She wiped her eyes with her fingers. ‘I was dead inside until she gave me something to live for. Now she’s gone.’

			Cobalt lowered his fists and looked to Leisha. His face dropped; it was as if his anger had been instantly converted to grief. The man was truly stunned. They had been hauling together for years and not once did he or Cobalt know Leisha had felt so badly about life. She joked and drank and shouted and fought just like everyone in the business.

			‘No one is gone, Leisha,’ Max said, its voice soft and calm. ‘I am sorry, Captain. I used all of you. I threatened you with loss of licence and I lied about the salvage reward so Cobalt wouldn’t object. I did not. . . I mean I could not tell you what was going on, or why we had to get to the Rainer II.’

			Conway sat, returning to Leisha’s side and putting his arm around her shoulders. She went to shake him off, but he persisted and she gave in. She’d lost some of her fight, and, he had to admit, his emotions were also a bit frazzled. Cobalt sat on his couch, forlorn and alone in his broken little world.

			‘The girl is my daughter,’ Max said.

			No one spoke. No one dared breathe.

			‘She is a minor copy of my intelligence,’ Max said softly. ‘She is the offspring of the Rainer II’s basic AI system and me. DR12 and I created an intelligence using the best of our systems.’

			‘You have a child?’ he said, his voice a whisper.

			‘I’ ’eard ’t all now,’ Cobalt grunted. ‘T’e comp’ter as a bab. Capt’n ya re’lly need ta get. . .’

			‘Shut up,’ Max said. ‘You’re an insensitive oaf, Cobalt, and I had to bribe the Captain of the Further More to take you on. I have had it with your sniping and complaining and your whining.’

			Cobalt fell quiet and moved back onto his couch.

			Leisha pushed in closer to Conway and he didn’t know what to say. 

			‘Conway, what’s Max talking about?’

			He knew Max was way above standard AI systems and sentient in its own way, but this. . . this was something unbelievable.

			Cobalt’s mouth hung open as if caught mid-rebuke. The whole situation felt like they had just been told off by their mother.

			‘I don’t know,’ he said, trying to understand. ‘It sounds like Max says she isn’t real.’

			‘But we saw the image,’ Leisha said, breaking across their shock. ‘I heard her voice.’

			‘It was a projection to protect the knowledge of what the ship was. The Rainer II was a simple medical courier ship running vaccine between stations, outposts, and Thelus.’ Max sounded apologetic. ‘I set the whole thing up years ago to give my child a home, a guardian, and even a career when she was old enough. It’s illegal, I know.’

			‘Conway,’ Leisha said looking at him.

			‘But you have a child?’ he said again, shaking his head. ‘How is that even possible?’

			Machines do not have children, it was. . . it was. . . He looked up, scanned the conduits and the close overhead plating, and by staring at the small and brilliant lights, tried to make sense of what the AI had just said.

			‘The Rainer II was implanted, by me, with a child-like AI unit which would learn about the world through her interactions and human communications between ports. She was created sentient.’ Max sounded exasperated. ‘DR12 was her official male guardian and while it had some clever functions it didn’t have enough programming to be truly sentient, not like our daughter. The three men you found were dock hands from the Moon. Their families have been notified and compensations paid.’

			‘T’s a mach’ne, na a g’rl,’ Cobalt snapped, but there was no venom in the words.

			‘I. . . we decided to develop the persona of a girl. I only had my observations and memory scanning of Leisha to base my early development on, but I was hoping through interactions with women on the shipping networks she would grow to maturity. Maybe even be a bit like Leisha.’

			‘Where is she now?’ Leisha asked. ‘I want to see her. I want to see your child.’

			‘A child,’ Conway whispered. Max was based on his own brain map, so that made him. . . made him what?

			‘Please, Max, where is she?’ Leisha had a new tone to her voice; there was the sound of relief.

			‘Tamara is getting settled into the new operating system. Sadly, DR12 could not be saved. The corruption and damage meant it could not save its crew or leave the stricken ship. It agreed to grant me sole custody of our child. I’m sorry, Conway, I didn’t know what else to do.’

			The AI sounded just like any man talking about their child. He had heard it enough in station bars when new haulers came in, taking their first trips away from home and family.

			‘I am sorry, but this was a rescue mission to get my daughter. I lied because none of you would have agreed to rescue a machine intelligence.’ Max was speaking slower. The confession was nearing its end. ‘I understand and regret what I had to do, and I will pay you all triple what is owing, plus my share of what would have been our ‘reward’ for the vaccine.’

			‘Is she safe?’ Leisha said as if nothing else mattered.

			‘Yes, she is safe.’

			Leisha stood, her eyes turned to the ceiling and hands at her sides. ‘Please, Max, can I see her?’

			‘I believe she would like that. She had no mother, so to speak.’

			The conversation was bizarre. He wanted to say stop, go back to the beginning and have Max explain once again what was going on but part of him also wanted to know more.

			‘If you close your face shield I will be able to allow her access to your suit systems. You can talk privately.’

			Conway watched as Leisha closed her shield. He moved away from her couch and allowed her to lie down. After a few moments, she put on her gloves and lay on the couch; it appeared Leisha was going to be busy for a while. He pulled her harness down and locked her in place. They would be under full acceleration soon. 

			It didn’t seem to matter to Leisha that the child was simply an immature AI; to her, it was still just a frightened little girl. He looked to Cobalt, who was slowly shaking his head, huffing and puffing around the cabin as if considering an argument. Everything had become too much for him. After a time, he put on his gloves, checked and double-checked his suit fastenings before putting on his helmet and strapping onto the spare couch. Leisha’s flash shield was down and he imagined the image of Tamara would be on the small screen.

			To be honest, he’d had problems with coming just to get the vaccines; and he hadn’t wanted anything to do with possible survivors or a rescue. But a daughter, he mused. Max had a daughter. So did he. Strangely it felt okay.

			‘Tamara has her own independent system, Captain,’ Max said as soon as he had his helmet on and was strapping into his harness. ‘She has no access to the ship directly, and only has inquiry status with the crew.’

			‘How old is she?’ He found himself asking, yet still finding it hard to believe.

			‘Software wise or mentally?’

			‘I mean as a kid,’ he snapped but found it was just his own memories as a child crowding him.

			‘She’s nine.’

			Max was quiet for a long time and he thought of himself at that age: his father always away on long hauls, his mother always distant and disconnected from reality. Later, after she had died, he learned it was the Streak, but those were strange days. He thought of his own life, growing up mostly alone in space, getting odd jobs as a runner. No one cared for him and he’d cared for no one. Maybe he cared for Leisha but fought against the feelings. He’d only let her down in the end.

			He felt the push of the couch into his back and the press of gravity on his chest as the ship fired its drive. They were on the way to Thelus. The pressure on his chest wasn’t great, but it was enough to make him conscious of breathing; in time, he started to hear the beating of his heart within the still confines of his helmet. Music or an action drama wasn’t what he needed right now. Then what did he need? The whole world had changed in a few moments, or parts of it had.

			‘Max?’

			‘Yes, Captain.’

			‘Tell me about her, tell me about our daughter.’
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			Remnants — Nathan Burrage

			With the snow easing at last – thank the Saints – they could finally urge their horses to better speed in the moonlight. No point trying to obscure their tracks, thought Dumitru. Only further snowfalls could hide their passing and speed was more important now. Besides, the Ottomans had likely divined their destination. After their last disastrous raid, there was nowhere else to run.

			The wound in Dumitru’s hip still throbbed, although the pain was losing its edge as the cold deepened. He shifted in the saddle, taking more weight on his good leg, and pressed a hand to the sodden bandages. The arrowhead hadn’t gone deep, but there had been no time to stitch him up once it was removed. Glancing over his shoulder, it looked like tiny red poppies had bloomed amidst the snow.

			‘We’ll get that seen to once we reach White Church.’ Cosmin nodded at Dumitru’s injured leg. ‘No doubt we’ll find a willing seamstress who can knit you back together.’ 

			A bear of a man, Cosmin wore a ragged mail shirt crusted in Ottoman blood. A boyish grin split his bearded, forbidding face. Easy to forget how young they all were.

			Dumitru smiled and tendrils of ice in his beard cracked. ‘Others need tending more than I.’

			‘Maybe so,’ Cosmin replied, dropping his voice a notch, ‘but the men need a leader. So you’ll be first to the healers just the same.’

			‘More than I deserve,’ Dumitru muttered.

			Their party numbered just under a dozen now, less than half the men he’d set out with. Most carried wounds of some description, although the cut to Cosmin’s shoulder above his shield arm didn’t look too serious. They had captured their prize, but it had come at a terrible cost: Ciprian, Emilian, Marian and Serghei all face-down in the snow. The others were either captured or dying in winter’s numbing embrace.

			‘Gave as good as we got,’ Cosmin muttered, his bravado fading away.

			Dumitru forced the faces of the dead from his mind. ‘Let me know when Neculai returns. We can ill afford any more surprises.’

			Cosmin nodded. ‘You’re going to check on the prisoners.’

			Dumitru sighed. ‘Yes, it’s time I had words with my sister. As for the other, he’d better be worth the risk we took.’

			With snow falling heavily, their scouts had been unable to fully gauge the number of Ghazi soldiers escorting his sister. The advantage of surprise had quickly shifted as undetected Ghazi cavalry wheeled around and charged through the trees.

			The raid had been fought in pockets of frenzied violence: men and horses screaming, arrows whirring beneath the branches of naked beech trees, the spray of blood, shockingly bright against the snow. It was Neculai and Stelian who managed to drag his sister back to her people, Ekaterina clawing and kicking all the way.

			Dumitru reined in his horse and let his tired warriors pass. Few acknowledged him; most were either numb with pain or lost in their private thoughts.

			Ekaterina had been stripped of her fine robes and jewellery and disguised in a thick monk’s cassock. Her head was bowed and the cowl hid most of her face. Their second prisoner shivered in his foreign robes, the bottom of his turban wrapped around his face so that only a slit remained for his black eyes to stare out at the cold, hard Transylvanian landscape.

			Silviu was keeping watch over the prisoners. Dumitru admired his bodyguard’s profile as they approached; straight nose, strong jaw and hair as black as sin. He gave Silviu a brief smile before nodding towards the front of column. Silviu handed over the reins of Ekaterina’s pale mare, their gloves touching fractionally longer than necessary, before spurring his horse forward.

			Ekaterina looked up at the sudden halt and her expression turned scornful. ‘Ah, the Captain of the New Varangian Guard. I’d curtsey if my hands weren’t tied to the pommel.’ Her expression couldn’t be less pleased if she’d just stepped in a steaming pile of horseshit.

			Dumitru grinned. As Kat’s younger brother, her scorn was like a comfortable, well-worn coat. ‘Sister, it’s good to see your spirits remain undulled from your recent misadventures.’ An ugly bruise marred her cheek. He nudged his horse forward and tugged on the reins of her mount.

			Ekaterina leaned forward in the saddle. ‘Rakosh will kill you for this. Every last one of you.’

			‘Hardly news, Kat. The Emir’s Ghazi have already tried a few times. It seems I’m destined to disappoint both of you.’

			Ekaterina made a noise of disgust. ‘So far, your resistance could be ignored in the name of largesse. Not now. Not after kidnapping his betrothed. Every person who has ever harboured you will die screaming. Don’t you care about that?’

			Now that sounded like the sister he remembered. The one from his childhood, not the woman who had unwisely chosen to dabble in politics. Don’t do this, don’t do that, don’t you realise what will happen, you idiot?

			‘Is that why you chose to marry him?’ Dumitru asked. ‘To protect us all?’

			‘Well, it wasn’t for love!’ Ekaterina snapped. ‘Rakosh and his Ghazi are too strong. Father fought and failed. He’s learned to accept it. Why can’t you?’

			‘So if you can’t kill a beast, tame it? Is that your strategy?’ Dumitru glanced at Ekaterina. His sister wielded words with a deftness learned from their father. Even her expression was not to be trusted.

			‘At Rakosh’s side, I can stay his hand. Do you have any idea how much our people have suffered for your petty raids?’

			‘There’s no need to twist the knife, Kat.’

			She had the decency to look momentarily abashed. Dumitru pressed his advantage. ‘You err in assuming Rakosh will listen to you.’

			Ekaterina smiled. ‘I can be persuasive. And he needs me at his side if he wants to hold these lands. You’ve demonstrated that much.’

			‘You’re right. Rakosh will marry you to legitimise his claim, seed an heir or two, but listen to you? Never. Not with those cursed Djinndurum whispering in his ear.’

			Even Ekaterina’s imperious expression faltered at the mention of those unholy brethren. Rakosh would be summoning them from whatever dark places they took their leisure. Combined with his highly-trained Ghazi cavalry, Dumitru’s remaining men stood no chance of winning a pitched battle.

			‘You may be right,’ Ekaterina conceded, ‘but at least my way only I suffer. Your campaign has achieved little and cost much.’

			‘You’re wrong. Our people know we reject the Ottoman yoke. And we have Rakosh’s attention.’

			‘Are you that eager for death?’

			‘The occupation began with Rakosh. It ends with him. It’s that simple.’

			Ekaterina frowned as she studied Dumitru, her expression searching, as if she’d glimpsed something she’d never seen before. ‘You’re drawing him out, goading him.’

			‘How can he command respect if he can’t even protect his betrothed?’

			Ekaterina shook her head. ‘You fool. He’ll decorate a pike with your head and slaughter the entire village as an example.’

			‘Perhaps, or he might prove over-confident. Either way, I’ll not see our line joined with his.’

			Ekaterina scowled. ‘This man you’re trying to be, it’s not who you are, Dumitru. Don’t forget I’ve known you before you learned duty and honour and all those other useless platitudes you New Varangians cling to. I know you have a. . . gentler side, a side that will never continue our line.’ She glanced in Silviu’s direction.

			Dumitru leaned in close to Ekaterina. ‘One more word – just one – and you’ll complete this journey in your smallclothes, your mouth gagged and slung over the saddle like the spoils of war. Am I clear?’

			‘As you wish, brother, but we both know you’re lying when you talk of the future.’

			‘Think what you like. It’s not for either of us to decide. Father will be the judge.’

			All the blood drained from Ekaterina’s face.

			Dumitru chose that moment to summon her guard and he dropped back to the second prisoner.

			The Ottoman was shivering as the horses picked their way through the denuded trees. Dumitru studied the thin foreigner, noting the soft hands scarred with old burns. Dumitru might be young in the grand scheme of things, but he had no difficulty recognising a man with secrets.

			‘Do you speak Saşi?’

			‘Well enough, Most Excellent.’ He tried to bow in the saddle.

			‘Good.’

			Keeping his voice low, Dumitru began his interrogation.

			Night had fallen by the time they reached the remote village of Viscri. Unlit hamlets loomed without warning from the fog that had settled in the valley. The chill had deepened, lodging in Dumitru’s lungs and seeping into his bones so that warmth was but a faint memory.

			The Ottomans had no love for the cold. No matter how hot Rakosh’s temper ran, he’d be forced to camp for the night and search for firewood to keep his Ghazi from freezing.

			They were safe.

			For now.

			Neculai had done his job, giving the villagers advance warning of the impending attack. The smallfolk would be huddling in the fortified church that overlooked the village.

			The ache in his injured hip had faded and his left leg was stiff and almost numb. He was afraid to dismount for fear he might discover he could no longer walk.

			‘They’re waiting for us.’ Neculai emerged from the shadow of the nearest hamlet. His face was almost ghostly in the moonlight, eye-sockets shrouded in shadow. ‘We made sure the villagers gathered what weapons they have. Mostly bows, a few spears and the odd axe. No armour, of course.’

			‘It’s the bows we’ll need,’ Dumitru replied. ‘Spears and scythes will be no match for the Ghazi if they breach the walls.’

			Neculai nodded in agreement.

			‘Will they fight for us?’

			Neculai spread his gloved hands. ‘Everyone fights given no other choice.’

			‘Then let’s hope they aren’t offered another one.’

			The horses plodded up a trail that wound out of the village and up the overlooking hill. Dumitru strained for a glimpse of light that would betray the church’s location. He was pleased to discover he could find none.

			The whitewashed walls from which the church took its name soon emerged from the gloom. Once, as a child, he’d accompanied his father to White Church for a dedication ceremony. That boy remembered walls that towered overhead, grazing the bellies of clouds. The warrior that he’d been forced to become was quietly dismayed.

			The outer wall was roughly diamond in shape, with roofed towers protecting each corner. While the fortifications were pleasingly thick, they were hardly as high as he remembered; perhaps four times the height of a man. A Ghazi could approach on horseback, throw a grappling line and be over the parapet without too much difficulty. With insufficient warriors to man their perimeter, placing archers to make best use of the embrasures would be crucial.

			A broad guardhouse overlooked the main gate. The church was set in the centre of the diamond and connected to a tower keep that commanded views over the entire structure. That would be their final line of defence, should it be required.

			Dumitru reined in his horse at a respectful distance from the guardhouse. Figures moved behind the merlons but none addressed him.

			‘I am Dumitru, son of Lucian, rightful lord of Cohalm. I am known to you.’

			‘What business do armed men have with the peaceful folk of Viscri?’

			‘As your Christian brethren, we seek sanctuary. As for myself, I would speak with my father.’

			No reply was forthcoming. Dumitru frowned; hardly the welcome he’d hoped for. He caught the sound of boots pounding down wooden stairs. If he was forced to wait, he might as well assume the role of a penitent.

			Dumitru dismounted carefully to keep the majority of his weight on his good leg. The dull pain in his hip sharpened considerably. Grimacing, he unsheathed his sword and plunged it into the soft snow. It was hard to make out faces beneath the eaves of the guardhouse, but he had no doubt he was being watched.

			He sank stiffly to his knees, hiding the effort it cost him. ‘I will pray here, at your door, if I must.’

			Metal bolts screeched as they were drawn back and the double gates swung open. A priest emerged from the gap, a lantern held aloft in a steady hand. He was clean-shaven and surprisingly young. 

			‘My name is Father Petru. We were told to expect you.’ Petru hesitated before hurrying on. ‘Your father wanes, I am sorry to say.’

			Dumitru absorbed the news in silence. It had been months since he’d last seen his father. Months since they’d quarrelled about how to deal with Rakosh, his Ghazi, and the terrible Djinndurum.

			Dumitru rose to his feet, biting back a groan. ‘We have injured. Can you tend them?’

			‘Of course.’ Petru took in the bloodstains on Dumitru’s leg. ‘I gather we should include you amongst them. Best we hurry inside.’ His gaze darted downhill towards the village.

			‘The Ottomans will arrive tomorrow.’

			Father Petru met Dumitru’s flat stare. ‘Then we have time to pray.’

			Most of the village had gathered inside the church. The hymn swelled as Dumitru did his best to walk normally across the courtyard. Ekaterina and the Ottoman prisoner followed, cords binding their wrists.

			Dumitru flung open the main door to the church and limped inside. Light and heat rolled over him, blinding after hours in the chilly darkness. The hymn faltered and fell silent as frightened faces turned towards him.

			‘Reverend,’ Dumitru said, addressing the lean, elderly Abbot leading the devotion. ‘Please forgive me. I have men outside, good Christian folk who fight to protect our land. They are freezing and most, if not all, are injured. I humbly request shelter and succour.’

			The Abbot frowned. ‘I will not thank you for interrupting our devotion.’ He glanced at his congregation. ‘Nor will I turn my back on these in need. Place your men in the stables and we’ll see what can be done for them once the service has concluded.’

			‘Thank you, Reverend.’ Dumitru bowed from the waist and ground his teeth together at the pain.

			‘At the risk of further testing your patience, I wish to see Lucian, lord of Cohalm and my father.’

			If the Abbot was surprised by this statement, he hid it well. ‘Father Petru, please conduct this man and his. . . companions to his father.’ 

			The smallfolk were staring at the Ottoman. Angry mutters swirled around the room. That was good, thought Dumitru.

			‘This way,’ Petru murmured. They passed through an iron-banded door in the back of the church. Traversing a short covered walkway, they entered the tower keep.

			‘I see no guards,’ Dumitru noted.

			‘They’re at prayer,’ Petru replied with a mild note of rebuke.

			Dumitru had a number of choice responses to that, all of which he wisely discarded. He tugged on the rope binding his prisoners. Ekaterina was strangely subdued, although knowing his sister, she would be hoarding her words for Father.

