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      To all the strange and weird people out there

      who always feel like

      the square pegs in round holes.

      

      Me, too.
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      Way back in 1994, M. Shayne Bell put together Washed by a Wave of Wind, an anthology of short works by authors from “The Corridor”, an area that covers Utah, most of Idaho, parts of Wyoming and Nevada, and stretches into Arizona and parts of northern Mexico. Sometimes, the area around Cardston, Alberta, Canada, is included, too. For those unfamiliar with this area, it was settled by Mormon pioneers, members of the Church of Jesus Christ of Latter-day Saints.

      Shayne’s anthology highlighted science fiction and fantasy works by authors from the area, as The Corridor contained an unusually high number of successful authors—for the population in the area—both genre and non-genre, both members and non-members of the predominant religion. That legacy continues today with an impressive list of authors such as:

      
        
        Jennifer Adams · D. J. Butler

        Orson Scott Card · Michael R. Collings

        Michaelbrent Collings · Ally Condie

        Larry Correia · Kristyn Crow

        James Dashner · Brian Lee Durfee

        Sarah M. Eden · Richard Paul Evans

        David Farland · Diana Gabaldon

        Jessica Day George · Shannon Hale

        Mettie Ivie Harrison · Tracy Hickman

        Laura Hickman · Charlie N. Holmberg

        Christopher Husberg · Raymond F. Jones

        Matthew J. Kirby · Gama Ray Martinez

        Brian McClellan · Stephenie Meyer

        L. E. Modesitt, Jr. · Brandon Mull

        Jennifer A. Nielsen · Wendy Nikel

        James A. Owen · Ken Rand

        Brandon Sanderson · Caitlin Sangster

        J. Scott Savage · D. William Shunn

        Jess Smart Smiley · Eric James Stone

        May Swenson · Howard Tayler

        Brad R. Torgersen · Nym Wales

        Dan Wells · Robison Wells

        David J. West · Carol Lynch Williams

        Dan Willis · Julie Wright

      

      

      That’s a big list of names, and it only barely scratches the surface. Hemelein Publications created this publication series to highlight authors from The Corridor, both well-known and lesser-known. We think Shayne did a wonderful job drawing attention to these amazing writers back then, and we want to continue what he started.

      You can learn more about the series at:

      
        
        http://hemelein.com/go/legacy-of-the-corridor/

      

      

      
        
        Joe Monson

        Managing Editor

        Hemelein Publications

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Como Esperar Para Elefante

          

          Joe Monson

        

      

    

    
      Let’s deal with the elephant in the room: I’ve known Jaleta for a little over two decades now.

      Way back in the day, we worked together on the committee that ran Life, the Universe, & Everything, the annual science fiction and fantasy symposium at Brigham Young University (it’s since moved off campus). We also worked together on CONduit, the science fiction and fantasy convention in Salt Lake City, Utah, and a few other fannish events. My wife and I also occasionally got together with her family and other friends and did geeky things.

      We’ve been co-editors on the LTUE Benefit Anthologies for over six years now, and all of those collections have been great fun to put together. Trace the Stars (2019), A Dragon and Her Girl (2020), Twilight Tales (2021), Parliament of Wizards (2022), A Hero of a Different Stripe (2023), Troubadours and Space Princesses (forthcoming, 2024), and Dog Save the King (forthcoming, 2025) are the titles so far, and more are planned for the future. I’ve also been working with her on a forthcoming collection of classic short works from A. Merritt (should be out sometime in late 2023 or 2024).

      I’ve been a fan of her writing for at least ten years now, especially her short fiction. She has a quirky sense of humor that syncs well with mine, and she writes engaging and interesting stories. And this collection has a large sampling of her work.

      There are 34 works here, including five poems and 29 short fiction pieces. I don’t think I’d read any of her poetry before putting together this collection, and I now hope to read more in the future. Her way with words in the poems here reminds me a little of Michael R. Collings’ poetry, which is high praise indeed. Both of them can use the imagery and structure of the poem to grab your imagination, tug at your heartstrings, and give you a glimpse into the world from an unusual perspective.

      Some of these stories will make you laugh (most of them, in fact, since she inserts humor into almost everything she writes). Here, you’ll find bizarre game shows, reality shows gone amok, magical weight loss clinics, secret yoga centers, tasty recipes with secret ingredients, ancient forces of nature cum futurum, and how one of the best-kept secrets of housekeeping could just save the universe.

      Some will make you cry.  A woman fighting to prevent an ancient Irish spirit from taking her husband on a distant planet. On another, fighting to stay away from the angels is more difficult than  first thought. And you may question whether traveling to that new planet is such a good idea. Maybe let the experts explore a little before emigrating. I’m sure they’ll figure it all out. How dangerous could it be, really?

