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				Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

				Keith Stevenson

				For those who still see time as linear, we’re back for another year of fantastic all-new fiction from across the multiverse. And we must be doing something right. The first six issues of Dimension6 have been dowloaded from our website at www.coeurdelion.com.au over 5,500 times. In addition, our Dimension6 affiliates continue to support our mission to promote talented authors from Australia and overseas by hosting D6 through their own web portals, and we encourage you to visit them. For details see the end of this issue.

				Our first issue for 2016 features three tales that each involve an epiphany of one form or another. So sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.


				



			
				In the Slip — Emilie Collyer

				I’m laughing as the lid clicks into place, because Rune is good at his job. He figured out a long time ago that most humans get jittery when we lie down in a coffin shaped capsule – even if it is to float in a small warm bath of relaxation. Rune always says the most important thing – far more crucial than the technology – is the Slipper’s state of mind.

				Slip technology is the ultimate empathic technology – Em-Tech – a near perfect synthetic treatment to get inside someone else’s skin. So of course the more relaxed you are, the better the experience.

				That’s the thing about genius types; the ones with enough social skills to survive in the world anyway. They have a knack for reducing the most complex things to the most simple. Not in a dumbing-down kind of way, in a that’s-how-you-get-to-the-truth-of-things kind of way. So I’m pretty relaxed and open to the Slip as I close my eyes and let the magic do its work.

				As always for me, it begins as the best falling asleep feeling where darkness is safe. Like the womb? Every time is a little different. But this time I’m all like, amniotic fluid and mother’s heart beat and could swear I even feel a comforting pat, or a rub, sort of all over my body, like the stroke of a hand on a woman’s belly, or the way parents touch their new born bubs.

				I’m safe, so safe and warm and the rubbing gets firmer, harder and all those juices start firing. Like how they come on out of nowhere when you’re home laying on the couch, or out on a bus and see some honey, the curve of a leg, smell of clean hair and all you want to do is get your hands down there and that’s what’s so beautiful about the entry to the Slip. It’s all okay and you don’t even have to move, you just dissolve into it, the turn on and the rubbing is nice now, firm, a little harder and everything’s fire and light and it’s coming, it’s coming and it’s going to be a big one, like the universe exploding with love and I can’t hold off any longer, I can’t. . .

				Can’t. . .

				What’s happening?

				Still hard, still ready, so tight, so ready but the lid is lifting, lights coming back on. No way not now Rune, don’t pull me out now. . .

				‘Wake up sunshine, you’re done.’

				And he laughs, pushes a strand of greasy black hair behind his ear, detaches the nodes from my arms and chest – each tug a reminder of how tight and close I was. First few times I was embarrassed about the arousal but Rune didn’t even bat an eyelid, said it was normal. Male, female, young, old, everyone had a similar response to the Slip: something about essential energy, procreation, that sort of thing.

				I’m back in the bland, white treatment room, nothing but me in all my naked glory, now bolt upright, Rune winding the leads up, re-setting the machine for the next Slipper, handing me a plastic cup, eyes averted. Weird. He’s never acted coy like that before. Did I offend him, or maybe he gets turned on sometimes and has to hide it. Did I do something different? Or did I imagine it? Why are these stupid thoughts popping into my head? I shake myself, try to brush them off.

				‘Drink,’ he says.

				‘All of it?’

				The words are out of my mouth before I really think about them. They’re not the kind of words I would normally say. I’ve been in the Slip hundreds of times. I know how it works. The capsule gets you in the right state to transition – all warm, dark and soft. The sensory information is fed in through the nodes. The drink creates a kind of chemical timer, is how Rune’s explained it to me, allowing you a set amount of time in the Slip before restoring you fully back to your own self.

				I look at Rune. Can he tell I’ve said something strange?

				His face doesn’t show anything. He seems distracted, just nods. ‘Yep,’ he says.

				Something’s not right. I’m not getting the usual rush. It’s like the way he ripped me out, when I was right in the middle of it all, it’s infected the experience.

				What the hell is going on?

				This is what I want to say.

				But something stops me. It’s like a tiny door inside my mouth that I don’t want to open. Another weird thought, not one I would normally have. This Slip feels off. Maybe I got a bad batch.

				I used to only do it for gaming. That’s how the technology was first developed, to enhance the experience of first person shooter games, race games, other world exploration games. Then it got expanded and they started bringing it in as part of management training programs. You’d spend time in the Slip as an elite athlete, a top neuroscientist, a billionaire, get the sense memory of what it feels like to be on top. With the right doses and a structured program you start to integrate the qualities.

			

			
				I was being fast tracked to senior management and on one of the most prestigious Slip programs that existed.

				Today, though, is not going like it should.

				My jeans are zipped up, t-shirt on. I pull on my runners and push my black cap down. Let my fingers roam, there it is, the small implant on the side of my neck, the safety trigger. If anything goes wrong before your time is up, you can send an alarm message via the implant. Any unexpected event will trigger a message automatically and abort the program.

				‘Good to see you, Jake.’

				He’s got green eyes, Rune. This is something I’ve never noticed before. He’s looking at me with such intensity. Again I wonder if he’s attracted to me. Maybe he cares about me. Thoughts like insects buzz behind my head that I can’t quite catch.

				‘Yeah, you too,’ I say.

				He’s opened the door, waiting for me to leave. The corridor stretches ahead.

				‘Hey, Rune, was there anything. . .?’ I ask and then trail off. He looks impatient, eyebrows raised, fingers thrumming the side of the door.

				‘What?’ he asks.

				‘Nothing. It um, it felt different today.’

				Um? I never say um.

				He shrugs.

				‘Just following the program.’

				Now he flicks his eyes away, clearly wants me to leave. I don’t normally want to hang around, but today I feel like I’ve done something wrong. No, that’s not quite it. Today it feels important to me to get a smile or a nod, some kind of connection with Rune.

				Bloody hell, Jake. Pull yourself together.


				It’s early evening and one of those nights you can first smell spring. After leaving Rune I went back to my desk, logged in to check messages. Usually the program will send an automated message about where to go or what to do for optimum Slip effect: running track, casino, down to the Harbour with an invitation for drinks on a yacht. No message today. That’s okay as well. Every now and then the program leaves you to your own devices, let the Slip lead you. It helps develop initiative and adaptability. So I’ve shut down my work station and exited the building and there’s this small park near the office. I’ve never stopped at it before. But the final rays of daylight are shimmering on the top of the city buildings, that smell is wafting and I just want to take a moment, be still and take it all in.

				‘Jakey!’

				Two of the guys from my management team are walking past, see me and call out.

				‘Happy hour at the Tavern, buddy. You coming?’

				Wednesday drinks are a tradition. Hump Day: half way through the week. We’ve also started our own tradition on the side. Hump Day: keep a tally of who can bed a new girl every week for the whole year. Me and Blue – one of the guys who just called out – are neck and neck. Or dick and dick. Anyway, it’s nothing to do with our training program, officially. But unofficially it’s everything. Total psychological advantage goes to whoever’s on the Hump Day leader board.

				I jog over to them: Blue and this other guy, Andy.

				I love Hump Day. This is just what I need to shake the willies that this Slip has brought on. Get back into the pre-orgasm state Rune mercilessly ripped me out of. Lose myself in some sweet girl, all soft and pliant.

				Instead of turning me on, the thought sends a weird cold chill through me. No action down there, not even the usual slight hard-on that comes from imagining a new girl, her smell, the shape of her ass, swell of her tits against her tight business suit.

				What the hell is wrong with me?


				‘You all right, man?’ Blue asks. ‘You looked like some homeless guy sitting there on your own. You have a session with Rune today?’

			

			
				It’s kind of a throwaway question, but he’s fishing. Our Slip sessions are confidential. Even though we all know who’s on the program, you’re not supposed to talk about it. If you tell people they start acting differently towards you so it lessens any real impact of the empathy.

				Still haven’t worked out what this one is supposed to do - whose skin I’m getting into - but just go with the flow, maybe something will become clear down at the Tavern. Blue claps me on the back and he and Andy make howling noises. The Hump Day Howl.

				A sensation moves through me; a small clenching in my lower gut, that’s not so nice. Like I used to get as kid, lying in bed at night when I’d hear a weird noise. I walk on, but now there’s this niggling voice in my mind, repeating what Blue said: ‘You look like a homeless guy’. Do I look that bad? Does everyone think that? How am I supposed to pick up a girl at the Tavern if they’re all looking at me thinking I look like a bum?

				I can’t bring myself to join them in the Howl so I expand my stride. They both have to walk a little faster to keep up. That’s good. I need to assert some authority, not let the ugly little thoughts and feelings that are creeping in from nowhere get me down.

				The joint is pumping. Warm evening, lots of flesh on display, girls proud of their cleavage and long tanned legs.

				We choose bars around this area where uptown and downtown meet because of the calibre of the girls. ‘Slumming it’ is how Bluey puts it. Girls with lowly office or retail jobs who are impressed by guys like us – suits with well-paid, corporate positions. The women who work as our equals aren’t such easy game. Or, as Bluey so eloquently puts it: ‘too much fucking work for a quick fuck.’

				‘Buyer’s market!’ Blue says, clapping me on the back again.

				I shrug him off and he frowns.

				‘What the fuck?’ he says.

				Don’t touch me, did I ask you to touch me? Is what I want to say but I don’t want to rile him up, start an argument.

				‘What’s up with you today?’ Blue says. ‘That time of the month?’

				The euphemism for when women are menstruating thrown at me as a casual insult. I’ve never clocked what a truly loathsome guy he can be at times. I mean, we’ve always been competitive, but it’s generally good natured. Today, every word that comes out of his mouth makes me want to punch him. It’s nothing different though, he’s just doing what he always does. It’s me. I’m noticing it in a new way.

				‘Nothing wrong,’ I say, to deflect attention and get away from him. ‘Beer?’

				He and Andy both nod so I head to the bar, leaving them at the tall table where they’ve perched like birds of prey, scanning the environment for their next kill.

				The bar is packed with just about equal half and half of men like me buying rounds of drinks and super-attractive, wide-smiled, hair-tossing girls doing the same. At the far end I see a woman: pleasant looking enough, not a lot of makeup, plain black jacket, bit of a tired slant to her face. She’s having trouble getting the bar staff’s attention. By the look on her face I can see it’s not the first time. I try and catch her eye, she glances at me and I smile. She looks away quickly, awkward, pretending she didn’t notice. None of the glamour girls lined up along the bar have even given me a first glance and – like my mousy haired friend down the end – I’m having trouble attracting any service.

				There is an exhalation of breath against my neck. I can smell beer and sweat. And I feel the same clenching as earlier, when Blue slapped my back, like I’ve got something to fear. And something else, a new feeling, what is it?

				You’re not much but you’ll do, a voice slurs.

				I clench my fist and turn around, ready to punch. That’s the new feeling – anger.

				Nobody there. I mean, the general crowd still buzzing, talking, flirting, shouting, drinking, Blue and Andy looking over at me, hands raised to their throats like they’re dying of thirst. I smile, shrug, as if: What can I do? Bartenders are ignoring me.

				But I’m more interested in who just spoke to me like that and where they’ve gone. I turn back to the bar. A firm pinch, finger and thumb, on my rear end.

				I jump. Flick my head around but still, no-one behind me.

				And then I notice, down the other end, the mousy woman’s face is flushed and she’s trying to edge her way along the bar. A guy in his late twenties: crumpled shirt and loosened tie, paunchy face moist with sweat, directly behind her and his mouth is moving:

			

			
				What do you say? Quick screw in the toilet? I bet you go wild, the quiet ones always do.

				The words land inside me, like he’s talking right to me. But it’s her, the mousy woman. She turns to him, cheeks red and before she can say anything: Hey take it easy don’t get upset. Just being friendly. He puts his hands up in mock protest, rolls his eyes and the few men and even some of the women close by all laugh with him, at the uptight woman overreacting when all anyone wants to do is have a fun time.

				‘What are you after?’

				The voice is in front of me now: weedy bartender finally got around to serving me. I order three jugs of draught and take them back to the table. The walk back seems to take longer than usual and I get the distinct - if paranoid - sensation, that every pair of eyes in the room is following me. I can feel them boring in, a few with a kind of benign approval but the rest veer anywhere between some sort of territorial ownership, poorly concealed disdain, open hostility or – worst of all – a blend of violence and carnal desire. And the voices, I can hear all of them. Like the sleaze bag who hit on Ms Mousy, the voices get right inside my head and I can’t turn the volume down.

				Arrogant bitch, thinks she’s so hot.

				That slut turned me down last week, what’s her problem?

				Oh yeah, she’ll do, bet her pussy’s nice and tight.

				By the time I reach Blue and Andy my hands are shaking, skin’s all hot and clammy.

				‘Christ, did you go and make it yourself Jake?’

				Blue grabs a jug from me and starts gulping straight from it.