			Petru led them up a tight staircase, across a landing and stopped at a heavy wooden door. ‘You should prepare yourself. We’ve done all that we could, but I fear he’ll be in God’s keeping soon.’

			‘He won’t be the only one,’ Ekaterina muttered under her cowl.

			‘Is that a woman?’ Petru asked in surprise.

			‘Thank you, Father Petru.’ Dumitru nudged him aside. ‘I’ll have some privacy now. Please ensure this Ottoman doesn’t do anything foolish.’ Dumitru pushed the prisoner to his knees and opened the door.

			Lucian was lying on a low wooden pallet covered in furs. He was far too pale and his cheekbones jutted from sunken flesh. A hearty fire burned in the grate. After the freezing cold outside, Dumitru found the room stiflingly hot.

			Shrugging out of his fur cloak, he drew Ekaterina inside and closed the door firmly in Petru’s face. Lucian murmured in his sleep but didn’t wake.

			Dumitru’s dismay was mirrored on Ekaterina’s face.

			‘You should let him be.’

			‘There isn’t time, Kat.’ 

			Dumitru limped over and drew the furs back. His father had always been a lean, severe man. In the months since they’d parted in anger, Lucian had wasted away. Ribs jutted from beneath his thin shift and sweat glistened on his brow.

			‘Father. Wake up.’ Dumitru gently shook him.

			Lucian, formerly of Cohalm, groaned. It took far too long for his gaze to focus.

			‘Ah, the son who wouldn’t listen,’ Lucian rasped. ‘And the daughter who couldn’t hold her tongue. What a fine pair you make.’ He laughed, or at least tried to, and subsided into a fit of coughing instead.

			‘Father, we don’t have much time.’

			‘In the name of God,’ Ekaterina interrupted, ‘cut me loose so I can make him comfortable.’

			‘Nothing rash, Kat.’

			She laughed, high-pitched and tight. ‘You inherited all the rashness in our family. None was held over for me.’

			No point arguing with her. Dumitru wasn’t about to be deflected from his objective. Drawing his belt knife, he cut Ekaterina’s bonds.

			‘Poor fool.’ Ekaterina rubbed her wrists and flexed her fingers. ‘Sit down before you fall down.’ Dumitru lacked the energy to argue. He sank onto a nearby stool and stretched out his injured leg. With the fire’s warmth stealing over him, pain was stirring in his hip.

			Ekaterina busied herself with pillows to prop up Lucian and a goblet of water to still his coughing. Once he was comfortable, albeit bleary-eyed from his fit, Ekaterina sank onto the floor at the foot of Lucian’s pallet.

			‘Why have you come?’ Lucian asked. ‘It’s not to tend me, that much I know.’ His shrewd gaze took in Ekaterina’s strange garb and Dumitru’s injury. ‘If I didn’t know the two of you, I could almost believe you’ve tried some ploy against those cursed Ottomans.’

			‘Kat was going to marry Rakosh,’ Dumitru said hurriedly. Long and unhappy experience had taught him that when dealing with Ekaterina, it was critical to seize the initiative. ‘I prevented it.’

			‘And killed half his followers in the process,’ Ekaterina snapped. ‘Rakosh is coming and he’ll slaughter every single person here to crush any further resistance. I could’ve prevented that. I still might be able to. . . ’

			A deep sigh shuddered through Lucian’s wasted frame. ‘My children.’ He shook his head sadly. ‘When you stand at the border of life, when all the doing has been done, some things become painfully clear. I wish you two could have been friends. Soon you’ll be all that the other has. Your Mother–’

			‘Our Mother was killed by that Emir and his cursed Ghazi,’ Dumitru interrupted. ‘The same man Kat intended to marry.’

			‘Not by choice, by necessity!’ Ekaterina leapt to her feet. ‘Fighting Rakosh and his Djinndurum is madness. We can only endure by joining our house to his.’

			‘That is not enduring,’ Dumitru snapped. ‘You’ll be one of many wives but the marriage gives him legitimate claim to our lands. Why can’t you–’

			‘Peace!’ Lucian growled. ‘I’m sick of your bickering and. . . expecting me to. . . choose sides.’ Lucian struggled for breath. Bright dots of colour infused his cheeks. ‘If you’ve told me true. . . Rakosh will finish. . . what he began at Cohalm. What’s the point of deciding who is right. . . or who is wrong? It matters little. Both of you. . . have failed.’

			Ekaterina opened her mouth, but for once, words failed her. Dumitru chose to hold his tongue.

			‘If only my children fought together. . . instead of each other.’ Lucian slumped against his pillows, his accusing stare unwavering.

			‘We’ve all seen what the Djinndurum can do,’ Ekaterina said. ‘Rakosh is but a man. The Ghazi are formidable but they bleed.’ She shook her head. ‘The Djinndurum though, they are beyond us.’

			‘Perhaps not.’ Dumitru raised his voice. ‘Father Petru, I know you’re listening at the door. Be so kind as to bring in the prisoner.’

			Floorboards creaked and after a pause, the door swung open. Father Petru was flushed but his expression remained defiant. Dumitru gestured for Petru to bring in the Ottoman.

			‘What are you doing?’ Ekaterina demanded. ‘He could be an assassin. Or a spy.’

			‘Why don’t you try listening for once, Kat? Tell them your name,’ Dumitru ordered the Ottoman.

			The Ottoman had lost his turban somewhere between entering the White Church and this chamber. His head was shaved in contrast to his thick beard. He sank to his knees and pressed his forehead to the floor. ‘If it pleases their Gracious Masters, my name is Diwan.’ 

			Dumitru noticed Diwan’s accent had thickened.

			‘And what is your profession?’

			‘I am a humble merchant.’

			‘Dumitru, why bring a heathen. . . onto this holy ground?’ Lucian asked with a withering look of disgust.

			Dumitru made a placating gesture. ‘Listen to what he has to say. What goods do you trade in, Diwan?’

			Diwan’s gaze slid into his lap. He knotted his fingers together nervously. ‘Antiquities, Most Excellent. Rarities from the East.’

			‘And who are your customers, Diwan?’

			The Ottoman gave Dumitru a pleading look. ‘Please, Your Benevolence. There are worse things than death. I beg you.’

			‘Answer the question.’ Lucian leaned forward in bed to get a better look at Diwan.

			Ekaterina shot a questioning look at Dumitru.

			Dumitru ignored her. ‘Diwan, they know you’ve been captured. And they have your goods. What further need do they have of you?’

			Diwan wrung his hands together. ‘You don’t know what you ask. I beg you.’

			‘No.’ Dumitru leaned forward. ‘Help me and I will set you free, as I promised.’

			Diwan searched the room desperately for a way to escape. His gaze lit on the narrow, barred window, before crossing to the fire. For a horrible moment, Dumitru thought he might plunge headfirst into the flames.

			The shock of realisation spread across Lucian’s gaunt face. ‘He serves the Djinndurum.’

			‘Yes,’ Dumitru replied. ‘He supplies them with the materials they need for their magiks. Even more telling, he has some training in their dark arts. Tell them what Djinndurum means in your language.’

			Diwan grimaced. ‘Begging your pardon, but it doesn’t properly translate.’

			‘Tell them.’

			‘Binder of spirits.’ Seeing their confusion, Diwan mimed a man wrapping a cloak around himself. ‘Like this, you see?’

			‘The Djinndurum wrap spirits around themselves,’ Ekaterina said. ‘We’d heard rumours but–’

			‘Blasphemy!’ Father Petru cried.

			‘Silence, priest.’ Lucian scowled at Petru. ‘What else?’ he demanded, shifting his attention back to Diwan.

			‘The Djinndurum work together,’ Dumitru said. ‘Individually, they’re not as powerful. But when combined in certain. . . shapes, their magiks strengthen.’

			‘Geometric alignment, Most Excellent.’ Diwan dipped his head in defeat. ‘Tapping into their djinni, the spirits they house, is but one part of their art. It’s the sacred geometry that magnifies their stolen power.’

			‘How does that help us?’ Lucian demanded. ‘They’re always cloaked in shadows. Arrows and spears never touch them.’

			Dumitru smiled. ‘That’s because they’re not where they appear to be. But Diwan here, he knows their structures, their patterns. He knows where they’ll be when the attack comes.’

			‘And without the Djinndurum, the Ghazi will be vulnerable.’ Ekaterina stared at Dumitru. ‘Did you know about this?’

			‘Not all of it. We received news of an Ottoman merchant who refused to trade his goods. And the Djinndurum hadn’t been seen for a while, as if they were waiting for something. All soldiers require supplies, don’t they?’ He gestured to Diwan. ‘But this is more than I dared hope for.’

			Father Petru sank to his knees. ‘This is the Lord’s work. His divine benevolence.’

			‘I thought my days would end in disgrace,’ Lucian rasped. ‘Cast from my ancestral home. My people enslaved. This is a mighty gift.’ He reached out a shaking hand. Dumitru rose painfully and took it. Lucian reached out to Ekaterina. After a moment’s hesitation, she rose and joined them.

			‘Together,’ Lucian murmured. ‘For me. Your Mother. Our people. Promise me.’

			Ekaterina pursed her lips, no doubt swallowing a bitter retort. She gave a tight nod. With an inward sigh of relief, Dumitru nodded as well.

			Together. If such a thing were truly possible, he would greet the Lord with a content heart.

			Silviu was waiting for him at the foot of the keep. To the casual observer, Silviu was simply standing guard, the butt of his spear grounded in the hard-packed earth. Dumitru wasn’t fooled. They’d not had a chance to talk since arriving at Viscri and they may not get another.

			‘Ekaterina?’ Silviu asked, peering up the stairs.

			‘With my father.’ Dumitru leaned against the wall of the tower keep. The cold night air helped shake off some of his lethargy.

			‘And the Ottoman?’

			‘Locked away, although not before admitting his dealings with the Djinndurum.’

			Silviu studied Dumitru. He was slightly taller and wider in the shoulder. ‘You can’t trust him. He’d say anything to keep breathing.’

			‘Perhaps, although he’s smart enough to realise he’s become a problem for Rakosh. I can trust that.’

			Silviu frowned. ‘I’m not comfortable with placing our fates in his hands.’

			‘It will be us defending the walls, not him. But we must learn the Djinndurum’s secrets.’

			Dumitru realised he was sweating despite the chill. He wiped his brow with the back of his hand and his bad leg buckled. Silviu was at his side instantly, a strong arm around his waist.

			‘The things I have to do to get your attention,’ Dumitru whispered.

			Silviu grinned and glanced around guiltily. Seeing they were unobserved, he planted a quick kiss on Dumitru’s mouth. Dumitru grabbed him by the nape of the neck and returned the kiss with fierce desperation.

			Silviu pulled away reluctantly. ‘Enough. That leg needs attention.’

			‘It’s not the only part.’

			Silviu bit back a laugh. ‘That might be so, but you need stitching up. And rest as well for the morrow.’

			Dumitru sighed. ‘I suppose some problems really can’t wait.’ He let Silviu help him limp towards the stables. By the Saints but he needed a mulled wine or even better, a dash or three of tsuika. The plum spirit would warm him from the inside and numb some of the pain he was about to endure.

			Dumitru paused outside the stables. ‘You brought it?’

			‘Of course,’ Silviu murmured. ‘Hard to forget when you remind me a dozen times a day.’

			‘And you’ve checked it,’ Dumitru pressed. ‘The mechanism is oiled, the bolts are true.’

			‘Yes, Mitru. All is ready. I just need a real target.’

			‘Oh, you’ll have it,’ Dumitru promised. ‘Now let’s get me stitched up.’ The smell of blood and the sound of men groaning in pain greeted him as he limped into the stables.

			Cosmin hailed him, ‘Where have you been?’ 

			Silviu followed, to all outward appearances a dutiful bodyguard to his lord.

			Ekaterina made Lucian as comfortable as she could after Dumitru left. They had been locked in, so there was little else to do.

			While clearly exhausted, Lucian resisted sleep, shifting on his creaking pallet and shivering beneath his heavy furs. It pained her to see him reduced to this, a shell of what he’d once been. Rakosh had done this to her father. She couldn’t argue with Dumitru over that. But you couldn’t change the past, only the future you stepped into.

			Ekaterina hunched over the fire, prodding the embers to call forth more heat. With her hands busy, she turned over all that had been said in her mind like river stones, hoping to find new meanings on the hidden sides.

			She was the subtle one of Lucian’s children. She was the one who made plans, who thought through consequences and made decisions that would advance the interests of their family. Dumitru – ever the little brother – had always been the anxious one.

			Anxious to please.

			Anxious to avoid missing out.

			Anxious to be accepted.

			As a result, he always rushed in, heedless of the situation, mistaking swift decisions for decisive ones.

			That’s what had happened with the raid earlier today. Dumitru had rushed in, sword brandished, to save his sister with no thought for the deaths that ensued. Or at least that’s what she had assumed. But after discovering the significance of the merchant, she realised that her supposed rescue was intended to conceal Dumitru’s true target.

			Did Rakosh realise what Dumitru had accomplished? Or did he merely assume Dumitru had tried to protect the honour of his family? Despite what she’d said, she didn’t know Rakosh well. The Emir struck her as both arrogant and vain. So if she had to guess, Rakosh would probably assume Dumitru had acted impulsively.

			‘Clever, Dumitru. I’ll give you that,’ she murmured to the flames.

			‘You should tell him,’ Lucian said.

			Ekaterina turned in surprise. She thought her father had finally succumbed to sleep. Clearing her throat, she said, ‘He’s reckless as it is. I see no reason to encourage him.’

			‘Huh. So you think being careful will rid us of the Ottomans.’

			Ekaterina pursed her lips. No point scowling at her father. It never did any good. ‘I never said that.’

			Lucian struggled up onto one elbow. ‘Then perhaps boldness is what we need?’

			‘If by boldness you mean risking all our lives, I’m not sure I agree.’

			‘Rakosh is not a man to be controlled. In your heart, you know this. But you fight with the weapons you’ve been given. Dumitru is merely doing the same. Can you not respect that?’

			‘We already tried fighting them.’ Ekaterina flung her hand out. ‘Our fortress at Cohalm was better defended than this church. We had more men. Trained soldiers, not smallfolk. And we still lost.’

			‘I remember,’ Lucian replied. ‘The ghost of that day haunts my every waking moment. Most of my dreams as well.’

			‘Then why encourage this madness? Why can’t you make Dumitru see what he’s risking?’

			‘Oh, Kat. He knows what he’s risking. If you were to have your way and you married that vile Emir, do you have any idea what you’d be risking?’

			She tried to picture life with Rakosh; a squalling brat clutching her leg and another in her belly, one of but many wives, sequestered away in a harem. Persuasion required a man’s attention, did it not? Could she really sway such a man?

			‘Ah. Now you understand. I see it in your face.’ Lucian subsided, whatever reserves of strength he’d drawn upon expended.

			Ekaterina knelt next to his pallet and took his thin, dry hand. ‘Understand what, father?’

			‘Dumitru loves you too much to leave you to the fate you so rashly embrace.’ Lucian closed his eyes and his breathing deepened and became regular.

			Ekaterina sat on her heels. She had never considered Mitru might be trying to protect her.

			After a while, she returned to the fire. Now seemed like a good time to pray.

			The sky was the colour of slate when he was shaken from his exhausted slumber. Dumitru struggled to his feet feeling like he’d barely closed his eyes. Much of the night had been spent questioning Diwan in detail, poring over sketches of the church’s walls and anticipating the Djinndurum’s likely lines of attack. Now that day was almost upon them, he could only hope that it would be enough.

			Lucian had recovered some semblance of his former self. With the aid of two sturdy priests, he was carried down to the nave of the church to address his former subjects, urging them to fight and warning of the likely slaughter should they fail. It was a greater contribution than Dumitru had hoped for.

			When Dumitru emerged outside, he saw figures in thick furs manning the walls, silhouetted against the first blushes of dawn. The sentries numbered far more souls than the survivors of his band, so Lucian’s pleas had been heeded.

			Dumitru limped to the nearest set of stairs and climbed up to the battlements. His injured hip felt tight and unnaturally hot. That boded ill, but given his chances of living out the day were slim at best, it was hardly worth dwelling upon.

			Cosmin was staring into the thick mist curling through the trees with two of the village elders. 

			‘Can’t see the bastards,’ Cosmin muttered. ‘Caught the muffled jingle of tack and a stray horseshoe on stone. They’re mustering down there, no shadow of a doubt.’

			Dumitru peered in the direction Cosmin pointed. The fog was so thick the nearest trees were vague suggestions and the sun was a watery blur peeking over the horizon. Dumitru thought he caught snatches of whispered conversations in a foreign tongue.

			Dumitru turned to the Viscri elders, nervous looking men at least twice his age. One held a bow, the other a spear. Both weapons had seen better days. ‘The Djinndurum will try to sap our will. I can’t say how. I’m told every man experiences something different.’

			‘Like what?’ one of the elders asked.

			Dumitru shrugged. ‘A sense of something creeping up behind you. Maybe the shade of a lost relative. Even insects crawling across your skin. Tell your men such things cannot touch them on this holy ground. Tell them to stand firm and put their faith in Christ. If they do, the Emir will be forced to demand our surrender. Don’t waste arrows on him because they’ll never find their mark. We need to draw the Djinndurum out so we can send them back to whatever hell they crawled from. Then all we’ll face is men, not foreign demons. Understood?’

			The two elders nodded, although neither looked convinced. Diwan didn’t think the church grounds would impede the Djinndurum’s magiks but that was irrelevant. His people would need courage to resist the Djinndurum’s attacks and faith was his most effective defence.

			‘Good. Pass the word. And tell your men to wait for solid targets.’ The elders hurried off in opposite directions along the wall.

			‘You really have a plan?’ Cosmin cleared his throat. ‘To end the Djinndurum, I mean.’ It wasn’t like Cosmin, usually so impassive, to seek reassurance.

			Dumitru tried for a confident smile. ‘I do. Just hold the wall for me.’

			Cosmin grinned. ‘Hope I live long enough to piss on their carcasses.’

			‘As do I.’ Dumitru clapped him on the shoulder. ‘Thank you, Cosmin. You’ve stood with me from the beginning and I won’t forget that.’

			‘No thanks needed for doing the right thing,’ Cosmin replied, his voice gruffer than usual.

			Dumitru nodded and moved along the wall to the north-eastern guard tower. Silviu and Diwan were waiting for him, a wrapped bundle at Silviu’s feet.

			‘Well?’ Dumitru demanded.

			‘Any time now, Most Excellent,’ Diwan replied. ‘I have measured the length of your wall and double-checked my calculations. Your man here knows where to aim.’ Diwan bowed nervously. ‘I am a scholar, Gracious Master. Not a warrior. I fear I’ll only be in the way up here.’

			Silviu grabbed a fistful of the merchant’s robe.

			Dumitru studied the merchant. ‘Wouldn’t a scholar be curious to see if his calculations were correct?’

			Diwan’s face paled in the weak sunlight. ‘Curiosity is not a virtue when the consequences of an error are so high.’

			‘Then you may need to make some rapid adjustments,’ Dumitru replied.

			‘I sincerely hope not, Honoured Lord.’ Diwan lapsed into an unhappy silence. Silviu gave Dumitru a warning look. So much depended on the merchant. Dumitru had no choice but to trust in Diwan’s instinct for self-preservation.

			Long moments passed by. The sky gradually lightened. No birds welcomed the day, no dogs barked in the village below. The fog muffled all sound. Occasionally a sentry murmured to another or pointed out a half-glimpsed movement.

			Dumitru felt alone despite the men standing within arm’s reach. He’d brought them to this point, to the brink of annihilation, all because he couldn’t accept Rakosh’s rule. Was that leadership or was it the worst kind of hubris? Would his people curse his name after today? Would Viscri become a by-word for disaster, a warning to echo down the ages?

			The thought was a thorn beneath his skin, gouging his conscience. He’d never been the son his father had wanted, never the one born to rule. Surely all this was a belated attempt to win his father’s approval. . . to prove all his doubters wrong. Maybe Ekaterina was right, maybe he was just pretending?

			The frigid air dried Dumitru’s throat. His ribs were tightening, constricting his chest. Silviu moaned, whether in pain or fear, Dumitru couldn’t tell.

			So alone.

			So isolated.

