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			Editorial — Journey into Dimension6

			Keith Stevenson

			At coeur de lion we love storytelling and we love supporting talented writers. The advent of electronic publishing supported by instantaneous distribution via the internet has made it even easier to share this love with like-minded souls. So this is our gift to you: three times a year we will bring you some of the best short stories you’ll read this year, and we’ll do it for free. 

			We hope you enjoy Dimension6 and, if you do, that you feel well-disposed towards us and in particular the writers that appear here. If you like a story you’ve read, go to the author’s website, read their blog, maybe even buy one of their books or a magazine their work appears in. And if you REALLY like the whole magazine, check out our online store; we have lots of great stories in print and ebook form for you to browse at www.coeurdelion.com.au.

			As well as being our inaugural issue, this edition of Dimension6 contains a pleasing serendipity (something we will grow used to as we inhabit the multiverse of all possible people, places and events). My first issue of Aurealis Magazine as editor kicked off with a great story called ‘Little Yellow Pill’ by bestselling author Richard Harland. So it’s auspicious that Richard launches our first issue of Dimension6 with ‘Ryder’. Richard’s tale of strange goings on in World War I country Australia is joined by a far-future yarn, ‘The Message’, from Charlotte Nash, and the issue is rounded out by a chilling vampire story, ‘The Preservation Society’, from well-known horror writer Jason Nahrung.

			So sit back and prepare to journey into Dimension6.

		

	
		
			Ryder — Richard Harland

			The late afternoon sun was behind him, so that he seemed to grow and dwindle from moment to moment, a distant silhouette in the golden rays. Sally squinted and shaded her eyes. What on earth was he doing on top of Channing’s Ridge? Like a perched eagle, scanning far and wide! But the land was dry scrub and flat boring plain, no matter how far you looked. Why climb all the way up there to see it?

			She felt a tiny thrill of excitement. Here was the most interesting thing to happen in the three weeks she’d been living in Gundabine. Where had he come from, this mystery man? The other young men from the town and farms had all volunteered and gone off to fight in the Great War against Kaiser Bill.

			She wished he would turn and catch sight of her. Even at this distance, she could see he was tall, well-built and rangy. What she couldn’t see, her imagination supplied. But he didn’t turn in her direction.

			She went on to the barn to finish her chores. When she looked out again, half an hour later, he was still up there, motionless. Only now she could see he was stripped to the waist, his torso gleaming in the glow of the sunset.

			•

			‘That’ll be Ryder,’ said her Aunt Madge. ‘You don’t want nothing to do with him.’

			‘Bad news, he is,’ agreed Uncle Frank. ‘Ain’t no-one looks to talk to Ryder, nor he don’t talk to no-one either.’

			Sally had asked her question over evening dinner. As usual, dinner was lamb chops, pumpkin, choko and potato. The only variation in the last three weeks had been the Sunday roast — a leg of lamb, naturally.

			‘Is Ryder a Christian name or a surname?’ she asked.

			‘Surname,’ said Uncle Frank. ‘Don’t reckon he’s enough of a Christian to need a Christian name.’

			‘Some call him Lightning,’ added Aunt Madge. ‘That’s only a nickname, though.’

			‘Why Lightning?’

			‘’Cos he’s dangerous,’ said Uncle Frank. ‘A destroyer.’

			‘What does he destroy?’

			Uncle Frank made a vague gesture. ‘People’s lives. Girls’ lives.’

			‘We seen them up there with him on the Ridge,’ Aunt Madge explained. ‘Everyone seen them. Girls half his age, dressed very strange. Most unsuitable. No better than they ought to be, I ’spect.’

			‘What happens to them?’

			‘No-one knows. No-one ever seen them ’cept with him. They’re not from round these parts.’

			‘He don’t take to marrying nor settling down, and that’s a fact,’ said Uncle Frank. ‘The restless type.’

			Aunt Madge nodded. ‘He used to go missing days on end. No-one knew where.’

			‘Not so much lately, though,’ said Uncle Frank.

			‘No, not lately,’ Aunt Madge agreed.

			Sally was intrigued. The disapproval of her uncle and aunt was more of an incentive than otherwise. They were such dull people — solid and decent and God-fearing, absolutely fixed in their own rut. They even talked like characters in a bush yarn. The thought of being stuck here for as long as the Great War lasted made Sally want to scream. All because her dad had gone off to the fighting, and her mum had fallen sick with the old weakness in her legs. So eldest daughter Jane had stayed to look after Mum, while Sally and the four young ones had been shipped off to various relatives. And now people were saying that the war could last for years! Heavens, she might be twenty by the time she got back to Sydney!

			Still, Ryder made a bright spot in the monotony. He hadn’t volunteered — which was one more thing that her uncle and aunt held against him, much as they bemoaned the dearth of farm labour. ‘Never did anything the same as anyone else,’ said Aunt Madge, with pursed lips.

			Sally was too smart to push for further information straightaway, but she wheedled it out of her aunt a couple of days later. Apparently, Ryder worked in the saddlery on the main street of Gundabine. She decided to pay him a visit.

			•

			The saddlery smelled of leather, oil and wood. Saddles, whips, straps, bridles and riding boots hung down from the beams of the ceiling. There was an overwhelmingly male atmosphere that Sally found both unnerving and exciting.

			Someone called out from the dim recesses at the back. ‘In a moment.’

			It had to be Ryder, though his voice sounded more educated than she’d expected. She passed the time by inspecting the harness decorations: medallions, brasses, braids and plumes. Finally he strode up behind her. ‘Well?’

			She didn’t respond at once. From the corner of her eye she took in an impression of narrow hips, large hands and a quality of loose-boned leanness.

			‘Haven’t seen you before,’ he said.

			When she turned to confront him face to face, her heart jumped with surprise. He had the most extraordinary eyes. Very pale and remote. . . like breathing thin mountain air. Dangerous or bleak or liberating, she couldn’t decide which.

			She looked away — and was aware that he looked away in the same moment. She fingered one of the harness decorations: a feathery blue plume set in a brass socket.

			‘How much is this?’ she asked.

			‘No, you don’t want that,’ he said.

			She was so startled, she almost said, What do I want, then? But that would be asking for a smart retort. She steadied and looked him in the face again.

			This time, she took in more of his features. He had a well-worn look, not so much old as experienced. There was something attractive about his dark hair, aquiline nose and high cheekbones. She even liked the shadow of stubble on his chin.

			‘How much?’ she repeated.

			‘Eighteen pence.’

			‘Too dear.’

			‘What do you want it for anyway?’

			Sally ignored his question, to which there was no answer. She didn’t have a horse of her own, and she hardly wished to decorate her uncle’s farm horses. She brushed the blue feathery stuff with her fingers. ‘If you made it a bit cheaper?’ she prompted.

			He shrugged. ‘The boss sets the prices. I just work here.’

			So he was only hired help in the shop. The way he drawled the word ‘work’ suggested that what he did for a living was the least important thing in the world.

			What are you doing cooped up here anyway? Sally thought. You should be out in the open, scanning the distances with those pale amazing eyes.

			‘Can’t you decide anything yourself?’ she asked provokingly.

			‘I could talk to the boss.’ He unhooked the plume from its peg, nearly touching her fingers as he did so. ‘I’ll work something out.’

			‘When?’

			‘He’ll be in later this afternoon. Why don’t you meet me tonight?’

			Sally put on a show of haughtiness. ‘I don’t know about that.’

			‘I do. I drink at the Royal Exchange. You could meet me out the back.’

			‘A hotel? I can’t be seen at a hotel.’

			‘Out the back is different. They have a garden where they serve food. It’s for women too.’

			A strange heady feeling had taken possession of Sally. She had to struggle to keep the grin from her face.

			‘Maybe I’ll be there, maybe not.’ She turned on her heel and walked out, conscious that his eyes were following her the whole way.

			•

			It was a clear still night, spread out wide by the moonlight. The moon had risen over Channing’s Ridge an hour ago, three-quarters full. Sally sat facing it with the noise of the hotel at her back. Ryder sat facing her, arms resting loosely on the rough wooden table. She had allowed him to buy her a second glass of sweet muscat.

			Several older couples had been drinking in the garden, but all had now departed. The tables stood deserted among the shadowy casuarinas. The moment when Sally might have headed back to the farm in time to escape censure had long since passed. She didn’t care. Let Aunt Madge and Uncle Frank scold as much as they liked.

			She didn’t care what they said about Ryder either. Yes, he was strange and dangerous — but instinct told her he wasn’t dangerous to her. Something about him sent a thrill along her nerves and made her feel daring and free. She thought of Harry Peet and Joe Brisset, her beaux back in Sydney, and remembered the excitement going out dancing with them. But it was never this kind of excitement. They were fun in a young kind of way, whereas Ryder. . . It wasn’t a matter of physical age but a distance he carried inside himself. He seemed to come close then move away, here or elsewhere, even as she talked to him.

			What had they been talking about? She could hardly remember. He’d talked about himself, yet revealed very little. He had a habit of laconic understatement that batted away questions about his past. But the more he described his boring country life, the more she felt sure there were huge secrets he was leaving out.

			She’d been far more forthcoming, probably revealing too much about herself. The fact was, she liked the way he watched her as she talked. Though his manner was lazy as a yawn, his eyes were very sharp, tracking her every tiniest gesture.

			A fragment of song kept running through her head, a recent popular favourite by Milton Berry:

			‘Oh no, he can’t disguise

			There’s a danger in his eyes!’

			The actual lyrics were ‘she can’t disguise’ and ‘danger in her eyes’, but once she’d swapped the words, she couldn’t think of it any other way.

			She toyed with her second glass of muscat, but she was in no hurry to drink it. With her other hand, she touched the pendant that hung around her neck — the pendant he’d given her as a present instead of the harness decoration. She wasn’t quite sure what metal it was, not ordinary silver, but much better than brass anyway. The raised pattern of intricate, interweaving whorls was unlike anything she’d ever seen before.

			‘I saw you up on Channing’s Ridge,’ she said suddenly. ‘With no shirt on.’

			She was surprised at her own boldness. All evening, she’d been coming out with things she ought to have held back.

			‘Saw me? When?’

			‘A few days ago. My aunt says you’ve been seen up there with other girls.’

			‘Other than who? Other than you?’

			He was trying to embarrass her, but she refused to be embarrassed. ‘How many girls?’

			‘You wouldn’t want to know.’ He shook his head with a half-grin.

			‘Where are they from? My aunt says, not from round here.’

			He laughed and took another swig of his beer. ‘You like to come right out and say things, don’t you? Where do you think they’re from?’

			‘I think you met them on your travels. You’ve done a lot of travelling to faraway places.’

			‘Is this a hunch?’

			‘If you like.’

			‘Wrong, then. I’ve never been as far as Sydney, even. I’m a Gundamine man, like my dad afore me.’

			Sally looked into his strange, far-ranging eyes, and frowned. ‘I don’t believe you.’

			He looked back at her in silence.

			‘I may be wrong, but I’m right too.’ She kept up the attack. ‘You have some secret.’

			Still the silence.

			‘Come on. What is it?’

			‘It’s not for telling.’

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘I could show you,’ he said slowly.

			Suddenly, out of nowhere, a warmth crept up through her body, glowing, dissolving. It wasn’t a decision but a recognition. She wanted his secret. . . she wanted him.