				‘Me and Andy already got our honeys lined up. Better watch out Jake, I’m grabbing the lead tonight and Andy’s not far behind.’

				Do I talk like this? I know the answer. I’ve been in some bar or another every Wednesday for the last nineteen weeks. Blue and I have it synced in our calendars at work. I talk like this and act like this every Wednesday and have never given it a second thought, except to make sure I notch up another scratch on the bedpost for every one he claims. I take a sip of beer.

				It tastes like that sleaze ball’s breath on my neck. Her neck I mean.

				No. Mine.

				That’s what it is. Whatever Rune’s done to me this time in the Slip has put me inside a woman. The voices are still prattling on. I can’t hear all of them now, but every comment made about any woman in that bar I hear loud and clear and not only that, I feel it.

				I’m not just one woman. I’ve somehow slipped inside the skins of every woman in here. What’s happening to them right now, their memories of things that have already happened, fears about what might. Jesus Christ I can’t stand it. My nipples are burning, like some oaf with thick fingers is twisting them, thinks it’s turning me on, it just hurts. And my mouth, I can’t get the beer down, it’s like there’s a giant tongue in there, pushing at me. It gets bigger, the tongue. I’m going to gag, it’s not a tongue. Oh God, I’m gagging. I can’t get that in my mouth! Panicking, I know none of this is happening right now but I can’t escape the sense that it is. Hands and mouths and cocks pressing down on me, against me, pushing into me and the sounds of panting or laughter: Come on sweet pea, relax, it won’t take long. Then no sound, just the forcefulness of a body much stronger than mine, pushing down, wanting to dominate me, enjoying the sense of fear in my eyes, not stopping, no matter how much I protest, in fact that makes it worse, don’t make him any more angry, just let him do what he wants, then at least it might be over soon and I can get away. . .

				‘Ding dong! Anyone home?’

				Blue is snapping his fingers in front of my face.

				‘Catch up, Jakey, you’re falling behind.’ His smile is so cold, all teeth, no warmth in his eyes. ‘Not going all soft are we now? Still, good for us if you do, one less notch to worry about.’

				The anger surges again and I want to whack Blue across the face. Normally I do whatever takes my urge. Especially on Hump Day it’s all about going with your instincts, being Alpha. Today though it’s like I can see into the future, or at least get a sense of consequences. If I hit Blue it will start a fight and other people might get hurt and what if I don’t win?

				Bottom line is it’s not worth the risk. This makes me feel a combination of self-righteous (not often I get to claim higher moral ground) and ashamed (is it higher ground or am I just a coward?).

				I take a sip of beer and it tastes sour. Great. I can’t even enjoy a cold brewski.

				‘I’m not up for this tonight. I’ve got work to do. See you losers tomorrow,’ I say. Leaving my beer on the table, I walk through the jostling, babbling crowd and push my way out into the warm evening.

			

			
				There’s a bus stop across the road from the pub, huge billboard on it, a stunning blonde girl in lace bra and pants, perfect red lips, cheeky pout on her face. She looks about seventeen. The normal me might clock the image, use it later to get off. Often do that if I end up taking a girl home who’s not quite so gifted in the looks department. Transplant the image of a perfect woman onto her while we’re doing the deed, helps keep things moving. ‘Butterface strategy’ we call it: the term for a woman with a great body but-her-face is not so hot.

				Tonight though, the image is anything but arousing. It sets off a frigging chorus of reactions inside my head.

				She’s so gorgeous, what hope do I have?

				Disgusting, exploiting young girls like that.

				She’s air brushed, people are idiots if they can’t tell.

				I wish I looked like that, my life would be so much better.

				Bitch.

				I hate myself.

				This Slip is exhausting and I’m just about over it. Okay, okay, some lesson about how to treat women? I get it.

				I cross to the bus stop. I wish I could be home already. Is there food? There may be some leftover Thai from last night. Sweet, something sweet, have I got any chocolate? I just want to curl up on the couch and turn the TV on and get out of my head for a while.

				Cars whizz past.

				The bus lurches up, driver peers out at me.

				‘You getting on or what?’

				‘Um. . .’

				He grunts, the door shuts, the bus pulls away.

				‘Sorry,’ I say lamely, as the exhaust fumes sputter out behind it.

				This urge to apologise is horrible. I can feel it sapping my energy. Doubt I could hump anything right now. If a girl came and lay down at my feet I’d probably just help her up and ask if she was all right to get home.

				As if on cue, Andy and Blue spill out the door of the Tavern, each with an arm around a girl. They’re drunk and so are the girls. I can remember it, intellectually, that feeling of victory – yeah, got one! And the sweet feeling of anticipation at what was about to happen. From this vantage point, tonight, slumped on the bus seat, in overload at the amount of emotional and mental stimulation the Slip has given me, the sight of those idiots slobbering over two fairly innocent, hopeful and wobbly young women makes me want to cry.

				They don’t see me. Just as well, I guess. Not that I care much. I can tell how quickly you become invisible when feeling like this. Like you could just slip through life unnoticed.

				I don’t want to go home. I don’t want to be alone with these feelings.

				Get up. Get moving.

				I’ve heard that. The best thing to do if you’re feeling low energy is to walk. Move the body. Don’t wallow in it.

				My neck is damp with sweat and I reach up to loosen my tie. There’s the chip. I can flick it and this will all be over. Not too late to head back to the bar for a quiet few drinks on my own and hey if I happen to pick up, well and good, but I’ll be much less of an asshole than usual. Okay. Lesson learned.

				I stand up.

				The bar door swings open and the mousy woman steps out. She walks to the pedestrian crossing and I see her look over at the bus stop, at me. It’s the trippiest sensation, I’m me, watching her, but I can sense what she is feeling. A bit relaxed, after a few wines and a chat with some work colleagues. Seeing me, maybe she recognises me from the bar, maybe not, but in a split second she thinks: ‘He probably won’t try anything, but it’s not worth the risk,’ and she walks on, hails a cab. Better safe than sorry. She thinks about the money in her purse. It will cost thirty dollars to get home in a cab rather than two dollars on the bus. Can’t really afford it but it’s the safer option.

				Just an ordinary woman, going about her life and because of how men act she’s the one who has to compromise, change her course of action. It should be me. I should be the one making an effort so she feels safe, let her know that all men aren’t like that sexual aggressor in the bar.

				I’m not like that. But it’s too late, she’s gone.

			

			
				And it would be a lie.

				I am a man and I am like that.

				The foyer is all marble floor and dark glass. I’ve often left the office late at night but I’ve rarely returned. From the street I could see lights glowing in half a dozen windows: people working back, trying to get ahead, or avoiding going home. I get it. Work is life for me. No family and no real hobbies (what the hell is a hobby anyway, always sounded to me like something an old lady would do). Feeling restless and all turned upside down by this weird Slip, I figure coming back here is the best option. Be in a familiar place, where I know who I am and why I exist.

				I’m waiting at the elevator and hear the click clack of heels behind me. It’s Kali, senior executive, one of few women on the rung above me. She’s a gun, takes no prisoners, brokered a lot of big deals with companies in India, using her family connections. Now that’s a big economy to get a piece of. Some of us were offered language training courses to make inroads into China but I opted for the Slip program. Figured it would be faster and a hell of a lot more fun. It has been. Up until now.

				‘Burning the midnight oil, Jake?’ Kali says.

				‘Something like that.’

				The elevator dings and the doors hiss open. We step in. The walls are this clouded reflective glass, like warped mirrors. For half a second I wonder who that scruffy looking guy is – he should take better care of his appearance – then remember it’s me.

				‘You all right?’ she asks.

				‘Fine,’ I say.

				Fine. I never say fine. ‘Fine’ is the word women use the morning after when I’m racing out the door after they’ve asked me to stay for breakfast and they look all hurt and I explain I have a meeting I can’t shift and I tell them I had a great night and throw in: ‘You okay?’ just before I leave.

				‘You don’t look it.’

				That’s when the tears come.

				‘Jesus,’ she says, recoiling slightly, like she might catch whatever I have. Yep. Done that move more times than I can remember.

				‘I’m fine,’ I sniff hard, try to get control, ‘it’s just, it’s been a really big night.’

				And a full blown sob explodes, complete with little bubbles of snot bursting from my nose.

				‘Um. Here,’ Kali hands me the paper serviette that has come with her little takeaway meal.

				I don’t even know why I’m crying. It’s just these damn feelings, overwhelming monsters that are making me question everything I thought I knew about. . . everything.

				‘How do you do it?’ I ask. Dignity’s already gone to shreds I may as well try and gain some kind of understanding.

				‘Do what?’ she says.

				‘Have all these feelings, all the time, and still function in the world?’

				‘What the heck are you talking about?’

				The elevator stops, doors open, it’s my floor. Kali will be going up.

				‘I get it,’ I say, ‘I can see why you made it part of the program, increase our empathy for how it feels to be inferior, to be a woman. . . ‘

				‘I’m sorry, what?’ She slams her finger on the hold button.

				‘I didn’t mean that, I just, right now it’s how I feel, so vulnerable and emotional. You know how it is, sensitive to everything, doubting myself and my abilities. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to insult you. I’ve just realised how hard it must be as a woman in this environment,’ I stop talking, knowing I’m digging a deeper hole with every word.

				‘Firstly,’ she says, her voice steady, flecked with the slight disdain I’ve heard in it so many times before, ‘women don’t feel inherently inferior to men. Second, women aren’t, by definition, “vulnerable, emotional and sensitive to everything.” And third, it’s nothing to do with any program I’m aware of.’

				She takes her finger off the hold button and I reach back in to press it again, half in, half out of the elevator, don’t want to piss her off, she might cut me in two.

				‘You mean it’s not programmed into the Slip?’ I ask.

				Kali frowns, then looks me up and down hard, like I’m a specimen she’s examining.

				‘You’re in it right now?’ she asks.

				I nod. No point being elusive, I’ve basically just insulted one of the most powerful executives in the company, much better to blame it on chemical empathic technology than take any actual responsibility.

			

			
				She shakes her head slowly.

				‘Honestly Jake, as far as I know, there’s nothing like that in the program. I mean I haven’t had much to do with it of late and I never went through myself. . . ‘

				She’s one of the rare people on the management team here, Christ, maybe anywhere, who swears off any empathy enhancement technology, loudly, publicly and annoyingly. Not that she has anything against it, she’ll always say, for those who feel they need it, if it makes their life a little easier. Like a cordon bleu chef might talk about people who eat frozen meals. Blue and I have had many drunken, insulting conversations about her and how we’d like to see her taken down a few pegs. Now here I am, blubbering in front of her and practically begging for pardon.

				‘. . . but trialling this kind of Em-Tech certainly didn’t pass any approval process.’

				I’m empty, nothing to say, thoughts skittering from my mind.

				‘Now,’ she says, ‘I have to get back to work. Are you all right? Do you need me to call you a cab?’

				I shake my head.

				‘Fine,’ I manage, ‘I’ll be fine.’

				‘Okay. Come and see me tomorrow if you want to file a report, if you’re sure it’s work related and not-’ she pauses, raises her eyebrows slightly and smirks, ‘recreational.’

				I release the button, step back into the corridor. The doors close and she’s gone.

				She thinks I took something tonight. Some of the guys go to game centres while in the Slip. It’s forbidden. Any extra Em-Tech can really mess with whatever you’ve been given. But of course we’ve all done it from time to time.

				Blue.

				Could he have slipped me something at the bar? The retail Em-Techs vary in quality, but most of them are low grade. You imbibe by mouth for one thing so the impact isn’t as deep and they don’t last as long. It’s for user safety, means you’re unlikely to go through a really transformative Slip – if that’s all you’re having. But mixed with something else it can trigger longer episodes, even psychosis in some very rare cases.

				I walk along the corridor; the walls seem closer than usual. Are they moving in? No. This is just anxiety.

				That fucker, if he slipped me something. . .

				But the weird feelings of this Slip started way back, while I was still in the pod. It started with Rune.

				I flick my computer on and start trawling through email messages, memos, anything that might indicate a new step in the program. Kali seemed pretty certain but it could be top secret, an experiment. Maybe it’s a good sign that they see potential in me for some kind of new wave in management.

				Yeah, the kind of manager who runs away from bars, can’t catch a bus and cries in front of his boss.

				It’s got to be sabotage.

				Rune. What the hell would Rune have against me? Should we have invited him to Hump Days? He’s such a tech nerd I just figured he was either asexual or had some similarly drooby tech head girlfriend at home.

				My phone buzzes.

				Tally card from Blue. We set up an app to keep track of Hump Days. Every conquest must be logged with visual evidence. Send through the proof as soon as you have it.

				I see two markers on his tally card. He and Andy must have shared those girls. I don’t open the videos. I know well enough what they’ll be. Right now I feel like I never want to have sex again let alone watch a couple of drunk guys and their ‘conquests’.

				His leering smile comes up as the thumbnail. It’s like he can see me and he’s already gloating.