			Movement flickered through the fog. Dumitru stared, transfixed by the hint of wings. A prickling cold was stealing over him. Doom circled overhead, each pass bringing it ever closer.

			A shape burst from the mist and swooped so low it barely cleared the battlements.

			Dumitru ducked, terror coursing through his limbs. The apparition circled and dove towards him again. Dumitru cowered, unable to hide from what surely must be the Angel of Death. Black-feathered wings fanned out from a sinuous body that was both woman and serpent. Tattered grey rags streamed from it, the tips crusted with dried blood.

			The Angel screamed, and as it drew closer, he saw it wore Ekaterina’s face. Dumitru knew – without absolute certainty – that she was his doom. She always had been.

			Something tugged on his arm.

			‘These visions, they cannot touch you, Gracious Master. Not unless you let them.’ The heavily accented words were pained, as if ground out with great effort.

			Dumitru blinked. The Angel – Ekaterina – was banking for another pass. Her body twisted like an eel through water. Rough hands dragged his gaze away. Diwan crouched next to him, pinching Dumitru’s cheeks in desperation. Silviu remained upright, shaking head to foot, with God knew what horrors assailing him.

			‘The Djinndurum cannot tear down walls,’ Diwan said through clenched teeth. ‘They cannot burst open gates or slay a man with a word. But they can unlock your minds if you let them. Strike now, Honoured Master, or we have lost before we even begin.’

			Dumitru turned towards the main gate, expecting any moment to feel the Angel’s fangs sinking into his neck. His sentries had crumpled to the ground or thrown down their weapons and fled. The wall was undefended.

			Anger stirred in the pit of Dumitru’s belly. Rakosh must be laughing, assured of yet another victory.

			The Angel screamed again and Dumitru flinched. He had a duty to his people. He must protect them, no matter the cost.

			Duuuumitruuuu, the Angel taunted him.

			‘They cannot touch you.’ Diwan’s voice was etched with desperation.

			‘Good folk of Viscri,’ called a new voice. ‘Why do you bar your gates against your lord?’

			‘He’s here.’ Diwan dropped down behind a merlon.

			Rakosh, Emir of the Ottoman Empire, strolled from the thick mist encircling White Church. Beneath his peaked helmet, a thick moustache dominated his lean face. His long, dark hair was oiled and tied in a neat queue that hung past his shoulders. A polished mail shirt protected him from throat to knee and a red sash cinched his narrow waist.

			Despite Dumitru’s orders, at least one defiant archer loosed an arrow. It passed harmlessly above Rakosh’s left shoulder and he dismissed it with a casual wave of his hand. The Angel pealed with laughter and circled Dumitru.

			‘You have been led astray by the son of a fallen lord. I do not blame you for this, people of Viscri. After all, your place is to obey.’

			Rakosh spread his hands in the universal gesture of peace. ‘Open your gates, surrender this Dumitru to me and return my bride unharmed. Do this, and you may continue your day unmolested. Defy me and you will face my wrath. What shall it be?’

			The few men still manning the walls looked askance at one another. The offer was reasonable, wasn’t it? Even Dumitru saw the sense in it.

			Diwan jabbed Dumitru’s injured hip. A jolt of pain shot down his leg and Dumitru gasped. The unexpected agony broke Rakosh’s hold over him. Somehow the Djinndurum had shifted the focus of their magiks from fear to persuasion. Already two villagers were stumbling down the steps, weeping in their haste to throw open the main gate.

			‘Silviu, it’s time.’

			Dumitru stood, his entire body trembling. A single tear leaked from the corner of Silviu’s eye and ran unheeded down his bearded cheek.

			‘Silviu!’ Dumitru shook his lover but Silviu didn’t respond. His gaze was fixed inwards on whatever horror the Djinndurum had conjured. There was no time to be gentle. Dumitru back-handed Silviu across the face. His bodyguard stumbled and crashed into the side of a merlon.

			‘The crossbow,’ Dumitru snapped. ‘Now.’

			Silviu blinked in confusion, one hand automatically going to the trickle of blood from his split lip. Dumitru unwrapped the bundle and thrust the heavy crossbow into Silviu’s hands. Rays from the rising sun caught the silver filigree worked through the yew stock. ‘Now, for the love of God!’

			Silviu nodded, his expression hardening. Planting the crossbow on the timber beams, he put one foot through the stirrup and drew the wax-coated string up until it locked against the nut. Quickly selecting a bolt, he placed it in the groove and hefted the crossbow.

			While the mist obscured everything to the naked eye, the edge of the graveyard beneath the outer wall was just visible. Using his knowledge of the Djinndurum’s sacred geometry, Diwan had calculated the spirit-binders would form a pentagram around the diamond-shaped church. If that was correct, then one of them should be positioned less than twenty-five strides from the tower directly in line with the wall.

			‘Well?’ Rakosh called out. ‘I’m waiting.’

			Ekaterina emerged from the gatehouse. She had swapped her dress for a boiled leather vest, breeches and a small, recurved bow favoured by the Ghazi cavalry. Her back was rigid, suggesting she was not immune to the Djinndurum’s influence. ‘Rakosh, there is no need for this. I am not a prisoner here.’

			Rakosh scowled. ‘I’ve lost six soldiers defending you. Their spirits would argue otherwise.’

			Ekaterina waved this detail aside. ‘I have communed with God in this holy church, and I believe it is His will that we should no longer marry.’

			‘That is not for you to decide. Come down,’ Rakosh demanded. ‘Otherwise I slaughter everyone inside and I’ll give you to the Djinndurum.’

			Ekaterina visibly paled. With shaking fingers, she drew an arrow from her quiver. ‘You would have been a poor excuse for a husband anyway.’

			‘Silviu, now, while they’re distracted,’ Dumitru murmured.

			Silviu aimed at a target he couldn’t see, took a long deep breath, held it, and squeezed the trigger. The bolt hissed through the mist.

			Rakosh spun in their direction. Dumitru held his breath. An unearthly scream, so high-pitched it was almost a whine, suddenly swirled around the walls of the church. The mist tore open, as if invisible beasts were ripping it to shreds. Rakosh’s figure blurred and suddenly he was standing a dozen strides from where he’d appeared before.

			The Angel gave a shrill cry of despair. Its serpentine body coiled, tighter and tighter, until it was a blur of darkness that became a single knot that devoured itself.

			The mist exploded in a sudden rush of air. The whispering voices Dumitru had caught before swarmed past before fading into the distance.

			With the fog gone, the nearest Djinndurum was exposed. He was naked, but for a loincloth, with skin so pale the web of blue veins and darker arteries were visible. Small, geometric tattoos stood out at various points on his body: feet, hands, the centre of his chest, his bare skull. Each pulsed with dark blood and emitted a sickly hue. If Dumitru had encountered an animal like this, he would’ve killed it without hesitation, burnt the remains, and called it a mercy.

			Silviu’s bolt had punched a hole through the Djinndurum’s gut and emerged the far side, splattering the ground in foul blood that hissed as it congealed upon the snow. The Djinndurum sank to his knees with a hiss, although whether in pain or frustration, Dumitru couldn’t tell. It looked up at the battlements with sunken eyes that reminded Dumitru of the sky reflected at the bottom of a deep well.

			The Djinndurum’s lips curved in a grotesque imitation of a smile and it toppled, face first, into the snow. Steam rose up from around the body as the tattoos flickered and faded to the colour of ash.

			Dumitru had expected to feel elation at this triumph, but he couldn’t shake the feeling the Djinndurum was grateful. A violent shiver rattled down his spine.

			Stripped of the concealing fog, the Ghazi soldiers were suddenly exposed. They had deployed less than fifty strides from the main gate, well within bow shot. Dumitru quickly estimated their number at forty, maybe a handful more.

			‘You hit one,’ Diwan said, wonder in his voice.

			‘Hopefully it won’t be the last,’ Dumitru replied. ‘Go with Silviu. Run. Before they can re-group.’

			Silviu snatched up his bundle of bolts with his free hand and sprinted towards the next tower. Diwan ran after him, hunched over to avoid being seen.

			According to Diwan, the Djinndurum would be dazed by the loss of one of their number. Something to do with lost anchors, inflection points and recoiling energies. None of that made any sense to Dumitru. What he did understand was they had gained a temporary advantage.

			‘You men,’ Dumitru shouted.

			The two villagers struggling with the beam securing the front gate froze at the authority in Dumitru’s voice.

			He stabbed a finger at them. ‘Back to the wall. The lives of your family depend upon it.’

			An arrow whirred past Dumitru, only a few hands wide from its target. Rakosh was already marshalling his troops, no doubt furious one of his precious Djinndurum had fallen. Dumitru ducked out of sight and shouted at his men to loose.

			A ragged volley of arrows dropped into the Ghazi camp, far fewer than Dumitru had hoped for. At least the defenders were no longer paralysed. He spotted Ekaterina drawing and releasing a shaft. That would shame the other defenders into finding their courage.

			Another unearthly howl rose from the back of the church and unseen spirits streaked past. Silviu’s bolt must have found another Djinndurum. For the first time in months, Dumitru felt real hope. Then the Ghazi began their assault and there was no more time to think.

			The villagers were always going to be hard pressed to hold the wall. They lacked sufficient numbers to properly defend all the approaches. Worse still, they lacked the training. Arrows repeatedly missed their marks. Villagers armed with staves and rusted spears were no match for armoured Ghazi, even if the latter were scaling icy walls.

			Dumitru rushed from skirmish to skirmish, forcing the Ghazi back with a spear that became slicked with blood. The ache in his hip almost became too fierce to bear and the wound re-opened. His thirst intensified as the day wore on.

			Yet despite all their deficiencies, they managed to repel the Ghazi as the weak sun climbed overhead and dipped back towards the far horizon. After each failed attack, the Ghazi regrouped and devised new approaches to stretch the defenders as thinly as possible. As the siege wore on, both sides suffered heavy casualties.

			During a brief respite, Silviu confirmed the Djinndurum had fled, having lost a second member of their brethren. Diwan didn’t think they would return. At least not any time soon. After orchestrating victory after victory for Rakosh, the Djinndurum were unaccustomed to defiance, let alone losses.

			There had been a faint hope that Rakosh might withdraw, deeming the price of the siege too high. That hope wilted during the course of battle. The Emir became more furious with every unsuccessful attempt to breach the walls.

			The Ghazi conducted repeated raids, standing up in their stirrups as they approached the walls and hurling grappling irons over the battlements. Their archers peppered the defenders as the riders scaled up the icy sides of the outer wall. These attempts were usually masked by feints elsewhere.

			They were being ground down, but there was nothing Dumitru could do about it. If they could hold out until nightfall, the Ghazi would be forced to endure another bitter night’s cold without re-supply. Scaling the walls at night would be virtually impossible and Dumitru’s people would take heart from their success.

			The breach, once it was finally established, claimed Cosmin’s life. A well-placed arrow took him in the shoulder and nearly knocked him off the battlements. Stubborn as always, Cosmin caught his balance and rushed the first Ghazi squeezing through an embrasure. A second arrow caught Cosmin in the face as he brought his sword up for a double-handed blow. He toppled off the battlements, his body already limp.

			A handful of villagers rushed to repel the attack. The first Ghazi over the wall was able to hold them at bay long enough for a second and then a third warrior to join him. Together, the Ottomans swept the villagers aside in a flurry of scimitars. Dumitru was too far away to prevent their surge towards the tower house guarding the main gate.

			‘Back to the church,’ Dumitru bellowed. ‘Get back now.’ Dumitru lurched to the nearest set of steps and limped down as quickly as he could manage. Many of the villagers threw down their weapons and fled for the temporary safety of the church.

			Dumitru hooked the elbow of one of the elders. ‘Get archers in the tower,’ he snarled. ‘And barricade the doors to the church. We’ll keep them out as long as we can.’

			The elder hurried off, his expression one of sheer terror. Dumitru doubted the man understood a single word.

			The Ghazi had routed the defenders from the gatehouse and were lifting the heavy timbers barring the main gate. Villagers were streaming past Dumitru into the church in panic. What had been a battle moments ago had become a rout.

			‘We almost had them, didn’t we?’

			Dumitru turned to find Silviu smiling ruefully at him. A cut had taken half of his lover’s earlobe and left a nasty gash along the side of his neck. Blood caked his dark hair and more was spattered over his mail shirt. He still clutched the crossbow.

			Weariness suddenly pressed its advantage. The world tilted and Dumitru stumbled, squeezing his eyes shut against the vertigo. Silviu caught his elbow. The weakness passed, leaving certainty in its wake.

			‘Almost isn’t enough.’

			Silviu frowned.

			‘Do you have any bolts left?’

			‘Only one.’

			‘Get up there.’ Dumitru pointed at the window slit where his father had been housed in the tower keep. ‘When Rakosh arrives, put it through his chest.’

			‘I’m not leaving you.’

			‘If you stay, who will revenge us? Now go.’ Dumitru gave him a hard shove. Silviu stumbled, caught his balance and let the crossbow fall to the ground.

			‘No. That’s not what we promised each other.’

			Dumitru shook his head, angry at the temptation he felt to let Silviu remain. ‘I know, but that promise was made when I thought our lives were ours to do with as we pleased. I see now that I was wrong.’

			Silviu remained unmoved, wrestling with whatever he wanted to say.

			‘Please, Silviu. I can’t face Rakosh with you by my side. I need. . . to know there’s a chance. Do you understand?’

			Silviu shook his head.

			‘Besides, someone must see to my sister. Do this for me. Please.’ Dumitru staggered forward and quickly embraced his lover.

			Silviu pressed his face into Dumitru’s neck. ‘I can’t watch you die.’

			‘Then don’t miss.’ Dumitru pushed him away. ‘Go.’ The Ghazi were deploying in the courtyard. Time had run out.

			Unshed tears brimmed in Silviu’s eyes. His gaze slid past Dumitru to the gate and his expression darkened. Angrily, he snatched up the crossbow and plunged into the depths of the church.

			The stream of people rushing past Dumitru had dwindled. Stiffly, he knelt in the snow and offered a final prayer, asking that the Lord should excuse his failings and look kindly upon his soul when it arrived shortly. He lay his sword down, the hilt facing the gates.

			The Ghazi found him that way, blood seeping into the snow, his head bowed. All the entrances to the church had been barricaded. Not a single man had chosen to stand with Dumitru. After all, he was the one Rakosh wanted.

			Dumitru was counting on it.

			Rakosh and his men approached cautiously, their round cavalry shields up, expecting a trap. Dumitru remained kneeling. His tired muscles were cramping in the chill and the blood leaking from his wound had left him feeling light-headed. He just needed to hold on a little longer.

			‘So they abandon you at the last.’ Rakosh approached warily, his dark eyes flickering across arrow slits and up to the roofline of the church.

			Dumitru gathered the remnants of his dignity. ‘Your presence on this hallowed ground is an offence before God. Leave immediately, or suffer His wrath.’

			‘Let him strike me down then.’ Rakosh spat on the ground and shook his shield at the church.

			Dumitru chose that moment to grab his knife, which he’d hidden under a dusting of snow, and lunged forward, the blade aimed at the artery that ran down the inside of the leg just above the groin. Even with the advantage of surprise, the wiry Ottoman was too quick. Side-stepping Dumitru’s desperate lunge, Rakosh parried and swung his sabre in a backhand arc that parted chainmail links and scored Dumitru’s back.

			Dumitru rolled onto his side before the pain could register and slashed at Rakosh’s calf. The blow lacked any venom and Rakosh leapt back. A spear tip lanced Dumitru’s thigh, piercing his mail shirt and pinning him to the ground. A booted heel slammed into his shoulder. Something snapped and he lost all feeling in his arm. Dumitru cried out in anguish as the knife was wrenched from his grasp.

			‘Pathetic.’ Rakosh loomed over Dumitru and spat just as a crossbow bolt whistled past. It grazed Rakosh’s helmet before thudding into the Ghazi standing behind him.

			Dumitru fell back onto the snow. Silviu had missed. He would probably never forgive himself. Rakosh raised his shield belatedly.

			‘Get away from my son.’ Lucian emerged from the far side of the tower keep. He’d found a sword from somewhere but was still dressed in his bed robe.

			Rakosh laughed. ‘Yes, let’s make a clean ending of this. As we should have done in Cohalm.’

			Lucian swung a tottering, double-handed blow at Rakosh’s side. The Emir parried with ease. Squinting through the pain of his wounds, Dumitru was stunned to see his father block Rakosh’s first riposte. Rakosh slashed with his sabre again and Lucian barely managed to parry. Off-balance and stumbling backwards, Lucian raised his guard in anticipation of the next blow. Rakosh stepped in and shunted the blade aside with his shield. Almost casually, he slashed backhanded in a diagonal arc, slicing open Lucian’s chest and catching the side of his throat.

			Dumitru’s father reeled backwards and tumbled to the ground. Rakosh rolled him over with the toe of his boot and stared into Lucian’s face. ‘I see no God here.’

			Dumitru tried to curse, but he could only manage bubbles of blood.

			‘All hail, Rakosh! Slayer of old men and the injured.’

			Rakosh turned towards the new voice. Ekaterina stood at the top of the gatehouse. She’d drawn her bow so deeply the arrow’s fletching brushed her earlobe. Even as Dumitru registered her presence, the shaft leapt into flight and jutted from Rakosh’s stomach before he could blink. The Emir stumbled backwards, a confused expression on his face. Ekaterina loosed two more arrows in quick succession. One lodged in Rakosh’s leg, the other feathered his chest. The Emir toppled to the ground. He twitched for a moment and then lay still.

			The Ghazi stood frozen in astonishment. Ekaterina sent three more shafts into their midst, her hands a blur. Silviu must have found a bow, because arrows whistled down from the tower as well.

			The Ghazi broke, fleeing the church without any sign of formation.

			Dumitru couldn’t move. The trampled snow eased the fire burning down his back. The sky above was a milky white.

			More snow on the way, he thought.

			It would be nice to drift like the clouds above. Unbound from the responsibilities of the world. Free to wander wherever the wind might take him.

			Kat’s face swam into view, her lips moving. Rain dripped on his bare face. Or were they Kat’s tears?

			He felt he should say something.

			Something. . . important.

			Yes.

			But the thought drifted away.

			And Dumitru joined the clouds.

			They carried Lucian and Dumitru into the church, laying them out on hastily prepared cots. While the mood was more of shock than grief, Kat was gratified her father and brother received the respect they were due.

			Dumitru had killed at least two of the Djinndurum and routed the Ghazi. Father was dead, along with most of Dumitru’s followers. And she had killed her betrothed. Kat shook her head.

			It was too impossible to be believed. And too soon to be accepted.

			As for now, well. . . she was the last of her line. Alone in a hostile world that didn’t accept women as rulers.

			That thought was entirely too terrifying to encompass. She shied away from it, refused to consider its implications. ‘Later,’ she whispered.

			‘My lady?’ Silviu knelt on Dumitru’s other side. He’d refused to let anyone carry Dumitru’s body. Now he stood vigil over his lover, red-eyed and raw with a guilt that was painful to witness. Here was someone who had lost a person they loved deeply.

			Well, they had that much in common at least.

			‘I didn’t believe in him.’ Ekaterina caressed Dumitru matted hair. ‘And now I can’t tell him I was wrong.’ She was leaking. Leaking out all her pain and sorrow and regret. Would it ever end?

			Silviu cleared his throat. ‘He said. . . told me, that is, to protect you.’

			Ekaterina bowed her head. Even after all she’d put him through. ‘I don’t deserve it.’

			‘Even so.’ Silviu’s voice was rough with emotion. ‘Now that’s he gone, I need–’ He couldn’t finish the sentence.

			‘You need something to keep going.’ Kat nodded. Yet another thing they could agree upon.

			Someone cleared their throat. Kat turned. A small knot of men waited uncertainly at the far end of the church. They’d caught Diwan.

			Glad of the distraction, Kat walked over to face them. Hesitating, Silviu followed.

			‘Caught him trying to sneak off.’ The elder jabbed Diwan in the side.

			‘Please, Lovely Mistress. I did everything the Gracious Master asked. The remaining Djinndurum, they will look for me. They will realise I betrayed them.’

			‘I expect you’re right,’ Ekaterina replied. ‘But how long do you think you’ll survive out there? A single Ottoman, unaccustomed to our winter, with word spreading of what happened here.’