			‘You have to come up Channing’s Ridge with me,’ he said.

			‘What?’ She was in tune with the night, the moon, the scent of the casuarinas, with him. Only his words made no sense to her.

			‘Channing’s Ridge.’ He turned and pointed to the high humped silhouette, like an animal crouched against the moonlit sky. ‘Come with me now.’

			‘Climb to the top?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘Why?’

			‘Not for telling.’

			‘It’s too far,’ she protested. ‘It’ll take ages.’

			‘It’ll be worth it. Like nothing you ever experienced before.’

			It was utterly mad. She knew what her aunt and uncle would say he was after. But instinct told her it was more than that. And anyway. . .

			‘Or you can go back to your aunt and uncle,’ he said as if he’d read her mind. ‘They’re probably wondering what’s happened to you. We can call it a night right now. What do you reckon?’

			He spoke in a take-it-or-leave-it tone. She picked up her glass of sweet muscat and drank it off in a couple of gulps. No way was she going back to the farm.

			‘They call you Lightning, don’t they?’ she said.

			‘That’s my other name.’

			He lived up to his name in her vision right then. So sharp, so clean, so angular.

			‘Okay, Lightning,’ she said. ‘I’m game.’

			•

			Half an hour later, they were still climbing the Ridge. It was six hundred feet high, a lump of ancient grey rock thrusting up from the red plain. They threaded between eucalypts and native pines, scrambled over tilting surfaces of stone. Everything looked strange in the moonlight, which came down through the canopy of leaves in small shining flakes, turning the world into a stark contrast of black and white.

			And all so still, like a petrified forest. As they ascended higher, the air grew cooler and a breeze played on the leaves with a soft, swishing sound. But although they could hear it, the breeze never came close to them, never reached the ground. Unreal. . .

			Perhaps the sense of unreality was partly due to the two glasses of muscat. Sally wasn’t used to alcohol, and the strenuous climb seemed to have sent it to her head. Every perception was separate and disconnected. She had to make herself concentrate on where she was putting her feet.

			And him? Many times she’d asked him to go slower; and he’d remember for a while, then gradually pick up pace again. He was entirely focused on getting to the top of the Ridge. Watching him from behind, she noted his lithe muscularity, the taut power in his legs and buttocks. At the bottom of the slope, she would have been happy to catch him by the hand, to let him lean her back against a rock, to feel his arms around her. But those feelings had faded with the exertions of the climb. Why had she ever pushed him about his secret? The idea of climbing to the top of Channing’s Ridge no longer seemed mad and exciting, just mad and pointless.

			‘Not much further,’ he called back over his shoulder.

			‘About time,’ she gritted.

			In fact, it took another five minutes. Emerging from the canopy onto flatter ground, they came to an area of low scrubby bushes and clumps of rough grass. The moon bleached everything bone-white; the breeze blew all around with a dry tinkling sound. Sally imagined her own tinkling sound as the breeze stirred through the roots of her hair. She felt giddy and disoriented.

			She felt even giddier when she looked up. She had never seen the face of the moon so big and clear, looming so close. She could almost touch it! It seemed to be swimming through wisps of light cloud, and the ground she stood on seemed to be swimming along with it.

			She followed Ryder through a straggle of bushes to the highest point, which was pitted with small hollows. Perhaps it was worth the climb: the panorama was immense, spread out far and wide below. Channing’s Ridge was like some great ship ploughing across a vast and endless sea. She picked out the lights of Gundabine sprinkled in the dark and guessed at the houses and streets. That was surely the central intersection there. . . and there, the brighter lights of the hotel. . .

			‘Over here,’ Ryder called out. ‘Follow me.’

			She was surprised to see he had walked on beyond the highest point to a place of bare rock, where neither grass nor bushes grew.

			‘I can see better from here,’ she answered.

			‘No, here!’

			Ah, of course, his big secret. He seemed to imagine it was the only thing that mattered to anyone. Oh well, let’s get it over with, she thought.

			She went across to join him. Was this the same spot where she’d seen him with his shirt off, perhaps? If so, it must be visible from her uncle’s farm, and her uncle’s farm must be visible from here. And yes, there it was! That tiny twinkle of light was probably a lamp in the back room.

			She wondered what Aunt Madge and Uncle Frank were saying about her right now. Probably some variation of No better than she ought to be. Would they wait up for her? Would she get the cold and silent treatment, or abuse and shouting? She didn’t think Uncle Frank would try to hit her, but. . .

			‘Come and face me,’ said Ryder.

			The moonlight divided his features into sharp planes of whiteness and shadow. The contrast emphasised his high cheekbones, which were almost glittering. She couldn’t see his eyes because he was staring down at the ground.

			Following his gaze, she saw that the rock was scored with crisscross lines, as though the stone had been gouged and blackened. Lightning? The notion popped into her mind: perhaps a lightning strike could have this effect.

			‘What are the marks?’ she asked.

			‘Something my dad showed me when I was a kid. Something he found out when he was a kid. He said there was a transmitter here once.’

			‘A what?’

			‘Sends out a beam through the air. Like they use a transmitter for radio telephony now.’

			‘What’s that?’

			‘A telephone without wires.’

			‘Oh, right.’ Sally had heard about a new-fangled invention that had been used to send a message through the air from America to France. She was amazed that the news had reached anyone in Gundabine.

			‘This was a different sort of transmitter, though,’ he said. ‘And a different sort of people set it up.’

			‘What, like Chinese?’

			‘More different than that.’

			He reached out suddenly and took her by the hands. The touch made her jump, but there was nothing rough in the way he held her.

			‘Your hands are cold,’ he said.

			‘I’m cold all over,’ she answered with a shiver.

			Perhaps he would wrap her in his arms now? Perhaps the whole business of the secret was only an excuse? She wouldn’t have minded a warming hug. His nearness was exciting, the danger and maleness of him. . .

			‘Stand as I stand,’ he said.

			‘What?’

			‘Your feet.’

			He had planted his feet on either side of one particular line in the rock, a deeper blacker line that ran across the others. She shrugged and moved to stand in the same way.

			‘Ready?’

			She had no idea what was happening. ‘Is this—’

			‘Shut your eyes,’ he said.

			She shut her eyes. If he pressed himself against her, if he kissed her on the lips — she didn’t know how she’d react. She was very much aware of his hands, ready for the slightest pressure or sign of movement.

			She wasn’t at all prepared for the strange lurch under her feet. It was as though the ground had shifted a fraction on either side of the line, not forwards or backwards but somehow apart. And something else too, something inside her. It was like a lurch in her mind!

			Then it happened again. Indescribable!

			His hands held her steady. She bit back a cry and opened her eyes.

			‘You felt it, didn’t you?’ The grin on his face was downright wolfish.

			‘What?’ She pulled her hands free. ‘What was it?’

			‘Parallel realities. We moved between them, over and back.’

			She pulled a face. ‘You’re crazy.’

			‘You too, then. You just experienced it.’

			She looked down at the bare rock where her feet still straddled the deepest gouge-mark. The place where he said a transmitter had been. . .

			‘It was like the ground changed under my feet,’ she said at last.

			‘Only the ground?’

			‘No-o. It was me too. Like for a moment I wasn’t the same person.’

			‘Because your memories didn’t exist any more. You were in a reality where the things they were memories of never happened.’

			She stared into his pale cold eyes. She couldn’t have thought it herself but, when he said it, yes, that was exactly how it had felt. As though the past, her past, had been stripped right out of her.

			‘Try it again? I’ll show you the difference.’

			‘I’m scared.’

			‘No you’re not.’ He held out his hands. ‘Trust me.’

			She wasn’t sure about trusting him, but she took hold of his hands, adjusted her feet and closed her eyes.

			‘We have to find the boundary,’ he said. ‘Where the realities divide.’

			She felt him push on her hands, swaying her slightly, turning her a little to the left, a little to the right. Her head seemed to sway even more than her body. This is like trying to find a keyhole in the dark, she thought.

			When it happened, she still wasn’t ready. It was instantaneous, like a soundless click in her mind. Nothing changed, everything changed. With her eyes closed, she was aware that one darkness had replaced another.

			‘Don’t open your eyes, Sally,’ he said. ‘Where are we?’

			‘Up on Channing’s Ridge, of course.’

			‘And what’s been happening in the world? Tell me about the Great War.’

			‘The what?’

			‘The Great War. Kaiser Bill. Gallipoli. The Western Front.’

			The names summoned vague ghosts of association, but as soon she tried to latch onto them, they eluded her. They were like something she’d read in a book somewhere. A history book?

			‘I don’t know much about history,’ she excused herself.

			‘This isn’t history, this is what’s happening right now. Australian troops sent off overseas to fight the Turks and the Germans.’

			She shook her head, puzzled. She felt as if she should remember, yet her memory was empty. ‘Not that I ever heard,’ she said.

			‘Because it never happened in this reality!’ he crowed. ‘Come back now.’

			Again the swaying, again the sudden shift. This time she knew how it would feel. She was getting used to strange jolts and jerks in her mind.

			‘Now I’ll ask you again,’ he said. ‘The Great War? Gallipoli? The Western Front?’

			He had uttered the same words a moment ago, but they were different now. Of course she understood what they meant! All the young men had gone off to fight in the Great War. Her own father was soldiering in the trenches on the Western Front. And Gallipoli was where Harry Peet had been shot in the foot.

			She opened her eyes as Ryder released her hands. The world all around was still and calm, moonlight on Channing’s Ridge.

			‘What is this?’ she demanded.

			‘I told you. Parallel realities.’

			He reached out with both arms to encircle her waist. It was what she’d wanted not so long ago, yet now she knocked his hands away. ‘No. I want to understand.’

			He shrugged. ‘It happened forty years ago because of the transmitter. Like I said, a different sort of transmitter. The star-folk set it up.’

			It sounded like nonsense, but she’d experienced so many impossible things already tonight. Sally tended to rely on her instinct for honesty rather than any rational measure of truth, and instinct told her that Ryder was telling the truth. Even so—

			‘People from the stars?’

			‘From one particular star.’

			Sally raised her eyes. Away from the brightness of the moon, the sky was populated with a host of twinkling stars. ‘Which one?’

			‘Who knows? Other side of the universe.’

			‘And they came down here?’

			‘Yes.’

			‘What happened? Did they attack us? Did we drive them off?’

			‘No. They weren’t attacking us. They weren’t interested in us at all. They built a walled colony and stayed behind their walls. They only wanted to mine stuff out of the ground and transmit it back to their home star.’

			‘Transmit it? You mean, with their transmitter?’

			‘Yes, they could turn solid stuff into a beam and send it across the universe. A million times more advanced than radio telephony. They had to warp space and time to do it.’

			Sally shook her head, which felt ready to burst with so many wild ideas. Ryder grinned at her reaction.

			‘Yeah, sounds impossible here, but not in the other reality. When you cross over, everyone knows about it. My dad tried to research it, only he could never get to talk to the star-folk.’

			‘Because they stayed in their colony behind the walls.’

			‘Right. Anyway, their method for warping space and time did something fundamental to the universe. It split reality into two separate tracks. Maybe they didn’t expect it, maybe they didn’t care. My dad puzzled over it till the day he died.’

			‘When did they leave? After they caused the split?’