      Regardless of how you first experienced Jaleta’s stories, these will keep your attention and make you think and chuckle. She’s a really good writer, and I hope you enjoy these tales and verses. I know I did.

      
        
        Joe Monson

        Managing Editor

        Hemelein Publications

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Journey into a Wondrous Land of Imagination

          

        

      

    

    
      Welcome to the strange worlds of my imagination! From the farthest reaches of outer space to the depths of caves, from times long ago to times in the far future, from magic to tech, and everything in between, these are my playgrounds.

      I suffer from an overactive imagination. Always have. Hopefully, I always will. Many of my stories begin with a simple, "What if?" What if old Aunt Ruby finally shares the secret to her special jam cake? What if cats are guardians against the fae? What if high fantasy quests aren't quite what we think? What is lurking in the wilds of unexplored planets?

      The stories that grow from these questions range from the very silly to extremely serious, from light-hearted adventures to heavy explorations of darkness. I use short stories like these to try new genres or experimental ideas. Sometimes it works, sometimes it flops, but either way, I enjoyed the journey.

      This selection of stories were mostly written between 2015 and 2023. Many of them are published elsewhere. It is my pleasure to share them with you and I hope you enjoy reading them as much as I enjoyed writing them.

      

      Cheers!

      Jaleta Clegg
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        Words

        Spin and tumble in my head,

        Churning, spinning,

        Building pressure like steam in a kettle,

        Seeking escape.

      

      

      
        
        Words

        Buzzing in my brain

        Like a wasp on a window,

        Watching with alien malevolence

        Waiting for me to approach,

        To smother or smash into complacency,

        Only to be stung as the words demand release.

      

      

      
        
        Words

        Burning like a flame,

        Searing their path through my mind,

        Consuming, devouring,

        Building to a raging inferno,

        Demanding complete submission.

      

      

      
        
        Words

        Erupting like lava,

        Cascading in fiery torrents from my fingers,

        Flowing from my brain,

        Liquid stone, blazing with heat,

        Destroying my peace, shattering my world,

        Until the passion settles.

        The words rest cold and hard,

        Set in hexagonal columns

        Like basalt,

        Form immutable.

      

      

      
        
        Words

        Lie before me,

        Holding all the fire

        of my empty soul.

      

      

      
        
        Words.

        Nothing more,

        Nothing less,

      

      

      
        
        Only

        Words.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Waiting for Elephants

          

        

      

    

    
      "The elephants will come back someday. Soon. I heard them whispering last night." Gramps chewed on a stick as he stared at the far horizon where the terraformers were hard at work replacing the reddish purple lumps of native vegetation with the gray-green of earthly sagebrush and bunch grass.

      Momma wiped her hands on her apron as she shook her head over his nonsense. She speared me with a look. "Carla, you stay out here and keep an eye on Gramps. I've got jam on the stove."

      I kicked up a fuss, just for appearances. I liked Gramps and sitting with him meant I didn't have to do the other chores on our homestead, like mucking out stalls or rounding up the pig-headed ornery beasts we called cows or helping Momma in the kitchen with dishes or scrubbing floors or even washing clothes. I'd rather sit on the porch next to Gramps' rocking chair and listen to his stories of the old days, when he left Earth to come to this planet.

      The terraformers kicked up long plumes of dust as they diligently worked to change the world to a second Earth. They'd finished the land and atmosphere and oceans. We were on the fringe where the native plants grew. Within a century, the scientists said the terraformers would finally finish wiping out the bulbous growths, replacing them with Earth forests and plains. Terran animals roamed the fields. I watched a pair of bunnies fight it out over a patch of clover the other side of our front fence.

      But no one had brought elephants to our world.

      "I saw one once, when I was about your age," Gramps said. The rocking chair creaked. "Back on Earth. The circus came to town. They paraded an elephant down the street. Poor thing looked tired. It looked right at me. Spoke to me in my head."

      I plucked a stem of grass and chewed it slowly while Gramps rambled. He was actually my mom's great-grandpa, one of the first settlers to our world. He'd had to wear breathers outside, before the atmosphere scrubbers had finished working. He was older than dirt. Everyone told me he was crazy, but I didn't believe it. I was eight and he meant the world to me.

      "I saw them when they landed here, the elephants." He pointed off at the dust rising into the air. "Out there it was. They came floating down with their balloons tied around their middles, landed right out there."

      "Elephants, Gramps? Ain't no elephants on this world. Never will be."

      He swatted my head. "You watch your tongue, child. I saw them come over those hills, drift down to land light as a feather. Their balloons were pink and white. They were elephants, just like that circus one in the parade. I can feel them, my time is coming."