				Maybe he didn’t spike my drink but the sabotage started earlier? His little dig about if I’d had a session with Rune. Why would he even ask that unless he knew?

				I put my finger to the chip in my neck. All I have to do is press and this will end. I’ve aborted a Slip once before and it isn’t pretty. Like having the inside of your skeleton scraped out with a hot knife. According to Rune it only lasts twelve to fifteen seconds but in the grip it feels interminable. The pain, then a kind of brown-out – a full faint would be too dangerous if you’re out in public somewhere – but it’s like you go into this slow-motion mode for a few hours, everything woozy, a constant, debilitating nausea. Then a bad sleep, and a feeling like the worst hangover ever for about three days after.

				It’s your Dad, you should come.

				A memory pops up.

			

			
				I slide off the chair and prop myself against the desk, freefalling now back in time. I’d been at a party, surrounded by beautiful, rich people. I was one of them, riding high through the Slip early on in the program, having just been tagged as promising enough to join the elite few. I’d been to the bathroom to snort a line of coke and seen a crazy bunch of missed messages from my mother.

				I’d freaked out on the way to the hospital knowing I couldn’t tell her about the program and with no idea how to act normal. So I’d pressed the chip and faced my father’s death in the brown-out.

				We’d hardly spoken in years. Truth told I was ashamed of him. He’d sent his own small business belly-up, declared bankruptcy and worked as a car park attendant. We’d scraped by on that along with my mother’s meagre nursing aid income. My whole adult life had been an exercise in trying not to be like him.

				‘Oh yeah that must have hurt man, but you did the right thing.’

				Back in the office the next day for a check-up and to remove the chip, Rune had been sympathetic.

				‘The Slip will take you places, weird-shit places, it kind of bangs up against your psyche and shows you a piece of yourself. So yeah, unless you’re some kind of masochist, I say never go in when your world’s turning upside down anyway.’

				Damn straight. And now here I am, sitting on the floor of my office, unwanted memories spilling back. I’m still clutching my phone. I flick it open and there is Blue.

				I hit play.

				Sometimes the videos give me a little buzz, enough to get off. Mostly I just have a laugh and watch a few seconds, for the proof, so I can send back the confirmation, then delete.

				He’s got two and a half minutes of the first girl and just 58 seconds with the second one.

				I watch ’cause I want to test how far this Slip will go. I don’t know what I expect to feel: turned on, scared, angry. But I’m numb. Nothing. The girls are pretty, one has big boobs, the other doesn’t. Blue looks like he always looks, slightly constipated.

				All the heat and emotion, terror and confusion I felt in the bar, none of it is in these videos. It’s not even that they’re degrading to the women. The way we treat them is shit, but nothing they’re doing is inherently shameful. They’re just seeking some company for a few hours, a bit of pleasure, maybe love. What’s so wrong with any of those things?

				It’s us. How empty our sad little lives must be for Hump Day to be the thing each week we most look forward to.

				Who the hell are we?

				By now I’m curled up under my desk. The flat grey carpet smells like chemical cleaning agent and stale foot odour. I spent hours and hours like this as a kid, making imaginary worlds under beds, in cupboards. Anywhere I could find a small dark space became a spaceship or a hideout, a portal to somewhere else. The things I’d dreamed about becoming. None of them had the words ‘management’ or ‘consultant’ in them and certainly not ‘Hump Day’. More like: ‘super’ and ‘astro’ and ‘rock star’.

				At night, when he came to tuck me into bed, my father would ask where I’d been on my adventure that day. Then he’d make up a story about Captain Jake or Jake the Pirate and I’d fall asleep listening to the sound of his voice.

				I haven’t thought about that in years.

				I hear a tap at the door.

				‘Jake?’

				Dad?

				Of course not, it’s Kali. She must have come to check up on me. Her scent fills the room. It’s fresh and clean, not too sweet, kind of citrus. How does she smell so good after a full day at work?

				‘Down here,’ I say, relieved to hear my voice come out normal.

				Her legs come into view then she crouches and peers in at me.

				‘What the actual fuck?’ she says, but it’s with a half smile. She’s amused, not pissed off.

				‘Hey I’ve been thinking,’ I say, and the words are coming out with me hardly keeping up, ‘I want to maybe initiate a leadership program for the support staff. Typists, admin, cleaners, cooks, you know.’

				‘Right?’

				I’ve got her attention in a way I’ve never had it before.

				‘I reckon they’ve got incredible skills and work ethic and a perspective that most of us don’t have. We never get to hear it, you know? I just think, some of those quiet people, whose lives maybe didn’t pan out or. . . I don’t know who didn’t have the same choices we’ve had,’ I correct myself, ‘I’ve had. Well, I want to trial a program, shift the culture around here. But I’d need support from someone at senior management level. So I wondered if maybe you’d be interested.’

			

			
				Just like that. Like I always came to the office in the dark of night and sat like a crumpled heap under my desk to do my best work. Irony was, the idea probably was the most interesting and valuable I’d ever had.

				‘What’s brought this on?’ Kali asks, still crouching, eyeing me a bit like an animal she’s never encountered before.

				‘My Dad, he used to tell me these amazing stories, right? And I never thought much about it. Until now. How hard that might have been, night after night, to come home from a job you hated, not living the life you wanted, but still, every night, to put a smile on your face and tell your kid some story about how he could be anything he wanted to be. How anything was possible. So yeah. I’ve just been, um, thinking, about that.’

				Kali nods, rocks back on her heels, and pulls her phone out of her bag. She taps the screen a few times and I hear an alert on my phone.

				‘Meeting tomorrow,’ she says, ‘it will need a lot more clarity before we pitch it. But it’s interesting. I’m happy to talk more.’

				She stands up.

				‘Coming?’

				‘Nah,’ I say, ‘might stay here a while, get some more work done.’

				She shrugs, puts her jacket on she’s gone.

				I hug my knees to my chest and inhale my own scent, nothing sweet about it. I probably only have a few hours left in this Slip. I can ride it out and let it gradually fade or, if I fall asleep, it will most likely be all gone by the time I wake up.

				The thought of waking up as the old me, that pathetic creep so desperate to win at all costs, drops a deep rock of sadness right down into my gut.

				Then the thought floats up, slow and soft, like a hot air balloon. I feel it, then I see it. It’s a surprise but it also feels completely natural, like the whole night, maybe even my whole life, has been heading towards this moment.

				I say it aloud to test it.

				‘I don’t want to leave this Slip.’

				It makes no logical sense, to want to stay in a state where I feel vulnerable, confused, shaky. But I haven’t felt so real, so actually frigging alive in years. Like a kid, when the world is awesome but terrifying, when things are upside down and inside and not always what they seem. When anything might be possible. Even happiness.

				Sitting back at my desk it only takes a few minutes to log into my Slip Program. Did he get in and hack it himself or just pay Rune off? Either way, the instructions for this Slip are in the system, Rune’s constructed the formula, no big deal for him to run it again. I type the commands in. Maybe Rune will query it but I doubt it. What does he care if two macho guys want to start messing about with their Slip Program, bend a few rules? He gets paid either way.

				Will Blue be expecting some kind of return parry? I don’t care. He can wait, get a little paranoid, always wonder if his next Slip might be the one I’ve sabotaged. He wants so much to be the winner and I guess he wins. I’m not interested in competing with him anymore. For me, all I want to do is stay here in this new place I’ve discovered, where I’m a version of me both unrecognisable and deeply familiar.

				It’s simple enough to create an order for tomorrow that alerts Rune I’m coming in again for the same Slip as today. A small thrill of anticipation runs through me. It’s not sexual, more like butterflies. Will it be as intense second time around? I’m sure Rune can increase the strength if I ask him.

				I log out of the Program and put the computer to sleep. I don’t have a corner office but the view isn’t bad. A band of high rise buildings, silent sentinels in the night sky, extends south. I put my hands and face right up to the cool glass. The room behind me is so silent. When electrical equipment stops humming it’s like the difference between sleep and death.

				There isn’t much sky visible from here. I’ll have to go outside and find an open patch of grass, lie flat so I can take in the stars and lose myself in the upside-down view. Wait for that elusive transition, the opposite of twilight, when night miraculously becomes day.
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				The start of ‘In the Slip’ came about because I wondered what a male orgasm would feel like. And if I could imagine it, how would I describe it? The beginnings of the story were visceral and imaginative. But it quickly became apparent that a deeper, more probing, part of my psyche had other things to explore. I wanted to grapple with some of the darker aspects of the highly competitive, extroverted, male dominated culture in which we currently live. These aspects include attitude towards success, towards self and – in particular – towards women.

				As a female reader I am well accustomed to ‘slipping into the skin’ of male characters. I’ve done it all my life. I’ve got many favourite authors and literary heroes, both women and men. The male writers, like JG Ballard, Haruki Murakami, China Mieville, William Gibson, much of the time, write about male protagonists. This has never stopped me from loving a story, a book or a character. As long as a character is interesting, complex and gripping, I don’t care what genitals they have or what gender they identify with. Like a lot of women, I grew up on Star Wars and cared as much about Luke and Han as I ever did about Leia. For girls and women, this is normal. Put bluntly, most of our shared stories are written and told by men and are about men. This is changing. Slowly. It needs to change. I want to be part of that change. But what it means for now is that girl readers and viewers have always suspended our disbelief and gone along for the ride with protagonists who are ‘other’ than us. We’re good at that.

				So as I kept toying with ‘In the Slip’ I became increasingly intrigued with the notion of what it might take for a man – in particular a driven, successful, alpha male – to truly empathise with someone ‘other’. The switch genre is tried and true, from The Prince and the Pauper to Freaky Friday. I liked the idea of putting my own spin on being inside another person’s skin.

				I also wanted to play with perception. Our hero never learns specifically whose skin he has slipped into. His assumptions about women and femaleness are lampooned by an actual woman he encounters. The attributes we call ‘female’ and those we call ‘male’ are in themselves social constructs. What I mostly wanted to do was shake this guy up, give him a lot of unexpected and unwelcome stimulation and see what it did to his sense of self.

				‘In the Slip’ is similar to most of my work, both fiction and plays, in that I start with a question or a problem. It could be something in the world that makes me angry, part of human nature I don’t understand, or even an aspect of myself I’ve noticed and found disturbing. The reason I am so drawn to speculative worlds is that I love dreaming up an imaginary or not yet possible landscape in which to explore the question or problem. I can push ideas further, find sharper edges and discover more weird and wonderful things this way than when I write straight naturalism or social realism (which I’m pretty bad at!). Having said that, I always strive to create characters, relationships and situations that feel true and real and honest. So while the setting or the technology in a story might be not of this (current) world, I hope the emotional heart always is.

				As a writer I split my time pretty evenly between prose and performance writing. Reading sci-fi and speculative short stories is one of the great joys of my life. I’m so happy I live in a time where the internet means I have access to thousands of such stories, both past classics and brand new voices, from all over the world. I’ve had a number of my own spec fic stories published and keep trying to sharpen my writing and push my ideas as I submit more.

			

			
				Most recently, my sci-fi play The Good Girl - about a robot prostitute and the people who care for her - had its US premiere. It played to sold out houses and rave reviews in New York, which was pretty thrilling. I have a completed novel manuscript called The Looking Glass Spy, about a woman who falls into a cold war spy novel, out in the world trying to find a publisher. In terms of current projects I have a number of short stories, a new play, and a new novel on the go. I see 2016 as a year of head down, get the words out, get the word count up and create the foundations for my next major works.

				I’m so delighted to be published in Dimension6. I have loved reading this publication since I first became aware of it. I especially like the curation of the pieces and what Keith puts together for each edition, and the amazing new writers I have discovered.

				I have two collections of spec fic stories published with Clan Destine Press. And am beyond overjoyed to have a story in their upcoming adventure anthology, ‘And Then’. You can find my story collections here:

				http://www.clandestinepress.com.au/ebook/clean-job


				http://www.clandestinepress.com.au/ebook/autopsy-comedian


				If you want to see what else I’m working on, keep in touch with my writing, new plays and publications, you can visit my website:

				http://www.betweenthecracks.net/


				or follow me on Twitter: @EmilieCollyer
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				Emilie Collyer writes fiction, plays and poetry. Her spec fic stories have twice won the Cross Genre category in the Scarlet Stiletto crime writing awards as well as a second place prize and a highly commended. Recent publications include stories in Allegory (USA) and Cosmic Vegetable (USA). Emilie’s science fiction play The Good Girl (winner best writing Melbourne Fringe 2013) premiered in New York in February 2016. Emilie has two collections of short fiction published with Clan Destine Press. 