			‘They never did leave.’

			Sally could only goggle at him.

			‘They never did leave in that other reality. The one I just took you to. In this one, they never arrived.’

			She thought about it. Then she prodded her toe at the lines in the rock. ‘Except for these.’

			‘Except for these. Crossover point, right under their transmitter. The only clue. No-one in the other reality knows about this reality, and no-one in this one knows about that.’

			‘You do. I do.’

			‘You do as long as you remember. I’ve crossed over often enough, I can keep a memory of both sides.’

			‘So when we were in that other reality. . .’ Sally struggled to work it out. ‘If I’d opened my eyes, I’d have seen the transmitter?’

			‘Four great legs of it. Soaring above you.’

			‘And the star-folk colony?’

			‘That too.’

			‘I want to go there now.’ She stood straddling the deepest gouge-mark and held out her hands to him. ‘Please.’

			He smiled indifferently, not sharing her excitement. ‘We can do that, I suppose. Okay. Shut your eyes.’

			‘Why? Is that part of it?’

			‘Best way for crossing the boundary.’

			‘Yours are open.’

			‘Not in a moment, they won’t be.’

			She shut her eyes and felt his grip close over her hands, firm but not forceful.

			The shift happened fast this time. It was like going over a bump in the road, and she relaxed her muscles to absorb it without staggering. As soon as she was across, she opened her eyes.

			The light had changed! Dark shadows loomed overhead! For a moment she was completely disoriented.

			The moon was still the same three-quarters moon in exactly the same place in the sky — but now she saw it through an array of girders. A huge structure rose all around and towered above them. She goggled at four massive legs of strange silvery metal punched through with circular holes.

			What had he told her a moment ago? Staring into his face and his pale, pale eyes, Sally gradually recovered the memory of his words. A transmitter. Mining. Beams across the universe. A walled colony. The star-folk.

			‘Have you got it?’ Ryder asked.

			She nodded. ‘Yes. The star-folk. I want to meet them.’

			‘Nobody gets to meet them. They stay behind their walls and never allow ordinary folk inside.’

			‘Don’t they come up here to their transmitter?’

			‘Ye-es. They don’t talk to anyone, though.’

			‘So long as I get to see them.’

			‘They don’t come very often.’

			‘I’ll wait.’

			‘No, you won’t.’

			He went to grab hold of her, but she snatched her wrists away. She heard him growl, ‘I want you here,’ but she had already turned and sped off.

			She was heading for the best view from the highest point of the Ridge. She held her breath as she darted under the arch between two legs of the transmitter, half expecting the uncanny structure to use some power against her — strike her with lightning, perhaps. But nothing happened. There wasn’t even a fence to enclose the transmitter, just pitted, stony ground all the way to the top.

			She reached the perfect lookout spot — and gasped. Down below was a sea of lights spreading mile after mile across the plain. It was like a gorgeous display of glittering jewels, all reds and greens and golds.

			A memory hovered at the back of her mind that might have been a photograph taken from the same spot, but of a different place, darker and drabber, with only a few poor lights.

			‘Gundabine,’ she muttered aloud.

			‘Yes, it’s still called Gundabine,’ said Ryder, who had come up right behind her. Sally hardly paid attention to the way he gripped her elbows, she was so overwhelmed by the dazzling view.

			‘What is Gundabine?’

			‘In this reality, it’s a city of half a million people. Grown a hundred times bigger because of the star-folk colony. Visitors travel here from all around New South Wales and Victoria, even overseas. There’s plenty of profit to be made selling souvenirs and things.’

			She could feel his chin brushing her hair, she could smell his male smell of tobacco and leather.

			‘Where’s the star-folk colony?’ she demanded. ‘I want to see where they live.’

			‘Other way,’ he replied. He rotated her by the elbows and propelled her a few paces forward to look out in the opposite direction.

			The lights of the city spread out just the same in reds and greens and golds, except for a different area closer in that glowed with a single overall colour of eerie, shimmering blue. The shimmer obscured all solid shapes, though Sally seemed to glimpse domes like upturned glassy bowls. More clearly visible were the high walls that enclosed the area in a many-sided polyhedron and, outside the walls, reflective surfaces of water like a string of surrounding lakes.

			‘The star-folk generated the water for their own colony,’ Ryder explained. ‘Made it, mined it, nobody knows how. But they don’t object to other folk using it. The city could never survive otherwise. See over there.’

			She followed the line of his pointing arm — to rectangles of dark green scattered in and around Gundabine. The rectangles had an almost glossy sheen in the city’s lights.

			‘Orange groves and fruit farms,’ he went on. ‘Gundabine is famous for its semi-tropical produce. And its parks and gardens.’

			‘I can smell it in the air,’ she said, inhaling. ‘Like spice and perfume.’

			‘Right.’

			‘You must have been down there a lot. That’s how you know so much about it.’

			‘Not a lot. Hardly at all since my dad died. I never stay long.’

			‘Why not?’

			‘Doesn’t interest me.’

			‘Doesn’t interest you?’ Sally could hardly believe her ears. She was about to say something sarcastic when a new thought hit her. ‘My pendant.’ Reaching into the front of her blouse, she drew out the piece of jewellery he’d given her. She turned it this way and that, examining the pattern of intricate, interweaving whorls. It wasn’t just unusual, it was completely alien. ‘Did the star-folk make this?’

			‘No, but it’s copied from a typical star-folk design. I told you, the people of Gundamine make souvenirs and things. The whole world is mad for Gundabine styles.’

			‘Star-folk styles, you mean.’

			‘If you like. People wait for the star-folk to go past and copy the patterns on their clothes and headgear. There are patterns on their vehicles too, and the gates and walls of their colony.’

			‘Is that all?’

			‘All what?’

			‘All that people have to work from.’

			‘It’s not only copying. More often inspiration. Australia’s most talented artists and craftsmen have come to Gundabine, and overseas artists too. They see star-folk designs, then branch out and develop their own versions.’

			‘It sounds amazing.’

			She could feel his shrug as he held her from behind. ‘I suppose. My dad used to say the star-folk have opened people’s minds up to new possibilities. They don’t need to do anything, they don’t need to help us — they just need to be what they are.’

			‘I want to go down there. I want to experience it. Can we? Please?’

			Ryder shook his head. ‘It’s not my thing.’

			‘But it’s so exciting.’

			‘If you’re the artistic type, perhaps. Not me.’

			Sally could have screamed with frustration. She so much wanted him to come with her. ‘What is your thing?’

			‘I’m going to show you. Right now.’

			She gasped as he pulled her suddenly backwards and twisted her round to face the transmitter again. Off-balance, she found herself forced to walk beside him. He had one hand clamped on her wrist, the other arm encircling her waist.

			‘No,’ she objected. ‘Where are you taking me?’

			The answer was soon obvious; they passed in between the legs of the transmitter, heading towards the crisscross lines again.

			‘I don’t want to go back to the old boring world,’ she insisted. ‘I like this world.’

			‘We’re not going back. Something else.’

			Sally didn’t understand; and while she was trying to work it out, he dragged her back to stand over the crisscross lines. His knee pressed between her legs forced her to plant her feet on either side of the deepest gouge-mark.

			‘Close your eyes,’ he ordered.

			He had his own eyes closed, and almost out of habit she followed suit.

			‘You’ll never experience anything like it again,’ he told her. ‘Riding the boundary.’

			For a moment, there was only the sound of his heavy breathing and the rough urgency of his grip on her wrists. Then the ground lurched under her feet, her mind switched with a jerk from one reality to the other. Her heart sank as the memories of Aunt Madge and Uncle Frank came flooding back into the forefront of her mind.

			But only for a second. There was another jerk, and they were back in the star-folk world.

			‘What is this?’ she cried.

			Jerk followed jerk, jolt followed jolt, back and forth, until she was no longer sure which reality she was in.

			‘Just feel it!’ he roared. ‘We’re on the edge! Between worlds! Neither in nor out! We’re riding above it all!’

			Everything was becoming insubstantial, sound and sensation rushing past as if blown away by the wind. It might have been exhilarating — but not so exhilarating that Sally lost sight of a deeper desire.

			‘I want the star-folk world,’ she protested. ‘I want to go down there.’

			‘Forget it! Live in the moment! Nothing else exists! No past, no future! There’s only this! Here and now!’

			But I want a future, Sally thought stubbornly.

			He whooped, a shriek of triumph that seemed to echo between realities and made her head ring. She became aware that he was no longer holding her wrists but fumbling, tearing at her blouse.

			‘What are you doing? No!’

			‘Strip!’ His voice was so weird and intense it was frightening. ‘Off with your clothes!’

			Then his hands went away, and she pulled her blouse tighter round her shoulders. Even without the jolting, she seemed to be travelling at tremendous speed — flying without moving.

			‘Ryder by name and rider by nature!’ he shrieked, and took a grip on her again, pulling her hard against his chest. There was another jolt just in the instant that she realised his chest was naked. He had stripped off his shirt — did he even recognise that she hadn’t done the same?

			It had started up again, back and forth, jolt after jolt. She struggled to push away from him, but he hardly seemed to register her resistance. There was no doubt what he wanted, and she didn’t intend to let him have it. It was the boundary riding that truly excited him; she fitted in as only a small part of the pleasure. She or any other girl! Not likely!

			She opened her eyes, and everything spun round in a blur. But one thought came very clear in her mind. Those other girls he’d been seen with, the strangely dressed ones — of course, they came from the star-folk world! Visitors to Gundabine, for sure. . . and he’d offered to show them his secret, he’d lured them up to this very spot. What a nerve! She wouldn’t be used like that!

			She staggered. With her eyes wide open, she felt horribly seasick. The legs of the transmitter came and went, the shadows overhead switched on and off, her mind jerked back and forth as though someone was shaking her like a puppet. She still tried to push him away, but her arms and legs were too rubbery. If he hadn’t been gripping her, she would have fallen to the ground.

			Ryder was still whooping like the master of the universe when her stomach heaved, her mouth opened, and she vomited all over his naked chest.

			That broke the spell. He came out of his self-absorbed thrill, blinking and trying to take in what had happened. Then he threw her violently away from him.

			The momentum from the push carried her five tottering paces out beyond the area of the crisscross lines. Then she collapsed and fell in a heap. Face down, smelling earth, seeing darkness, feeling cold stone against her cheeks. . . she waited for the seasickness to pass. At least Ryder hadn’t come after her this time. Little by little, the world steadied itself.

			At length she rolled over onto her side. He still stood in the same place, straddling the gouge-mark, in a cocky, swaggering sort of stance. He wasn’t actually whooping, but his eyes were closed and the bulge in his pants was undiminished.

			She was free. . . but not in the world with the transmitter and the star-folk. She had come back to the world of Aunt Madge and Uncle Frank.

			•

			Twenty minutes later, she was still descending the side of Channing’s Ridge. She couldn’t find the track by which they’d come up, and, making her own track, she kept running into impassable falls of rock or dense bushes and trees. Several times she accelerated downhill out of control and managed to quench her speed only by catching onto a trunk just in time.

			At one point she came to a spot where the branches cleared and gave her a view all the way back to the top. Was Ryder still there shirtless under the moon? She could see a bit of shadow that might have been the silhouette of his head and shoulder, but she couldn’t be sure. He was standing absolutely motionless if it was.