      I saw something glint way off in the distance, something up the sky. Dark with pink above against the blue. I squinted to see it better.

      "Didn't I tell you, girl? They've come back." Gramps cracked a smile. "The elephants are coming. Help me up, there. Give me a hand."

      I glanced at the screen door to our kitchen. Momma sang as she stirred her jam. I couldn't let Gramps wander off, but she hadn't said I had to keep him on the porch. How far could he go with his cane and gimpy legs? I gave him my hand, helped pull him to his feet.

      He started down the path to the gate. I trotted at his side. He didn't pause at the edge of the meadow, just kept right on going toward the elephants drifting out of the sky with balloons floating above.

      I counted seven elephants before I had to hurry after Gramps. He moved fast for someone well over a hundred years old.

      He stopped at the bank of the stream, shading his eyes as he looked up.

      I hurried to his side and took his hand.

      He squeezed mine. "The elephants came, like they promised. Help me cross the stream, now. I'm not as spry as I used to be. Back in the day, I would have jumped this little trickle. No sweat."

      I stared at the beasts. They were huge, lumpy things, dark gray all over with a single light patch on their belly. They had noses that looked like stretched out hoses, waving and gesturing like boneless arms attached to their faces. Their ears flapped like wings, guiding them our way. A string rose from their back to the base of a round balloon, striped pink and white. It didn't look big enough to carry their weight, but what did I know? I was only an eight-year-old farm girl.

      Gramps splashed across the stream, his hand on my shoulder to keep his balance. I didn't mind the cold water on my bare feet or the breeze that tossed my short hair around my face as the elephants landed on the hill beyond the stream.

      Their feet touched lightly. The balloons dropped to float just over the broad backs of the beasts, the strings hanging slack. The nose tentacles waved and gestured, constantly moving back and forth, up and down.

      Gramps clamped his hand tight, pulled me around to face him. "Go back home, young Carla. This is not for you. Not yet. They've come for me. Maybe someday, when you're old and done with life, they'll come for you. But not yet. Now, get on home. Go on, scoot." He pushed me away, back toward home.

      I only took a few steps before I turned to watch him limp up the hill toward the elephants and their balloons. He stopped in front of the biggest, bowed, then reached out a hand. The elephant wrapped its nose around his hand, slid it up his arm, touched his cheek, then gently lifted him high into the air. Gramps was smiling as the elephant settled him on its wide back. The balloons rose, tugging the elephants into the air. Gramps waved as they turned to float back the way they'd come.

      I searched for those elephants most of my life, combing the shrinking native areas, but never found any trace. Now it's my turn to sit in the rocking chair and whisper stories to the young ones who'll listen.

      It's my turn to wait for the elephants to come, floating down gently from the sky with their pink and white balloons.

      I saw elephants once, long ago, when I was young.
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      "Henry! Hurry up, it's starting." Ethel snuggled deeper into the Cuddle-CouchTM (with SorunaTM holographic projectors and Tru-LifeTM surround sound speakers with ThunderRumbleTM subwoofer cushions, built-in armrest controls and auto-connect, and the optional posture correcting lumbar support and SpaDee heated massage—Henry's sixty-eighth birthday present, worth every dime). She turned up the volume with a squeeze of her hand.

      The announcer's handsome, chiseled face smiled from the floating projection. "Tonight, live from the Sporting Club's docks at New Vegas, it's the thrilling conclusion to the Ultimate Race. Remember, what happens in New Vegas, stays in New Vegas, the world's first and only orbiting casino. At least for another two months." He chuckled on cue. "Brought to you by our sponsors, Tummie Gummies, the fruity delicious colon cleanse. Chew two to refresh your life, inside and out."

      His face switched to singing, dancing, rainbow-colored candy bears waving banners of toilet paper.

      Henry plopped beside Ethel, a bag of freshly popped popcorn in his hand. "What'd I miss?"

      "Nothing yet, just Calton Hooper's intro." Ethel popped a handful of the white fluff (now with 72% more fiber!) into her mouth. She grimaced. "Why can't they leave it as popcorn? What's this flavor?"

      Henry looked at the bag. "Licorice root. It was on sale."

      The bears concluded their animated commercial. Calton Hooper's perfect features replaced them.

      Ethel tapped the massage controls as the announcer's voice filled the air.

      "Four months ago, from these very docks," the camera cut to an outside shot full of space-suited figures, plastered with the blue and white Sporting Club logo, clambering over the space yachts of the rich and famous, "we launched seven crews into the black void of space. The crews were focused on one thing: Winning the Ultimate Race, brought to you tonight by Cheeritos, the world's favorite cheez snack."

      The show cut to another commercial.