			Diwan nodded. ‘That is why haste is called for. Every moment is precious. Will you honour your brother’s pledge to free me?’

			Father Petru and his priests were waiting. She could feel their impatience for the intrusions of the world to pass beyond their walls. And the villagers of Viscri had assembled outside to pay their final respects to their fallen lords. How many of the villagers had been killed? And who wept for them?

			‘These men you called spirit-binders,’ Ekaterina said. ‘They are demons, an abomination in the eyes of my God, and surely yours. I saw your courage in the face of the Djinndurum’s magiks. Tell me truly, are you content serving such creatures?’

			Diwan shook his head with a rueful expression. ‘Magnificent Lady, I was never given a choice.’

			‘Until now.’ Ekaterina stared into Diwan’s eyes, into the eyes of a man she would’ve named an enemy only yesterday. ‘Will you seize it?’

			He studied her, one hand twisting his beard between thumb and forefinger. All pretence of subservience fell away. ‘You have surprised me once today. I will admit I did not expect it to happen a second time.’

			‘Is that a yes?’

			‘It is, my Ferocious Princess. I pledge myself to you.’ Diwan knelt on one knee and kissed the back of her hand.

			Ekaterina’s spirits lifted, which was a wonder in itself. What was her next move? Send emissaries across the Bran Pass into Wallachia in search of allies? Learn more of the Djinndurum, as much as Diwan knew, until every weakness was exposed? Then hunt them down. Every last one.

			Silviu suddenly seized Ekaterina’s arm in a fierce grip and pointed towards Dumitru’s body. His mouth tried to shape words but it was beyond him.

			Ekaterina saw what he was pointing at and froze. A faint nimbus surrounded Dumitru’s body, so pale it was only visible in the confines of the church.

			They were waiting for him in the courtyard, arranged in a loose semi-circle. Not as the men he had bled with but the essence of those men, all the humour and the hopes that had defined them in life made manifest in the shape of men.

			He supposed he should have expected a reception of some kind, but dying has a way of occupying one’s attention.

			Ciprian. Emilian. Serghei. Neculai. Cosmin.

			All his fallen comrades.

			Even his father.

			All waiting for him, radiating a sense of contentment and pride and love for him that was so intense it made him want to weep, if such a thing was still possible. He wanted to embrace them, to join their brotherhood and never be parted from it again.

			He took a step forward, or at least tried to. The very air seemed to resist him. His father smiled, the expression layered with so many emotions it was impossible to interpret. They were drawing apart, even though no one moved. The space between him and his comrades was changing, moving from unconditional acceptance into a reluctant leave-taking. The pride and love for him remained, but the world he’d been allowed to glimpse was shutting him out.

			A fleeting welcome followed by a parting of the ways.

			He strained forward, reaching out, trying to hold onto that precious feeling of brotherhood. After all they had endured together, he couldn’t let them just go.

			His father smiled. Didn’t Silviu wait for him on the other side of the veil? And what of Kat, who had sided with her brother when it really counted?

			These tangled emotions weighed him down, drew him back to the earth, to the painful and flawed existence that is life.

			His father sent a final outpouring of love and pride so intense it threatened to burst through every part of him, accompanied by a plea.

			A plea for patience.

			For the completing of things not finished.

			For the closing of circles that had been broken before their time.

			He didn’t want to take up burdens that had only just been set aside. Yet another part of him insisted that it was right. And besides, it was not entirely his choice. After everything his father and companions had sacrificed, did they not have a say in this?

			The pull of responsibility intensified. And he didn’t resist.

			Dumitru gasped, drawing in a shuddering breath.

			Pain gnawed at him, sinking teeth into his flesh and flensing him to the very marrow. Dumitru moaned, too weak and disoriented to do anything else. The remnants of the communion he’d experienced were already fading. He struggled to hold onto the feeling of belonging, of unity, but like a vivid dream, it burned away with the dawn of consciousness.

			A sob escaped him. The parting felt so final. Alone, isolated, just as the Angel of Death had taunted him. Surely he didn’t deserve this. Not after everything he’d given.

			A soft hand touched his brow. A face leaned over him. Breathless words tumbling down, tears spilling.

			He told his eyes to focus. Reluctantly, they obeyed.

			Ekaterina swam into view. Her eyes wild, the beautiful poised mask she always wore finally discarded, so that her shock and wonder were naked and untempered. And Silviu. On his other side, kneeling it seemed. His head pressed against Dumitru’s battered hand. Weeping uncontrollably. Tears enough for both of them.

			Others rushed around behind them. A healer was called for. And water and bandages. The world pressed in upon him, reasserting its claim.

			And at last he understood what his father and the others had wished for him. It was not forever, only a lifetime. And despite the pain, and the anguish of their loss, he accepted their decision.

			Accepted that perhaps he deserved this second chance, and all that he – no they – might make of it.

			Gently, Kat and Silviu drew him back from the brink and began to staunch his wounds.
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			November 31st is World Peace Day — Simon Petrie

			The abduction happened in full daylight on a busy street. Not, admittedly, in the classiest neighbourhood – any café which set up shop right next door to the ‘Cometh The Hour’ male impotence clinic could never lay claim to the same postcode as ‘classy’ – but regardless of the demographic, you simply didn’t expect abduction.

			You also didn’t expect the flying car, but that was a separate complaint.

			Bec had really wanted that job; and she had sucked, across the whole interview. Worse, she hadn’t twigged until halfway through that she was doing so abysmally, when it became apparent that her quiet confidence was coming across as a brittle mixture of arrogance and icompetence. And once that point had been reached – and she could read it, plain as guilt, on her smiling inquisitors’ faces – there had been no hope of salvage, no redemption from the suckitude. All attempts at recovery had merely set her hurtling along previously-unexplored avenues of fail.

			Had it been the arm? Surely not, not in this day and age; they wouldn’t dare.

			Or had it been her clothes? She had thought her outfit unimpeachable: Sargasm tee, skinny black jeans, new bovver boots, all pretty standard gear for an IT type. Start as you mean to go on, and all that. But it occurred to her only afterwards, when she’d spotted a couple of nervy acned and perspiring suits in the foyer, that perhaps job interviews (even techie job interviews) were of that rare class of occasion, incorporating also funerals (yours or another’s), court appearances, and televangelist try-outs, for which a Sargasm tee was not fully de rigeur.

			So: the interview  had coughed blood. That hurt. It burned, it twisted the knife. They were the coolest agency, bar zilch, and she had faceplanted and had no fallbacks. Even the consolation frappuccino grande luxe avec sprinkles in the dismal faux-trendy café two doors down had been a disaster – two sips and then spilt all down the front of her tee-shirt, obliterating the ‘s’ in its ‘Go fsck yourself’ slogan. And the café had not truly been, of course, that mode of trendy inner-city establishment that it aspired towards, and thus did not feature anything so useful as one of those Print’Em booths in which she could have run off a replacement top: no, that would have been just too convenient, and so plan ‘B’ was indicated.

			Bec’s attempts to wash the stain off in the café’s restroom merely served to underscore the status of frappuccino as the sworn enemy of white cotton, while perhaps also conveying the additional suggestion that she’d been auditioning, not for a role as a controller of teraflops, but for an altogether less savoury species of contest.

			The interview, the spillage. And then she’d stepped out onto a cold and windswept footpath, and had belatedly realised what a rough section of town this was. Newly conscious of the clinging dampness of her tee-shirt front, and her absence of anything resembling a jacket, she looked around to remind herself of the bus-stop’s direction.

			But she didn’t look up, and that was her downfall.

			With a thud and a flash of pain, the lights went out.

			Undertone of sock sweat, top note of stale tobacco. The smell would’ve been bad enough, the taste was. . . not something to dwell on.

			The world was shuddering, in a way that worlds weren’t really supposed to. Her head throbbed, in a manner unlooked for in a cranial containment device. Her vision insisted on blurring, in a fashion inconsistent with general optical expectations. She was seated, seatbelted. . . confined. The sock stuffed in her mouth – and by God she hoped the rancid cotton object truly was a sock, because the alternative didn’t bear contemplation – resisted all her efforts to expel it.

			Days? She’d had better.

			The throb of an engine, low-pitched, a bit stuttery. Plus there were two voices, and she listened, waiting for her vision to clear so she could see what kind of plane this was. (A small one, from the feel of its response to the frequent gusts of turbulence.) The voices, male and female, and both almost painfully British to Bec’s ears, were chalk and cheese:

			‘All I’m sayin’, Jemima, is that it’s a lot more difficult than what most people credit, like what you’ve often only got a fraction of a second to judge the thickness of the skull, the victim’s natural pain response, the best angle of attack an’ all that.’

			‘Indeed. But–’

			‘I mean, it’d be bloody great if all there was to it was just a simple thwock an’ that’s that, problem sorted. But the thwock itself – you gotta ask yourself, is it too gentle, is it too heavy-handed? I mean, there’s nothink worse than having to double-thwock, on account of on the first thwock you din’t thwock as ’ard as you should’ve ought to ’ave thwocked. That gets messy, real quick. Know what I mean?’

			‘Yes, Harold. But really, you must have told–’

			‘An’ then, the opposite problem, you thwock too hard, that’s damaged goods, that is, Jemima, that’s trouble right there, that’s no good to nobody, an’ that’s even worse. . .’

			‘Harold, you rattle on about this every dashed time. Let it go, please.’

			The first voice, it seemed, was not to be dissuaded. ‘Ah, but get it right, like I did back then on the street, an’ that’s the sweetest sound in the world, y’know?’

			Bec slumped back into unconsciousness. It seemed much the best option, in the circumstances.

			Her eyes, it seemed, were functioning now. And she’d worked the sweat sock out of her mouth, although its flavour lingered. But she still couldn’t usefully move her left arm, nor even her right one, trapped as they were within the hoody that had been pulled, back to front, over her frappuccino-emblazoned tee. For good measure, a tether around both wrists served to further immobilise her arms, with her hands resting impotently in her lap. The hateful sock of recent memory skulked, beneath her chin, in the hoody’s hood.

			She squirmed against the seatbelt, sat up. Shrieked. The view from the window was wrong, on so many levels. Most of them vertical.

			Who, she wondered, knew that Chrysler, of all people, had put out an air-capable Valiant? Back in what must, by the looks of it, have been 1972? And why hadn’t they thought to fit it with stabilisers, if only for appearance’s sake?

			‘Oh, she’s awake,’ the driver announced, turning around to confirm her own diagnosis. A surprisingly cultured voice – mellifluous, plummy even – for one so dowdy, so plain, so clad in a fashionless synthetic mid-brown blouse. She seemed such an awkward fit for her voice that Bec wondered how she’d come by it. Perhaps she’d stolen it.

			‘Hey,’ Bec snapped. ‘You maybe wanna keep your eyes on the road, uh, skyline, whatever?’

			‘Hey yourself,’ replied the other one, beside Bec. 

			South London tones, steeped in gravel, grit, and menace. Taller, older – forties, maybe – fair-haired, well dressed, appearance shading towards the debonair – an effect that was, however, badly devalued by the zipper down the side of his neck. (She pushed herself across the car seat away from him, hampered by what she now saw to be a tightly-fastened trouser belt binding her wrists together, by a multiply-knotted and scratchy woollen scarf pinning her wrists to her lap, and by her suspicion that the car’s doors, even if locked, were none too secure against the prevailing altitude.) 

			‘You leave the drivin’ to Jemima there.’

			‘Harold,’ inquired Jemima, seemingly directing the statement at Bec’s wrists, ‘could you please hike up the jacket for me?’

			Bec noticed, in the middle distance through the front windscreen, the towers of the CBD of an approaching cityscape.

			‘No, Harold, you ninny,’ Jemima clarified. ‘Not your jacket. The young lady’s.’

			The phalanx of skyscrapers, now closer, was eclipsed by Harold’s wheezing, onion-breathed bulk as he leaned across Bec to pull the hem of the hoody up, revealing the lower edge of her frappacino-stained tee shirt and a sneak preview of her forearms.

			‘That’ll do. What’s with your arm?’ Jemima asked, still obstinately refusing to face forward, her gaze still fixed on Bec’s lap. She pointed at the obvious difference between Bec’s left and right arms. ‘Harold, you didn’t notice this while you were strapping our passenger in?’

			‘‘Course I noticed it,’ said Harold. ‘I thought it must be the fashion, y’know?’

			‘Well, yes, that’s what I’d been presuming initially as well,’ said Jemima. ‘But I hadn’t seen it up close until now, whereas you had; and plainly it’s not just ‘the fashion’. So what’s the story, Miss. . .?’

			‘The name’s Bec. And that’s all you’re getting from me until you put some serious effort into collision avoidance.’

			‘Fair enough, I suppose,’ conceded Jemima, belatedly turning to face the front and immediately throwing the car to the left at what must be – what? – a thirtieth-story intersection.

			Bec whimpered and edged away from the door, while still trying to keep as much distance as possible from Harold.

			‘Waiting,’ said Jemima, as the car hit a pocket of turbulence, or maybe a pigeon.

			‘I have an artificial arm,’ said Bec, pausing to swallow. ‘I was in an. . . accident when I was a kid, and I lost my arm. This one’s myoinductive.’

			‘Woss that all mean when it’s at home?’ asked Harold.

			‘It means it’s a very responsive arm, all up. If it wasn’t so heavy, and if the batteries lasted longer, it’d be perfect.’

			‘Ah. Still a shame you lost your real arm to begin with, though, innit?’ Harold commented.

			‘Indeed,’ suggested Jemima. ‘But I’m wondering if it might have served our purpose better if we – by which, of course, I mean you, Harold – had paid more attention to acquiring someone entire in the first place.’

			‘Entire?’ Bec bristled, if bristling was something that was possible while strapped into a flying car and deeply concerned for one’s gravitational wellbeing. ‘You guys aren’t professional at this, are you?’ she ventured. While wondering what exactly ‘this’ was. Wondering whether she should be frightened yet. Stupid plus desperate could make for a very bad combination. Particularly at this height. And ‘stupid’ did most definitely appear to be indicated.

			‘Professional?’ asked Harold. Zipperneck. (Now she looked closer, the ‘zipper’ was merely a tattoo.) ‘Sure.’

			‘No,’ said Jemima.

			Great. ‘Look, I can pay,’ Bec tried, once again. Stay calm. ‘You just dro– uh, just park this thing somewhere, on the ground, I’ll hop out, you fly off, you can have whatever’s in my backpack. And you can go and find someone complete for whatever it is you need them for.’

			‘No,’ said Jemima. ‘We’ve come this far, we’re not turning back.’

			‘Besides, you ain’t got no backpack,’ observed Harold. ‘Musta left it somewhere.’

			‘I am concerned about your prosthetic, though,’ said Jemima, making eye contact in the rear-vision mirror.

			‘I can remove it,’ said Harold. ‘Do we even need to keep it? The rest of her should be enough – we could jus’ roll down a window an’–’

			‘Oh, I don’t think we need to go there at all, Harold. We’re not monsters, please remember that, we have humanity’s best interests at heart here. We’ll allow Bec to keep her arm, because I imagine it is an important part of the poor girl’s identity, though I do wonder how that checkerboard pattern is going to play on the cameras. . . but I will get you to remove the batteries from it, Harold. Bec, you’ll need to instruct Harold on how to disconnect your arm from its inputs so he can safely remove its batteries. I don’t want any funny business.’

			‘D’you have any idea how much trouble I took makin’ sure them knots was all tight and almost impossible to undo? And now I’ll have to undo ’em to get the batteries out.’

			Jemima help up her forefinger and thumb, pinched together. ‘World’s smallest violin, Harold. World’s smallest violin.’

			They had been flying a couple of hours now, Bec thought. Struggling to loosen the tethering around her wrists had lost any of the novelty value it had once possessed, though none of the pain value – besides which, Harold would yank mercilessly on the cinch-strap of her seatbelt whenever she moved. She was starting to wonder if these guys had heard of the principle of comfort stops, although at whatever-thousand-metres altitude, she was oddly reluctant to voice this query as yet. She was also growing increasingly fascinated by the fuel gauge, which had dipped ominously low. Not that Jemima or Harold seemed overly perturbed.

			‘Sorry, I must have misheard,’ she said, in response to what Harold had just said.

			‘Probably not,’ said Jemima, turning around again.

			She swallowed, only partly to relieve the pressure in her ears. ‘Okay, then, the future. So when in the future are you from?’

			‘Next Tuesday,’ said Harold beside her.

			She turned her head away from the side window. It didn’t help to contemplate the harsh angularity of the mountains beneath them, nor the distance below. . . ‘Next Tuesday?’ she asked. ‘So we’re going to have, what, flying cars, time machines, motion-picture tattoos all in another five days’ time?’

			‘Perhaps not next Tuesday,’ said Jemima. ‘The dials on this thing are rather hard to read–’ (She must mean, Bec presumed, dials other than the fuel gauge.)

			‘Told you we shoulda lifted the Beamer,’ complained Harold. ‘Rather than this heap.’

			‘Hang on. Are you telling me this is a stolen flying car?’

			‘Yes,’ said Jemima.

			‘No,’ said Harold.

			‘Well, no,’ allowed Jemima. ‘Not technically, in any case. Not yet.’

			‘It gets better,’ said Bec, bracing for an impact that didn’t eventuate, as the car slammed into an ominously grey bank of cumulonimbus. As if on cue, the fuel warning light came on.

			Using the infamous sock’s apparent mate, Harold had blindfolded her for the last several minutes of the flight. Not that Bec had been able to spot any useful landmarks – airmarks, skymarks, whatever – before this, in any event. Nor, once she was finally pulled, shaking, from the back seat, did she recognise anything distinctive about their destination. But then, one multistorey car park looked much like any other. At least, it felt like it was a car park, somewhere muggy, somewhere quiet, somewhere smelling of rancid gasoline. . . She was looking at the garage’s closed roller-door, searching for any clues that might help her formulate an escape from these goons, when Harold, barefoot (and holding his trousers up with his other hand) brought his shoe down on the back of her head.

			Thwock. 

			‘Sweetest sound in the world,’ said a disembodied voice somewhere in the distance behind her, while she busied herself with the task of slumping to the pressed-steel flooring.

			‘It’s a skill, is all I’m saying.’ Harold. ‘An’ if you get it right–’

			Jemima: ‘I’ve told you, stop bloody going on about it!’

			She opened her eyes. They’d plonked her on something soft – she waited for her focusing to come properly back online – a mattress, in a small stale sour room that also contained a plastic bucket, a downlight, and a heavily-shuttered window. And a couple of questionably-competent kidnappers. The light penetrating through the shutter’s slats was almost horizontal. The walls and floor were riveted steel, painted industrial grey; an effort to similarly paint the ceiling had apparently been abandoned partway through. The door, a painted metal-skinned oblong, was currently open, though mostly filled with Harold, who still wielded a shoe in his right hand. (What was it with these guys and clothing-assisted captivity?)

			‘What happens now?’ she asked, sitting up, staring without favour at her captors. Her head hurt. . . again. She couldn’t be sure, but she had the suspicion that the room was tilted very slightly, probably by no more than two or three degrees, off the vertical. Or maybe it was just her.

			‘You stay here,’ Jemima informed her. ‘Overnight. We’ll explain what happens tomorrow, in the morning. Don’t try anything.’

			Her captors left, locking the door behind them. Ten minutes later, the light outside perceptibly weaker, Harold returned with a stained food-court tray bearing bottled water and a small packet of water crackers. He placed the tray just inside the doorway before locking her in once more.

			Eventually, she got up to check out the tray, and the room. She couldn’t see much of anything through the shutters on the window, but what she could see suggested the concept ‘down’, and quite a bit of it. Wind. Waves. No traffic noise, no artificial lighting apparent. Although there was the distinct smell of something fairly comprehensively industrial, with marine overtones. Which was, she had to admit, a decided improvement over the distinct smell of her captives’ clothing, but it did put the lie to any idea that escape might be anything so straightforward as just reaching the front door and legging it. She had no idea where this was. The flight had lasted several hours.

			She tried assembling the clues, nonetheless. Large structure, metal, smell of fuel, sea – had they landed on an oil tanker? And if so, why, where, and why did it feel deserted?

			Closer at hand, the packet of crackers obstinately refused to transform itself into a thick steak, medium rare. Typical. Her stomach, already complaining at the treatment it had received courtesy of the car’s flight, grumbled at the prospect of the dinner they’d provided her with. They might at least have thought to check the use-by date on the crackers. Although, perhaps, they had.