			She scowled and gritted her teeth. Many things were becoming vague in her memory, but not the way he’d tried to force her and use her. What a loser! What a waste of space! Dawdling his life away in a dead-end job in a dead-end town! No drive, no goal, no urge to make something of himself! Whereas he might have been so much more. . . they both might. They might have started a new life together. But she could no longer quite remember the way of it.

			All she had was a sense of a better, brighter, richer world, a world of tremendous possibilities. But what or why or how. . . no, the vision was gone. It was beyond her understanding, and now it had slipped out of her memory too. It was like a half-glimpsed picture on a page of a book through which she’d been flicking. An obscure feeling of inconsolable loss made her want to weep.

			What she did remember was that Ryder was the one who’d ruined it for her. Such a little man he was! Thinking himself so high and mighty, when he couldn’t even rise to anything more than his own momentary male thrill of satisfaction! He’d deprived them both of something so vast and wonderful. . .

			Still staring towards the top of the Ridge, for one split second she seemed to see some soaring silvery structure against the sky. Then she blinked, and it was no more than a whim of her imagination. There was only the bit of shadow that might have been Ryder’s head and shoulder.

			She turned away and continued on down the slope. His other name was Lightning, she remembered. Huh! More of a fizzle he was! A damp little spark!
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			The Message — Charlotte Nash

			He had once been more than just brother.

			Siah had been son, cousin. Even father. Then had ruined each and all, kinships become ghosts, echoes of other selves. But brother. . . he’d counted on that to his end. Now he wondered if it counted at all.

			His remaining sister held the precious paper for him to take, its edges already wrinkled, its tip shaking in her grasp. Even on his knees to remind him of her station, acid defiance rose in his gut. He hesitated to slight her. Seer or no, this message was a mistake, one she made for them all. An alliance that would see their enemies let in the front gate.

			But she stared him down, that knowing look. She knew his will to disobey her.

			‘Go, brother.’

			Her command was law. Even when it sent him into the wastes at night, where he could become Drel-hunted, or fall in a sewer crevasse, or be killed by the enemy watch. So he left her in a puddle of murmuring voices and made a show of leaving, dutiful brother, messenger into the dangerous night.

			As he paced down the feet-tracked hall, his vision fuzzied as it did whenever he left her. The carpet, worn to its under-threads, smudged whole again. Walls, peeling and bloomed with mildew, blurred uniform grey. Multiverse-many, he saw them all, probabilistic uncertainties, while he walked through the one that collapsed into reality. Quantum vision, a cursed thing.

			He knew he could betray himself at any moment when his gaze flickered just so, his propensity for fuck-ups, for quantum switches that ended lives around him. So he let his eyelids droop. Let the others think that was his natural face. Better than them knowing the unnatural truth.

			The other hunters huddled in the battery room, by the stacked acid barrels with their tangled wire coat. A scavenged bulb shed a turbulent glow across a table of grubby field maps, scratched with revisions and prohibited zones. Siah kept his gaze down, squint in place as they gathered round, relief oozing from their bodies like cowardly stink. He hated them for it, hated them for accepting what his sister had ordered. Hated them for the limits of their courage. For none would go with him, none would even offer. They were hunters, not brothers.

			All talking their separate thoughts.

			‘Thank gods it’s over,’ said the oldest one.

			‘Will you take the ninety-six?’ said another.

			‘Watch saw deer in the hollow, might be Drels there too.’

			‘None of the motors are running.’ This one was an apology.

			Siah let them talk while they proffered arms. If he allowed himself, he could listen to all the things they didn’t say, all the probabilistic utterances that never became reality. The short track to madness; one he’d learned to turn down. If only the other parts of his quantum-damaged mind could be so easily suppressed.

			He strapped a knife at his thigh, and another blade in the hollow of his back; stuffed a revolver in his belt. Two rounds; better than nothing.

			Then he stretched down — somewhat to test his strapping, but mostly to hide his eyes. The men were looking at him now, waiting for him to say something. To mark the moment. But Siah’s eyes ached controlling the flicker; it was strong, an unleashed animal after being tempered by his sister so long.

			More reason to get gone.

			He feigned a pensive look, out the window. Formed a plan, but kept it loose and changeable. Down the ninety-six to the message circle, or maybe through the side tracks. If no-one’s there, through to the mall ground. Or not. Across the wastes to their Hold. Or maybe that will never be. And all he said to them was, ‘Don’t expect me till morning.’

			The Hold inhabitants watched, anxious in the upper windows, as he strode out the heavy doors, double-thick and barred, and through the palisade of stakes and sharpened steel. But they closed the doors behind him, and then he was alone.

			•

			Down the hill and over the wall, he crept inside the ruin-infested forest. The moon waned, half-destroyed, like the city that had stood here before the Event: a violation that had smudged out nearly all existence. The lunar glow made skeletons of the new trunks and rimmed craters in the failing rooftops. But all of this blurred, savage beauty softened. Siah hated that he saw this uncertainty, the true nature of the universe; the world doubted its own future. Siah certainly doubted his. No one else within the Hold saw these things. With his sister’s cancelling presence, he could pretend normalcy. Without her. . . he was vulnerable. And now he was alone.

			So why had she sent him?

			He fingered the message, a lump in his belt leather, wondering if the whole point was to put him in harm’s way. He was a liability, she risked herself protecting him; but had it come to that? Siah growled, frustrated. His brand of quantum alteration was not hers: he was blind. She was a Seer; ergo, she saw. She was useful. He was a filthy Q-liner, a thing both label and consequence; spoken of only when the fires burned low and the Hold’s men were drunk and brave. Impulsive quantum universe fuckers. Bad luck bringers. Kill on sight. And no-one knew but her.

			Her voice returned to him in a whisper. Go, brother. . .

			Siah slunk from the forest to the old ninety-six, a grassy corridor littered with rusted car husks. He wove between cover, trying not to think of his destination: the message circle, a bare asphalt ring under a dead, thrusting trunk that had enveloped a buckled highway sign in its growth. Rumour said that the circle was where a Q-liner had lost it; that they’d unwritten the fabric of the universe there and reassembled it. Cursed ground. That was why nothing would grow. Siah didn’t believe it; if a Q-liner had really done it, the patch would have been the size of the city.

			He stopped short of the circle, his fist working the message until the flimsy folds softened. He hadn’t expected anyone to be here, and they weren’t. Not after the last time. Then, the enemy had organised an exchange. They’d sent a junior hunter, one who didn’t get it. That you didn’t plan in this world. Concrete intent got you killed or taken. Drels lurked in the forest wastes, they saw probable opportunity. Siah played with the paper, unfolding and refolding it, one-handed. He relived that day. Ten crisp seconds of certainty chute, when his vision had cleared because the outcome was sure. That simple news relay became ambush. Drels had killed four and taken three in breathless speed. At the time, Siah had been sure he had not done anything to promote it. He hadn’t lost time; hadn’t made a quantum switch. No reversis, no ripples. Nothing to indicate he’d slipped. But afterwards, doubt had come. He’d stuck closer to his sister, where the multiverse couldn’t tempt him, where the hunters couldn’t reach him—

			He amputated the thought. He was sure. The enemy had faulted; perhaps it had been deliberate, and those who had done it were dead or worse.

			Siah melted from the circle, loathing burning like spirits. He turned his path in a great arc, weaving along the old road, choosing his path from one second to the next. He wanted to damage the enemy, not deliver his sister’s acquiescence. He fingered the blade at his thigh, then the revolver with its two pitiful rounds. It wasn’t enough to damage them, even if he had been feeling suicidal.

			But the wanting to hurt them would not vanish. He rubbed his face as he meandered, thinking of their Hold, deep in the wastes, even as he sought value in the debris. Not much could be found on the numbered routes anymore: brittle grass had consumed the pavement and the car bodies were useless rust and sun-fractured plastic. Once, they had found books or preserved electronics in the wrecks. But those days were gone.

			A break appeared ahead: an old fuel station, its roof fallen in over the pumps. Siah knew the petroleum had long been salvaged from the ground, but he changed path anyway, pulling out his knife. Maybe he would carve his name with the others on the flaking painted wall, or maybe he would loop around, cutting the long grass as he went.

			He was twenty feet from the wall when the first ripple tore through his senses. His vision crisped. Instinctively he dove behind a car husk, a metallic scent flooding his nose and tongue, his heart squeezing. He cursed as he waited. The ripple was a foreshock. Somewhere in time ahead, probabilities had shifted. Something unlikely would occur, and the shift, destroying alternative futures, propagated as a shock in space and time.

			Siah tried to breathe deep and slow, but his panic had legs under it. This was how it started. Always; a precursor. Foreshocks had come before every time he’d made a quantum switch. And every time, it had ended badly. His thoughts scrambled for his sister. Her face, her voice, her calm. He squeezed his knife hilt until his knuckles cracked, making himself be still. Be calm. And wait.

			Two more foreshocks rolled through, but each was less intense. Siah stayed as long as he dared in one place, and nothing more came. Perhaps the probability had diminished. Perhaps, he had beaten it.

			He rose and stepped out.

			His foot had not touched ground when causality upended. Instantly Siah left the ninety-six. His feet met earth below an old city tower, rising raggedly skywards from its shed concrete skin. Acid burned his throat. Oh no. . . Reality reversed; he was back beside the car husk, striking off towards the city, beginning the journey after it had ended. Reversi. Siah’s mind whirled with a helpless, unvoiceable scream. The tower appeared again, then he was somewhere between: an old mall, and this time walking backwards. Siah collapsed internally; the nausea crested while the anomaly bent his senses. But his body was not in control. Back and forth, the reversi dragged him, accelerating between states like a spun coin at momentum’s end. The sky ripped. Then Siah saw the towers as they had been before the Event: smooth columns lit from within. These were ghosts of past futures. Impossibilities for this world.

			Then, abruptly, it ended. The reversi dumped Siah by the mall ruins, their familiar, vine-clad walls blocking out a chunk of night sky. He tripped backwards on a broken pavement and fell on his side, barely missing a great sinkhole, his insides a mess of sensory overload, guilt and fear. He rocked, his watering eyes finding the blurry moon. It had barely moved, though the journey to the mall on foot was at least an hour. Reversi.

			Fuck.

			In a great heave, he emptied his stomach over the sinkhole’s edge, the splash far below. He rolled on his back, holding out his hand to check the shakes. Oh gods, had he unwritten? Memories surged forward. He’d surfaced like this once and found the room on fire. It had been the cold dead heart of winter; they’d lived in a salvaged house, with rotten boards like sponges and icy damp inside everything. He’d been dreaming, shivering, wishing it warm. There’d been a pain in his head; he’d woken in the fire, his body convulsing in odd staccato rhythm. His sister had pulled him outside, but their parents had been a floor above. Siah had stood with her, shaking, as the improbable fire melted ice to feed itself, burned sodden boards like no fire should. And finally, he’d seen the fire rings, expanding to the horizon like pond ripples. And the fire was burning snow.

			Siah gripped his wrist. His hand kept shaking, but no patterns emerged. Just the regular terrified shakes. It wasn’t him, not this time. Reversis happened, especially near the old city; everyone knew that. Some of the kids thought it was fun. It scared Siah shitless.