      "I wish they hadn't disabled the commercial skip," Henry said through a mouthful of licorice popcorn.

      "It would have cost us three month's rent for the premium subscription to enable that." Ethel had been sorely tempted, but sometimes the commercials were the best part of the show. She secretly hoped that the body spray man would be featured tonight. He was her favorite, his one-minute romances clever and sigh-worthy.

      Henry chewed another handful of popcorn while orange puffy triangles drifted over New York's skyline. "Those things are disgusting. They did a study last month showing they caused cancer."

      "Mm-hm." Ethel tuned out Henry's complaints. She'd heard them too many times over the years. She relaxed into the Cuddle-CouchTM and let the massager do its work.

      Calton Hooper switched to a re-cap of the season, cutting to scenes of the crews of the yachts as they prepared to launch from the floating station of sin, as Ethel's friend Betty called it. Logos of all the sponsoring companies decorated the interiors of the ships. Their products filled the crews' lives. Their commercials punctuated the reality show's footage.

      Calton walked them through the initial days of the race, when the crews fought over limited living space. It sounded so romantic, a race to Mars' moon Phobos and back. The prize money was nothing to sneeze at, but Ethel wasn't sure she would have survived being part of any of the crews. Especially not the college frat boy ship. She didn't approve of their choice of interior decorations, provided by their sponsors. Beer companies and porno sites were not appropriate for such a family-centered show as the Ultimate Race.

      "What was that?" Henry spoke through his popcorn. "You said something?"

       

      Ethel wisely didn't repeat herself. Henry thought the frat boys were hilarious. "Betty posted pictures of her dogs on the beach in Fiji. We should take a trip there someday. It looked lovely."

      Henry hmphed, his answer whenever she brought up her friend's travel posts.

      "Maybe we should save up for a trip to New Vegas. I'd like that."

      Calton Hooper narrated the incident of the stolen chocolate stash on board the all-female ship. The women were all middle-aged hairdressers, sponsored by every beauty product known to man. They'd dropped out and had to be towed back to New Vegas after only ten days. The show cut to a live interview of the women sitting in a casino in New Vegas. They reminisced about the show, hugging and crying. Ethel rolled her eyes. The women had done nothing but fight like wet cats.

      Calton broke into the canned interview. He tapped his earbud (D-Audible, only the best sound for your delicate ears), his expression serious. "We've just received word that the last two yachts have passed the Moon's orbit safely. It's neck-and-neck between the Butterfly Effect and Gone Fishin' Today. Who will win tonight? We'll keep you posted."

      "Should have been the Beer Can."

      "Oh, please. Those boys couldn't do anything right. I wonder if they ever got home from Mars."

      "I'm sure they'll update us." Henry stirred the unpopped kernels with his finger. They rattled in the bowl. "I kind of like the licorice flavor. I'll pick up more tomorrow."

      "Tasted like cough drops to me."

      The show cut to Calton interviewing the crew of Lucky Lady, New Vegas' entry that had sputtered out of the competition halfway through the show. A combination of not enough food, a leaky water tank, and faulty wiring had shut down their ship three days shy of Mars. The crew looked much healthier now. They were still at Mars, all three couples told Calton they wanted to stay and file for homesteads in the Martian desert.

      Ethel fidgeted despite the massaging seat. The endless stream of commercials never stopped. Scrolling texts and pictures filled the bottom of the screen, even during the interviews. Ethel wished they'd just hurry up and get to the finale. She was rooting for her favorite, the captain of the Butterfly Effect. She didn't care for his crew of engineers and scientists, they were very competent but a little too weird for her tastes. But Captain Shan Updike could give the body spray man a run for his money.

       

      The show switched music tracks to a solemn funeral dirge while they paid homage to Homer's Revenge. Two of the crew had died in a horrible explosion. Ethel closed her eyes and fantasized about the swarthy Captain Updike and Body Spray Man instead. She hadn't liked that episode or the days of news stories afterwards. The people who signed up for the Ultimate Race knew the dangers. It was their own fault, anyway. Ethel would never trust her life to a ship built by breakfast cereal companies and office furniture retailers.

      The show dragged on through more interviews and highlights. Calton Hooper updated them every few minutes on the progress of the two remaining yachts as they approached the final finish line.

      Henry returned from a bathroom break, flopping onto his side of the CuddleCouchTM. "I was talking to Harv the other day while he was out trimming his hedge. He said it takes at least a full day to get from the moon to New Vegas. They're lying to you when they say this is live. It's all staged and fake. Lenny at work says they film it all on a soundstage behind the casinos."

      Ethel pursed her lips. "Lenny has a few screws loose. He tried to convince you that the food industry is poisoning us into becoming robot drones by putting addictive colorings in everything."