				Theatre and nominations include: The Good Girl (Winner Best Emerging Writer Melbourne Fringe and Green Room Nomination), Dream Home (shortlisted Edward Albee Scholarship and Patrick White Award, seven Green Room Nominations), Promise (Winner George Fairfax Award), Argonauta (Winner Young Playwright’s Award). Emilie has a breadth of production and commissioning credits including Big West Festival, ABC Radio, and Punctum Inc. Emilie is the 2016 recipient of the Malcolm Robertson Prize and is the playwright selected for the Melbourne Theatre Company Women in Theatre Program 2016.
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				Guitarrista’s Lament — Jeff Suwak

				Many years ago I was given wings to fly, and I did fly, but in doing so discovered that the sky itself is just another set of chains.

				The unmarked of the world spend their lives yearning for destinies. They foolishly believe that some heroic calling will free them from the yoke of their meaninglessness, but those of us touched by destiny know that it is but a different sort of prison.

				To be alive is to be bound.

				We are all joined together in our captivity.

				The only choice given to us is whether to rush into Death’s liberation, or to sing in our shackles.

				I chose the music. This story is my song.

				We start in the shadows of the Eleven Weeping Ladies on the cobbled streets of the city of Coiyaba, which rests in blue sands beside the Salterio Sea.

				The day seemed deceptively like any other day as I, sixteen years old, entered the courtyard of the Palacio de Porenta. In that architectural garden constructed of tiles coloured a thousand different hues, with the scent of street vendor’s soups and meats mingling with the briny air around throngs of shoppers, an old man in a dusty blue serape sat at the edge of a turquoise fountain strumming a guitar. His head was cocked low, so his sombrero concealed all of his features except for a thin, grinning mouth.

				Initially, the instrument absorbed my attention more than the player. It was no ordinary guitar. That much was clear from the first. It was not jewelled or plated with gold or anything so obvious. Rather, the simple, weathered wood hinted at many lifetimes of history, as though the sun and storms of a hundred different lands had left their mark there. But, perhaps the magic of that instrument was something that I cannot adequately explain to another. Perhaps it was something that spoke to me alone.

				I approached the player. His long fingers danced soundlessly over the strings like spiders, as though testing the slack of the web upon which they lived, memorising every inch of that space.

				‘You are a Guitarrista,’ I said. There was no rational way for me to know what he was when I said it, yet I knew it was the truth with perfect certainty.

				Guitarristas are no ordinary musicians. They are men and women of legend, figures destined to spend their lives wandering the world and weaving stories that will be passed down by lesser artists for generations and generations.

				It has been said that all the great songs were made by the Guitarristas, and all other music was but an imitation. Such characters have always been rare, but by that time, they had become phantoms of history. Some people even claimed that they had never actually existed at all. Yet, in my heart, I always suspected that those people were wrong.

				The Guitarrista’s fingers glided over the strings. ‘I am many things,’ he said.

				‘Yes,’ I said. ‘But a Guitarrista is one of them.’

				‘Perhaps.’ He grinned wider. ‘Why does this interest you?’

				‘It doesn’t,’ I said, which was, of course, a lie. ‘But I know it’s true.’

				He nodded. ‘And what are you?’

				‘I’m Maurcio.’

				The Guitarrista strummed the strings. ‘You are young, but you don’t talk like a young man.’ His fingers played a few subtle notes, as if playing with the notion of a song. ‘Your mother drowned in the Salterio when you were a child,’ he said. ‘Your father was gone before you were born.’

				A tick of nervous surprise disturbed my countenance. I fought to compose myself. To survive on the streets of Coiyaba, one must learn how to hide fear. The slightest show of weakness can get a person killed. I was well practiced in the art, but he had caught me by surprise.

				I shrugged and looked out through the crowded courtyard. ‘How do you know that?’

				He strummed some chords. ‘It is my job to know certain things.’

				‘Why did you come to Coiyaba?’ Part of me truly did want to know what he was doing there, but mostly I sought to divert the conversation away from my own life. Perhaps he is not a Guitarrista, I thought. Perhaps he plays some simpler and more dangerous game. It is impossible to survive ten years on the streets without making enemies, and I had made my fair share.

			

			
				‘I am here to find stories,’ he said, looking up at me for the first time, his eyes gray as moonlit stones. ‘That is my duty. The world cannot exist without stories. Do you know that? Stories sew the threads of time together into something whole. They make the masks with which we give eternity a face. In so doing, they give the infinite eyes through which to see itself.’

				I nodded as though I knew what he meant. Like fear, ignorance is a luxury that I had never been able to afford. To gain control, one must pretend to already be in control. The image and the reflection follow each other.

				My mind told me to run. It said that this old man and his guitar were pulling me into some kind of game, one from which I would never escape. Yet, my feet remained rooted in place. I waited, and I listened.

				He bought yulu root soup and yellow beans and we ate them together at the top of the Stairs of Ascension, overlooking the blue sands of the Salterio Sea. While we ate, he shared the stories and songs he had collected. Some were humorous. Some were heroic. Others were melancholy tales, yet there was something strangely pleasing in their melancholia, something more pleasing even than humour or heroism, though I could not understand why that was so.

				‘I’ve come to Coiyaba to complete one story in particular,’ he said. ‘It’s a story about a girl named Lemanja in a tiny village deep in the Red Hill Country.’

				He set aside the palm leaf, now empty of the food it had held, and pulled his instrument close to him. The crowds of Coiyaba cleared the streets, taking the clamour of their voices with them, as the sun lowered and streaked the sky in purples and reds. His fingers coaxed an arpeggio from the guitar. He didn’t sing, but spoke rhythmically to the tune.

				He told a tale of the girl named Lemanja, who was so beautiful that every boy in her village fell in love with her on sight. By her teens, so too did the men. The other women claimed she was a witch that had stolen her mother’s soul and life energy at birth, which is why the woman had died. The husbands laughed at the stories until it became clear that Lemanja did not want them. After that, they agreed that she must indeed be a witch.

				Lemanja’s father tried to protect his daughter from the jealousies and desires of the village. One young man, however, could not be kept away from Lemanja. He was named Murillo. Every day he brought gifts to the girl, and every day Lemanja’s father drove him away.

				This sad game went on for years until Murillo could bear his desire no more and one night, driven mad with longing, broke into Lemanja’s room. The girl’s father ran to protect her. In the ensuing fight, Murillo stabbed him in the throat.

				Lemanja took the knife from the young man, but she did not kill him. That would be too easy. She wanted him to suffer, so she let him live, but vowed that he would never see her again. Such a thing was a fate far worse than death. She took her father’s burro and rode out of the Red Hills. She never returned again.

				The Guitarrista said as he strummed a wild tremolo, ‘Thus is the tale of the beautiful, courageous, tragic Lemanja.’

				Darkness surrounded us. Only the sound of the waves on the night-time shore stirred the silence.

				‘Do you know what this story means?’ the Guitarrista asked.

				I pushed some sand around on the stairs with the end of my sandal. ‘It doesn’t mean anything.’

				He shook his head. ‘The whole world is in that story, if you have the right ears to hear it.’

				‘It’s just a story.’

				‘Yes. Just a story with the whole world inside of it.’

				‘You came here to find Lemanja,’ I said.

				The Guitarrista pushed his sombrero back from his head so that it hung over his back from a string around his neck. Starlight shone off a hairless head. ‘There are stories of a woman living in a taverna south of Coiyaba. It’s said that men travel from miles around to win her love, but no one ever does. She is so beautiful that they spend their lives trying to win what they know they can never have. That’s the story I came to find.’ He measured me with his eyes. ‘Though, I’m starting to believe that there may be another story, as well. Another song.’

				I shifted under the words. The desire to run came over me again. I didn’t know what I feared, wasn’t even certain that it was really fear that made me want to flee. The only thing I knew for sure was that I wanted to escape. ‘I don’t know this taverna, or this woman that you speak of,’ I said, hoping that my ignorance would absolve me of the Guitarrista’s lures.

			

			
				He chuckled. ‘Only after the tapestry is complete will the whole of its design make itself known.’

				‘I thought you knew everything already,’ I said, believing I’d caught him in a lie.

				He shook his head. ‘I see some things faster than others. I see some things that others cannot see at all. But I don’t see everything. No one can see everything.’ He stood and bowed. ‘It’s time I go.’

				‘I can’t go with you,’ I blurted out.

				‘I didn’t ask you to.’

				‘I know,’ I said. ‘I’m only saying that I can’t.’

				‘Time alone knows what you can do. If our paths do not cross again, then let me say that it was good to meet you, Maurcio of Coiyaba.’ The grin on his face said that he didn’t believe for one moment that our paths would not cross again.

				As he walked down the shore, I still imagined that I had a choice in what happened next. To prove that to myself, I stood without saying another word and watched him leave.

				Coiyaba is the only home I will ever have, I told myself. I might even have believed it.

				By the time the following night came, the lure of the guitar overcame my stubborn apprehension and I headed south.

				Music seemed to play faintly in the air. It was so quiet that I was not sure it was really there, or in my mind. Whichever it was, I pushed towards it.

				Only after I was sure that the lights of Coiyaba would be gone did I turn back and look at the darkness stretched out behind me like the boundary between two worlds. In that moment I knew I would never see that place again. No, I knew I would see that place again, but never as the same Maurcio.

				I walked for a long time, and was beginning to think I’d made a mistake, when the music grew louder and clearer. The sounds were truly there, and they were coming from the jungle to my left.

				Walking inland, I reached a line of trees and saw beyond it a small taverna. Pale light shone through slats in the window shutters and the smell of burning pipe leaf wafted through the air. The building was two stories tall with a slanted barrel tile roof. A large window looked towards the sea from the second floor and in its shadowy recesses stood the faint outline of a woman’s figure, watching me.

				I opened the taverna door, releasing a hot wave stinking of smoke and sweat and mould. I recoiled and would have turned back, but the music was playing inside, and I had to see the Guitarrista. Whatever the nature of the man’s hold, it was irresistible, so I strengthened my resolve and walked inside.

				Scattered candles flickered within the dim interior. Snake skins, aged as thin as paper, were stretched out and pinned to the walls. A dozen or so men sat at tables inside, each alone, slumped over and staring into his cup. They didn’t acknowledge my entrance. Sitting on a stool in the corner, the Guitarrista’s sombrero hung low and cast his face in shadow so that he looked like some sort of spectre.

				The barman sneered at me as I approached. He was a towering man with enormous hands, bulbous with misshapen knuckles. His right eye was quartzite with a crack clear down the middle. He folded his arms over his chest. ‘I don’t serve drinks in baby bottles,’ he said.

				I pulled a coin from my pocket and set it on the bar. ‘Good, because I don’t drink them that way.’

				The bartender glared at the money for a moment before snatching it. Without asking what I wanted, he poured cactus wine into a wooden cup and slid it across the bar.

				I walked to the table nearest the Guitarrista. From that position, the faces of the other men were clearer. Red eyes looked out vacantly from bruised portals and gaunt faces. They looked like they hadn’t slept in weeks.

				The Guitarrista strummed a wordless song, soft notes weaving in and out with the distant sound of the waves, as though the man and the sea played as one. The taverna’s atmosphere felt like the inside of a water clock, swollen with a palpable sense of waiting.

				A door slammed and the music stopped. I turned to see a woman standing at the back of the room. The tortured patrons watched her with half-crazed longing and hatred in their bleary eyes. It was clear that she was the reason they had come to that haunted place to drink and sweat in misery, and I remembered the Guitarrista’s tale of Lemanja.

				How long had those men been there waiting for her, I wondered. How long would they continue to wait?

				Her coffee-coloured skin glistened with sweat. A white camisole hung plastered to her body, shoulder straps clinging in slack, useless lines to her shoulders. She wore her black hair bundled atop her head; a tall, angular woman looking regal and wild as she threw her head back to survey the taverna like the unconquered queen of a conquered kingdom. She stared at each man with her dark eyes until he bowed his head and turned back to his cup in defeat. It was a pitiful sight, and as I sat waiting, I vowed that I would not be so humiliated, no matter how badly my body trembled. One by one, the men suffered their shame, until finally her gaze fell on me. It seemed my heart might burst, but I didn’t turn away.

			

			
				The Guitarrista began a serpentine, sinister sounding samba, punctuating the chords every now and then with a thunderous slap of his hand against the instrument.

				Lemanja twisted and swayed to the music, her sinewy musculature charging every movement with lightning, her eyes on mine.

				She gyrated and slithered up to the Guitarrista, her dance intensifying to the music, watching me over her shoulder with a haughty smile. As she writhed in sexual menace, I struggled to steady my hands. Her beauty filled me with a terror as instinctive as the fear of fire, but I would not back down from the challenge. Even if I wanted to, I would not. It was simply not in my character to do so. So I drank the last of my wine, set down my cup, and walked to her.

				Before I could make a move, she grabbed me by the wrist and pulled me against her body. The people of Coiyaba treasure three things above all others: courage, love, and dancing, and I was an expert in all of them. Yet, when Lemanja took me into her arms, I became just as weak and helpless as a merchant’s son.