			So, it took time to get level. Slowly, he creaked to sitting, his body aching as if he’d been fighting all day. His stomach was a hollow pit, the cold bit his cheeks, the world fuzzy and uncertain around him. The great bulk of the mall ruin was ringed with black sinkholes and crevasses, and bordered with a crumbling cinderblock wall. After a minute, this wreckage momentarily crisped into hard white lines, as if his sister had brushed him by. Aftershock.

			Siah blew out a great breath, and hauled himself together. It was over now. He unfolded the message in his lap, dosing on reality. Yes, it said, in quill-scratched ink, the Seer accepts. He tapped the paper against his chin, knowing what these four words didn’t say. Accepts a man twice her age, just to make the peace. She couldn’t really want that. Accepts another Hold, with all their mouths to feed, and just before winter. . . She couldn’t abide that. He knew her better.

			So what was she doing?

			Go, brother. Slowly, Siah pushed upright. He crept away from the sinkhole and towards the cinderblock wall. He heard skitter-tink and his vision tightened. Silence, then a soft thuck. Blurry again. A pebble into a sinkhole.

			Factors coalesced in Siah’s thoughts. This message, the reversi. . . they bothered him now. This world connected threads you didn’t want connected. He frowned and paced, the paper between his fingers.

			Go, brother.

			She’d had that look in her eye. The one that said she knew what she was doing. She knew he hated peace at this price, that she knew he might disobey. . . Yet, she had sent him.

			Siah refolded the note. Did she just expect him to walk into the enemy Hold and hand it over, like he was the defeated? Compromise them all before winter? To look the enemy leader right in the eye and—

			Siah stopped, a chill gathering between his ribs. Look the enemy right in the eye. She had made him a messenger. And a messenger could walk right in. He could come before the enemy leader, easily within strike range.

			She had given him a way in.

			Siah stuffed the note back in his leathers and scanned the dark wastes, grim but satisfied he had worked it out. Another skitter-thuck dyad echoed from the mall, chunks breaking loose from the roof. Siah counted the seconds between the impacts as he worked on the details. His blades and revolver would be no good; the enemy would disarm him at their gate.

			He needed a concealable weapon.

			He prowled the derelict mall ground, intent on a solution, even from this long-since-looted place. He checked behind rubble piles, thick with white bird shit, avoiding the dark corners where wild scents warned him of bear dens. But it was something simple that made him stop.

			One wall was soot-splashed from an old fire, and when the breeze lifted his hair, he smelled char, and he remembered. In the first Hold war, before he was of age, the hunters had tapped fuel from underground tanks and stirred it to jelly with white plastic foam. The Hold’s Old Man had shown them how. The stuff had made Siah dizzy, and he’d still been high when they’d loosed it on the enemy. The stuff had burned like unholy fire, scaring him with memories of that icy cabin he told no one about. When they were done, the forest wastes and the enemy had burned to a black pock in the trees.

			Siah fingered his water flask. He knew where to look for petroleum; the flask would carry enough charge for the enemy Hold.

			He skirted a crevasse, where the pavement had fallen into the underground parking lot, and headed for the mall building. This site had been scavenged over and over, but he could try to find entry into the lot. Sometimes, in the dark, dry corners you could get lucky: find a car with a plastic fuel tank. And if not, he counted a half-dozen other sites to try. He mapped them out in his head, tracing the shortest route, making a plan, confident he could have what he needed by morning.

			His back prickled. Siah stopped, a sick feeling replacing confidence. Even under the dappled moon glow, the ruined wall before him was clear, his vision crisp. He waited for the ripple to pass, but it didn’t. He knew his mistake. He’d gotten too far ahead, made a goddamn plan. . . that was always when they came. The breeze smelled sweet.

			Oh gods.

			Drel. Already here.

			His heart heaved as he looked for the monster.

			Pressure jacked inside his skull. Drel! it said, Run!

			His eyes tracked through the shadowed holes where cold air huddled, across the crumbling wall nooks and into the edge of the wastes beyond. He wheeled in all directions, waiting for movement to show him what he sought. . .

			He cursed himself. These were a hunter’s tricks: look for the prey in the places it will hide, wait for it to move. But a Drel would do no such things. A Drel saw what was most unlikely, that was its opportunity. So it would lurk where Siah would least look, and it would not betray itself. Probability monsters, exploiting his every weakness.

			He looked again.

			There it was. Right in the open, crouched atop the jagged line of the wall. Close, and above him.

			The moon made a wiry halo of its matted hair, and etched the ropy muscles of its torso. Its fingers clawed the wall edge. Watching, just watching.

			Siah had never been so close, and he knew his clear vision meant a certainty chute: in a probabilistic universe, being here with the Drel had escaped likelihood. It was set, no escape, at least while the chute persisted. This was how Drels caught ordinary men.

			But Siah was not ordinary. His long-suppressed drive to quantum switch, to unwrite reality, burned his nose. He swallowed convulsively, tasting metal like he’d drunk molten steel.

			But the Drel did not move. Siah met its gaze. Intent, purposeful. A once-was-man creature. A thing that stole people to make more of itself. That exploited the universe in a way men could not. Intelligent but mad. Utterly dangerous.

			And Siah knew it wanted him to see.

			Something fizzed deep in Siah’s head, as if his thoughts were the bursting scum on a boiling pot. As the Drel watched, a single idea gathered in the foam. A familiar idea, a desire. . . no, an invitation. Siah shifted his weight. The Drel mimicked him, and suddenly they were locked. The idea focussed.

			Brother.

			Siah frowned, pushing on the Drel’s thought. It pushed back.

			Brother.

			Siah recoiled. The chute broke. The Drel blurred into greys and silvers streaked across the smudged moon. Siah fumbled for his blade, the thought reverberating. Brother, brother, brother. Then the wall was empty, the broken moon alone above. The Drel had left him. But it wanted him. Knew him.

			Siah fell forward, slashing at the empty air, screaming his rage. No, he was not that! Brick mortar broke between his fingers and he collapsed in a dust-covered crouch. His heart lurched through his ribs. Brother, brother, he heard in his head. Persistent, whispering.

			Telling.

			Siah snatched his blade and pressed the point between his ribs. No. No. No, he hissed. The blade cut, and with pain, the panic eased. For all the evils he had done, he was not Drel-kin. Those multiverse fuckers, child-stealers, man-eaters!

			He. Was. Not. That.

			Frantic, he climbed the wall, scanning the wastes, shaking. The forest was a dappled grey sheet, punctured with deep, black holes. Behind, the wrecked mall glowed white between its shadows. No sign of the Drel.

			Siah tried to remember his sister’s face, but all he could see was Drel-matted hair in the moonlight. His gut curdled. How was he different to them, really? He’d caused the fire that had ended his mother and father. He tried not to think of his daughter, but her eyes had been so like his. Blood on his hands.

			His sister had protected him, but she couldn’t change what he was. Q-liner. Do-no-gooder. Sometime, he would slip and bad things would come again; not wanting it to happen wouldn’t be enough. And the Drels wanted him.

			Go, brother.

			The note was a lump in his belt. He dug out the paper, smoothed it out. The Seer accepts. She had made him a messenger. Had her knowing look.

			Siah swallowed. His earlier assumption had not gone far enough. Yes, she had given him a way in, but she also knew about him. He didn’t need a weapon. He could do what no one else could. He could walk into the enemy Hold and unwrite them all. It didn’t matter what probabilistic chaos he produced, as long as it destroyed them. . . and him too. No loose ends, and their own Hold would be safe.

			Two ripples coursed through his skull bone, as if his brain were being ripped from the dura. Siah took this as endorsement. He scrambled down, dazed. This was really happening. Would happen.

			So, it had come to this.

			He paused only a moment. He did not want life to end, but there were worse things. Once, from a distance, he’d seen a man the Drels had taken; one they hadn’t killed. He wasn’t a man anymore. He’d run, four-legged, fingernails black with old blood, slipping in and out of time. A quantum cheat, a true multiverse creature.

			Siah knew the Drel he’d seen would come for him. And when they took him, he wouldn’t be just like them, he’d be a Q-liner among them, untroubled by conscience.

			Well, fuck that shit.

			Siah moved, his hide shoes quiet on the rubble. He was marked. One fate or another would kill him. His sister knew this. His only choice was to go first. He could destroy the enemy and himself more surely than any fire, or he could let the Drels take choice from him.

			He ran, his breath ragged, crashing into the forest wastes, dodging the great new trunks and the houses they had eaten. Ripples cut through, strengthening, his sight focussed and released, and he struck himself on branches and corners. But even with blood and bruises, the world made way for him, and in some corner of his mind, it seemed beautiful now, in the way all fleeting things do.

			•

			Breathless and steaming, he came on the enemy Hold. It was an old school hall, boarded and barricaded, elevated from the shadowy wastes. Siah’s thoughts had frayed, his skin puckered with welts. His nose burned, the urge to quantum switch building. He put his arms over his head and half fell into the torchlight, the note crunched in his fist.

			Their watch called the warning. Two enemy hunters materialised, wide-eyed and angry, burning torches held high. Siah let them kick him down and strip his blades. They emptied his revolver, click-click, click-click. Burning pitch dripped, its acrid smoke coating his throat. Then he was hauled up and two blade tips dimpled his back.

			They asked him something; he missed it. They struck him.

			‘Purpose,’ they demanded again.

			Siah got his tongue moving. ‘Messenger,’ he growled, unfurling his fist to show the crumpled paper, now spotted with blood.

			They checked him once more, then shoved him towards the Hold. Candles flickered in the windows like fireflies. News of his arrival would be racing. Brother to sister, mother to son. Enemy to enemy. The burn increased.

			Sound assaulted him as they pushed him inside. He fooled himself that he would control what was coming: not yet, not yet. The world became a vaulted room, its air rich with torch smoke. The enemy were dark-eyed masses. Siah smelled the hunters: male stink of blood and sweat. They forced him down before a gathered half-circle. Sweat stung his scrapes, his breath shuddered. Dozens of enemy in the room. The burn to switch became a painful focus, now easier to give in to than suppress. He thought of fire that climbed walls, bricks that crumbled to dust. Waited only for the right moment to manifest.

			And before, the chute would come. Almost. . .

			Then Siah looked the enemy in the face.

			Two black eye-blurs in pale disc face. The burn held, teetering. Siah felt the strangest sensation: ripples washing through him, back and forth, in regular rhythm. Something like he experienced when he switched, but stable, not staccato.

			His vision cleared fully and his scalp crawled. A man stared back. A battle-scarred face with a broken nose and dark hair. He had a six-shooter at his hip, a wolf-pelt across his chest. This was their leader, Siah realised. The one his sister had accepted.

			Siah could not switch. He stared, shocked. The man’s eyes were creased in deliberate squint. His gaze shifted, but so suppressed no one normal would notice. This man was the source of the ripples, of Siah’s cleared vision.

			Another Q-liner. But a leader, a man in control.

			Siah froze solid. The edge of his anger dulled; he had never imagined this possible. Q-liners were killed and exiled; they couldn’t lead, couldn’t have success. And yet here. . .

			The leader concealed the shock that Siah saw plainly and briefly in his face, but did not pretend. In this moment, they were men to each other.

			Siah felt the message in his palm. He finally saw his sister’s face again, her knowing look. Go, brother.