      "That was Kevin. Lenny just thinks that New Vegas is a scam and the show is fake."

      "It's real. Both David Lorenzo and Anita Kay had scientists on their shows talking about how it couldn't have been faked. They said this was the future of space travel—game shows and company sponsorships. They're talking about doing a reality show at the Ganymede mining base next year. Scientists vs. Miners. I think it sounds interesting. Calton Hooper is in negotiations to host the show, but they say he's asking for too much money. Twenty-seven million per episode is what I heard." Ethel secretly hoped the producers would get Body Spray Man to host it. She could watch him flex his muscles for hours.

      Calton Hooper broke into a pre-recorded interview. His face was flushed with excitement. "Ladies and gentlemen, we have a sighting, live and in person here at Sporting Club's docks at New Vegas. Stay and play and make memories to last a lifetime. The winner of the Ultimate Race is about to be determined. Remember, the race isn't won—"

      "Until it's won," Ethel finished the show's slogan. She chewed her fingernail as the show built the suspense. Would it be the ship of scientists and engineers captained by the handsome Shan Updike, a long-time competitor in the sailing races on Earth's oceans? Or would it be the ship of bearded outdoorsmen used to roughing it for weeks at a time as they pursued the best fishing spots in the most inaccessible corners of the continents? Stay tuned through these commercial breaks.

      The cameras panned over the docks while Calton re-capped the last dozen transmissions from the two ships. The camera shifted to a shot of darkness with the Earth glimmering at one edge of the screen. The moon floated serenely in the far distance. Ethel straightened. The CuddleCouchTM adjusted the floating holographic projection to match her viewing angle.

      Arrows appeared, pointing out two small dots.

      Calton's voice tightened with practiced excitement. "Ladies and gentlemen, you are witnessing history today. The first-ever Ultimate Race to Mars and back is coming to an end. And it's going to be a photo-finish. Butterfly Effect and Gone Fishin' Today are closing in on New Vegas. You can see they've just come into view now. Both ships have to slow down and match orbits with the station. It's up to the captains and the skill of their crews now. Too much speed and they might miss the station. Neither has enough fuel to correct such an error. It would take three days for a rescue ship to catch up with them." He paused while the cameras switched to a shot of the waiting dock workers. "One mistake at this stage of the race could cost them more than the victory. It could cost the lives of the crew and the dedicated workers you see here. Space, ladies and gentlemen, is no place for error as we've seen tonight. Those who don't have what it takes, have failed. Those who do, will win. No matter which ship docks first, both of these crews," the screen switched to the publicity photos of the two crews taken before launch, "have proven themselves worthy of this trophy. But, there can only be one winner."

      Calton's face filled the screen."They've battled against incredible odds for four months, and it all comes down to the next few minutes. Do they have the skill and the guts for glory?"

      The show cut to another montage of commercials.

      Ethel flopped back into the massaging cushions with a groan. "How long are they going to drag this out?"

      "The broadcast has another fifteen minutes. I need a beer. Want me to grab you something?"

      Ethel shook her head.

      Henry shuffled off to the kitchen.

       

      Ethel nibbled her fingernail while the commercial messages filled her screen. A chat-box (powered by Tweeble, the new face of social networking) popped up in the corner. Betty's face grinned from the box. Ethel debated about ignoring the call, but only for a moment. Betty would make her life miserable for weeks if she didn't connect. She tapped the armrest.

      "Ethel? You'll never believe what happened to me today." Betty patted her perfectly set, perfectly blond hair (brought to you by Clairvoyance, for the most natural appearance artificial hair dye can give, not tested on animals, safe for the environment). "You remember Donald, down at the megamart? Well, I was there today, just picking up a few groceries for my party tomorrow. You know how it is. You think you've got plenty of asparagus, then find out six people are coming, not the three who responded, so now you've got to pick up more. Oh, that reminds me. Are you and Henry going to make it?"

      Ethel refrained from rolling her eyes, although it was sorely tempting. "We live in Albuquerque, Betty. And you live in Florida. We appreciate you inviting us, but no, we aren't coming in person."

      Calton's face appeared on the screen, but the chat-box kept him muted. Ethel shifted impatiently.

      "Bummer," Betty said. "Anyway, back to my story. There I was, squeezing my asparagus, when Donald shows up. He's got a cart and he bumps me with it. I made sure he would. He was so intent on the citrus that he didn't even see me. Can you believe that?" She paused to giggle. "Well, there we were. I let out a little shriek, not a loud one, just a little oh-you-bumped-me startled one, and pretended to be hurt. He started apologizing. It was so sweet of him. Have I told you how adorable he is? Not as good-looking as that guy in the commercial you're always posting, thanks for that by the way, now I'm addicted to his spots, but cute in his own rich-retired-dude-with-plenty-of-cash kind of way. He loves dogs, did I tell you that already?"