			It occurred to her, also, that such things as use-by dates might have a rather elastic meaning insofar as time travellers were concerned.

			If this was the Universe’s way of demonstrating to her that, despite her inexplicable failure to land the dream job, she was still wanted. . . then there was something fundamentally wrong with the Universe.

			Bec lay down to sleep, to hope that her head would feel better in the morning. In contravention of a decade-old personal policy – the prosthetic was a piece of Bec-armour, something she put on each morning to face the day and the day’s inhabitants, not something truly Bec-innate; and the myoinductive was heavy – she opted, on this occasion, to wear the arm to bed, rather than to remove it. Even though, without its batteries, it was about as useful as a computer chair’s foot hanging off her shoulder; but that was still something. It just seemed safest, in the circumstances.

			But the bloody thing was heavy, and unfamiliar in repose, which made it difficult to find a comfortable posture.

			Sleep was a long time coming.

			She was eight again; she knew what happened next. It was eleven minutes to one, and the city was about to be brought to its knees. . .

			They’d finished looking around the museum. She’d followed Kelvin across Rolleston Avenue; her older brother was nagging her about getting back to Dad at the vegetarian restaurant – they were already late. (Mum, meanwhile, was at some medical conference thing at one of the hotels, not the one they were staying at, but it was why they were all here on holiday, and how come Bec and her brother had a week off school.) So Kelvin had charged ahead into the cloistered, heritage-listed maze of the Arts Centre, abuzz with lunchtime tourists and schoolkids, but she’d stopped on the footpath: the gravel in her sandal had become unbearable. He’d at least turned around when she’d called him. . . but he wasn’t in a waiting mood. Crouching, she’d unstrapped the sandal, shook it, and slipped it back on, not even bothering to do the strap back up. She set off after Kelvin. . . and managed, at the slight step abutting the covered walkway, to trip, landing heavily on the stonework. Dazed, she could see Kelvin ahead, across the other corner of a stone-circumscribed grass quadrangle. . . and the world beneath her shivered, then shook, then snapped, while a huge, formless rumbling built and burst all around her. The ground beneath her shouted, rattling, and the world fell to pieces.

			Pain, overpowering, flared in her arm. The air bloomed with dust and an ominous, short-lived silence. Then, from somewhere, sirens sounded forth. The ground was still shaking when the tourist woman came up to her, checking whether she needed help. By then, Bec could see – though didn’t yet really believe – that her right arm was pinned, lying useless under a chunk of fallen masonry; and across the quadrangle, beneath what remained of the Observatory Tower, so was Kelvin.

			She woke, bathed in sweat, thoroughly disoriented. Her breathing ebbed to something approaching normalcy, but her thoughts would not let her be.

			Was it better to not have access to a time machine, or to have access to a time machine and yet not be able to use it?

			She hadn’t felt so guilty about surviving for – well, for years. She missed Kelvin.

			Sleep wasn’t at all sure that it wanted to let her back in, and she really didn’t know that she wanted to go anyway.

			‘Blister packs?’ she asked. ‘Seriously?’

			‘You ain’t, surely, denyin’ it’s a problem?’ Harold asked.

			‘Well. . .’ It was the next morning. They’d supplied breakfast: the water-crackers-and-water combination was already showing dangerous signs of becoming a motif. They had dragged her down two flights of floating steel stairs to a larger, less stale-smelling room, again shuttered. The room was dominated by an impressive collection of audio-visual gear, and by a fold-up table and some of those pressed-metal chairs which have been carefully designed to (a) stack, and (b) scrupulously avoid the remotest suggestion of comfort. At Jemima’s direction, Harold had sat Bec down and, using a thick woollen scarf, had tied her to one of the chairs, which rather hampered her ongoing efforts to kick shins. Tethered, she had retaliated by hurling sprays of verbal abuse at them, something she was really pretty good at (as is anyone who spends most of their waking hours trying to bend recalcitrant computers to their will), until Harold had, pointedly, removed his shoes and socks. With yesterday’s shoe-coshing and sockboarding episodes still fresh in Bec’s mind (although ‘fresh’ was exactly the wrong word, in the circs), she reined it in.

			Jemima was, of all things, holding a press conference.

			Well, not a press conference per se, more a kind of ransom-demand announcement. Rehearsal. Bec couldn’t be sure, but she thought Jemima had even dressed up for it. Unless the business-suit look was standard for her, and yesterday’s outfit had just been her abducting-hapless-IT-girls gear.

			Any event, it didn’t make her look any less of a tosser. Gifted orator, maybe, but still a tosser. No fashion sense, no apparent concept of a colour spectrum that extended beyond the exciting continuum from taupe to umber, no awareness of fabrics other than, it would seem, polyester. Tosser.

			‘We demand,’ Jemima had portentously announced, standing on the other side of the fold-up table, voice raised out of all proportion to the size – and the captivity – of her audience. (Indeed, Bec could not recall having heard anyone with quite Jemima’s aural sense of presence, the weighty, measured power of her gradually-delivered words; and Bec herself had played witness to – indeed, participated in – enough heated debates on the relative virtues of Windows versus Linux, Mac versus PC, Minecraft versus Plants Versus Zombies to know that it was as much how you said it, as what you said, that won or lost the case.) ‘We insist on an unconditional end to the use of blister packs. For too long – too long, I say! – this unholy alliance of hard plastic, cardboard, and obstinate adhesive has been allowed, nay, encouraged to blight our existence. It is time, well past time, to declare ENOUGH! The corporate reign of this most iniquitous tool in the merchandiser’s fell armoury must be curtailed, it must be stopped, it must be snuffed out entirely, and if we do not call for an immediate end to this madness in visible yet all-but-impervious product encasement, who will? And so we take this stand, to declare the necessary demise of something which should never have been: the blister pack.’ Jemima emphasised the point by bringing her fist down on the tabletop, then felt the need to readjust its legs so as not to have it slowly topple away from her. ‘And while we are about repairing the ills of the world, we call also for an immediate freeze on that skin-tight shrink-wrap stuff you can never get off things without chipping a nail.’

			‘An’ them little plastic-foam beads what they puts in boxes for cushionin’,’ piped in Harold, standing off to the right of Bec’s chair. ‘I hate that bloody stuff! Gets everywhere. I mean, what’s so damn hard about bubble-wrap?’

			‘Back off on the beads.’

			‘I thought we’d agreed. . .’

			‘We have agreed. Pay attention. It’s the blister packs and the shrink wrap we’re after action on. Oh, and labels with less structural integrity than the adhesive they’re backed with, though that’s a stretch goal, really. Capisce?’

			‘But–’

			‘Can I just get this straight?’ Bec asked, a sick feeling in her mouth. She wished Harold would just put the bloody socks away. ‘You guys are seriously intending to somehow – and you still haven’t told me how – to hold the entire history of human civilisation, the lives of every man-woman-and-child, past present, future and all that jazz, to ransom, all for the sake of your godforsaken preferences in packaging?’

			‘Yes, indeed. . .’

			‘For real? I mean, for fuck’s sake, packaging? That’s the best you’ve got?’

			‘You’re getting it.’

			‘But that’s just–’

			‘Hey,’ said Jemima. ‘At least packaging’s real. It matters. It makes a difference, day-to-day. You want to get all high-and-mighty, you just have a think about how many bloody battles have been fought over stuff that doesn’t even exist. How many millions of people have ended up dead, just for the sake of, and please excuse my Español, some totally half-baked made-up shit?’ She cleared her throat. ‘How many pointless petty wars are happening right now?’

			‘But. . . packaging? I mean, why not something that would make a real difference? Why the hell don’t you demand immediate world peace, or, I dunno, force them to do something serious towards ending world hunger? Something important?’

			‘Why didn’t you?’ Harold asked.

			You know nothing about my life, you bastard. ‘That’s not the point.’

			‘No, it’s exactly the point,’ said Jemima. ‘Blister packs and shrink wrap blight the lives of countless people every day, and we can do something about it. That other stuff, sure, it’d be cute. But it’s just too big.’

			‘Whatever. Fine. But I still don’t get this. Just how are you planning to pull off your Robin-Hood-of-blister-packs shtick? If you don’t mind me asking?’

			‘Not at all. See, that’s where you come in. Let me explain how a time hostage works.’

			‘Time hostage?’

			‘They do as we ask. Or we send you back,’ said Jemima.

			‘Back? Back where?’

			‘Far enough.’

			‘When you say, “far enough”?’

			‘Maybe dinosaurs. See, it’s just a matter of introducing – what’d you say, Harold? Sixty kilos of extraneous biomass–’

			‘Yeah, I said sixty, but now I’m thinkin’ maybe seventy, seventy-five, with that arm–’

			‘–into the dinosaur environment, and it pretty much guarantees that the course of human history gets changed as a result. Yours especially, of course.’

			‘You’re both insane. And last time I weighed myself, which was admittedly a couple of weeks back because I’m not anal about that shit, it was sixty-two point five. And just to clarify what I mean by “insane”, I’m using it in the popular context of bat-poo-crazy.’

			‘Sock, I think,’ declared Jemima.

			‘On it,’ said Harold.

			Whether Jemima had taken particular offence at having her mental state compared to aerial-mammal effluent, or whether she was just determined that their intended extinct-reptile fodder be kept in good order overnight against the prospect of self-harm, it appeared she was taking no chances. Bec was transported, from the place of press-conference rehearsal to her room of nocturnal confinement, up more flights of stairs than she had recollected, still sock-gagged, and still scarf-strapped to her seat.

			Jemima left the room. Harold diligently checked the knots on the scarf, satisfying himself that Bec was securely fastened, and then trotted out, closing the door with an audible clunk. . . click.

			Time passed. Bec’s wrist ached. Her gluteal muscles agonised. Her calves complained. Her jaws weren’t overjoyed either. Her nose was wondering how to phone it in.

			She didn’t think this was even the same room as the previous night. The bucket was a different colour, and the prominent rust-stain on the bed’s mattress (at least, she hoped it was rust) resembled a different continent: less North America, more Antarctica.

			She was locked in for the night. So what was the point of leaving her still tethered and sock-gagged?

			This was the question she put to Harold when he returned, perhaps one hour, perhaps three later, bearing the obligatory tray of water bottle and water crackers. He made a show of not understanding her – the sock, presumably – and in response she made a show, through the imperfect medium of eye gestures, of conveying that (a) it was gonna be pretty damn difficult to eat or drink anything if they just left her gagged and bound overnight and (b) there were some things that a girl needed to do that couldn’t occur with any dignity while strapped to an uncomfortable metal chair for an extended period of time and (c) he and Jemima were really total dipshits, did he realise that?

			She succeeded in communicating these bullet-points quite well, despite the difficulties of her circumstances – indeed rather too well, in the context of (c), because Harold took his shoe off. 

			Thwock. 

			‘Sweetest sound in the world,’ he assured her, though she could not share his enthusiasm for its tonal qualities. 

			The room faded from view.

			She slipped on mud, pulled herself upright via the Valiant’s doorhandle. Heart hammering, she detached the prosthetic, hefting it in her good hand – her meat hand – like a club.

			The allosaur snorted like an ice-addicted bull in a Wedgwood showroom and nosed its way around the car’s front, all needle-toothed mouth, menace, and reeking saliva. She backstepped to keep as much auto as possible between herself and the creature, wondering how the hell she was going to get the door open before the other allosaur, the larger one ten metres away, finished with what was left of Jemima. An appeal to Harold’s better angels, a few seconds ago, hadn’t worked. Bec fervently hoped he wasn’t going to get the car started before she managed to get in–

			Now. She truncheoned the rear driver’s side window with the myoelectric, flinching as it shattered inwards in a spray of untidy shards. She tossed the prosthetic into the back seat, reached in cut herself pulled the lock knob up yanked the door open clambered in panting, turned to pull the door closed–

			–and very nearly shoved her hand straight into the maw of the allosaur, which slavered in eager anticipation of its first experience with canned food. She backed up against the far door.

			‘Get this fucking thing started, will you?’ she shrieked, fumbling the prosthetic into her grasp and striving to prod the dinosaur’s snout with it.

			‘Can’t,’ he complained. ‘Jemima had the keys.’

			Shit. She’d have to–

			The car shook as Allosaur Two thumped its tail against the windscreen. Glass flew in at her. Her only chance was to try to squeeze into the front, hope that somehow Harold and her could get the car going–

			She didn’t make it. Allosaur One caught her stump in its stinking teeth, started pulling her out of the car.

			She awoke, sheathed in sweat, her heart auditioning for the role of freight-train-clattering-across-a-rickety-wooden-bridge. The taste of fear in her mouth, an awful copper tang, reinforced the dream’s vividness while she sought, frantically, to calm herself.

			It took a few minutes for her breathing to steady. Then she tried to take stock.

			Harold had left. The chair had gone. The door was locked. But at least she was untethered.

			Her head, she suspected, gingerly rubbing the back of it, was rapidly shaping up to become an object of fascination of phrenologists – should she ever manage to meet any.

			It had to be a different room to last night’s. The ceiling’s paint job had been completed on this one. Perhaps that was what had served to make the manhole less apparent – it was, after all, almost flush with the rest of the ceiling. . .

			Bec had never particularly prided herself on her agility as a child – she figured her parents had both been carriers of the recessive ‘klutz’ gene, and it had expressed itself in myriad ways throughout her development (most recently, of course, in the frappuccino incident that had preceded her unwitting acquaintance with Harold and Jemima) – but she felt that now might well be a good time to discover an as-yet-untapped wellspring of something approximating an ability to climb through a hole in the ceiling without making a mess of it.

			She stood on tiptoes and stretched her fingertips towards the ceiling. It was perhaps twenty-five centimetres out of reach. The steel-frame bed was tall enough, but was bolted to the floor – why would you do that? – in just the wrong corner to be able to reach the manhole. The bed’s bolts were rusted in place: without the battery-boosted oomph of her myoelectric, she had no hope of budging them. And the bucket was not sturdy enough to support an adult. Besides, tipping the bucket over to use as a stool would present her with problems with which she didn’t wish to be confronted right now.

			If Harold hadn’t taken the chair with him when he’d left the room, she’d have had that to stand on. Problem solved. But no.

			With the tools at hand, she just couldn’t reach the manhole. But she knew a way to cheat. . .

			She slipped the harness off. Then, grimacing at the wet sound it made, she pulled her artificial arm from the stump just below her right shoulder, and, gripping it around the elbow, held it aloft like some parody of an Olympic torch-bearer. It reached – just – up to the manhole cover.

			The question then, once she’d girl-handled the manhole cover out of the way, was: could she leap up and haul herself into whatever crawlspace existed up there? And what would it avail her, assuming she could?

			The manhole cover, which was about 120 by 60 centimetres, had proven much thicker, and heavier, than she’d expected. Luckily the prosthetic arm was up to the task, though it was a slow business to inch the cover out of the way above her.

			She contemplated leaving the arm behind – without batteries, it was tantamount to eight kilograms of dead weight, and the task was going to be difficult enough without that – but the thought of being separated from her prosthetic, even temporarily, in a crisis situation like this was not something to be seriously entertained. Where she went, it went. She hefted it up into the opening, heard it land on something with a definite heavy clang.

			You’ve done it now, she thought. And what if you can’t clamber up there one-handed?

			She leapt, missed. Leapt, grabbed hold, slipped, fell. Leapt, grabbed hold, slipped, swore, fell. Leapt, grabbed hold, hung on. . . swore, fell.

			I’m going to need to rethink this, she thought. There is no way I’ll pull myself up – it’s just not working. Even two-handed, it’d be a struggle. One-handed, it’s as good as impossible. There’s not the strength in my arm to get my elbow up over. . . but if I grab hold again, then I can swing myself up, get one or both feet up, and then I can just sort of roll myself to freedom. . .

			Of course, it was never going to be that simple. Anyone who works in IT knows that nothing, anywhere, is ever that simple, nor that free from pain. But somewhat to her surprise, Bec found that she could, in fact, get first one boot-heel and then the other firmly resting on the lip of the upper surface, while her fingers maintained their desperate hold on the manhole’s rim. There had been one terrifying moment – alright, two or three terrifying moments – when she had been convinced she was about to fall, head-first, to the unyielding floor of her room; but she clung on, assisted by a strong sense of obstinacy, by what the Finnish call sisu, and by the necessarily well-developed muscles of her left shoulder.

			Now what? Foot across, I guess, and push. . . it just gets better, doesn’t it?

			By the end of it, she was sweating like a glass of wine and shaking like a storm-harassed sapling. But she was free.

			It wasn’t a crawlspace. And this sure as hell wasn’t an oil tanker, though she guessed she could be excused for having thought it smelled like one.

			Windy night, cutting wind, nasty banks of grey cloud gathered around the moon, but there was enough moonlight patching its way through to make out, in a kind of silvery-white-on-black greyscale, her surroundings: the top deck of what looked to be a not-quite-completed and yet not-absolutely-new oilrig, somewhere far enough offshore that ‘shore’ itself could not even be guessed at. She suspected, looking out at the distant vista of the imperfectly-moonlit sea, that she might well be sixty, eighty, even a hundred metres above the sea’s surface – it was difficult to judge.

			Her fingers hurt like whatever it was that hurt like something very painful. Her wrist throbbed from its exertions. She shook her left hand for a minute or so, standing on the deck of the rig, hoping that might help, but it didn’t. Her left shoulder, too, ached. She spied the myoinductive, which lay like a beached fish a short distance away, and retrieved and reattached it: it didn’t fit properly somehow, nor was it bending the right way. She must have damaged the elbow.

			And it’s my best one, too. Have to get it repaired before the next job interview. Assuming the interview panel aren’t a pack of velociraptors. . .

			The location, obviously, complicated the problem of escape: it wasn’t simply a matter of walking to the nearest highway and hitching a lift from there. She’d need to consider other options. Cautiously, she edged towards the deck’s rim, dropped to all fours (well, in the circumstances, all threes-and-a-bit), and lay leaning her head over the edge of the deck, looking directly down. A long way down. The view was dizzying, unnerving; it threatened (or so she surmised) to pull her toward it, as though the empty vertical black-and-shimmering-moonlit-silveriness of it had its own magnetic gravity, against which she was all-but powerless. After a few seconds, thoroughly intimidated by the structure’s enormity, she pulled herself back, crawled away, shaking, and only stood up again when she was convinced she was utterly out of danger.

			She was not good with heights.

			The inspection had, at least, been long enough to reveal that, on this side of the rig, there were no boats moored. Rationality suggested she should repeat the exercise on the rig’s other sides; but vertigo insisted this was quite enough of that, thank you very much.

			Besides, even if she could somehow find her way down to something so useful as a moored and fuelled speedboat, she had no concept of the direction nor the distance she’d need to travel in order to reach land. And she couldn’t fly the Valiant, wherever it might be.

			But there might be another way.

			She looked around the rig’s deck. There was a long panoramically-windowed structure along one side, cantilevered rather audaciously over the side of the deck itself and which almost screamed ‘control room’; a couple of mismatched crane arms along the opposite side, hanging vacantly over the abyss; and about ten metres away from the smaller crane arm (and, as it happened, an equal distance also from the manhole from which she’d emerged), a slender outhouse-like construction which plainly marked the top of a staircase. Looking more carefully, the control room’s window was protected by a sturdy metal mesh covering; the only items on the deck itself, aside from Bec and the manhole cover, were a couple of heavy-looking drums, an untidy coil of thick chain near the larger crane, and an oversized tool that pretty much begged to be picked up and brandished just so one could use the line That’s not a crescent wrench. This is a crescent wrench. . . which, nonetheless, she resisted. Decorating the side panel of the control room, the side of the smaller crane, and the door that led (she presumed) to the lower levels was a faded and wind-wracked logo that she recognised as belonging to a petroleum-production conglomerate that had gone into receivership a few years ago. That might go some way towards explaining the not-quite-finished aspect of the rig, she thought, as she made her way towards the door to the stairway.