			Slowly, he extended his hand. The paper stuck to his skin, message bound to messenger, four words that had brought him to a new world. This was what she had known. He took a single, shuddering breath. For all he had thought, he had not imagined this.

			The leader gripped Siah’s hand around the paper. Siah felt their calluses meet, a brief contact of alliance forged. Siah looked again and the message was gone.

			He slumped, the burn gone, his body spent. He tried not to think of how close this night had come to ending differently. He had expected to unwrite himself into scrambled nothingness. Instead, he was here, and it was done. That his flaw was both destruction and salvation — that was too much to process now. But for the first time, he did not feel alone.

			The note passed around the circle, tension eased, the mood warmed. The hunters’ faces were relief. Then cheers, a party began. The war was over.

			Siah and the leader were alone in the thick of it. Siah found himself kneeling, the night ending as it had begun. The leader pulled him up. A strong grip, a direct blue stare. They were the same height, carried the same weight.

			‘Your name,’ said the leader, offering his hand.

			Siah thought a long time, then took it.

			‘Brother,’ he said.

		

	
		
			Author Loci 

			Charlotte Nash on the lure of the subversive

			My first encounter with subversive thinking was that pink was uncool. A passé complaint now perhaps, but then, in the eighties, pink was an expected girl thing. And hence, I hated it. This set the tone for a long line of rebelling against the expected line for me (albeit often quietly). I was a sci-fi nerd in high school, which at the time qualified as the fringes of polite society. I was the one researching obscure (but interesting) topics for ancient history (comparative essay on Zoroaster and David Koresh, anyone?), and who applied to study engineering. I liked planes. I liked big engines. And I liked them more because I knew no other girl who did. I enjoyed being unconventional, and sometimes it’s not a great leap from non-convention to subversion. You just need the right motive.

			Of course, over time, this propensity sometimes (often) led into strange and paradoxical places. No, I wasn’t an activist or a hacker. I ended up the girl with the engineering (and medical) degrees, who worked on mine sites (and did floristry courses), who likes motorbikes and sailing and scuba diving (and long walks on the beach), who hates shopping and fashion (but enjoys sewing couture, preferably in silk). I’m fiercely independent and yet happily married — know my way around an angle grinder and a cake tin. I love romance and hard sci-fi in the same day. This all felt natural to me, but it did lead to issues, this not fitting into boxes (or sprawling across the top of them). I needed a job once and a panicked recruiter looked at my resume, then at me. ‘What are you?’ he asked (true story). I suppose a come-back could have worked there, but I didn’t have one. I hadn’t started writing then.

			Writing is the one place that none of me (or you) is a paradox. Stories are all the boxes, and the glue between the boxes. And the lids, and the packing crates that the boxes go on. We make sense of ourselves in story. And I seem to want to write with an unconventional-cum-subversive seam in my ink. Does a quantum-damaged man disobey his all-knowing sister? What happens to the clandestine salvage crew, and can they hide what they’ve found? Can a vampire hustle a serial killer? Can an imprisoned roc, the greatest hunter, escape his cage? Will a soldier allow love to surpass his duty? What happens when a master saboteur finds his equal, and she works for the system he hates?

			One of the most interesting things about these types of stories, I think, is the exploration of trust — of the self and others — and of courage. When we are outside the accepted system, the paradigm we trust must be within. How many of us possess the moral courage to do this? (Or do we simply drift back to the mean.) And if we do rely on ourselves, how do we recognise a like mind — that someone like us? (The recruiter’s question is echoing here.) How would we ever trust them. . . and where, then, does all that lead? These are the things I explore, that make sense to me in fiction.

			Now, before this gets too existential, I must point out that my stories also offer something from my teenage years, which I spent digesting eighties and nineties action films and high fantasy novels: space, marines (and sometimes space marines), evil clockwork rats, mythological creatures, strange planets, apocalypses (apocalypsi?) and cyberpunky futures. But wending its way through, is that thread of the unconventional turning subversive, more reality that you might imagine. And I like that.

			•

			Charlotte Nash is an Australian writer with degrees in engineering and medicine, an eclectic past in technical industry, and a pan-genre junkie habit. Her speculative fiction short stories range from near-future cyberpunk to contemporary fantasy, and are published in Australia and overseas. She is also the author of rural medical romance novels and teaches creative writing at The University of Queensland. Find more at charlottenash.net
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			The Preservation Society — Jason Nahrung

			I

			Jack entered last. The darkness closed in on him like a fist. The windowless room had a darkly timbered floor and walls painted so deeply burgundy they could have been black. Candles accentuated the gloom rather than illuminating it. The iron chandelier hung like a dead spider from the decorative rose in the centre of the ceiling; the pressed metal was the colour of bone.

			Anticipation sharpened his senses. He had come in through the only door, painted to blend in with the wall. Six chairs surrounded a long, thin table in the centre of the room. The stainless steel shone in the subdued light, a gutter forming a grim depression that led to a glass vial under the drain: not a drop was to be wasted.

			Jasmine, a floating pale face with blonde hair piled on top and a voluminous black dress rendered vague and shapeless in the gloom, sat opposite the door and gestured for them to sit. Her fingernails were thin and sharp, glowing at the tips. Her fingers appeared inordinately long where they poked from delicate lace gloves. She had a fragrance to her, a blend of night-blooming flowers and old bookshops.

			Leather creaked under him as Jack settled in a recliner. Each chair had a round side table with burgundy cloth and black napkin. The only other furniture was a drinks cart, holding nothing other than a collection of fine crystal goblets; they threw faint orange-red patterns against the wall, like the reflection of sunlight shimmering on water.

			Elise sat opposite him, her eyes shining with excitement as she smoothed her skirt. Her mother, raven-like, sat next to her; then the dandy in his long coat, the nob in his business suit. He had already forgotten the men’s names. He’d barely listened to the overly polite conversation at the welcome in the drawing room; had said little. Hadn’t even minded so much that Elise had given him the cold shoulder under the watchful glare of her mother. Tonight was all about this moment.

			Jasmine held up a dainty brass bell. All eyes fixed on that instrument. Jack jerked as she gave the bell a calculated shake and it rang high and clear. His heart thudded. His body flushed hot, as blood surged through his system. He’d been fasting, as instructed, even since he’d left Brissie days ago. God, he was thirsty. His mouth was as dry as drought; his teeth like the bones of dead sheep.

			A dark-skinned girl in a starched white nurse’s uniform — no cap — entered, leading a shambling woman in a thin, white gown. The transparent material barely hid the radiance of the woman’s tanned, finely muscled flesh. Nipples were dark suggestions under the fabric. Her hair, sun-bleached blonde, was cut short to reveal the throat. The overhead candles made dark shadows of her eyes; she had the distant stare of someone under mesmerism. She radiated heat and blood, smelled of saltwater.

			Should there be chanting, Jack wondered? The sacrifice had arrived, and he felt dirty, now that he could see her. . . but she was here by choice. He tried to find comfort in that. But did she know that she wouldn’t be leaving here, at least, not in the same way she arrived? If she’d been promised eternity, he was fairly certain no-one had told her the how. And if she’d been promised an end — there must be some desperation fuelling this act — then she was being cheated. She might not know it, but she would not end here. Someone would take her home with them, a collectable to be masturbated over. He should’ve been wearing a raincoat, carrying tissues.

			The woman stumbled and the nurse helped her, first removing the gown, then holding her hand as she sat on the side of the table. She swung her feet up and stretched out. Her flesh goose pimpled. The room felt warm and close to Jack, but he supposed the metal must be chill. There were straps for ankles and wrists, but the nurse didn’t secure them.

			The nurse wheeled the trolley over and opened a drawer. Objects glinted silver on a velvet mat.

			‘The subject,’ Jasmine told them, ‘is not drugged, but has been placed under a low-level suggestion to ease the taking. I assure you, there is nothing untoward in her bloodstream. To be certain, I will take the first sample.’

			Jasmine nodded, a curt starting signal. Jack saw the movement from the corner of his eye; he was focused on what the nurse was doing. He held back a moan of need as flesh was pierced — a shunt sparkled like some exotic piece of body jewellery in the woman’s chest. She barely reacted: a slight shudder of the feet, a subtle increase in her anxiety curling into the room. Fresh blood tainted the air as the nurse threw a stained cotton ball into a bin under the trolley.

			‘The glasses are on a heated tray to maximise taste,’ Jasmine told them.

			The nurse took a goblet and tapped the shunt. He heard the liquid hit the glass, smelt the gush. His parched mouth flowed with saliva that contained both a mild anaesthetic and a highly efficient anticoagulant. Neither would be needed tonight.

			The nurse shut the tap and — quickly, efficiently — took the glass to Jasmine, who held it as though it was the holy grail, waved it under her nose to enjoy the bouquet, then sipped, rolling it around in her mouth. It was quite a performance. The stench of desire filled the room. The gent seated next to Jack growled.

			‘Ladies and gentlemen,’ Jasmine said, her eyes slit in reverie, ‘the experience is superb. There is no fear to be tasted here. Perhaps the faintest pinch of melancholy, but nothing more. It flavours the experience; it does not pollute it.’

			She told the nurse to proceed and five goblets were half-filled, then delivered to each of them. Jack’s hands trembled as he lifted his glass, so warm in his palms, pink bubbles still dotting its ruby surface. The five of them were dogs, straining at the leash; he was past embarrassment.

			‘Ladies and gentlemen, I give you Angela,’ Jasmine announced. ‘Bon appétit and bon voyage.’

			He drank.

			•

			In the heat of the day, smelling of horse and sweat and chemicals, they muster the cattle into the yards and dip them for ticks and buffalo fly. The flies are a nuisance but the ticks are vile, buds of stolen blood spotting the herd’s necks and guts and legs; rubbery, the ticks burst like bloody berries if squeezed, but the heads, buried in flesh, can infect, and en masse they can make a beast do poorly.

			Afterwards, he tries living off cattle by moonlight, but unlike the tick, he finds no nourishment there. Only the two-legged herd can give him what he needs. He feels himself drifting away, like trying to live on air and water. He needs more, and out here with the roos and the gum trees and the beady-eyed crows, there is no more to be had.

			He’s never met anyone who can so much as stand the thought of ticks.

			•

			Angie wears a silver mermaid on a chain. It catches the sunlight as it dangles below her tanned chest, seeming to swim of its own accord as she dives under the waves. The pendant was a present from her daughter — Richard said Nerida had picked it out herself. She never takes it off.

			II

			Jasmine rang the bell, jarring them all back to awareness. Angela looked pale, her breath shallow. The bruiser opened the door. He was tall and wide and thick and looked at each of them as though he had metal detectors in his eyes, though he’d swept them all when they’d arrived. It had been a perfunctory act: you didn’t spend as much money and surrender a quart of blood simply to cause trouble. Besides, any ill intentions would be transparent at the first taste.

			‘Ladies and gentlemen, let us adjourn to the drawing room,’ Jasmine said, motioning them out. ‘It is time to bid.’

			They reluctantly pulled themselves from their chairs — Elise actually swooned. She looked radiant, lips ripe and red, eyes bloodshot, flesh rosy with blood and remembered sunshine. The thought of tasting her made him hard.