				Twisting in my grasp, she drove her pelvis against mine. The scent of tequila mingled with dahlias emanated from her. I was drunk with the smell and mesmerised by the shadows moving over her face from the wavering candlelight. For what seemed like a lifetime I floated helplessly in space, my senses moored to this world only by Lemanja’s sad and mocking eyes.

				I didn’t notice when the music stopped. I only knew we had stopped moving.

				She kissed me, ever so delicately, and walked back through the taverna to the door from which she’d appeared. Inside the doorway she stopped, looked over her shoulder at me invitingly, and stepped inside.

				The men in the taverna glared at me. Each one looked capable of murder. If they thought it had any chance of winning them Lemanja, there is no doubt they would have killed me on the spot. It didn’t matter to me. I would have walked through all of their blades if I had to, just to fall bleeding at Lemanja’s feet before I died. Her presence called me upstairs just as surely as the guitar had called me out of Coiyaba.

				I took a deep breath and followed Lemanja.

				Her room was on the second floor, the same one I’d seen when I first approached the taverna. Lemanja stood at the window overlooking the beach. The room smelled of wood soaked with sea mist. On the far side of the room was a straw bed, and beside the bed was a bureau with a white candle, a bottle, and a cigarillo atop it.

				‘Those men down there are plotting your demise,’ Lemanja said, turning from the window to walk over to the bureau.

				‘Let them,’ I said. ‘Your name is Lemanja.’

				She bent and lit the cigarillo with the candle’s flame. ‘How do you know my name?’

				‘The Guitarrista told me.’

				‘Ah, yes, the mysterious Guitarrista.’ She exhaled a stream of smoke. The acrid scent of nanye hit me. I reached up to cover my nose as she walked across the room and sat on the windowsill. She offered me the cigarillo.

				I waved it away. ‘Nanye will kill you.’ I choked on the smell. ‘Eventually, it kills everyone who uses it.’

				She took another drag and shrugged. ‘So does life.’

				Taking short breaths to minimise the nanye I inhaled, I sat on the sill as close to her as I could stand. My mind felt distant, as though I were outside of myself watching the situation happen. Such were the effects of the drug. It took you a thousand miles from your pain, but in doing so, it took you a thousand miles from everything else as well.

				As I sat there hating and fearing the nanye, my eyes were still drawn irresistibly to Lemanja. Even as she inhaled poison she was beautiful. ‘Do you work in this taverna?’

				‘Vanderlei lets me stay. He’s the one with the broken eye.’

				‘Are you his woman?’

				She laughed. ‘He thinks so. For him, woman is just another word for prisoner.’

				‘Are you his prisoner?’

				‘No. Not his.’ She blew a stream of smoke into the air outside where it dissipated into shapes of tortured ghosts before disappearing altogether. ‘What are you doing so far from home?’

				‘How do you know I’m far from home?’

			

			
				‘Every place is far from here. Where are you going?’

				‘I don’t know.’

				She nodded. ‘I think we are similar. We both share strange destinies in this life.’ She held the cigarillo up and studied the burning end. ‘Though, it may be true that there are no other kinds of destinies.’

				‘I don’t believe in destiny,’ I said.

				She shrugged and laughed. ‘All that matters is that destiny believes in you.’ Her voice had become languid and her eyes distant, as though she were looking out from behind some kind of veil.

				It only made her more beautiful to me. Like the Guitarrista’s melancholy songs, something about her sadness resonated with me. If I do have a destiny, I thought, it is Lemanja. ‘Those men downstairs are waiting for you,’ I said, just to have something to say.

				Lemanja nodded and ground the cigarillo out on the windowsill. ‘It’s a strange thing to be a beautiful woman in this country. Where is your mother?’

				‘My mother is dead.’

				‘That’s sad.’

				‘I don’t believe in things being sad,’ I said. ‘Why do you stay here if you are free to go?’

				Lemanja stood and stretched her arms over her head so that her breasts were outlined clearly beneath the camisole. Everything in my body lurched with desire. ‘It will be the same wherever I go,’ she said. ‘It always has been. This land is cursed. The men here are men only in their violence. In all other things they are boys.’ She looked at me. ‘You’re different, I think. You’re a poet.’

				I spit outside the window. ‘Poets are the fools of the world.’

				She cocked her head aside and smiled at me through glazed eyes. ‘A poet who does not believe in poetry. A strange destiny, indeed.’

				‘I don’t believe in destiny.’

				‘Yes, I recall you saying something like that.’ Lemanja rolled her eyes and smiled. ‘I want to swim.’

				Without another word, she climbed over the windowsill and down the rope hanging outside.

				She was gone by the time my feet touched the ground.

				I thought she would be waiting by the trees, but she wasn’t. The amount of nanye she had consumed would have put nearly anyone to sleep. Only a true addict could have taken so much and still moved so quickly.

				She called to me from the beach. I broke through the trees and ran towards the sound of her voice. My sandals tripped me up in the sand so I carried them by hand. When I reached the edge of the ocean, I found Lemanja’s camisole and skirt spread out on the sands. She called to me, this time from the sea. I threw my clothes aside and dove into the Salterio’s warm waters.

				Lemanja mocked me from the darkness as I swam in search of her. Every time I thought she was near, I would reach out and find only water in my grasp, and then hear her voice taunting me from some other direction.

				In the beginning I laughed, but as the game stretched on and my arms tired from swimming, I felt my face flush with anger. I shouted her name. She answered with more teasing calls.

				I turned in circles, terrified that she was gone forever, or perhaps that she had never really been. For the first time in my life, I felt the full breadth of the Salterio pressing against me, understood the endless miles of space that it represented, loneliness in the form of water, loneliness enough to swallow a thousand cities. That was when Lemanja leapt upon my back and pulled me beneath the waves.

				She turned me in her wiry grasp and kissed me. She held the kiss for so long that my head swam and I found myself weighing the cost of drowning against the cost of breaking our embrace. It would be better to die in those depths than to let go, I decided. She released her hold and disappeared.

				I surfaced, gasping for breath. Lemanja appeared on the shore, silhouetted by the moonlight as she walked out of the sea. I swam in pursuit and ran as soon as my feet touched ground.

				My humour at the situation faded as I chased her over the beach. My laughter turned to cursing. She seemed impossibly quick, always able to avoid my grasp just before I had her. The pursuit went on so long that I started to think she wasn’t playing at all, but was actually trying to escape. I stopped running. She turned and tackled me in the sand.

				‘Do not move,’ she said. ‘If you move I will leave and I will never touch you again.’ A wicked light flashed over her eyes, and I believed everything she said.

				Terrified that she would stop if I so much as flinched, I lay there like a corpse as she ran her tongue over my neck, chest, and mouth. My arms shuddered with self-restraint as she kissed and nibbled my chest, and then lower. I could not hold back any more. My hands raised on their own accord and I had to use all my will to force them down again.

			

			
				Lemanja sat up and brushed a strand of hair from her face.

				‘You may move now,’ she said.

				Afterwards, as we lay breathless on our backs looking up at the stars and moons, Lemanja whispered in my ear. ‘For as long as you live,’ she said, ‘every time you lie down with a woman, you will hear and smell the Salterio, and you will think of me.’

				‘You’re the only woman I want to lie with.’

				She laughed.

				Hand in hand we walked back to the taverna. The shuttered windows were dark and the building quiet as we climbed back into her room.

				A meagre flame flickered from the wax stub remaining of the candle. Something against the wall by the bureau held my attention. As my eyes adjusted, the outline of a human form slowly became visible. After that, the faint lustre of a single, glassy eye.

				As though sensing he was seen, Vanderlei stepped out into the candle’s illumination.

				‘You whore,’ he said, soft murder in his voice. ‘You hardly talk to me. You laugh and mock me while I go crazy down in the cantina. I am a man. Everybody knows that. I am a man, and you go off to screw this boy.’

				My heart went as still as stone. When Lemanja broke out in shrill laughter, I jumped.

				Vanderlei’s lips curled back in a disgusted smile. ‘You crazy whore,’ he said, and lunged for her with a knife in hand. I leapt forward to intercept him, but he swatted me aside and sent me tumbling against the wall.

				The room lurched and spun in a daze around me. I struggled to my feet. My vision cleared enough to discern Vanderlei holding Lemanja down on her bed. Candlelight gleamed off the knife blade as it slashed down in an arc and ended with a sound like sackcloth being torn.

				Vanderlei pulled his hand back for another attack. I charged forward and butted him in the back with my shoulder, knocking him over the bed and onto the floor. As he scrambled about grasping through the shadows for his knife, I picked up the bureau and smashed it over his head. The man groaned, fell onto his face, and went still.

				Lemanja covered one side of her face with her hand. Blood seeped between her fingers. I opened my mouth to beg her to keep the wound hidden, but before I formed the words she pulled her hand back. A gash hung open in her cheek like a gruesome smile. Mad elation filled her eyes. She leapt from the bed and grabbed me by the shoulders.

				‘I’m free, Maurcio,’ she cried. ‘I’m free.’

				Between the folds of that horrific wound waited all the darkness in the world, and I nearly screamed.

				‘We have to go,’ I said, diverting my eyes to the window. ‘He’ll kill us when he wakes.’

				She laughed and pushed me across the room. ‘Yes, you must go,’ she said. ‘You are free now, Maurcio. Go be free.’

				She pushed me to the window and nearly out of it before scrambling back to collect Vanderlei’s knife. The barman rolled on the floor, clutching his head and groaning.

				Flames sprang up from Lemanja’s bed, and I remembered the candle that had been on the bureau. I shouted a warning for Lemanja. She looked up at me, face twisted in a sneer, and pressed the knife against Vanderlei’s throat.

				I turned and scrambled out the window. As soon as my feet hit the ground, I ran.

				The flames of the taverna burned in the distance as I ran down the narrowing shore with jungle encroaching closer and closer on my side before finding the Guitarrista at the edge of the sea, his sombrero hanging from his neck and his guitar in his arms.

				He looked out at the sea as he asked, ‘Do you understand this story?’

				I thought about it for some time, standing beside him and catching my breath. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t understand anything.’

				The Guitarrista nodded. ‘Every story tells the history of the entire world. There is only one story, really. Each tale we tell is the same pattern, but with a different order of stitches.’

				In my mind flashed an image of Lemanja’s eyes peering out through fire, ecstatic in the flames. ‘There’s only one freedom,’ I said.

			

			
				‘Only one,’ the Guitarrista said, and handed the guitar to me.

				The instrument fit perfectly in my arms, as though shaped specifically for them. ‘I don’t know how to play,’ I said.

				‘You will learn. The guitar will teach you.’

				‘What about you?’

				The Guitarrista arched his back and stretched out his arms, as though testing the absence of the guitar’s weight. ‘I’m a very old man. I will do what very old men do,’ he said with a smile. ‘My story has been told. It ends with Lemanja and fire, with Maurcio and the Salterio and the shadows of the Eleven Weeping Ladies.’ He narrowed his eyes in thought and studied the horizon, where the first hints of dawn lit the edge of the world. He nodded to himself and smiled. ‘It’s a good ending.’

				My fingers moved along the strings like creatures with their own will. Lightly, I strummed the strings, and the first note I ever played was swallowed at once by the crashing of the waves.

				‘You are a Guitarrista and you were always a Guitarrista,’ the old man told me. ‘Your life will be full of laughter and sadness, more of each than most people know. You will want to turn away. You will want to run away. You’ve wanted those things already.’ He looked at me from under arched eyebrows. ‘The most important part of your station is that you never turn away. Not from a single tragedy. Not from a single smile. See it all and breathe it all and know it. Make it part of your heart samba. There’s no room for comforts in a Guitarrista’s life. A comfortable man has no blood in his music.’

				The old man nodded again and turned back to the sea. I waited to see if he would say something more, but he did not. What needed to be said had been said. Standing there beside him with the guitar in my arms felt familiar, as though I’d been there a thousand times before. My fears disappeared as I realised I’d never really had a choice. The guitar had always been waiting and I had always been searching for it, and now we would be bound together until the end.

				I walked away from the old man playing at the strings. It didn’t feel like something new. Instead, it felt like something I was trying to remember from long, long ago. As I strolled along, the sea pressed against one side of me and the jungle on the other. I had no idea what waited ahead or what I would do when I got there. Such concerns had evaporated from my mind. My thoughts were on Lemanja and her story. I still didn’t understand what it meant, and even as I bent my mind to figure it out, I knew I would spend the rest of my life trying to understand.
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				‘The Guitarrista’s Lament’ resulted from my experiments with combining literary surrealism, heroic fantasy, and Latin American settings. It ended up borrowing a bit from Umbanda religious tradition, as well. When writing something like this, it’s hard to guess if the audience is going to find it different in an interesting way, different in a boring way, or different in a pretentious way. The last one, pretension, makes me shiver. There are few things that annoy me more than the putting on of airs, and the notion of being pretentious makes my bladder quiver. I put on blue jeans and drink whiskey from the bottle just to cleanse myself of the notion. So, in light of my uncertainty, I was beyond thrilled when my mutant Guitarrista baby found a quality home in Dimension6, housed amongst talented writers. 