			At least the door wasn’t locked. On the minus side, the noise it made as it scraped open sounded as though a convention of banshees would have complained to the management over it. Shit, she thought, moving ineffectually out of the doorway’s line-of-sight. If that noise had woken them up – and it pretty much beggared belief to expect that it somehow might not have – then she was pretty comprehensively cornered up here: they’d come up the stairs, and she’d be trapped. She couldn’t get into the control room, so far as she could see, and there wasn’t anything around the cranes that looked useful as a means of escape. She could either choose to climb back into her locked room herself, or they could throw her back in there; or worse. Or, she supposed, she could always jump over the side of the rig, into the seawater, however many metres below – assuming such a fall wouldn’t be fatal, for all the myriad reasons that might come into play, and assuming there were useful handholds by which she could haul her bedraggled form out of the water, and assuming that this wasn’t simply delaying the inevitable.

			Bec Wertheim, you are better than this. She forced herself to breathe calmly, deeply; she counted to one hundred, as slowly as she knew how, even though her every impulse was to rush, to just get on with it. When, after a full hundred, there had still been no sign of disturbance from the staircase, she allowed herself to believe that the horrendous racket of the door’s opening had somehow gone undetected; she could brave the descent.

			The staircase was dark, the reflected traces of moonlight serving only to illuminate the first few steps down before the shadows swallowed all. If she’d had her cellphone, this wouldn’t have been a problem; but the phone had been one of the things that Harold and Jemima had confiscated, along with her keys, her mp3 player, and her collection of usb drives. God only knew what kind of mayhem they thought she’d macgyver out of a bunch of thumb drives, her keys and her music player, but she wasn’t inclined to awaken them right now to seek clarification on the topic. No need to hasten the moment of dino nourishment. Particularly if I can find a way to forestall it altogether.

			The stairs were almost ladder-steep, so the safest way to take the staircase was backwards, and slowly, and with her left hand clinging to the handrail. She was conscious of the noise her bovver boots made, solid and echoey, when she cautiously lowered them onto the textured-metal tread of the next step down, but that couldn’t be helped; and it had to be a hundred times quieter than the caterwaul of the door’s opening earlier.

			It was slow going. Nine steps, landing, nine steps, corridor, nine steps, landing, nine steps, snoring, nine steps, landing, nine steps, corridor, nine steps–

			She stopped, heart in mouth, because the past had just belted her on the noggin with all the force of one of Harold’s industrial-grip-soled shoes. She was, suddenly, four years old, or possibly five, and the staircase was wooden, at their grandparents’, the power was out, and she and Kelvin had been playing hide-and-seek. The game, in the dark, was distinctly against their parents’ instructions; but sitting around the candlelit kitchen table with the grownups had lost any residual attraction, while the pull of hide-and-seek in her grandparents’ mysterious two-storey house was a thing almost magnetic. Only she’d been cheating, because it was dark: rather than waiting to be caught in the one spot (and her upstairs hiding spot wasn’t very good), she’d decided to find a better one, downstairs, using the cover of darkness to evade Kelvin, who was ‘in’. It would have worked, might have worked, if she hadn’t missed a step on the stairs, and fallen. . . in the dark.

			He’d been below her, climbing the stairs, and had broken her fall. And his arm.

			She remembered she’d felt so guilty about that, for years, that she’d broken Kelvin’s arm. Felt so guilty she’d learnt not to think about it too much. . . until, of course, there was much worse to feel. (In her blackest moments, she sometimes pondered that the only piece of Kelvin that had never broken was his voice.) Tears pushed at the corners of her eyes, waiting for release.

			She swallowed, blinked hard. The past is past, she told herself, resolute, and stepped onto the landing. And, almost in a gesture of commemoration, she stumbled, because she’d miscounted. She landed awkwardly, twisting her ankle, but managed not to fall over entirely. She practiced breathing for a bit, just to check that she still had the basics under control.

			One more flight: nine steps down to another corridor, without incident, thankfully. Two levels below her captors. This might be far enough to do some exploring.

			The first door was locked. The second door was locked too, as was the third. But the fourth door opened.

			Fumbling in the dark, on the inside wall of the room, she found a light switch and was rewarded with the dazzling glare of a 15W bulb which had been helpfully set at eye level directly in front of her. Great, she thought, while opposing packs of discordantly-coloured silhouettes played roller derby, or ice hockey, or another of those ultra-fast-moving and dangerous team sports across her retinas. There goes my night vision.

			When the visuals had settled down enough, she scoped out her surroundings. The room was small, ensuite-sized, and lined with dusty, rusty metal shelves on which had been stacked a profusion of hardware and stationery items in some semblance of order. Flashlight. That’ll do nicely.

			The flashlights, it turned out, lacked batteries. . . but that wasn’t a problem, because there were packets of batteries stacked on a nearby shelf. All Bec needed to do was to unscrew the end of the flashlight – something that was easier said than done, one-handed, when it was as tightly fastened as this. Even trying the old standby of gripping the flashlight between her knees while she applied all the torque her still-aching wrist could muster. . . And the other flashlights, it seemed, were much the same.

			But the PowerArm could cope with such a problem – and there were button cells, of just such a size as the prosthetic took, unless she was much mistaken, sitting on the same shelf as the flashlight batteries, a short distance away.

			The button cells were blister-packed. After several intensely frustrating minutes, she conceded that Jemima might, in fact, have a point.

			Two doors along, the flashlight’s beam picked out the logo of a television station attached to the painted-metal surface of the door. And now she knew exactly where she was, down to the particular rig. There’d been a pilot for a reality show here a couple of years back, one of those vote-off-the-least-popular-misfit things, but nobody had watched and the series had been canned, at about the same point that the network itself had folded. . . which, she guessed, explained the broadcast gear left behind.

			She continued down, still flexing her artificial fingers as she went. (Like the elbow, the wrist and knuckles hadn’t fared brilliantly from her escape.) Nine steps, landing, nine steps, corridor, nine steps, landing, nine steps, asphalt and moonlight. She conserved the torchlight.

			This deck lacked partitions, but was punctuated at the corners by the massive pillars that, she presumed, extended down to the seafloor, however many meters beneath the surface. The moonlight, blotched and striped, was slanting in from the left-hand wall, which was mostly a latticework of heavy girders. The right-hand wall was similarly trellised, but the far wall looked solid, unbroken save for a wide roller-door, and partly obscured by a stack of packing crates.

			But it was the sight of a 1972 Chrysler Valiant, parked in the lee of the most distant pillar, that most directly arrested her attention.

			Story of my life, she thought, if it’s locked.

			But it wasn’t.

			The Valiant’s front seat was substantially more comfortable than anything on offer upstairs, even the mattress; and she’d slept very poorly last night. Keeping her eyes open might prove difficult.

			Trouble was, the car’s owner’s manual was almost unfathomably badly written. The section on ‘Using Your Car’s Chronoselection Features: Maintenance and Safety Considerations’ was making no sense at all.

			Could be worse. The manual could be missing.

			The words refused to fall into ordered, logical concepts. ‘Whenframe’ just didn’t make sense; she was pretty sure the usage of ‘azimuthal quadrature’ was simply a bit of meaningless showing-off; and the manual took great pains to point out the importance of remembering that ‘timelines’ and ‘timeliness’ were two distinct concepts, each in its own way crucial, and then provided at least two instances of a misspelling as ‘timelinesss’ which, by extrapolation, didn’t encourage any confidence whatsoever. 

			C’mon, Bec. You’ve coded your way out of doomsday scenarios before this, she told herself, in the vain hope that the internal-monologue-pep-talk thing might vaguely help. It didn’t. But then attending to the nagging-voice-of-self-doubt thing almost certainly wouldn’t either. Neither did the strong petroleum odour that hung around the car like a sickly-sweet sharp hydrocarbon aura – she couldn’t decide whether the smell, and the jerrycans of fuel clustered around the pillar, indicated that the aeroValiant’s fuel tank had been recharged, or simply that one of the cans leaked.

			Finally, after perhaps an hour of poring repeatedly through the same ten textually-mangled pages on Chronoselection, she decided she’d found what she needed. Or at least, she’d found it in the manual. Whether she could find it under the hood, and whether she could make the desired modifications, was quite another matter.

			The night wasn’t getting any younger. She’d need a screwdriver, an adjustable wrench, a pen, and a notebook. (Best to grab another packet of button cells, too, while she was at it. This thing was a hog for power when she used it for fine-motor stuff, and she didn’t have her charger with her, did she? Besides, she’d need to remember to take its present batteries out before she fell asleep tonight – the success of tomorrow’s performance could well be undermined by a stray arm-twitch giving the game away before Jemima had made her spiel.)

			Time to hit the storeroom upstairs, and to see what it had in stock.

			After she’d switched the timing module connections, she thought about hiding the tools under the mattress in her room, but decided against it. There was no guarantee they wouldn’t switch rooms on her again tomorrow night. Instead, she concealed the screwdriver and the wrench in the gap between two of the packing crates. She thought hard about where to hide the other thing, the crucial item, and finally she found a place that she was sure would never occur to her captors.

			‘Isn’t this all a rather empty threat?’ she asked, as they escorted her, inevitably sock-cuffed, towards the studio the next morning. She hoped her nervousness, her almost insurmountable tiredness and the slight bulge in her left jeans pocket did not show. ‘I mean, if you actually follow through on the time-hostage thing, surely you get annihilated too.’

			‘Ah,’ exclaimed Harold, choosing to prod her in the back with sufficient force that she almost lost her footing on the landing. ‘But, see, we’re not from the same timeline.’

			‘Probably not from the same timeline,’ Jemima clarified.

			She managed, barely, to turn what desperately wanted to be a snort of derision into a superficially polite two-syllable cough. ‘Do you actually understand how timelines work?’

			‘Sure we do,’ said Harold, a sneer in his voice plainly conveying a flavour of oh-look-the-trained-monkey-pretends-to-understand-quantum-physics. ‘We just come from one the other day, din’t we?’

			‘I suppose you must have,’ she replied. ‘I’ll note in passing that you answered in English, and I’m pretty certain the English language originated some time after the demise of the dinosaurs, to whose epoch you’re threatening to send me back. Join those dots however you wish.’

			‘Possibly not from the same timeline,’ Jemima clarified.

			‘So–’

			‘It’s a moot point in any case,’ Jemima continued, pushing open the makeshift studio’s door. ‘They’ll comply with our demands. They have to. We are not being unreasonable. Another sock, I think, Harold, I’m growing bored with this conversation.’

			‘You think I’m made of socks, Boss?’ Harold retorted.

			‘Well, then, whatever we used to tether her yesterday.’

			‘That was me scarf, but I’ve left it in the room. Can go get it if you’d like.’

			‘No, don’t bother. It’s just a pity there’s no duct tape on this hulk.’

			‘There’s–’ some in the storeroom, she nearly added, but of course she couldn’t, ‘–no need to gag me, I’ll keep schtum. And it’ll be better optics if I’m not gagged anyway.’

			‘Better optics?’

			‘Looks better on the broadcast,’ she explained. ‘Better for you, better for me.’

			‘You know,’ said Jemima to Harold, ‘I think she’s finally learning how to cooperate.’

			You ain’t seen the half of it, Bec remarked to herself, demurely taking her seat while the ransomers checked over the broadcast equipment.

			‘We demand – we insist on an unconditional end. . .’ Jemima, standing behind the desk, had launched into her oratory. She was referring only sporadically to the notes on the desk. Given how often she’d practiced the spiel yesterday, Bec thought – bleary-eyed and fighting to maintain a carefully deadpan expression – it was a wonder she needed the notes at all. Well, she’d have some more reading matter in a few minutes.

			Bec was seated to Jemima’s left, with Harold to her other side. That was a bother; it limited her actions. Although at least they’d left her with just her hands tied together and resting in her lap, no other restraints. It did, as she’d pointed out, look better onscreen, always an important consideration if you’re planning to hold the world to ransom over your packaging preferences. Not that that was why Bec had lobbied for it.

			Jemima was getting well into it now, explaining the chronomechanics of time-hostagery to her unseen audience. Harold, Bec sensed, was losing interest in the presentation – in all probability, he’d heard this speech even more often than she had. Actively nodding now, and not, one suspected, in agreement. 

			May as well make my own move, Bec thought. She gave a politely small yawn, took a deep breath, rolled her head from side to side as though limbering up her tired neck muscles. Then she flexed her left shoulder; then her right.

			As she flexed her right shoulder, she pulled away as hard as she could with her tethered hands. She’d earlier ensured the myoinductive arm wasn’t harnessed, was just sitting loose on her stump; now, with a disconcerting soft schlurp, the weak suction seal holding the prosthesis to the stump of her right arm failed and her artificial limb fell away. She caught it in her lap, then, before Harold could react, she reached into her jeans pocket, sidestepped the small blister-pack of button cells – later – and pulled out a folded piece of paper, which she underarmed towards Jemima’s notes.

			Fortune favoured her. It landed plumb spang on Jemima’s desk, just beside the small wifi remote-control panel for the video camera, its red-inked legend ‘Read Me Immediately’ clearly showing. Jemima, still sounding forth about, ‘the irrevocability of sending this unfortunate young woman back to the Plasticene or whenever if our demands are not met’, picked it up, unfolded it, and began to peruse it, her patter uninterrupted and seemingly undistracted.

			To Bec’s disappointment, however, Jemima did not read the note in its entirety then and there. Instead, she scanned it for about five seconds, put it back on the desk in front of her.

			She waited Jemima’s talk out, using the time to wriggle her way free of the sock-cuffs and to casually reattach her prosthesis. The action did not escape the notice of either Jemima or Harold, but the former was too heavily involved in her live-to-air pitch to the peoples of Earth and the latter, it seemed, was unwilling to make a scene while the cameras were rolling. It could not be accidental, however, that Harold had surreptitiously slipped off his shoe at this juncture and attempted to direct a questioning look at his colleague.

			When Jemima had shot the bolt of her monologue, Bec rose to her feet. Harold half-rose too, but at a subtitle-worthy glower from Jemima, sat down again. 

			‘In conclusion,’ said Jemima, directing a stern expression towards the camera, ‘we now leave the fate of the world in your hands. We shall now take a short break, from which we shall return shortly. Cut.’

			She pressed the button on the control panel in front of her.

			‘–the HELL is this about?’ Jemima snapped, rounding on Bec.

			‘I thought the note was quite self-explanatory,’ said Bec, wondering if there was some way to retreat that wasn’t currently occupied by Harold.

			‘What’s the problem, anyway?’ Harold asked, stepping forward. Jemima wordlessly passed him the note.

			At any other time Bec might have found it comical to witness how many of the components of Harold’s face – notably his lips, his eyebrows, and quite remarkably also his ears, which had begun to glow a bright red – were complicit in the task of reading, but in the circumstances she was aware only of how slow a reader he was and how white-hot was Jemima’s fury right now.

			This is what Harold was reading: 

			Do NOT read any of this aloud, Jemima, unless you wish to jeopardise your plans completely. I have a quite specific set of demands, which I insist you meet. You will meet them because I have something you need. If you ever want to see it again, you require my cooperation. You and Harold are a thoroughly despicable pair of pieces of work – that’s not relevant to my demands, it’s just a character observation, offered free of charge – and I would not be looking to assist you in this ridiculous baby-with-the-bathwater scheme except that I see an opportunity for bringing some good out of this. Here’s the gist: your time machine contains, or rather contained, a small unit called a local-field chronoreversor, which I have inadvertently removed from the vehicle, and have accidentally misplaced. Without this device, which is about the size of a ‘D’ grade battery, there can be no trips back in time, only forward. Now, I honestly believe I should be able to remember where this device is – and on a rig this large, it could be anywhere, perhaps somewhere in imminent danger of tumbling into the unforgiving ocean depths – if and only if, at the conclusion of your own little portion of the broadcast, you allow me to present my own demands to the audience which you have so helpfully collected here. If you choose not to comply with this not unreasonable request, I simply won’t be able to remember this component’s location. Oh, and threats will not work, in my recollecting the whereabouts of this item – quite the reverse – so please don’t insult me by choosing that route. I look forward to your prompt attention to this matter. 

			Yours with all due respect, 

			Bec Wertheim.

			In the time that he was reading the above, the following argument ensued:

			‘You’re clearly bluffing.’

			‘I’m not. How do you think I even know about the chronoreversor?’

			‘How did you get out of your room? You were locked in. And you were still locked in this morning.’

			‘Trade secret. You’re wasting time. Bottom line, your time machine’s missing its chronoreversor, which you rather need for your plan.’

			‘Then you’ll hand it over. Now.’

			‘No, I won’t. If you’ve bothered to read my note, my demands are quite plain.’

			‘Do you seriously think you’re in a position to dictate terms here? I think you fail to grasp the true gravity of the hostage situation, Miss. . . Wertheim.’

			‘Oh, I grasp it. I grasp it with both hands. Which I think is more than you’ve done. Look. Let me just enlighten you on one point. For your diabolical scheme to work, you require your audience to understand that you’re in possession of a real, actual, honest-to-goodness time machine. I’ll now list for you the total amount of evidence you’ve so far given your audience that you have such a device.’

			‘Waiting.’

			‘I’ve just listed it for you.’

			‘Ah. But. All of that is secondary. The fact is, you’ve taken something that doesn’t belong to you, and you need to give it back. Now.’

			‘You’re wasting time. I won’t.’

			‘Then we’ll search this place from top to bottom, and we’ll find it. Without your help. And then you will be shown no mercy.’

			‘I can categorically guarantee you will not find it without my help. Look, Jemima, if you read my note, all I am asking is that I be allowed to make my own demands in addition to those you have already made. I am not seeking to undermine your plan for packaging reform, ridiculously heavy-handed though I think it is. If you allow me to present my own demands as well as yours, then I will tell you where the chronoreversor is. And, as a bonus, I can show you a way to prove to your worldwide audience, safely and satisfactorily for all concerned, that you do genuinely have time-travel capabilities, and your – our – demands should therefore be taken seriously.’

			‘So if I agree to allow you to speak to camera, you’ll give up the chronoreversor?’

			‘That’s basically the deal, yes.’

			‘What’s in it for you?’

			‘You’ve gathered a captive audience for me. Hopefully rather more of an audience than just two disaffected cats and a lonely old man. So I get an opportunity to share my ideas about what I think matter, in a way I otherwise wouldn’t.’

			‘That’s it?’

			‘That’s it. I’m not looking to undermine any part of your scheme. This is just an add-on. A value-add, I guess you could call it.’

			‘How do I know this isn’t a trick?’

			‘Because you hold all the cards, except for the chronoreversor. You guys have got the muscle, the car keys – all I’ve got is an out-of-order prosthetic.’

			‘I might have known. It’s in your arm, isn’t?’

			‘Jemima, I can promise you, I would never do anything so obvious as to hide the chronoreversor in my artificial arm. I let it slip off just before, remember? You’ll get it, if you allow me to give a spiel to the camera.’

			‘Alright. I suppose I’m forced to agree to your unreasonable demands. Hand it over.’

			‘After.’

			Bec started speaking to the camera, glancing periodically at the control unit on Jemima’s desk to ensure that the broadcast was indeed ‘live’. She spoke awkwardly at first but found confidence as she continued. 

			‘I’d like to thank my captors for generously allowing me, in lieu of a last meal or any similar palaver, to address you about what I feel to be important. And I have to say, I think Jemima and Harold here – they haven’t been forthcoming with their full names, perhaps they’ll rectify that for the camera – have made a mistake in focusing only on one particular and fairly narrow societal scourge in their, in my view, misguided efforts to make the world a better place. For the record I’ll confirm that my own name is Rebecca Wertheim – hi, Mum – and I have been brought here to this disused oil or gas platform in the Tasman Sea, the one Channel 57 used for its pilot of This Show Is Rigged, completely against my will. But with Jemima and Harold’s indulgence, I’d like to make a few requests of my own. Because if I am to be fed to the dinosaurs, I want it to be over something important. Something that matters to me, and I hope to you too. Thanks Jemima.

			‘I demand the release of Copperhead’s second album, the one Columbia have been sitting on for the past fifty-plus years. I demand the immediate retraction of all Greedo-shot-first releases of Episode Four, and can we please stop calling it Episode Four? I demand an end to the unnecessarily protracted copyright protection that has been afforded Mickey Mouse, whose likeness should by now have passed well-and-truly into the public domain. And I want an end to sectarian violence, to institutionalised poverty, to multinational greed, to child slavery, to sex trafficking, to rampant environmental degradation for the sake of a quick buck, to religious intolerance, to famine while, elsewhere, food goes to waste, and to discrimination on the basis of age, sex, gender, sexual orientation, belief system, operating system preference, or anything else. I demand that the minds behind the military-industrial complex come up with something more productive to do with their time. I demand that all cities in seismically-active regions be brought up to code with regard to earthquake resistance. I demand that people be treated as people, regardless of their circumstances. I demand dignity. I apologise for this tee-shirt, I was abducted against my will and have had no opportunity to change. For the record, ‘fsck’ is not a swear word. And I demand all funding be withdrawn, forthwith, from any research on the feasibility of time travel. We have no right to treat the past as some sort of beta version, to be patched and rebooted, whatever we might hope to achieve. No good can come of it.’