			Jack took a long time to walk past the woman on the table, feeling her life already slipping from his veins. The cool of seawater, the salt crusting on his skin, the delicious heat. . .

			He trailed after the others. The guard shut the door and took his station, leaving only the nurse in the chamber. Mundane worldly odours — eucalyptus, brine, petrochemicals — encroached from the outdoors. The cloying miasma of the human condition crowded Jack like ghosts: sweat and food, detergents, piss. Blood.

			Jasmine left them ‘to savour and anticipate’ and they spread around the drawing room, jealous even of sharing space. The nervous bonhomie of their brief pre-aperitif meeting had been left in the tap room.

			‘This is my third blood walk,’ Mrs Winterbourne announced, her voice slicing through the stillness. ‘I got to keep the last one.’ A hand touched her breast, her lips; her lashes flickered as though a movie was unreeling on the backs of her lids.

			‘Geez, Mother, rub it in, why don’t you?’

			Mrs Winterbourne flashed a sharp-toothed smile at her sparrow-faced daughter. Elise appeared old enough to be Mrs Winterbourne’s younger sister. Jack couldn’t be certain just how long ago Elise had been preserved — her blood hadn’t revealed that fact to him when they’d been swapping claret in her Brisbane loft, and it wasn’t polite to ask — but it’d been well before his time. No amount of hip threads or jargon could hide the age in their eyes. The tedium wore them all down eventually. Tonight proved just how far they were prepared to go to hold it at bay, and he was hardly in a position to judge: he was here, wasn’t he? But he’d had no idea. . .

			Mrs Winterbourne caressed Elise’s cheek with the back of her hand. ‘Don’t worry, sweetheart. You might be more fortunate this time.’

			Elise stared, furious, out the window, where there was nothing to see: the dark of hillside against the dark of sky, a glow suggesting the city of Cairns nestled out of sight between mountains and mudflats. The house was so still, so quiet, they could have been the only people left on the planet.

			Except that, no-one in this room had been a person in a very long time.

			Jack was the youngest here, of that he was certain. The country had been in the grip of the Depression when he’d opened the farmhouse door to the wrong swaggie. Jack had been lucky, according to some he’d met since. There were a lot more rules these days about who got preserved and who didn’t. A lot more regulation. Australia wasn’t as carefree as it used to be.

			Neither was he.

			•

			The watercourses are as cracked and dry as pine bark. The sky is gritty with dust. Dawn and sunset bleed over the parched country. Spirits wither, hearts shrink, the hot westerly picks up dreams and lives and blows them all to hell along with the topsoil. The molasses runs out and only the mustiest hay remains in the shed. The cattle are little more than hides stretched over skeletons. Sometimes a dying cow’s skull is particularly thick and it has to be shot twice. When the pyres have burnt cold, Jack and his father dig a hole and bury the bones. The bank sends letters.

			When the drought breaks, only a couple of years after his father’s death, and the paddocks are thick with green grass, they are too understocked to take advantage and the bank won’t extend their debt to buy more. They are — his day foreman tells him when they meet at the cracked Formica table in the kitchen one night — royally fucked, and Jack thinks the foreman is almost relieved not to have to deal with the daylight-shy boss any longer.

			Why is it, he wonders, that regret sticks like a burr, but joy floats away like a dandelion seed?

			•

			His name is Richard, never Dick — NEVER Dick — and he’s absolutely everything to Angie; him and Nerida. Absolutely everything.

			Richard. Such dark eyes and dark hair, tanned skin so warm, as though it contains all the sun it’s felt. The black curls so thick around his cock, the little tuft between his pecs. Curling her fingers through his hair. Holding his back, feeling the muscles moving, the solid weight of his thighs between hers.

			Campfire heat keeping the night chill at bay. Stars sparkle overhead. Wine in his mouth, salt on his skin, sand on their bodies. She clings and she clings and she never wants it to end.

			The dawn, when it inevitably comes, red fingers shimmering to gold and silver on the water, is the most beautiful she has ever seen. There will never be another one like it.

			III

			The dandy stood by a bookcase, leafing through one of the volumes. How long had it taken to perfect that stance? One leather-booted foot out just so, the hips and shoulders angled to make that frock coat fall just — God, everything was so. . . so so. He drew in a breath, making a nasally whine, and slammed the book shut. ‘I am still burning.’ He held out one hand, looking at the pink tinting his flesh. ‘How does Jasmine do it? It’s like nothing else I’ve felt.’

			Elise turned from the window, suddenly animated. ‘It’s amazing, isn’t it? It’s like — you know how when you feed, you get little bits and pieces of their lives, mouthful by mouthful; death stuff, mostly, or sex stuff? It’s like that, isn’t it? Like, 3D cinema compared to black-and-white telly. It’s as if Jasmine can distil their feelings — physical as well as emotional: the whole works — and squeeze it out like. . . like juice from an orange. It’s even better than you said, Mother.’

			‘And if you win the auction, you get to keep it,’ Mrs Winterbourne said. ‘Their lives always fade with time, but not when you take the last drop: the life drop.’

			The nob adjusted his almost not-there glasses as he stared at Elise. ‘Quite remarkable.’

			‘Quite remarkable,’ Mrs Winterbourne said, and scanned Jack again, her lip curling. Apparently she didn’t approve of his jeans, his scuffed leather jacket. Or maybe the still-healing bite marks he’d left on Elise during the tryst that had revealed this little blood klatch.

			It had taken every cent and every favour he had to be here. He’d had to pay a blood bond to Jasmine, a specimen squeezed into a bottle from a cut on the wrist. He didn’t care if she sifted it — he had no secrets.

			Elise sauntered around the room, her hips swinging to set the part in her skirt swaying, revealing black stocking and white thigh. She settled, dove-like, on the thickly stuffed arm of the antique armchair in which he sat. Though her arm was draped around his shoulders, he saw the glance she shot at the nob. Jack turned away — he’d known there was nothing for him there, but still, he’d hoped for longer. For more.

			Foolish him. Eternal life was the absence of hope; only cunning remained. Jack realised that now. Hope was for the humans like Angie, strapped down and bleeding out so the monsters like him could steal a taste of what they’d lost. Her trust had been misplaced. She was a trophy and he was vying with these four to be the repository. He tasted bile.

			‘It’s all about the blood,’ Elise said, stretching to show off her marked throat, and he remembered her moaning as he worked his way down to suck on the femoral, her blood squirting into his mouth like milk from a cow’s teat. ‘It contains everything we need. I mean, we call it blood memory, but that’s not really doing it justice, is it? Memory — you can’t trust memory. What happened, and what we remember happening, they’re two different things.’

			‘The blood knows,’ Mrs Winterbourne said, and there was a sharpness to her tone, like scissors snapping shut. ‘You can’t fool the blood.’

			Elise turned, all attention on her, hunger a palpable sensation in the room. She looked deeply into Jack’s eyes and asked, ‘Have you ever killed someone, Jack?’

			Under those combined gazes, he confessed, ‘Yes’.

			‘Well, I bet taking the life drop is like that, only better.’

			‘Much better,’ Mrs Winterbourne said, regarding him with eyes snake-hungry and unblinking.

			•

			A literal roll in the hay with Deborah Burt. Spiky stuff, and dusty, and the sun frying on the tin roof and making laser lines across the bales and in the dusty air, their skin and lips tasting of dirt and straw and sweat, and he shoots before he barely has it in her, and she says it’ll be better next time, but the swaggie’s at the door and the next time he sees Debbie Burt, well, it sure is better, but it isn’t sex. It all happens so fast, he spills more than he drinks, and although she remains, her life, so short, is barely there. She remembers their tumble in the hay, though, and seeing it from both sides is intriguing at first but ultimately unsatisfying: he doesn’t look good naked and he didn’t do much for her at all and she was covered in scratches from the hay for days with a rash across her arse and shoulder blades and she was kind of grateful it had ended quickly because she’d have hated to have had a kid with him.

			•

			Sun spears through water the colour of dust. Coral glimmers, striated with sunlight. Angie’s skin pimples, but the chill of the water fades as she splashes towards a massive outcrop of brain-patterned coral, its mushroom top a quilt of pinks and blues and greens; fingers stick up amid plates and bowls and swaying fronds. Darting fish sparkle. One big one, yellow and blue, takes a leisurely cruise around the edge. Two little red-and-white ones hunker down in the centre of one formation, charging at any fish that comes close.

			Her snorkel breath whooshes in and out past her ear. Her heart thumps. Legs kick, hands flapping leisurely from time to time for extra stabilisation as she floats with the current, eyeing the world below. She floats, sun warm on her back as she rises and falls with the waves.

			IV

			Jasmine rejoined them. She placed a small casket, like a ballot box, on the table, and next to it, five pens, five slips of paper, five envelopes.

			The Winterbournes were the last to take their bid forms and huddled together by the fireplace. The dandy took a stance by the window, looking like some kind of Romantic poet contemplating the love that was just out of sight. The nob sat in a chair, tapping his pen against his pursed lips as though the blank paper in his hand were a spreadsheet of profit and loss.

			Jack scribbled his bid, sealed the envelope and placed it in the box. The others all stared at him. Jasmine gave the faintest of nods.

			‘Is there somewhere I can stretch my legs?’ he asked. ‘While I wait?’

			‘Of course.’ She smiled ingratiatingly as she indicated the door. ‘It’s not unusual to want some solitude after the blood walk. I find the east garden is an ideal place for digestion. Someone will fetch you when it’s time.’

			•

			One day at noon, when all he can see is darkness till the end of time, he walks naked into the house paddock and embraces the sunshine. He’s well alight by the time he changes his mind. It takes his father the whole afternoon to contain the grassfire he’s caused. It takes him weeks to recover. The pain isn’t as bad as he expected, but the smell never leaves the house.

			•

			Angie pulls her cardigan tighter around her shoulders against the cold wind as they arrive back at the dock, sunset spreading like a wound across the clouds, all blood and bruises reflecting on the gunmetal sea. Sadness sweeps over her as she soaks up the view; she’s faintly annoyed when Richard hugs her, blocking her sight of it: those last precious drops of colour fading fast as the sun sinks behind the mountains and blinking aircraft fly in and out from the airport and the parrots race in squawking flocks down the esplanade and cars drive blithely by and joggers huff past in iPod isolation and there’s the smell of barbecue and the sound of laughter from a picnic table crowded with people in shorts and t-shirts and don’t they feel the cold?

			V

			Jack reached the corridor to the sacrifice room and slowed his nonchalant pace. The guard watched him, his crossed arms unfurling to hang at his sides. Jack faltered. ‘Um, east garden?’

			A massive paw pointed back the way Jack had come.

			The guard’s headset crackled; he kept an eye on Jack as he answered. Jack turned away and then — and then, Jack felt it, heard it — the guard walked away down the corridor, his back to Jack, as though Jack was already gone. Jack turned and, oh so quiet on the tips of his sneakers, ran to the door and slipped inside.

			The nurse looked up, eyes wide.

			They locked gazes.

			He asked her, ‘Please.’

			‘You can’t escape,’ the nurse said, battling his compulsion.

			‘What?’

			‘Jasmine knows. She has your blood. She knows you’re here.’

			‘Please,’ he said, and she succumbed, and left the room in a daze. ‘Five minutes till visiting time is over.’ She held up her hand, fingers spread wide. Her nails were so white. Shiny like moonlight. ‘Five minutes.’