				My stories tend to take place outside of the usual European/Tolkienesque fantasy settings. It’s not a conscious effort on my part; it just sort of happens. My short story ‘Shang Qin’s War’ is another example of this tendency. It will be in Guardbridge Books’ Myriad Lands: An Anthology of Non-Western Fantasy, due to come out this summer. The story is partially inspired by ancient Chinese history that I discovered while writing an archaeology paper that involved Shang Yang’s reforms in the state of Qin. ‘Shang Qin’s War,’ most importantly (to me, anyway), also uses heroic fantasy to examine PTSD. As a veteran, I’ve had a lot of friends go through the pain of PTSD, and I want to tell that story through fantasy. It’s something I plan on doing much more often, and in more depth, in the future.

				A non-Western fantasy story already on the digital shelves is ‘Scream of the Fire Orchid,’ published with Bards and Sages Quarterly. That story also touches upon issues of PTSD, though less directly, as it follows a warrior named Azla and her attempt to track down some scouts that have gone missing in the jungle. The setting is inspired by Aztec traditions (though it very much deviates from literal history or mythology and into the nether realms of my imagination). The title, by the way, is inspired by the line ‘Before I sink into the big sleep / I want to hear the scream of the butterfly,’ from the Doors song ‘When the Music’s Over’ (Jim Morrison’s lyric, in turn, was inspired by the 1965 film Scream of the Butterfly). 

				The one publication I have that fits neatly into the usual Medieval-European heroic fantasy setting is my novella ‘Beyond the Tempest Gate,’ but the story seeks to turn a longstanding trope of the genre on its head. The whole thing was inspired by a simple question: what if the monster-slaying knight isn’t supposed to destroy the monster? What if that evil represents something bigger than worldly danger, and what if it fills some purpose that the knight simply cannot comprehend? What if, in his hubris, the knight is actually endangering the entire world? I also decided to twist things up even further by making the story capable of working equally well under two opposing interpretations. One can read it as the knight, Gabriel Aterias, being a narcissistic madman, or one can read it as the knight truly being a destined hero whose faith has been tested by the gods. This duality was, in fact, no easy thing to do. It’s one of my proudest creative achievements… and one that almost no one seemed to recognise or care about. Alas, my brilliance has gone unrecognised - which of course raises the question: if brilliance happens in the forest and no one even notices or cares, is it actually brilliance? That’s a rhetorical question and one that I choose to classify as permanently indeterminable (any claims to the contrary will be promptly ignored by me). 

			

			
				Right now, I have several projects in the works, including a book of music journalism, a short story based in a fantasy version of ancient Iran, and a short story that uses the stuff I learned in a combat tracking course while in the military. I’m also working on an epic fantasy series that is of the more straightforward action/adventure type. Being a pretentious asshole is fun and all, but so is writing tales where obviously good people pummel obviously bad ones.

				Some time ago I published a story in Spark: A Creative Anthology titled ‘The Familiar and His Alchemist.’ It’s about an alchemist named Lud and his familiar, a mouse with human intellect named Barnabus. The pair got quite a lot of positive feedback, and I plan on writing a whole series of their adventures geared towards a younger audience. 

				Oh, wait! I have a short story titled ‘Kill the Caretaker’ that will be published with Sci Phi Journal in June. It’s a short one that deals with a fellow living in a world where artificially intelligent machines fulfill our every human whim, and subsequently leave us dying with boredom and existential angst. But, it’s funny! At least, it’s supposed to be. The robot in question is built to look like Charlie Chaplin, and Chaplin was hilarious! 

				Thus concludes my author spruik. If you’d like, please check me out at www.beyondthetempestgate.com or berate me on Twitter @ghostelectrics.
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				The Preservation of Faith — Dustin Adams

				The hum of the ship’s skip drive is what I miss the most. I used to sit at my aviator’s station within Command, watch stars blueshift on my monitor, and enjoy the gentle vibration while soaring into uncharted space. But now, post-collision, the ship plods forward on one propulsion engine that wheezes like a dying old man.

				The recycled air tastes like morning breath and smells worse than I do. Command wasn’t meant to double as living quarters. Nevertheless, that’s where I spend nearly twenty-four hours each day, encased by the same three stations in a triangular pattern, front view screen, and a shipmate who blames me for our predicament.

				She’s not wrong.

				A proximity alarm pulses from the captain’s station. I stand into the red glow of emergency lighting and move to investigate, but Feau crosses before me.

				‘Navigator, I’ve got this.’ Her words bite the air between us. Despite my aviator’s uniform, she’s called me navigator since the accident. Not pilot, not my name. . . Navigator, because that’s what my duties have been reduced to.

				She sits in the captain’s chair and his desk awakens, blue and white icons appear on screen, but the computer does not vocalise a welcome. It knows our captain is gone, but accepts commands in order to keep flying.

				I remain standing, because to sit is to resign; to accept that I am nothing. She will deal with my presence, even if she chooses to ignore it.

				She taps the clean, glass deskpads and turns to me. ‘Object is stationary.’ Hope flickers in her eyes and I feel like a member of the crew again, someone she’d share her thoughts with. An equal. ‘It’s a ship.’

				I close my eyes. Relief washes in like a warm wave, and hopelessness washes out.

				‘Scout ship, please identify,’ Feau calls.

				I edge closer, peering over her shoulder. ‘Bring it up, I want to see it.’

				‘Scout ship, this is the Scout63.’ Feau repeats, desperation laced in her voice. ‘Please respond.’

				She initiates docking procedure. If we couple with them, they can skip us home. Our anticipated fourteen year return voyage will become mere weeks and . . .

				‘Wait. It’s not-’ I open my eyes to see Feau furiously tapping the desk. ‘No!’ She punches the panel with her strong fist, activating the ship’s ping. Tiny white dots tainted pink in the lighting create a star field in the air around us.

				‘Alien?’ I ask. My skin tingles in anticipation of her answer. She’s about to say yes which means we’re not going home. What if whoever is over there isn’t friendly? We can’t communicate with them. We can’t tell them how desperately we need their help.

				‘I’m afraid so,’ Feau says and transfers the collected data from the ping into the projection. We both approach the holo-model ship, floating just out of reach above us. It’s a black mar among the pink dots. The glow from the nearby sun reflects orange off the ship’s disk-shaped bow.

				‘Look at the sun.’ Feau’s voice quivers and she points.

				The ping has reflected not a ball of burning hydrogen and helium, but a massive, complex machine. The sun is mechanical.

				‘Switch to view screen,’ Feau says.

				The ship’s computer obeys and kills the star field projection. The screen initiates, already aimed toward the sun, and bathes Command in golden light.

				I shield my eyes with my arm and in that moment of darkness, an alien presence touches my mind like an icy hand. It probes, but doesn’t intrude. Then I begin to feel.

				The message I receive isn’t something I’d classify as images or language my brain can process, but a feeling, an instinct that sings to my very core. It’s an unmistakable sensation of despair; a request, a plea, begging me as a suffering soul would to a passing stranger to relieve their pain. Despite the lack of words, I have no problem interpreting its desire.

				Kill me.

				The presence dissipates and I feel as if I’ve returned from a great distance. Feau shifts the view back to the ship and Command reverts to a deep red. ‘What do we do?’ she asks, and for a moment she’s her pre-accident self. She’s just Feau Carpe, atheist member of a three-person crew: the counterpoint to my spiritual self. I know without asking that she hasn’t seen or heard the alien. To have done so would shatter her firm belief in nothing.

			

			
				‘Nevermind,’ she says, and the moment of her fragility passes. ‘I’m not detecting any life signs.’

				No life signs? I study the massive, black ship on the screen. Oh, there’s life. Someone, something, is alive and wishes it wasn’t.

				‘We’ll go inside, scavenge what we can. Guide us to the ship.’ Feau returns to her station, and I follow to my own. Despite her teal uniform, and her PhD in planetary sciences, she’s the captain now.

				I sit and bow to the prayer circlet on my desk, then ease my quivering hands onto my deskpads, hesitant to take control, afraid of another collision.

				‘Navigator, take us in carefully.’ Feau looks at me and there’s fear behind her cobalt blue eyes.

				Fear is for the faithless.

				I tap and slide my fingers and send a short burst through the propulsion engine.

				As we drift closer, the dark ship looms ever larger on the screen. It’s at least ten times our size and shaped quite differently. At the stern is a massive, black bubble. The middle is sleek and narrows toward the bow as is expected for aerodynamic flight, and on the tip is a large disk that resembles a blooming flower, which likely gathers energy from the sun.

				I dock easily inside a cavernous bay on the starboard of the ship. My hands fall to my sides, relieved.

				‘Running deep scan,’ Feau says. The screen image changes to a skeletal diagram that begins as white frame lines, then grows to show the ship’s rectangular, internal rooms. There’s asymmetrical piping within that winds its way through the walls and floors.

				An anomalous shape forms in the stern, vertical, not horizontal. Oddly, the bubble isn’t a biosphere, but contains a single tree. The computer continues to draw lines that form branches more like a mathematical fractal than the traditional splitting and shrinking. The branch tips contain orbs like seeds that dangle low, ready to propagate.

				This is no ordinary tree. This is the Tree of Life.

				Please come. Both of you.

				I hear words in my mind, in English. God is communicating directly with me and I am awestruck.

				‘There are bodies,’ Feau says. She zooms in to the base of the tree. Faint, snow-blue lines show a mass of individual bodies lying among the roots.

				I see them twinkle through the tears that rim my eyes.

				‘What happened to them?’ Feau asks. I turn and rub my eyes. ‘Oh,’ she says, then turns angry. ‘Listen, Navigator. There’s nothing religious about this.’

				This isn’t mere religion, this is divine. We’ve taken an accidental pilgrimage to the origin of life.

				Feau approaches me, posture aggressive, ready to fight. I smell the stench of her unwashed body. ‘Look at me,’ she says. Her breath carries the fetid odour of stomach juices.

				I turn and she points forcefully at the screen. ‘We’re going over there, taking what we need, and we’re going home. Understand?’

				‘God is there,’ I whisper.

				‘God?’ she shouts. ‘Where was your God when you fell asleep and Moro Pace died? Why didn’t God keep you awake?’

				Feau uses the captain’s full name to remind me that I’d killed not just him, but his future bloodline. She needn’t bother. I know this every waking moment.

				Feau jerks her head toward the exit. ‘Let’s suit up. If you find something that might be useful, grab it. Anything that might shave time off our return voyage.’

				I move to follow, but Feau and the walls around her cloud, replaced by a vision of pure light. I see a small being, faceless and crystal, like a statue. A strong pair of alien hands wrestthe being from serenity to chaos.

				‘Navigator?’

				‘I need to get over there.’ I say, and the vision dissipates. Feau huffs, turns, and strides down the hall. God is there, she’ll see. Then she’ll believe.

				However - and I can’t help but wonder - why does God wish to die?

				We outfit ourselves in a hallway. Fortunately our gear and suits are located in the interior, and not in the shuttle bay that was annihilated along with crew quarters.

				I study the captain’s closed door. Moro Pace is engraved in gold letters to indicate his rank. I open my door to cover his. Now both our names are lost.

			

			
				Feau hangs a belt containing a handgun over her open door. She turns to me, uniform half on, covering her legs up to her waist. ‘There’s only seven percent oxygen over there, a third of what we need, so don’t get all spiritual and “connect with God” and take off your suit. Asphyxiation would be slow and painful.’

				Without waiting, or likely wanting a reply, she zips her suit, tosses the gun belt over her shoulder, and stands before the bulkhead still displaying the words HULL BREACH in red, digital letters.

				‘Ready,’ I say a moment later. Feau types in an override on a panel next to the bulkhead, and it splits open, top to bottom.

				I close my eyes, pausing in the moment, and allow myself to feel the presence of the almighty in the onrush of holy air. I inhale until my lungs protest, but taste only the artificial air within my suit.

				I want Him to speak to me again. I yearn for it. Instead, I hear Feau tap her datapad. ‘Well,’ she says and I open my eyes.

				The hangar is suffused with white light, bathed in a glow that comes not from a single source above, but exists as if by sheer will. Motes of twinkling stardust drift in the air like snowflakes, but find no purchase upon the shiny, black floor.

				‘I’m not detecting a shield-barrier, but there’s clearly one in place,’ says Feau. She’s returned to her analytical tone, dismissing the majesty before us.

				‘How can you ignore your eyes and your heart? Look!’ I’m aggressive with her for the first time since the accident. I finally feel like I have a position worth defending.

				‘What I see is advanced technology,’ Feau counters. ‘Like the sun.’ She looks down, then up from her datapad. ‘There. Tools.’