			‘Finished?’ Jemima asked, a tone of barely-disguised impatience, coupled with badly-suppressed hostility, showing in her voice.

			‘Not quite,’ Bec replied, offering her adversary what she hoped was a sweet, if not completely sincere, smile. She turned back to face the camera. ‘Now I realise all of this is a big ask, and you have no proof whatsoever that my captors even have access to such a thing as a time machine. This is something that, in their wisdom, Jemima and Harold have overlooked, but there’s a way around it. I suggest they travel forward ten days into the future and return from then with an accurate record of the timing, location, and magnitude of significant seismic events occurring between now and then. This would prove that they are on the level, in that respect at least. It gives me a ten-day grace period while their future quake checklist is compared with unfolding reality; but they could always send me back early if they thought any law-enforcement funny business was being attempted. Of course, I earnestly hope that the demands will be met, but contingencies need to be planned for. Jemima,’ she asked, turning and holding between thumb and forefinger an imaginary D-sized battery, ‘are you agreeable to this?’

			The look which Jemima offered her would cause aircraft to fall from the sky. Bec turned back to the camera. ‘I think we’re done here,’ she said, offering her best smile. ‘No, wait, I almost forgot the most important bit. I demand world peace. A species that persists in blowing itself to smithereens, simply because it can’t think of a better way of handling a difficult situation, has no right to call itself intelligent. Make it happen. Thank you for listening.’

			‘Cut,’ said Jemima, in a voice which made it clear that she, personally, had absolutely no truck with this ‘world peace’ concept at this particular instant, and should not be counted upon to contribute to its implementation. She pressed the control panel in front of her.

			The broadcast ended.

			‘I allowed you,’ Jemima said, sneering, the spittle spraying from her lips, while Harold held Bec’s arms pinioned behind her back, ‘to hijack my big moment. I was under the impression you’d be looking to say just a sentence or two to the camera, not giving the full Shakespearean soliloquy. So I don’t think you can understand just how angry with you I am right now. You need to keep your end of the bargain. This time-reversal module. Now.’

			‘The ‘now’ is problematic,’ Bec explained, swallowing, trying not to show fear. She was well aware of all the ways this could still go Vista-shaped.

			‘What do you mean?’

			‘I mean it’s hidden here, but it’s not hidden now. It won’t be hidden here for another week and a half. I hid it eleven days in the future. Time machine, and all that.’

			‘Then we travel ahead eleven days, you retrieve it, and we proceed from there.’

			‘No.’

			‘What do you mean, no?’

			‘I’m saying I won’t cooperate. Not until you’ve fulfilled your part of the plan I outlined. Honestly, you guys are your own worst enemies, I cannot believe how two such incompetent – ouch – I mean, it’s in your interests to convince the people you’ve just broadcast to that you do actually have a time machine. Saying “I have a time machine” won’t achieve that, surprisingly enough. Supplying them with proof, like an accurate list of upcoming earthquakes, will. So you go forward, get the information, and then return here in eleven days’ time. I’ll hand over the module, we’ll come back to now, do the follow-up broadcast, they’ll become convinced over the course of the next ten days, your demands will be met, my demands will be met, everyone lives happily ever after and nobody needs to get fed to the allosaurus. Capisce?’

			‘I don’t trust her, Boss,’ said Harold.

			‘You think I do?’ Jemima asked. ‘And for pity’s sake put that shoe down. All the same, she has a point. Here’s what we do: You stay here, make sure she doesn’t try anything, I’ll go get this list.’

			Damn, Bec thought. That wasn’t part of the plan – I’d assumed they’d both go.

			‘Somethink’s bugging me,’ said Harold, as he escorted Bec at shoe-point up the stairs towards, she presumed, her room of recent incarceration. ‘If you hid this module in the future, and the car needs it to get back in time, how’d youse get back?’

			The oaf’s smarter than he lets on. ‘It wasn’t easy,’ she said.

			At least they hadn’t cuffed her this time. Were they getting complacent?

			At the door to her room, she stalled and stood her ground, in a manner that would be immediately obvious to anyone who has ever owned, or had moderately close acquaintance with, a Shetland pony. She braced herself in the doorway – something, admittedly, that would be beyond the remit of your average Shetland, so the analogy fell through at this point – and offered Harold no assistance whatsoever with the task of getting her into the room. Finally, exasperated, he did what she’d been faintly hoping he’d do: grabbed her by the wrist – her right wrist – to lead her through into the room. She kept up the resistance, the inevitable happened – schlurp – and she quickly pulled the door shut, listening with amusement to Harold’s threats as he realised he’d just been locked in.

			She strode rapidly towards the stairwell. If she could use her prosthetic to escape via the manhole, so too could he – which meant she’d need to drag something heavy to block the manhole cover, render it immobile, quick smart. That super-sized crescent wrench on the top deck, for a start. Or one of those drums would be even better, assuming she could shift it.

			She should probably, in truth, have explained something to Jemima before the kidnapper jetted off. Well, two somethings. One, that she had been bluffing: the chronoreversor had not been sent eleven days into the future: she hadn’t known how to hotwire the car, and did not in any case feel safe about the idea of making even a short hop in time herself – call her a wimp, but she did not trust the technology. And two, that she had rewired several of the connections on the Valiant’s 32-pin chronoselector unit: a nominated time interval of ten days forward would instead become a leap ahead by. . . she’d been hazy on the math, it had been very late, but. . . conservatively at least five hundred years, possibly a millennium or more. Maybe quite a lot more. She didn’t expect Jemima would be back. Perhaps she’d reached a time where they’d moved beyond the blister pack; that’d keep her happy. Maybe. (And even if Jemima wished to return, Bec doubted she’d be permitted to: the far-future society must have strongly negative views on the idea of allowing an incursion into what, for them, would be the time of their ancestors. Changing the course of history, and all that.) All of which meant that the broadcast audience wouldn’t get their proof of time travel, would shrug the whole thing off as a bizarre hoax. . . Was there still any point in hoping for the world-peace thing?

			Probably not. Pity. At least she’d tried.

			‘Swap you,’ she called down to Harold through the open manhole. ‘My myoinductive arm for these bottles of PET-infused water and this exciting collection of date-expired water crackers.’

			Harold glared up at her. ‘I’ll pass it up to youse,’ he growled.

			She was about to grab hold, but something about his expression registered. Not falling for that one. . . ‘No. You throw it up. I’ll toss the bottles and the cracker packets down.’

			She moved out of the firing line just in time. The prosthetic landed with a clatter an impressive distance away. Better not have damaged that, you vandal. She dropped down two packets of crackers, then three of the one-litre water bottles. The third bottle hit Harold, quite by chance, on the back of the head. Thwock.

			It wasn’t quite the sweetest sound in the world, she thought as she moved the cover, and then the anchoring drum, back into position, but it would do until someone thought to send a helicopter or something out here to rescue her. (On which score, she should head back downstairs and do another quick broadcast, just to let someone out there know that yes, there were actually people on this deserted rig. . . and once that was sorted, she had something else to attend to. One last matter.)

			She reached into the cistern’s tepid waters, pulled out a zip-lock bag containing a smallish cylindrical object, and removed the object from the bag. Pulling the lid down, she sat and contemplated the object: all the trouble it could cause, all the promise it held, the chance it might ultimately afford her to go back those sixteen years and, perhaps, somehow, to avert her brother’s needless death in the Christchurch earthquake. She tried to remember Kelvin’s face, to separate it from the awful pile of rubble with which, in her mind, his memory was inextricably linked. Then she went up to the top deck, doing her best to ignore the awful imprecations that Harold, beneath her feet, was directing at her – and, really, he had no right to be saying such things to anybody, least of all to a smart IT girl who might well just have singlehandedly saved human civilisation from an unknowable apocalypse. She walked as close to the deck’s edge as she dared and, tears pricking at her eyes, flung the cylinder high and hard out towards the waiting, near-limitless sea, because saving the world was one thing; but when it came down to it she just didn’t have the strength to invest in that kind of hopeless hope.
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			Duplicity — J. Ashley Smith

			Tad was lying. Again.

			Not that anything gave him away. His grey eyes did not waver. His lips did not twitch, only pushed forward into the half-pout he’d studied, rehearsed, perfected over hours before the mirror. He could dissemble with all the finesse of a double agent.

			‘I would’ve called, Bae, but you know how it is. Derek kept me and the others back, talking motivation. Actor stuff.’

			He curled butter onto a knife, scraped it to every corner of his sourdough toast. It was like an act of worship, the way he smoothed the expensive marmalade with such precision. It nauseated me.

			Tad could have been a ‘ten’. He had pale, smooth skin over high, sharp cheekbones, raffish dark hair, painstakingly unkempt, and a physique at once delicate and masculine. Even dressed down, in khaki slacks and a cream polo shirt, he was impeccable, with creases taut and collars erect. He could have been perfect, but was held back by an air of smug self-satisfaction that kept each practised smile from ever touching his eyes.

			I looked away, down to the plate of greens I’d steamed for breakfast, to the fork I turned over and over between thumb and fingers.

			‘So who was there?’

			Tad shook open his script, pretended to scan the lines while he sipped his latte.

			‘Oh, you know. Me, Derek, Graeme.’ He turned the page with a measured lick of his thumb. ‘Maureen. . .’

			Maureen.

			I bit down on a piece of broccoli and regretted it immediately. My morning greens were not a pleasure but an obligation, and, today, the stems seemed even more fibrous and implacable than ever. I chewed and chewed as though my mouth was filled with wood.

			At last, I swallowed, winced, masked my discomfort with sips of water.

			‘Maureen . . .’

			‘Yeah, baby. You remember? The goth chick with the–’ 

			‘Yes,’ I said. ‘The big–’

			This would not have been the first time he’d been unfaithful. While I’d uncovered no hard evidence of Tad’s infidelities, my suspicions were always tangible enough; they had names, followed a type. They were actresses, models, advertising account executives, young women with engorged lips, waspish waistlines, and boobs bursting out of tight little tops. Women, in short, that embodied everything in the way of brimming sexuality that I did not and had never possessed.

			But they were only suspicions. Nothing was ever proven. Tad lied with such proficiency that I was forever uncertain, driving myself half-mad with fantasies that said less about Tad, and more about myself.

			A smile tweaked the edges of Tad’s mouth and his bottom lip puffed slightly. He was looking at my hands. The left still toyed with the fork, while the other had strayed to my chest. I flushed, pretended to brush a speck of invisible lint from my shirt.

			‘Oh, Rachel,’ he said and lay down the script. ‘I do believe you are jealous!’

			I stood, a little too abruptly, gripped the plate of unfinished greens, the glass of water. ‘I’m going to be late,’ I said.

			The chair squealed as I pushed it back and stepped past Tad to the sink. There was a rustle of paper behind me, the crunch of toast. Tad had returned to the script, to his breakfast, as though nothing had happened, as though I was no longer there.

			I pulled a zip-lock bag from the drawer, filled it with cold broccoli, sealed it, slid it into the freezer drawer where the rows of identical bags were filed. I tipped the water down the sink, washed the plate, the glass, the chopping board I had used earlier that morning. I wiped the blade of Tad’s treasured, Japanese filleting knife, rinsing it under the tap. It was an imposingly masculine object, the blade too heavy, too long, too sharp. That knife had been the first of his reckless, inappropriate purchases. With what he spent on it, I could have paid the mortgage for a month.

			Tad’s chair creaked as he refilled his coffee. He turned another page of the script.

			I felt pressure in my stomach, in my throat. My shoulders tightened. This is it, I thought. This is finally it.

			I turned, opened my mouth– 

			But I couldn’t speak, just stood there by the sink with that ludicrous knife in my hand, staring at the trimly manicured seams of hair behind Tad’s ears, and the point where they met on the back of his neck. My grip on the knife tightened.

			Someone rapped at the front door.

			Tad said, ‘Who the hell. . .?’

			I said, ‘Don’t trouble yourself.’ Or thought, at least. Maybe I just pushed past the table and out of the kitchen without saying anything at all.

			Along the corridor I could see, disfigured by the frosted glass, the silhouette of a man. It was unusual for us to get a caller at that time of morning. Devan, the colleague who picked me up for work, rarely left his Mercedes, just honked from the road outside. The postman never came before lunchtime, and any other visitors – the Jehovah’s Witnesses, the sellers of discount cleaning products – descended on the house only when I was safely behind my desk.

			It was only as I unhooked the chain that I realised I was still clutching the kitchen knife. I held it behind my back and opened the door.

			The man on the doorstep wore no shoes. His feet were grimed with dirt and what might have been blood, and his trousers were stained with a slick, glistening substance. His shirt was in tatters, smeared with what looked like used chip fat and the black filth from industrial ventilators. His hair was knotted and tangled, his pale cheeks scratched and muddy. He was shaking.

			‘Thank goodness it’s you,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to help me, Bae.’

			It was Tad.

			The night before, I didn’t get a moment’s sleep.

			That wasn’t unusual in itself. In the twenty years since I took on my first account at Pritchard Pritchard, I had come to measure the progress of my career by the hours of sleep I skipped. As, with each promotion, my responsibilities increased, there had been an equal and opposite reaction, a negative growth in my capacity to relax. Anxiety – and, with it, insomnia – had become the crackling electricity of my success.

			And, that night, I was supercharged.

			One of our mining clients was under fire, facing the usual allegations: serial tax evasion; criminal disregard of local environment and heritage protections; corruption of state government officials via ‘no strings’ political donations, extravagant lunches and prostitutes. All very prosaic. Nothing whatever to write home about. Only the Enquirer had written about it, in depth; a very detailed, very accurate exposé intended to make a very public example of our client.

			It was a high-stakes, high-profile project. And it was my account; a gift from Pritchard Senior himself. He’d already arranged a meeting with the client to present the emergency strategy. A strategy I had until morning to develop. Get this right, he as good as said, and you’ll make partner.

			So it wasn’t as if I was sitting up waiting for Tad to come home. I didn’t have time to worry about where he might be, what he might be doing, and who he might be doing it with.

			Yes, I was distantly aware of his absence. Yes, I did check my phone with pathological frequency. Yes, my attention did spiral off from the work at hand, flashing mental Polaroids of Tad and a slew of faceless women, caught in lewd and compromising tangles. But it wasn’t as though I was obsessing.

			Long after I’d gone to bed, I lay awake, tingling with a formless unease that no amount of gin and tonic had been able to suppress.

			So this is it, I thought again and again. This is finally it.

			I’d always known that things with Tad would end this way, with me wired and alone, drowning in some shady corporate’s PR shit-storm, and him out ’til all hours, up to his neck in boobs. Whatever it was we had – this bond of dependence, of mutual necessity – you couldn’t exactly call it a relationship.

			Granted, since I met Tad, the office chatter scrutinising my love life – or lack thereof – had been extinguished like a candle in a vacuum. The senior partners, at last, looked to me as a future peer, not just another sallow, skeletal career husk, hollowed out by overwork and social isolation. I could sashay around company events with a handsome, younger man on my arm – An actor, dahling – and boast how I had been on the guest list to this or that premiere. At the end of the long days, I could come home to a house that smelled of cooking and wine, with stubble specks in the bathroom sink and crumpled boxer shorts in the laundry basket. I was not – in that debilitating, existential sense – alone.

			For Tad, the equation was even simpler. He maintained a pretence of interest in me – an act that occasionally swelled to feigned attraction, and even, on those nights when his busy sexual calendar offered no better match, observance of the expected de facto marital duties. And, in return, I gave him money.

			It had always seemed a fair exchange. And a painless one. With nothing significant invested in each other, there was no possibility of heartbreak when it inevitably fell apart, collapsing under the weight of its own implausibility. There was no way that I could be hurt.

			Yet there I lay. With my mind spinning, not the elegant duplicities of the PR strategy I was to present in the morning, but these lumpen, aching fantasies about my live-in gigolo.

			As though he really meant something to me.

			‘You’ve got to help me, Bae.’

			I was too stunned to speak, too tired to react even. I glanced back over my shoulder, back down the hall to the kitchen where I had left Tad at the table, turned back to the Tad in the doorway.

			He looked so forlorn, so. . . broken. He teetered, this mess on my doorstep, rubbing at his throat with a grimace like he was coming down with something.

			‘So,’ I said at last. ‘What? What is this? A joke?’

			My words had a strange effect on Tad, for his face began to convulse minutely, an electric tic that tugged at his right eyelid, at the right side of his mouth.

			‘Then I’m too late,’ he said. ‘He’s already inside.’

			I peered out the doorway, scanning the low privets and the telegraph poles, the cul-de-sac beyond, looking for. . . I don’t know what. But the street was empty. The only sound, the only movement came from the highway beyond.

			‘Good one,’ I said. ‘You got me. Bravo. A stellar performance. One of the greats, I’m sure. But I don’t have time–’

			I was closing the door, but Tad slid a grubby hand against the jamb.

			‘Rachel,’ he said. ‘You’ve got to listen.’

			And then he said, ‘I don’t understand what’s happening to me.’

			In Tad’s eyes there was real – real what? Fear? Desperation? His expression was so convincing, I almost believed him.

			‘Last night, after rehearsal, some of the others stayed back. But I wasn’t feeling it. Derek was in this shitty mood and Maureen was – well, Maureen was being Maureen. I just wanted to be home. Back here. With you.’

			He searched my face as he spoke, his eyes urgent and intense. It was a new look for him. Earnest. Authentic. I wondered how long he’d been practising.

			Still, my grip on the door-handle eased. Tad’s fingers brushed my hand.

			‘It was dark when I left the theatre, and quiet. The streets were empty. It was weird, like the city had been abandoned. I remember thinking how the streetlights seemed all wrong, like they were too dim or something, like the light was getting sucked away into the blackness that was everywhere. I cut through the park and then. . .’ He stroked his throat, eyes distant. ‘Then I don’t remember. I woke up this morning in a dumpster.’

			He gestured at his grimed and tattered clothes, gave a broken smile. I felt something flutter in my chest, something as small and warm and delicate as a hatchling. A glimmer of belief.

			I crushed it underfoot, swept away Tad’s hand.

			‘Enough,’ I said. ‘That’s enough. Christ, but you pick your moments. If you wanted to show off your new lead role as – what is this? Supernatural hobo? You could at least have–’

			‘What’s going on?’

			I felt a hand on my shoulder, glanced round. It was Tad, impeccable in polo shirt and slacks, the script curled in his right hand. Not a hair out of place.

			‘Who is it, Rachel?’

			From where Tad stood he would only have seen smudges of colour behind the frosted glass. I still had the door open a crack, just enough to see the other Tad’s eyes widen. He was trying to communicate something, but I had no idea what.

			Inside Tad was reaching for the door handle when something startled him. ‘Jesus!’ he said. ‘What’s with the knife?’

			I had forgotten about the knife. I held it up in front of me, like I had no idea what it was, no idea how it had got there.

			Tad pulled open the door, and froze. He stared at himself – stared at that other Tad, the other Tad wobbling on the step, staring back at him.

			Some look passed over Tad’s face like a shadow, an unreadable look that might have been disbelief, might have been resolve. In a moment it was gone and his eyes narrowed, lips pushing forward into his signature half-pout.

			‘What has he told you?’ he said, his eyes never leaving the other Tad. ‘What lies has he been telling you?’

			‘Don’t listen to him, Rachel,’ the other Tad said. ‘There’s only one liar here.’

			I stood dumbly between them, looking first at one, then at the other. It felt like the world had split in two and I was falling into the crack between the halves. The knife slipped from my fingers and clattered to the floor. Both Tads’ eyes dropped to follow the sound.

			Outside, a horn blared. A charcoal grey Mercedes pulled up. Devan.

			‘Look,’ I said, pulling on my coat. I felt I should say something, as though words – any words – were all that was required to put a positive spin on this impossible, cosmic glitch. But my mind was a blank.