			Angie had been covered with a blanket. Her eyelids jumped with dreams. There was gloss on her lips; someone wanted a beautiful corpse. Attention to detail — part of the reason Jasmine could charge so much. And all the knowledge she gleaned from her guests’ blood: priceless.

			Jack stroked Angie’s face, her hair, her throat. There would be one more feeding and then. . . nothing. Her life fading from their veins, except for that one lucky blood walker who could offer the most. How often could they do it, he wondered, before all those stolen lives melted their brains? How much memory and experience, joy and pain, could a single person carry with them before it was all too much? For some, one was enough. More than enough.

			Had Jasmine opened the bids yet? His hastily scrawled FUCK YOU wouldn’t curry any favour.

			For Winterbourne, that shrew, a collector, enough was never enough. Junkies all, heading for that eventual overdose.

			She wouldn’t have this one. Angie would not be banished to the dark of Mrs Winterbourne’s soul, nor that of her inconstant daughter. None of them would have her.

			He ignored the shunt, used his fangs to open her throat, and drank from the carotid. Angie sighed as her life flowed into him, a crimson sea white-capped with memories. Brimming, storm-tossed, he wrenched himself from her ebbing vein and fell like flotsam on the floor. Blood collected in the vial under the table and overflowed, at first a stream, then drips, puddling at his feet.

			•

			He offers to preserve both his parents. They both say no.

			•

			She and Richard go upstairs and pop in on his parents who are babysitting Nerida. She clings to her daughter who smells of chlorine and sunblock from a day in the pool, then hooks her mermaid necklace around her daughter’s throat; it’s way too long. She tells them she needs something from her room and at the door she — click — freeze-frames the sight of her husband and daughter before she pulls it shut. She goes downstairs to find Jasmine in her very black, window-tinted BMW waiting for her with her legs crossed and a clinical smile on her face. Jasmine’s eyes seem very big and very bright and after that, there isn’t much else at all.

			VI

			Angie was dying. Cancer. All that sun. It giveth and taketh away, Angie; he’d seen enough drought to know what too much could do. Now, of course, it only took. At least for those like him. Jasmine’s offer had come as a reprieve; that suggestion of never dying, though at cost. Angie would miss out on the suburban home and the surfing safari — the diving paradise of Guam a sight unseen. Those things, she would have to bequeath for another to know. And she couldn’t comprehend the pain of watching Richard and little Nerida living long, comfortable lives without her, of watching them age and die. Or did she really think that she’d be allowed to share Jasmine’s promise of immortality with them?

			‘Well, haven’t you made a fine mess,’ Jasmine said from the doorway.

			Jack staggered to his feet with the ungainly stance of a newborn calf, hanging onto the table for support.

			‘Lap it up, bitch,’ he said. ‘She’s gone.’ He winced, Angie’s life still roiling through him. ‘Going. She’s going — going free.’

			The nurse came around from behind Jasmine and held two fingers to Angie’s throat, then her wrist. She met Jasmine’s inquiring look and gave a single shake of her head.

			Jasmine told her guard to fetch the others. She had the age advantage; she could take Jack. He didn’t need to taste her blood to know that.

			‘You don’t actually do anything, do you?’ he asked, pointing at Angie, aware of the slur in his voice. Blood drunk. ‘They do it all for you. Their last day on earth. Intense. Every minute, clung to. Do they ever regret? Do they ever realise what it is they’re giving up?’

			‘There can only be one last day.’ She stood near the door, arms folded, a disquieting smile on her lips. ‘They revel in it. And they tell themselves it’s for the best. It can only work once — like any drug, if you abuse it, it loses its magic.’

			‘How many repeat customers do you get? How many Winterbournes chasing the rush before the thrill wears off?’

			‘More than you might think. I vary the experiences, but the emphasis is always on what my clients feel the most loss of. And I do my best to keep the subject’s regret to a minimum. Accentuate the positive,’ she said, a lilt in her voice.

			‘You lie to them.’

			‘What did you tell your cattle when you sent them off to the abattoir?’

			The others crowded around Jasmine. The nob stared at the body, the blood, with naked disappointment.

			‘Not quite how I expected, but still, it’ll do,’ Mrs Winterbourne said, and Jasmine returned her smile. Encouraged, she announced: ‘I do like the young. So bold. So passionate.’

			‘So fucking wasteful,’ the dandy said.

			‘I have passion,’ Elise said.

			‘No you don’t, dear,’ Mrs Winterbourne replied. ‘You have the memory of passion. The boy, however. . .’

			Jack sized them up. The men, confused, angry; Elise, petulant. And she’d brought him here, to this abattoir. Could he tear her head off, before they dragged him down?

			‘I’m sorry that you won’t be able to bid,’ Jasmine said to Mrs Winterbourne, a hand on her forearm. ‘It wouldn’t be proper.’

			‘I appreciate that, but I don’t mind.’ She gripped Elise’s shoulder. ‘This was for my daughter.’

			‘What?’ The girl looked shocked.

			Jasmine, with a glance at Jack, explained, ‘When your mother became aware of your interest in this. . . gentleman. . . she came to me with an idea for a very special auction.’

			‘Auction?’ Jack said. ‘We don’t do that to each other!’

			The dandy interrupted: ‘Can we? Won’t we, you know, overload?’

			‘He’s only young, not even a hundred,’ Jasmine reassured him. ‘He is — was — a farmer. Think about that.’

			‘A farmer? Like, tomatoes and stuff?’

			‘No, as in cattle,’ Elise explained. ‘I’ve seen it. Lots of cattle. All that drought and rain.’ She bit her lip, faking coy. ‘That girl in the hay.’

			The nob understood. ‘Long days in the saddle.’ He rubbed his jaw as he stared at Jack, measuring.

			‘And so much more,’ Jasmine said, her eyes shining with gentle mockery. ‘From dawn to dusk, a farmer’s day is never done.’

			They all looked at Jack, hunger and guilt plain on their faces.

			Jack looked for an escape. He’d expected daylight, maybe decapitation. An end. Him and Angie, going out together, their lives their own and no-one else’s.

			‘And he still has the swimmer inside of him,’ Jasmine told them. ‘Think of it as a two-for-one.’

			‘I’m in,’ the dandy said.

			‘Me too,’ said the nob.

			Elise pouted, her fingers fluttering to the scars on her throat, pushing her skirt against her groin.

			‘Jack, my darling, you didn’t have to make me bid. I would’ve taken you for free.’

			Mrs Winterbourne embraced her daughter from behind, her expression triumphant and hungry over Elise’s shoulder.

			Elise held her mother’s hands against her. Her voice was husky when she continued, ‘Or were you afraid I’d share?’

			Jack managed two steps before they had him. Jasmine didn’t even need to get involved.

			They strapped him to the table, Angie’s body dumped on the floor in their haste.

			He’d hoped for a day in someone else’s sun. A sun brighter, happier, than his own. Had that really been too much to ask for?

			The nurse loomed over him and he concentrated on the memory he most wanted them to have.

			Sunburn. All the way to the bone.
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			Why vampires? Jason Nahrung shares his penchant for the Undead.
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			For as long as I can remember, I’ve been intrigued by myths and legends. Maybe it was all those old school readers we had around the house, filled with tales from Rome and Greece, the Norse, the Egyptians and the Middle Ages. Whatever the inspiration, I devoured anything to do with ancient history, folklore and superstition.

			And then, in high school, I read Dracula for the first time. Sexy and spooky, the story had me hooked from the moment Harker sees the Count crawling down the moonlit wall of his castle. Twenty years later, when I did my Master of Arts, it was in Australian Vampire Gothic.

			Since I began writing fiction as a serious vocation, some ten years ago, I’ve had twenty short stories appear in print and more than a third involve vampires or vampire-like creatures. Elsewhere there are ghosts and clones and cyborgs, werewolves and demons; only a very few tales are devoid of any supernatural goings on, and even then they are likely to be set post-apocalypse.

			I had a novel, The Darkness Within, published in 2007: it concerned witches and vampires. The 2012 short novel Salvage involved a bisexual vampire, and my digital-only novel Blood and Dust (Xoum) centred firmly on a battle between outback and city vampires.

			And now, here I am again, dancing in the dark with the Undead.

			What drives this attraction to the dark side and, in particular, vampires?

			Versatility is the key, not only in metaphorical depth but in their ability to be reinvented with the times.

			There’s just so much territory that vampires can explore: sexuality, longevity, addiction, perversion and hedonism and social mores, politics, identity. . . too much for any one book, although Bram Stoker sure made a good fist of it in Dracula.

			He also set a template of sorts, outlining the ‘rules’ of vampirism that authors such as myself have delighted in breaking ever since. The loss of susceptibility to religious artefacts and faith in particular has changed the nature of vampires to some extent: they aren’t so much evil as misunderstood, perhaps.

			The Darkness Within was forged in an email exchange between my then girlfriend and myself while we were dating across the country; it was a magical romp set in Sydney, and anchored in a fight for bloodlines and family. Salvage takes a more literary approach, but again raises questions of family and self-determination. And Blood and Dust is also built on matters of families in crisis and a sense of belonging, or not belonging.

			I enjoy the sensuality of the vampire, that fine line between sex and violence: Blood and Dust is a vicious story; there is none of the romance of The Darkness Within or Salvage. It’s all about the blood. That’s a part of vampirism that has been lost in recent decades, particularly in the paranormal romance sector. I like beastly vampires, vampires who are truly Other, who don’t play by our rules. When you’re immortal, why would you?

			I love taking the vampire out of its comfort zone, too: away from its castles and misty, moonlit mountains and even the crowded city streets. How would a vampire cope in this sunburnt country? Salvage is set on a re-imagined Bribie Island; Blood and Dust takes place in rural Queensland, mostly west of the ranges.

			Bottom line? Vampires are fun. They’re quintessentially Gothic and I love that about them. There’s plenty of life left in the Undead, and there’s more than enough of it to go around.

			An earlier version of this article appeared in the January 2014 Carpathian Magistratus Vampyre Society (Brisbane) newsletter.

			Jason Nahrung grew up on a Queensland cattle property and now lives in Ballarat with his wife, the writer Kirstyn McDermott. He works as an editor and journalist to support his travel addiction. His fiction is invariably darkly themed, perhaps reflecting his passion for classic B-grade horror films and eighties goth rock. The co-author of the novel The Darkness Within (Hachette Australia), his most recent long fiction is the Gothic tale Salvage (Twelfth Planet Press) and outback vampire thriller Blood and Dust (Xoum). Find an extensive list of Australian vampire stories at his website, www.jasonnahrung.com.
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			Why Dimension6?

			PD Ouspensy, the Russian esotericist, first formulated a way to think about the multiverse in six dimensions: three spatial dimensions and three space-time dimensions. 

			Picture a solid object, a cube with length, depth and height, tipping over the edge of a table. 

			Imagine that instant frozen in time — the fourth dimension. 

			Imagine that frozen instant occurring in an infinite number of parallel universes — the fifth dimension. 

			Now picture time unfreezing and the cube falling in all those universes with subtle and gross differences depending on the local conditions — the sixth dimension. 

			The six dimensions encapsulate the sum of all possible occurrences in the multiverse. 

			That’s where Dimension6 lives.
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