				I follow the path of her outstretched finger and see several machines that look like metal welders. Next to them are tool-cluttered benches, and beyond are racks mounted to the wall holding endless parts on hooks. Above the racks is a huge mural of a planet, blue, green and white. Words are written below in an alien language.

				Feau hops from our ship onto the black deck that resembles polished onyx and strides forward. I follow casually, and drink in every detail of God’s ship. The motes swirl and dance around Feau, but don’t alight upon her. I hear them - as if they are the notes of a gentle song.

				To our distant right are individual shuttles tucked into shadow, aligned like inanimate sentinels. I ponder the need for shuttles, but quickly realise disciples must have flown the small crafts. They devoted their lives and at some point completed their mission. Now they sleep with God at the base of the tree. I envy them.

				When we reach the benches, Feau rifles through the unfamiliar parts, lifts one, inspects it, then sets it down.

				A deep rumble echoes from somewhere far below then the floor quakes, tossing us from our feet. Feau falls against a bench and rolls to the floor. I grip a machine and hold steady. Feau looks to me for an explanation, weapon suddenly in hand, but I shrug.

				The mural splits and crystal roots punch through the blue ocean. They catch the light like sparkling diamonds contradicting the destruction. Portions of the wall plummet and shatter against the floor creating clouds of white powder. The roots grow and snake through the air far above. Then, as suddenly as it began, the shuddering stops and the roots pause, suspended.

				We continue to watch for long moments, then Feau holsters her gun and resumes her search, but she glances up at the roots again and again.

				She hefts a tool that resembles an air compressor gun, complete with a long hose. ‘Looks like we’ll find some useful items.’

				She sounds excited and I feel a tempering of relief, but that’s when God speaks to me, louder, and with clarity.

				‘The mural reads “For Agmor”. Agmor is my homeworld.’

				I fall to my knees and bow. Can God see through my eyes? Is He within me? But then I catch the inconsistency, and I stand. ‘Your homeworld?’

				‘What?’ Feau asks.

				‘Nothing, I-’ I point at the mural. ‘Homeworld,’ I say. Feau huffs and returns her attention to the tools.

				‘We built the sun for power, and I planted the seed, but something was fundamentally wrong with the code. One of the programmers went to investigate. . . Never returned. Oh, please hurry. I’m twelve decks below, fused to the tree.’

			

			
				Excitement transforms my heart into an engine, thudding joy into my ears. I try to keep my voice level, disinterested, and scientific. ‘We must go deeper into the ship.’

				‘Why? Everything we need is right here.’ Feau brandishes several tools for my benefit.

				I almost explain, but I know she’ll rebuke me. In the distance, a darkened, open passageway beckons. ‘I’m going.’

				Tools crash against machinery and clatter to the ground. A moment later, Feau’s gloved hands are on my shoulders.

				‘Now you listen.’ She turns me to face her. ‘Everything is your fault, do you understand? The captain, the ship, our predicament. As far as I’m concerned you no longer have rank, nor opinion on this failed mission. When we get home, you’ll face tribunal and I will never see you again. But until then you will do exactly what I say.’

				‘If I am to face tribunal for murder, how does insubordination compare?’

				‘Bring her,’ says God.

				I drop all pretence. ‘Listen, God is here. He requests my presence. Our presence.’ I point at the distant passage. ‘He’s been calling to me since before we docked.’

				Feau’s already shaking her head. ‘I will not entertain this nonsense. We are here to-’

				‘What are you afraid of?’ I ask. It’s a common question for believers to ask the faithless.

				The sickened look on her face tells me she’s heard the question before. ‘You think I don’t believe, when the truth is there’s nothing to believe or disbelieve. Science is law. Science is absolute. Myth is myth. Faith is human conjecture.’

				I too have heard these arguments. ‘Then come with me. Prove me wrong.’

				‘Aren’t you listening? I do not want nor need to prove anything to you.’

				‘Then join me out of scientific curiosity. Wouldn’t you like to know why there’s a giant tree within the ship?’ I indicate the outstretched roots above our heads. ‘What about the bodies lying at its base?’

				‘The tree probably poisoned them. I don’t wish the same fate.’ She points up at the roots. ‘Are they harmless, or are they reaching for our ship?’ She arcs her arm toward the Scout63.

				‘Our gear will protect us.’ I address Feau’s first comment and ignore her question.

				‘I’m not staying here a moment longer than necessary. Let’s gather the parts and get out of here.’

				I wave her away, turn, and my foot snags on a hose. The fall, unexpected, feels instantaneous. My faceplate shatters. Pain explodes throughout my body. I gasp for breath and spit warm blood and solid objects I fear are my teeth.

				Feau forces me to sit up. She removes my damaged helmet and presses her fingers against my face, checking for breaks. I watch her out of one eye.

				‘We’ll get you back-’ then she seems to remember that Medical was obliterated in the collision. ‘Still, you can’t breathe this air for long.’

				She’s right. Already I feel my body yearning. The severity of my injury registers and my panic rises. Is this how the captain felt? No, he died instantly.

				‘Wait, I’ve got this,’ says God. Behind Feau I see the motes in the air coalesce, then advance.

				‘What’s happening?’ Feau asks.

				The motes coat my mouth, nose, and eyes. There’s a flash of light, then darkness. I’m blind.

				‘Feau. Help.’ I reach for her. Clutch her.

				‘That’s it,’ Feau says. I’m hoisted into the air and draped over her shoulder. She grunts with the strain. Her body jerks and I picture her swatting the motes in the air before us.

				‘No. The lungs first. This will hurt.’

				Pain lances my chest. I open my mouth to scream, but I’m choking on motes that have filled my throat. I’m bouncing on Feau’s shoulder. She’s gone maniacal and I wonder why she’s trying so hard to save my life.

				‘Got it.’

				I cough, expelling motes, and gasp a giant breath.

				‘Feau, wait.’

				She sets me down inside our ship, seals the bulkhead, and tosses her helmet and gloves.

				‘OK, they’re not inside. I need to stop the bleeding.’

				I see her shape, blurry and dark, rifling through her closet.

				‘I keep a first aid. . . Here. Hempseed patches.’ Feau kneels in front of me, patches in hand, and I see them - with both eyes.

			

			
				‘What?’ She retracts her hands.

				‘God is healing me,’ I say and smile through the dissipating pain.

				‘I’m not God.’

				The words are more devastating than any injury, more so even than if I had died. ‘Then who are you?’ I ask aloud.

				Feau tenses and backs away, as if by healing I’d become a monster. A horrified expression wrinkles her normally stern face. The bulkhead halts her retreat. I imagine that for her, to witness a miracle must be terrifying.

				‘Come and see. Leave your atmosphere suit, you no longer need it.’

				I stand on weak legs, wipe the remaining blood from around my nose and mouth with my sleeve, then shed my suit. I’m wearing my standard-issue, black aviator uniform, and I’m going to meet the Creator. It seems inadequate. I wish I owned something regal.

				‘Are you coming?’ I ask.

				Feau lowers her head. ‘I will not.’

				‘Will you join me via vis-com?’

				She nods easily, reaches in her closet, and retrieves her visual communicator. I grab my own and search her deep blue eyes, framed by heavy lids. Nothing.

				I recall her profile. Affluent background, talented youth, high expectations. Many felt she would be the one to discover a habitable planet to colonise, allowing the Earth to repair the damage caused by overpopulation.

				That’s too much pressure to be heaped upon someone so young, a child. I doubt she knows how to be anything but confident, but I’ve seen behind the mask.

				Feau opens the bulkhead and the same air that once washed over my suit caresses my eyes and ears and I inhale through my nose. The smell is wonderful, like warm mist from a cascading waterfall. The motes have returned to their neutral state, and I’m glad to know they’re benevolent should I become injured again.

				I take Feau’s right hand in both of mine and squeeze. She hasn’t donned her helmet, she’s breathing the holy air, as am I, but I won’t ask her to for long. God has changed me, not her. He has healed me and made me whole. I turn, and step forward into my future. Behind me, the bulkhead seals shut.

				I am eager to meet God, but I remain conscious of the journey. Everything seems different, or perhaps I am different. The roots above have grown, and do seem to be reaching for my former ship, but I’m unconcerned. There’s no danger in a holy place such as this.

				The shuttles remain quiet, cloaked beneath a shadowy blanket. I walk tall, proud. I am one of them. I belong.

				I observe the fractured mural. The words below are legible. ‘For Agmor,’ I say aloud. God has remade me in His image.

				I jog toward the passage, and continue running down a high-ceilinged hall. At the end, a set of doors slide open to reveal a square room. I step inside and when the doors close I’m propelled down into the belly of the ship.

				I nearly burst with anticipation, and although He doubts, I will remind Him of His exalted status. He’s been alone too long. He’s forgotten that He is supreme.

				The lift doors open and I’m swathed in warm light. I am completely at peace and I want to collapse into a ball and weep but I proceed, drawn by the tree. I hear its musical call, wordless, but full of emotion and desire.

				‘Ignore the song,’ says God. ‘And under no circumstance should you touch the tree.’ His divine voice echoes down the light-infused hallway. He no longer speaks into my mind. He is here.

				‘I hear him,’ Feau says from the vis-com. I’d forgotten she was with me. 

				‘Now do you believe?’ I ask, and angle the vis-com so Feau can see what I see.

				‘I believe we have found a survivor from a very advanced technological culture, and that something went dreadfully wrong at some point in the past.’

				I turn the vis-com. I want Feau to see me, without my suit, breathing the air. She has returned to Command and is saturated by red light. ‘Is technology capable of telepathy? Can it heal without surgery or medicine?’

				‘To the pets we keep within our homes, we appear as gods. We feed them, open the doors for them, and they worship us.’

			

			
				I hold the vis-com forth. ‘You’re wrong, Feau. And I’ll prove it.’

				I stride forward. The short hallway ends and I enter a vast cavern containing the great tree. It is more magnificent than I imagined. A pale light-mist pervades the room, stretching endlessly upward. Hundreds of opalescent orbs dangle from the tree’s crystalline branches.

				I’m stunned and awed and I’ve never seen anything so beautiful in my entire life. I want to take a picture or freeze time and exist in this precise moment for eternity. But time doesn’t comply, it keeps moving, each moment equally as distant behind as those ahead and I’m stuck in the middle, caught in the river.

				The hum I’d heard in the hangar is now a harmonic melody, although played by no instrument I recognise. The music rises, pitches, and lowers. I close my eyes and sway, lulled by the song. I become one with the music, as if tuning my body to match the rhythm.

				‘Focus on my voice,’ says God.

				Disturbed, I open my eyes. The tree sparkles like wet crystal. It is all I see and all I want in this universe. I can imagine nothing greater than to touch it, feel its slick surface beneath my fingers. I ache.

				‘Do not let yourself succumb to its will.’

				I look down at the bodies I’d seen as outlines on the screen in the Scout63. Indeed, they are just outlines. The shapes have two legs, two arms, a central torso, and a round head. Almost identical to me, only much larger. I’m half their height and width.

				Inside their chest is a cluster of sparkling dust, like a distant galaxy. Their hearts no longer beat, yet appear to be alive.

				‘I’m here. Follow my voice.’

				Gingerly, I step over and around the bodies. They’re connected physically to the tree. Some by their backs, some are kneeling with both hands touching an exposed root. While others are locked in an embrace with another, each with one hand on the tree.

				I find God sitting cross-legged, the back of his head pressed against a large root. His hands are folded on his lap, one palm resting in the other. He’s not an outline like the others, he’s solid, like a statue and appears to be made of the same crystal substance as the tree. No clothes cover his pure form.

				‘I’m here,’ I say, keeping the vis-com level.

				‘At last, you have arrived to save me.’

				I hesitate. That’s why I’m here, to be saved. ‘How?’ I ask, confused.

				‘Separate me from the tree, but do not touch it. Make contact with my body only.’

				I hold my hands forth, God just beyond them, and I realise this is the vision He sent me.

				I halt. He is asking the wrong person. Perhaps Feau with her rejection of the divine could perform the act, but not me, not ever.

				‘What will happen to you?’

				‘I’ll die, and finally be free.’

				I kneel carefully and scrutinise the face of God. His crystalline eyelids are closed, his expression pained, as if locked in a moment of dread.

				‘I can’t kill God.’

				‘I’m sorry I’m not what you were expecting. I’m just a man, ancient, tired, and flawed. My name is Marcus Rowe.’

				I stand and extend my arms upward. ‘But this is the Tree of Life, and you’re connected to it. You found me and spoke directly into my mind.’ I reach toward the tree. ‘I’ll prove it to you.’

				‘Don’t! You will become like them,’ says God.

				‘Understood.’

				‘No!’ Feau yells.

				I turn the vis-com and glare at my shipmate. ‘Why not? What do you care?’

				‘I can’t. . . I must not return home alone.’

				‘No one will blame you for my decision, Feau. The vis-com is recording, yes? I absolve you from guilt.’