      Ethel tried desperately to read Calton's lips while her friend rambled. The show cut to the shot of space again. The dots were noticeably bigger and closer. They almost looked like ships now, but they were too far away to tell which ship was which.

      "Ethel, I swear you're ignoring me. Did you hear what I just said? Donald is coming to my party tomorrow and he's bringing fresh quiche. He cooks! How awesome is that?"

      Ethel bit her fingernail as the tiny ships swelled on the screen. The camera zoom was fuzzy with the distance.

      "I know you aren't listening, Ethel, 'cause you're chewing your nails. What are you watching?"

      "Listen, Betty, I have to go. Call me later and tell me all about Donald, okay?"

      Fire blossomed from one of the ships. It veered toward the other ship.

      "But Ethel, I think Donald may be the one. Finally. And to think it all started over asparagus. Did I tell you he—"

      "Bye, Betty."

      Ethel killed the chat-box. She'd apologize later to her friend, but right now the ships on the screen had her full attention. Calton's voice came back as the call disconnected.

      "—just heard. A fire has broken out on one of the ships. We've lost contact with both, but that should be restored soon."

      Commercial sponsor messages flashed urgently around the edges of the screen. Calton's face appeared in a box to one side. The cameras stayed focused on the ships, still fuzzy with distance, as their paths converged. Which one was on fire? And who was hurt?

      Calton frowned as he tapped his earbud. "Our team tracking the ships say they may collide. We still don't know what happened. An explosion in the fuel lines is the most likely explanation according to the engineering teams who built these ships. Our techs are working on the communication lines."

      "Henry? Come quick. There's been an accident." Ethel couldn't help the shakiness of her voice.

      Henry walked through the projected image of the ships and advertising sponsors.

      Ethel waved him impatiently to his seat. "Something exploded on one of the yachts."

      "Not the fishing boat?"

      Ethel shook her head. "They don't know yet." She stared at the holograph, her stomach twisting with dread as the two ships drifted closer.

      Calton's words washed over her, barely registering. "We have radio contact with Butterfly. They're leaking atmosphere. Rescue ships are on their way, but they may not arrive in time. But the crew is ready with their emergency gear. Remember, these crews have trained and drilled for emergencies. Every precaution is in place, ladies and gentlemen. We're standing by with—"

      His voice died as the two ships rammed into each other. It happened slowly, like ballerinas in slow motion colliding. The cameras caught the puff of vapor as it froze in a cloud around the ship. Pieces of both ships spun loose, a cloud of debris expanding slowly into space.

      Ethel bit her knuckle. This couldn't be happening, couldn't be real. Space travel was mostly safe these days. Wasn't it? The two crew members who died on the other ship were stupid and made poor choices. But these two ships, they were all smart people, trained for these things and very careful. How could this happen?

      Betty's face popped up in the chat-box again. Ethel tapped ignore.

      Calton's frown vanished, replaced by relief. "We have word that both crews are safe. They made it into the escape pod just before collision. We have contact with Captain Smith and Captain Updike. They report that all crew members are accounted for. There were injuries, though. We'll bring you updates as we receive them. Rescue vehicles are undocking from New Vegas as we speak."

      Henry sniffed. "It's all a publicity stunt, you know. They don't want to pay out the prize money. It's rigged. Lenny says—"

      Ethel removed her knuckle from her mouth long enough to tell Henry what his friend Lenny could do with his conspiracy theories.

      Henry sat with his mouth hanging open at her words. He snapped it closed after a long moment. "It's just a show, sweetheart."

      Ethel shook her head, her objections vague. "It's more than that, Henry."

      "They'll do a season two. Ultimate Race to Venus or something." He patted her hand.

      The holographic screen showed a close-up of Calton's concerned face as he reassured the audience that everything was under control. Ethel wiped a tear. She'd say a prayer for the safety of those people tonight.

      And when they found out who was responsible, she vowed never to buy their products again. She had standards.

      Henry patted her hand again before leaving the room.

      Ethel tapped the chat-box icon, placing a call to Betty.

      Betty answered immediately. "Ethel? What is going with you? You ignored me."

      "Did you see what happened on Ultimate Race just now?"

      "You were watching?"

      Ethel shook her head. "Such a tragedy, but they say everyone survived. So, tell me about Donald squeezing your asparagus."

      Betty dimpled when she smiled. "I never said he squeezed my asparagus. He bumped me with his cart. He is so gorgeous when he's apologizing."