			I grabbed my bag, pushed past the two Tads, past the privet hedge and out onto the pavement, tugged at the door of the waiting Merc.

			‘Look. . .’ I turned back, shook my head, made a limp gesture towards them both. ‘You sort it out.’

			‘Rachel, wait!’ called Tad. But I could not tell which.

			The day slipped past like a dream, a murky blur with only momentary flashes of clarity.

			I couldn’t go into the office, not right away. There was just too much to process, too much to take in. And nothing to grab hold of to make sense of it.

			Devan dropped me at a café and I bought black coffee to go, walked until it was cool enough to sip without scalding. The next thing I knew I was clutching an empty paper cup, perched on a bench in a park I didn’t recognise. The smell of rotting leaves was everywhere. The smell of autumn.

			I must have been walking for some time because, later, I found myself in a suburban shopping centre, stooped beside a mall fountain, staring down at pennies twinkling through chlorinated ripples. I burped the taste of Kentucky Fried Chicken and Chardonnay.

			At one point I came to in a hardware store, pushing a trolley full of gardening equipment.

			Throughout the morning, my mobile buzzed in the pocket of my jacket, but I didn’t answer it. I could have turned it off, but for some reason this never occurred to me. My mind was following its own wayward path.

			I did a lot of staring.

			There was a lot to think about.

			Perhaps the Tad on the doorstep hadn’t been Tad at all. Perhaps it was another actor, made up to look like Tad. I had been fooled, but I’d been caught off guard. Maybe if I’d looked more closely. . .?

			But then, perhaps it was his twin. Tad had a twin brother he had never told me about and now the brother was here to– 

			To what? What could Tad possibly hope to gain from this bizarre double act?

			What was the point?

			Round and round the arguments coiled, and I traced and retraced what little I knew, straining to catch some detail I might have missed, struggling to understand.

			After a night without sleep, I had come down to breakfast to confront an absent, insolent, adulterous Tad. A Tad who was, nonetheless, my Tad. My only Tad.

			Then another Tad had come to the door. A broken, almost innocent Tad, with his strange tale of parks and dumpsters and darkness and, for a moment, I had believed him. For one luminous instant I had believed that perhaps he might be the real Tad.

			And when that first Tad, the Tad who, over breakfast, had been the only Tad, when he touched my shoulder, I had recoiled. As though he were the impostor.

			As hard as it had been to trust Tad when there was only one of him, there had been at least some consistency in his inconstancy; that, at least, had been something I could rely on. But, now there were two, I didn’t know what to believe. The existence of another somehow negated the legitimacy of either, making both of them strangers. If there really were two Tads, I could not trust either of them.

			When, at last, the world cohered, I was in the back of a taxi full of gardening supplies. It was dark outside and the lights of unfamiliar suburbs slid past like melting stars.

			I had forgotten all about my presentation.

			The cul-de-sac was silent and empty, but for the distant roar of the departing taxi and the sickly-white pools beneath street-lamps.

			There were no lights on in the house.

			I stood with the key in the lock and strained to hear. No sounds came from inside. Nothing. My reflection in the frosted glass was a silhouette, an absence that deepened the sense of dark emptiness behind.

			The sound of my heels on the parquetry was too loud, the air in the house still and dead. I clacked through to the kitchen, dropped my coat and bag, poured myself a glass of water from the tap. There was a bump from the room above.

			I slipped off my shoes, padded back along the corridor and up the stairs. A thin seam of light framed the bathroom door. I crept over to it, pressed my ear to the plywood. The sounds I heard made no sense: the sharp crinkle of plastic; dull thumps, like a fist on ceramic; a rhythmic rasp, like a saw drawn through damp wood. I tapped on the door.

			‘Tad? Is that you?’

			There was a commotion on the other side. The clatter of metal on tile, an overloud rustle like a crumpling tarp. Then Tad’s voice.

			‘Don’t come in.’

			I tried the handle, but the door was locked. ‘Tad, what are you–’

			‘I said don’t come in!’ His shout made me step back.

			The shower curtain rings rattled on the pole. The light cord clunked, the lock clicked, and Tad opened the door a few inches, just enough to slip through.

			I tried to see past him, but it was dark and he pulled the door shut.

			‘I’d give it a while in there, if I were you,’ he said, without letting go of the door handle. The landing was stuffy, with a faint, sweetly unpleasant smell that I could not place.

			‘Where’s. . .?’

			‘He’s gone,’ Tad said, a little too quickly. ‘Come on, let’s go down and fix a drink.’

			He put a hand on my shoulder and steered me back towards the stairs. I recoiled, but did not shake him off. It occurred to me that I had asked the wrong question; what I really wanted, needed to know was, Which. . .?

			The man behind me looked like Tad, spoke like Tad, and yet. . . and yet I had no idea who he was. As we walked slowly down the stairs, a tingling rose from the base of my spine, prickled over my scalp.

			Tad guided me into the living room, clicked on the standing lamp and dimmed it until the bulb gave off only the faintest glow. I sunk into the leather couch, half-listening as he crept along the corridor, flicked off the kitchen light, rattled ice into first one glass then another. I heard the clank as he pulled down the bottle of Tanqueray.

			When he came back he did not sit down, but sloshed gin into both glasses, took his over to the window and closed the blind. He flicked two slats apart, peered into the night.

			‘You know what,’ he said, turning back into the room. ‘Do you mind if we. . .?’ He made a gesture towards the standing lamp, flicked it off without waiting for me to respond.

			I sipped at the gin. The burn and the overpowering fragrance made me grimace, but the warmth bloomed in my belly, and it was only when the ice touched my lips that I realised I had drunk the whole glass.

			‘What’s going on, Tad?’ I asked. ‘What happened to. . . the other. . .’

			‘Yeah, about that,’ Tad said, scanning the street through the crack in the blind. ‘Turns out it’s worse than we thought.’

			He knocked back his drink, put down the glass, walked round the edge of the room to the patio doors. He stood there, faintly outlined by what little light bled from the street, eyeing the frame, as though measuring it for curtains.

			‘Worse,’ I said. ‘Worse how?’

			Tad came over to where I sat, scooped me onto the floor, and began, with puffs and small grunts, to manoeuvre the heavy couch round so the back faced the sliding glass doors.

			‘Well,’ he said, ‘not so much worse as more. . . complicated.’

			‘Tad, you’re not making–’

			He stopped me with a gesture, cocked his ear.

			‘Tad–’

			He cupped a hand over my mouth, pulled me down against the couch. Then I heard it.

			Someone was trying to open the front door.

			In the corridor, something creaked. The letterbox. I gasped and Tad’s grip on my mouth tightened.

			The silence in that moment stretched, drawn as thin and brittle as spun glass. The letterbox snapped shut. Tad let go his hand, brought a finger to his lips for silence.

			Gravel popped outside. Whoever it was, they were walking round the side of the house. Looking for a way in.

			They were at the kitchen now. I heard the slow turn of the back-door handle, the minute creaks of pressure applied to the lock, the handle’s release. A chair scraped on the patio and a shadow fell across the wall above us, huge and distorted. It was the shadow of a man, outside the doors on the other side of the couch. Right behind us.

			Something thudded on the glass and my heart thudded with it. I pictured the intruder peering through cupped hands to decipher the gloom. The latch rattled as he tugged at the sliding door.

			Then the shadow receded, flickering over the adjacent wall as he crept back round to the front of the house. There was the hint of a silhouette beyond the blinds. Then nothing. The sound of footsteps on the pavement outside, moving away.

			I let out my breath, only then aware that I had been holding it. Tad pinched our glasses together and brimmed them with gin. He handed one to me and downed the other, refilled his glass.

			‘Who was that?’ My voice was cracked, edged with hysteria. ‘What do they want?’

			Tad didn’t answer, but lifted his head, ran a finger down his throat and winced.

			He put his arm around my shoulder, pulled me towards him, softly. Maybe it was the gin, or the impossible strangeness of all that had happened, but I did not recoil at his touch. Instead, I leaned into him, laid my head down against his shoulder. I did not know him, did not trust him, knew that I could not believe anything he told me. Yet I wanted to be close to him, wanted more than anything to be held.

			For a moment I wished it could always be this way, always this simple. I touched his cheek, his neck, letting my fingertips trace the whitening scar on his Adam’s apple.

			Strange that I did not remember that scar.

			Tad held my chin, lifted my lips to meet his. Something smashed against the patio doors.

			I jerked back, away from Tad. On the wall beside us a shadow loomed. Then the doors burst inwards in an explosion of glass and another Tad stepped into the room.

			He was not alone.

			There was a moment, before I ran, of total stillness. I did not breathe. My heart did not beat. I might have been caught in a photograph – an eternal, frozen instant.

			The room was dark but for those stains of nauseating fluorescence that seeped in from the street. Sickly whiteness outlined identical heads, identical haircuts, pressed collars, pouting lips. Only the couch separated me from the thronging Tads, the tens of Tads that filled the room from wall to wall, that poured in through the shattered doors, streaming from the garden, lit starkly by the neighbour’s security light.

			All heads were cocked slightly to the right. All eyes were locked on me.

			Every one of the Tads had a hand to their throat. Everyone ran a finger down and down their Adam’s apple, caressing the spot where I had found Tad’s strange scar.

			Even in that gloom I could see they were bleeding. Black ribbons ran from the place their fingers touched. Black ribbons with glints of red.

			‘Tad,’ I screamed to the Tad who still lay against the couch. ‘They’re here! They’re here, Tad! They’re here!’

			Tad pushed himself to his feet, ran a finger down the scar on his throat. A smile tweaked the edges of his mouth.

			‘Yes,’ Tad said. ‘Here we are.’

			He stepped towards me. Behind him, the Tads were clambering over the couch. Behind them, Tads pressed forward from the door, from the garden.

			‘Here we are,’ Tad said again.

			I ran.

			Out into the corridor to the front door, the frosted glass a craquelure of blue-white luminance. Shadows filled the frame, the handle rattled, the letterbox flapped, the glass shattered and hands reached in to twist the key. I backed towards the stairs.

			I may have begged. I might have screamed. I don’t remember anything but crawling backwards up the staircase as Tads poured into the corridor from the front room, Tads ripped at the handle of the front door, Tads began to climb the stairs below me.

			And ahead of them all climbed Tad, step by step, taunting me all the way.

			‘That’s right, Rachel,’ he said. ‘You run. You just run and see where it gets you.’

			I stumbled backwards over the head of the stairs, dragged myself along the landing. Tad loomed above me. Behind him, Tads pressed against each other, bottlenecked on the stairs, pushed forward to fill the landing.

			‘You can’t hide from us, Rachel.’

			My back hit the bathroom door and I slid up it, fumbled for the handle.

			‘You can’t hide from what you’ve done.’

			I fell backwards into the bathroom, threw myself against the door, fumbling in the darkness for the lock.

			Bodies thumped against the hollow plywood, Tads crushed together on the stairs, coagulated on the landing. Soon the sheer mass of bodies would burst open the door. I had to think of something, had to find a way out.

			I swung my arm to catch the light cord. Something smashed against the door. They were going to beat it down.

			I caught the cord, tugged. The fluorescent pop-pop-popped above me, blue-white brightness so harsh I had to cover my eyes. There had to be something. Some way out. Some. . .

			In the sink, there was a mallet, secateurs, a pruning saw. Bunched against the toilet, a heap of clothes: torn khaki slacks and a once-cream polo shirt. On the tiled floor, the iridescent sheen of a hundred empty zip-lock bags. The shower curtain was pulled around the bath.

			I ripped back the curtain. The bath overflowed with crumpled blue tarpaulin.

			Another crash against the door. Plywood splintered.

			Curled in the tarp was a body, or pieces of a body. One leg had been removed at the knee, the flesh around it in tatters. Shards of bone jutted from the mess of a shoulder. The torso was sickly pale, white tinged with yellow like a nicotine stain. I saw pale skin over high, sharp cheekbones. I saw raffish dark hair, painstakingly unkempt. It was Tad, of course.

			Something was wrong with his neck though, something that pushed it out of alignment, forced it awkwardly down to the right.

			I stepped closer to the tub, pulled back the tarp. The bathroom door exploded in a hail of splinters.

			The handle of the filleting knife jutted from the back of Tad’s neck. There was no sign of the blade, only a dull gleam where the tip poked from his Adam’s apple like a silver-red shark’s fin.

			Tad’s lips were cracked and dry, peeled back in a final, failed half-pout from which his tongue bulged, black and swollen. Hands grabbed me and I screamed.

			And everything fell apart.

			‘Rachel, it’s Devan. Is everything okay? You looked kind of whacked out this morning. Like–’

			Beep!

			‘Rachel? Suze here. Bloody hell, Ray, that was some show you put on! Pritchard’s been in there trying to talk the client round all morning. What exactly did you–’

			Beep!

			‘Rachel. Suze again. I think your mobile’s dead or something. Anyway, best you steer clear of Pritchard for a while. He’s fully pumped to tear you a new–’

			Beep!

			‘Tadeusz? Derek. Where in the bollocks are you, darling? Fat lot of nothing we can do without our leading chappy to–’

			Beep!

			‘Rachel? Is everything okay? I came by to see if you were alright but there was no one home. Strange, though. I thought I heard something but. . . Anyway, never mind. Devan. It’s Devan.’

			Beep!

			I woke to the smell of old leather, the distant hum of traffic from the highway. Sunlight scored grooves in the closed blinds, spilled in bright furrows across the carpet. On the floor by my lolling hand, an upended bottle of gin and a single glass.

			I had passed out on the couch.

			The lounge was airless and stuffy and the glass doors were shut tight, vignetted with condensation. I rolled onto my back with a groan, reached out my hand, pressed it flat against the wall beside the couch. It felt cool and solid, reassuring. And yet, I was disoriented, as though things were not as I remembered leaving them.

			I yawned, rubbed my eyes, padded from the lounge to the front door and stooped to grab the newspaper. On the answerphone, the message light flashed.

			I deleted the messages one by one, only half listening, walked back along the corridor to the kitchen.

			There was an odd fug in the air and the drone of flies around the sink. A bucket and mop was propped against the back door, but the floor was still filthy, swirls of muddy brown that darkened beneath the dining table. There was a smell like steak left out too long.

			The sink was filled with tea towels and rags. They would all have to be thrown away. No amount of washing was going to get out those stains. And they were crawling with larvae.

			I opened the back door to clear the air, put the mop outside, emptied the bucket of rust-coloured water down the drain. It was a beautiful morning, with autumn sun so bright and warm, and the heavy odour of rotting leaves. It seemed I was seeing my garden for the first time, that tiny suburban island of grass and dirt, overhung by the spiny limbs of the neighbour’s fruit trees. Rosellas pipped and pigeons booed and magpies scuffled in the dirt between the patio slabs. Somewhere a dog yapped and a cat sharpened its claws on the fencepost. Why did I spend so little time here?

			I didn’t want to go to work. I wanted to stay out here, in the garden – in my garden – doing whatever it was that people did in back yards. I wanted to stay out all day in the autumn sun doing garden things. Digging holes. Putting things in holes. Filling holes.

			Happy as a child, I almost skipped inside to get ready. I thought about chopping some greens for breakfast, but I couldn’t find the knife and wasn’t really hungry anyway.

			None of my clothes were suited for garden work. I flicked through rows of starched shirts and pressed trousers, stiff jackets with padded shoulders – I was ill-equipped for life outside the workplace. I ransacked Tad’s wardrobe, tugged on a polo shirt and a pair of slacks, held them up with the belt from his dressing gown.

			I crossed the landing to the bathroom to tie back my hair and brush my teeth. But, reaching for the handle, I hesitated.

			Someone rapped on the front door.

			For one, mad second, I thought it might be Tad, that he had come back. But the figure behind the frosted glass could not be Tad. It was a woman.

			She was in a sorry state. The paint on her toenails was cracked and chipped and her stockings were laddered and torn. Her navy work-skirt was twisted and her white shirt was smeared with grime and black grease. Her hair was so wild, she looked like she’d been electrocuted.

			She smiled.

			‘Thank goodness it’s you,’ I said. ‘You’ve got to help me, Ray.’
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			We were living in the Blue Mountains when I wrote ‘Duplicity’. I remember pulling into a car park in Blackheath, round the back of an antiques market where the walls are lined with second-hand books I never quite had time enough to explore. Rosie had left the radio on and some program started about a nineteenth-century Chinese novel, The Dream of the Red Chamber. I was half-listening, not really paying attention. 

			When the unreal is taken for the real, the real becomes unreal;

			Where non-existence is taken for existence, existence is then non-existence.

			I don’t remember anything else about the book, or the show, or what I did in town that day. All I remember is those two lines — an extract from the novel that I no doubt took entirely out of context —a nd what they sparked in my mind. It wasn’t that the idea for ‘Duplicity’ came from the quote, but the quote crystallised an idea that had until that moment been in suspension. 

			I had pages of notebooks with half-cooked doppelganger stories, but none of them had ever come to life — probably because I’d never really understood what it was that interested me about them. But those two lines cut right to its heart. The true horror of encountering another version of yourself, or someone close to you, is that it brings the reality of everything you know into question. The double makes a lie of whatever it duplicates — it corrupts the original simply by existing. It undermines the very nature of ‘originality’.

			This idea of the unreality of two-ness obsessed me, this connection between the double and deception: you don’t buy a car from a double-dealer; your two-faced friend can’t be trusted; two-timers don’t make good life partners; to be ambidextrous is somehow creepy and suspicious. We like reality to be one way — the way we’re used to. We don’t like surprises. We don’t like to wake up one morning to find that nothing is at it seems, to find out that our life has been a lie. We like our partners at the breakfast table, or at the front door, but never both, never at the same time.

			And what happens when we encounter our identical other? Some buried need urges us to violence — we cannot suffer the double to live. The image I have while writing this is of Dr Jack Bennell, in the Fifties’ version of Invasion of the Bodysnatchers, pulverising his half-born vegetable double with a garden implement. As an audience, we understand this reaction, this primal revulsion, applaud it even. It makes deep sense to destroy utterly that which assumes our form, that seeks to replace us. 

			Because deep down in the darkest, most reptilian corners of our mind, we know that the double is driven by the same urge. We understand that, to the double, we are the ‘other’. It cannot suffer us to live either. 

			—

			J. Ashley Smith is a British–Australian writer of dark fiction and other materials.

			J. was born in Cambridge, UK, and spent his childhood hiding with imaginary companions in the foundations of an Edwardian townhouse. He studied film and creative writing, then lost fifteen years to the British indie music scene, clothed in unfashionable sweaters, releasing unpopular records. He now lives with his wife and two sons in the suburbs of North Canberra, gathering moth dust, tormented by whispers from the Hills Hoist and the desolation of telegraph wires.

			J.’s story ‘Old Growth’ won the SQ Mag Story Quest Short Story Contest 2016. Another story, ‘On The Line’, won the Australian Horror Writers Association Short Story Competition 2015.

			For reasons unclear, even to himself, J. haunts the internet as @SpookTapes. Also spooktapes.com and facebook.com/spooktapes.
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			Why Dimension6?

			PD Ouspensy, the Russian esotericist, first formulated a way to think about the multiverse in six dimensions: three spatial dimensions and three space-time dimensions. 

			Picture a solid object, a cube with length, depth and height, tipping over the edge of a table. 

			Imagine that instant frozen in time — the fourth dimension. 

			Imagine that frozen instant occurring in an infinite number of parallel universes — the fifth dimension. 

			Now picture time unfreezing and the cube falling in all those universes with subtle and gross differences depending on the local conditions — the sixth dimension. 

			The six dimensions encapsulate the sum of all possible occurrences in the multiverse. 

			That’s where Dimension6 lives.
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			Next Issue

			The next issue of Dimension6 will be available free for download on 7 July 2017 with all-new fiction from Robert Stephenson, Nathan Burrage, Simon Petrie and J Ashley Smith.

			You can download Dimension6 by visiting the Dimension6 webpage. 

			We’d like to thank our affiliates for helping spread the Dimension6 word.

			AntiSF

			Canberra SF Guild

			Cheryl Morgan

			Sharon Johnstone

			Tracie McBride

			Mark Webb

			Jonathan Strahan

			Pulp Fiction Books

			Bookonaut

			Undead Backbrain

			Robert Hood

			Cat Sparks

			Jack Dann

			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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