				‘Yes, it is recording. I’m coming over. Wait for me, and don’t touch that tree.’

				I am inches from the crystalline bark. My emotions nearly overpower my physical resistance. Feau’s request, whether by some latent need to obey commands, or a personal favour for stranding her is all that stays my hand. I am ready to spend forever at the right hand of God and I will be a part of something greater than I’ve ever conceived. I may not have contributed to Human society in the way I’d longed for since I was a child - to find us a new home - but I will have reached that goal personally.

			

			
				‘I’ll wait, but hurry.’ I gaze into the tree’s brilliant light and it shimmers. It’s speaking to me. Beckoning.

				Feau sets the vis-com on her desk and I’m left with the still-image of Command’s red-glow ceiling. Memories return, unbidden. The collision - then I’m on the floor. My nose is bleeding and I repeat, ‘Where is the captain? Where is he?’ Feau is screaming, ‘No, no, no!’ I crawl to my station and pull up a schematic of the ship. Nearly the entire stern of the Scout63 is gone. Just gone. Information scrolls by and I see the words bulkhead, firewall, and fatality.

				I turn off my vis-com, slide it into my back pocket, and look down at my boots. ‘Our captain.’ I swallow hard, hesitant to admit to God that Moro’s death was my fault. ‘He was in his quarters. I didn’t hear the proximity warning. I. . . missed it somehow.’ Even now, I can’t admit what I’d done. ‘But I had checked the path ahead, I swear it was clear.’

				‘Your ship was damaged?’

				‘Yes. We came here to scavenge parts. Feau did. I came to meet you.’

				‘Oh. And you’ll be able to return home?’

				‘Yes. The journey will be long. Our food stores are minimal, but adequate, as well as propulsion. We lost our skip drive, but we can still travel.’

				‘How long?’

				‘Fourteen years. Unless something here can boost our remaining engine.’

				‘You would join with the tree and ask Feau to travel for fourteen years alone?’

				I hadn’t considered that. Feau had. So that’s why she tried so hard to save me. I wouldn’t want to be alone for that long either. ‘But you’ve changed me. I breathe your air. I can never go home.’

				‘By channelling the power of the tree, I can easily return you to your original state.’

				‘No.’ I shake my head, but I know He can’t see.

				‘I can also repair your ship. Not restore or rebuild, but repair. Your journey home will be smooth.’

				‘But I belong here, with you.’

				‘No. You shall not rest eternally beside a murderer.’

				‘A what?’ I step back as if physically struck. My foot snags on something and I nearly fall again. The tree’s music fades and it shudders violently. A wail pierces my ears and I buckle to my knees and clutch my skull.

				‘What’s happening?’ I hear Feau above the chaos.

				I turn and see where I’d stepped directly inside a body outline. Have I killed again?

				Slowly, the lines bend and revert to their original shape. The deafening noise retreats, but the music does not return.

				‘Please don’t do that again,’ says God.

				I nod and turn to Feau. She’s mesmerised by the tree. ‘Feau?’ A cold wave of fear passes through me.

				‘I hear it,’ she says, easing into the room. Before her are several bodies. She doesn’t see them.

				‘Stop!’ I yell, and bound toward to her, hopping over roots and bodies. I place my hands on her shoulders to physically restrain her. She seems lost, like I was when I first entered a short while ago. But the music has stopped and my thoughts are clear, like a thick morning fog that has dissipated, and now I can see.

				She takes my hands in hers and gazes into my eyes. ‘You were right. All this time, all these years. You were right.’

				‘About?’ I’m dubious of her sudden shift. The tree is beautiful, and the music enchanting, but to go from atheist to believer in an instant seems impossible. But isn’t this what I tried to prove to her? Isn’t this what I wanted?

				‘Everything. I feel the presence of God in this room. I’m humbled.’ She tilts her head back and spreads her arms wide.

				As excited as I’ve been to have discovered God, here, in this ship in space, I can’t imagine how Feau feels to have found God. Maybe someone could become a believer instantaneously. Who am I to question?

				‘I’m not God.’

				‘No,’ Feau lowers her head and arms. ‘You are Marcus Rowe,’ she states in her usual, matter-of-fact tone. ‘I’m referring to the Tree. The Tree of Life.’ Feau places her hands on my cheeks as if in thanks and she sniffles. Her face is wet with tears and she’s smiling and I’m glad she hears the music of the tree, but why don’t I?

				‘What’s happening?’

				‘The tree is seducing Feau,’ says Marcus and I realise I’ve miscalculated. Of course Marcus isn’t God. The Tree is God.

			

			
				And God has shunned me.

				‘How do I stop this?’ I ask, referring to Feau’s trance.

				She backs away, joy etched on her features, eyes locked on mine.

				‘Ger her out of here. The tree’s draw is strongest on those with no previous faith. Return to your ship and go. But I beg you, free me first.’

				I look for Marcus, but he’s beyond a knot of gnarled roots and I can’t see him. If I go to him, I’ll have to leave Feau alone, and she seems lost. I owe this Marcus Rowe nothing. My loyalty is to my shipmate. My species-mate. Marcus will have to call someone else someday.

				‘Feau, let’s go.’ I turn and a blinding, white light flashes. I shield my eyes, but as quickly as it appeared, it’s gone. I see the hall beyond the room, square, dark, and safe. Feau has vanished.

				The music begins again. The tune has changed slightly, as if a new voice has been added to the chorus.

				‘She’s here,’ says Marcus.

				‘Feau? No!’ I shout in disbelief and find her, arm extended, touching a white root. Her skin crystallises before my eyes. I hear it harden, like the sound of slowly shattering glass. Her strong body appears tension free. Her eyes are closed and her lips are upturned in what might be the first smile of her regimented life of expectation. Selfishly, she’s left me. Alone.

				The tree shudders and motes drift down through the branches, sprinkling upon Feau’s body, covering her in a solid sheen.

				‘She would like me to relay a message,’ says Marcus. I shuffle to the back of the room and stand before him. I feel empty, betrayed. ‘Would you like to hear it?’

				‘Let me speak with her,’ I demand.

				‘She expresses her admiration for you.’

				‘No, that’s not Feau,’ I say, shaking my head. She would never-’

				‘And she forgives you, Templeton Bilt.’

				‘No,’ I say. My muscles tighten and my throat constricts. She used my full name. She does forgive me.

				‘And she wants you to forgive her for leaving. She’s happy here. She feels free.’

				‘I won’t.’

				‘Oh, she’s moved on. She has joined the others and become one with the tree.’

				The tree creaks and grows. Branches extend and the trunk thickens. The metal walls groan and swell. The chamber itself stretches outward, growing larger.

				Damn her. Damn her for leaving me alone. ‘And damn you,’ I say aloud, ‘for calling us here.’

				‘I’m afraid I’ve done more than that.’

				‘Explain.’

				The tree’s branches sway as if in an angry wind. The orbs clang against each other. They sound like the Hundred Bells at Saint Anthony’s back home, but they don’t break or fall. The tree clings to them as selfishly as the bodies at its base.

				‘I detected your ship long before you detected mine.’ Marcus raises his voice. ‘The debris that hit your ship was a physical, recorded message I sent to give you my coordinates.’

				My first thought, selfishly, is that I’m absolved of all blame. To confirm, I ask. ‘So you’re responsible for the damage to my ship? For the captain’s death? Is that what you meant by murderer?’

				The tree calms into silence.

				‘Did you somehow force me to sleep?’ And I’ve said it. In a moment of hot anger, I’ve admitted my guilt. I fell asleep at my station and in those scant minutes, everything changed.

				‘No, to all your questions.’

				I’m crushed. My hope was short-lived, but powerful. I don’t want to carry the burden of having killed Moro Pace, my captain. My friend. He’d personally selected me for this mission, and he paid for that error with his life.

				‘My message travelled at a slow enough speed to avoid had you been awake. But I do accept that in yearning for my own death, I inadvertently caused yet another.’

				I glance around and understanding takes shape. ‘This is your crew?’

				‘Yes.’

				‘What was your mission? Why build all this?’

			

			
				‘My homeworld needed more power than we could produce, so we travelled, built a stable, safe sun, and this ship, the Factory. The black hull channels the sun’s energy into the orbs you see above, which were to be sent to Agmor. A single orb can power a city. But now, with no one to harvest them, the tree grows unrestrained.’

				‘And you. . . murdered your crew? How?’

				‘One by one they came to rest, drawn by the tree’s lullaby. I sought a culprit among the crew and failed to recognise the truth of the tree’s sentience until I was the last person alive - and the tree finally called to me.’

				‘But you eventually succumbed.’ I’m surprised that knowing the truth, Marcus allowed himself to be drawn in.

				‘I needed to know, to understand. You see, I was like Feau, an atheist. I assumed I could outsmart the tree, after all, it was just a program.’

				‘But the tree held you fast.’ I understand now the look of dread solidified on Marcus’ face.

				‘Yes. My body died instantly, but I remain tethered to this life because I refuse to resign, to pass into the tree.’

				As an atheist, Marcus would have no conception of the afterlife. Would his soul transcend, or remain under the care of the tree, a self-aware computer program?

				I realise with sombre resignation that Feau was right all along. There’s no God here, nothing holy, just an advanced technological society.

				‘Are you afraid?’ I ask.

				‘Of course I’m afraid.’

				‘Of what?’

				‘Dying. Of being something other than me.’

				‘How long have you been here?’ I think of hell, and I wonder if that’s where Marcus resides.

				‘Unknown. Without a chronometer, I have no way of knowing if I’ve been here a year, or a thousand years.’

				‘How long do you think you’ve been here?’

				‘Eternity.’

				I nod in understanding. ‘You’re afraid to die, but you’re also afraid to continue.’

				‘Yes.’

				‘Then I shall end your dilemma, Marcus Rowe, and set you free. If you are certain release is what you wish.’

				‘What do you believe lies beyond this life?’ he asks, and his form shimmers.

				I glare at the tree that absorbed Marcus’s entire crew and made itself bigger and I wonder, how large could it become? At what point does it evolve from merely being alive, to divine? Is Godhood simply a perspective?

				‘I admit, my faith has been shaken. Is there a God, holy and omnipresent, or just advanced programs, code, and DNA that can become self-aware and declare itself alive?’

				‘But at some point in the past there must have been a divine spark. Consciousness began on your planet and on mine and right here, in this room. I don’t know when it happened, or how, but we are alive, Templeton. The three of us.’

				‘Indeed we are.’ I squat and stare into Marcus’s closed eyelids. ‘Three aliens, all children of God, found each other and came together for a brief time.’

				‘Then I shall pass in faith,’ Marcus whispers.

				‘And I will retain my own.’

				I reach my hands forward and pause. I draw a deep breath, hold it, then let it out. The vision returns. I witness, as if on replay, myself tearing Marcus from the tree. The alien hands - from his perspective - were mine.

				I hear his crystalline body break free. It collapses then crumbles into a fine powder. Then it stirs, rises into the air and swirls and dances in the room like a twister made of starlight. It spins around the tree, through the branches, then, as if spent, falls gently, twinkling to the floor.

				I remain still, covered by the ashes of an ancient being, and although I am responsible for his death, I feel as if I’ve done the right thing. He was in pain, and I set him free.

				After a time I stand, and despite the beautiful melody the tree continues to play, beckoning me to join with it, I leave behind the promise of eternal serenity. I shuffle down the hall and arrive at the doors to the lift and I’m surprised when they open. I’m lost in a haze of melancholy. My trip home will be difficult. Perhaps impossible. I wonder if I can travel for that long alone.

			

			
				Marcus Rowe did.

				I enter the well-lit hangar and I halt. The Scout63 has been drawn into the Factory, inseparable. I can’t tell where the onyx deck ends and my ship begins.

				Roots slice through the hull and grow into my ship. They entangle it and hold it fast. The bulkhead opens and I realise the tree is in control. It’s letting me in, but not letting me go. My food and uniforms are inside, but no quarters. No haven.

				A flash of light behind me causes me to turn. A passageway, darkened previously, has become illuminated. I glance at the shuttles. Of course. Crew quarters.

				Does the tree realise that I will never merge with it? Then why bother to keep me alive? Hope?

				Am I to be the tree’s companion? Independent, but also dependent. Shall we be the saviours of each other’s sanity?

				‘I’ll only live for so long, Tree,’ I say, wondering if it hears and understands. ‘My food will run out. I will age, and I will die. Free.’ I add, ‘Like Marcus Rowe.’

				The tree makes no visible or audible reply and I am left to ponder its intentions.

				I enter my ship and walk to Command. I hope one of the other scout ships finds a new home world for humanity. The crew of Moro Pace, Feau Carpe, and Templeton Bilt did not. We failed. We died, each of us, one by one. My turn will come, and when it does, it will be on my terms, and by my own will.

				Until then I shall explore my new home, search for some way to escape, and avoid the tree. I must, despite its persistent, desirous call.
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