      Ethel let her friend ramble, only half-listening. Ultimate Race shifted from Calton's concerned look and shots of the doomed yachts to commercial messages. Henry was right. Commercial sponsorships would fund more shows. And people would travel farther and more dangerously. And Ethel would watch from her CuddleCouchTM, safely and vicariously living their adventures. It was the way it should be.
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      The adventurers would gather in the smoky dark of the inn, drawn by some mysterious compulsion planted in their minds by the wizard who now sat smoking his pipe, watching the flames flicker with his inscrutable gaze and stroking his long gray beard. The seven, already scarred from previous adventures, would cluster close to hear the wizard quote some scrap of prophecy, maddeningly vague. It would be desperately vital to the welfare and salvation of the throngs of innocents who went about their daily chores unaware of the evils and dangers that lurked, ready to destroy them. It should have been romantic, mysterious, something to make your heart skip a beat. It should have been a story to make a bard weep with passion.

      The bard instead shot a sulking look at the wizard as he bounced along on a horse that looked like a cross between a fat pony and a cow. Spirited was the last word anyone could possibly use to describe it. Adventures like this required elegant, fiery steeds who flowed along, running like the wind. The bard's horse was a plodding brown gelding who wouldn't run even if hungry bears were trying to eat it although it looked like a noble stallion compared to the wizard's steed.

      The wizard wasn't any more impressive than his horse, the bard thought sourly. He was too young, for starters. His hair was medium brown, thinning a bit on top, but still quite brown, not a hint of gray showing. He didn't have a beard, or even a drooping mustache, only a few tufts of scraggly hair that he'd missed with his razor. His eyes, instead of being a piercing blue or mysterious gray, were a muddy brownish hazel and about as penetrating as rice pudding. He looked like a middle-aged, moderately prosperous scribe, not a powerful wizard charged with leading an intrepid band of adventurers on a desperate quest to save the world. Everything about him was ordinary. His clothes were what any traveler might wear: a shirt that might have been white once but was now an uneven yellowish color, a leather tunic worn more to protect the shirt and hide the slight paunch than to look mean or dashing, leather pants with the seat worn shiny from rubbing on a chair, and a dark gray cloak, now bundled across the saddle bags. At least the boots fit the romantic wizard image in the bard's mind. They had been military once, but only because kingdom law required every young man to serve in the military for two years. They showed uneven bits of polish. But the most bothersome detail about the wizard was his name. How could any bard, even the Master Bard Thaliason, write an epic ballad about a wizard named Pete?

      The wizard Pete, unaware of the surly thoughts of the bard, turned his horse into the yard of a ramshackle farmhouse.

      "We're here," Pete announced as he scrambled ungracefully down from his mount. The pony snuffled and chewed its bit, a string of drool dangling from its lip and glistening in the morning sunlight.

      Roland the Magnificent Minstrel dismounted, flourishing his cape though there was no one to appreciate the way its ruby satin lining caught the light. Good flourishes only came with practice. Appearances and mannerisms mattered, or so Roland believed.

      The door of the house opened and a prettily plump woman invited them in, hugging Pete as he entered. Roland was treated to a warm smile. The sounds of laughter and conversation drew them into a spacious kitchen. Three men sat at a much abused table, eating mountains of flapjacks with homemade jam and fresh churned butter. None of them looked like adventurers to Roland. True, one of them looked large enough crack walnuts three at a time with his fist, but the other two looked like ordinary farmers.

      "Elsa," Pete declared as he sniffed the aromas of the kitchen, "If Shamus hadn't married you, I would. Just for your cooking."

      The men laughed, the easy sound of old friends. Elsa blushed and planted a quick kiss on Pete's cheek before turning back to her stove and the golden cakes there.

       

      "Tessa said she'd be along shortly," one of the men, the nut-cracking giant, said. "She had to bribe her neighbor to take her three grandsons. Last time she left them behind, they managed to pluck the poor woman's geese half-naked, before Tessa was even out of sight."

      The men roared with laughter, a shared joke that didn't include Roland. Pete pulled out a chair and sat at the table, helping himself to a pile of flapjacks.

      "Join us, lad," the giant invited. "Who is he?" he asked Pete.

      "Terrance thought we needed a bard along," Pete said around a mouthful of food. "His name's Roland."

      Roland bristled at the casual reference. Terrance was the king's given name. It felt wrong not to preface it with at least his title.

      "Sit, boy," the giant man said, waving at an empty chair. "Cakes taste better hot. We don't stand much on ceremony here. Pete never did care much for it. I'm Shamus." He extended his hand.

      Roland took the proffered hand, wincing slightly at the crushing grip. Shamus released his hand and grinned.

      "These two ruffians are Del and Bern, brothers by blood and mischief," he said waving at the two other men at the table. "And the last of our group is Tessa. She's the mean one with the knives."

      Del and Bern nodded at Roland without stopping their eating. Both were blond and bland. Roland sat reluctantly. This was nothing like the ballads. A party should have seven adventurers, plus the wizard and the bard to make nine. Seven and nine were the defining mystical numbers. Who ever heard of just four? And what kind of mystical number could you make from six? Despite the knives, a woman didn’t count, not really.

      The door was opened by a stocky, grandmotherly woman. From the greetings, she was Tessa, the last member of their party. She took a seat and helped herself to Elsa's cooking. Elsa placed the last batch of cakes on the table and sat beside her husband, Shamus.

      "Now that everyone's here..." Pete began.

      "And you've stuffed yourself full of brambleberry jam," Del added.

      "You've got some on your chin," Tessa commented.

      Pete wiped his chin with his fingers and licked off the jam. "We're supposed to get Terrance's ring back from the Lady Beatrice."

      Roland resigned himself to doing major revising before he made this adventure into a ballad. Fetching a ring from a lady did not make for grand adventure.

      "Without anyone noticing," Shamus said.

      "Which is why he hired us," Pete continued. He leaned back in his chair and loosened his belt.

      "So we go ask Lady Beatrice to give us back the ring," Tessa said between bites. "Simple enough."

      "Wait a minute," Roland spoke up. "Why does His Majesty, King Terrance Apponaby, need you to return a ring to him?" Maybe he could twist it into the story of a token of romantic love that should be cherished and treasured always by the forlorn lady.

      "Because the ring is the royal engagement ring and Terrance isn't going to marry Beatrice." Pete turned his mild gaze on the bard.

      Bern choked on a laugh. Del pounded him on the back.

      "Marry Beatrice," Shamus guffawed.

      Roland flushed as the adventurers burst out laughing. Even Elsa joined in with a feminine giggle.

      "Buck up, boy," Shamus said, knocking Roland across the shoulder with one hand and wiping tears of laughter away with the other. "It's still an adventure."

      "Let's go," Pete suggested. "If we leave now, we can be back tomorrow by supper."

      They laughed at the old joke. Roland was left to wonder. No one explained it to him.

      There was a general scraping and shuffling of chairs. Shamus kissed his wife goodbye. Roland followed them out the kitchen door into the farmyard. Horses waited patiently, ones that looked like what they were, farm horses tacked up for riding. There was a general bustle as the party mounted up. Roland hurried around to the front where his own horse waited. It was only a few minutes before they were sorted out and moving away down the road.

      Now, Roland thought, the adventure begins. Something is bound to happen soon, just like the ballads say.

      Hours of nothing happened. The horses plodded along in the dusty sunshine. Shamus and Pete traded stories for a while before lapsing into silence. Del and Bern didn't say anything. Tessa dozed in her saddle. Roland brought up the rear, waiting for something to happen and growing more desperate as the hours crept by. How could you write a grand ballad, guaranteed to make the bard famous, about a bunch of ordinary people riding along for hours with nothing, absolutely nothing, happening?

      They weren't even sporting the right equipment for adventureres. Pete didn't wear a weapon, steel and magic just didn't mix, although Roland doubted Pete was much of a wizard anyway. Del and Bern wore hunting knives, long ones, but still knives. Shamus had a cudgel in his belt, a knobbed chunk of wood good for smacking stray dogs. Tessa did have a sword, a rusted ancient weapon that looked like a family heirloom that would shatter if it were actually used. Roland wondered how far he could stretch the truth and still call it a true story.

      Evening came, summer twilight of gold that faded to lavender dusk. They stopped at an inn. Not a gloomy, frightening place that reeked of evil and was the haunt of thieves and worse, or a place run by a mysteriously threatening gaunt innkeeper, but a stolid common house that looked like a large house. The innkeeper was just an ordinary man, the rooms comfortable, the patrons local farmers with a few traveling merchants mixed in. None of them looked the least bit exotic or foreign. Pete announced they had a bard with them and Roland found himself singing songs and writing letters for farmers who couldn't read. It was only what was expected from a minstrel. The rest of the party paid for their rooms and dinner and left him to it.

      The next day wasn't any more exciting than the first, or the three that followed. They traveled roads that wandered through farms and fields and stands of forest without a hint of brigands or a breath of danger. They slept in inns, comfortable and well-fed. The horses didn't charge gallantly down the road, they plodded. There was no sense of urgency, only the camaraderie of old friends. Roland gave up any idea of creating a legend out of this trip.

      The morning of the sixth day saw them climbing into the rolling foothills of mountains. The peaks were gray above them in the distance, stark against the blue of summer sky. Roland attempted to compose rhymes about birds and mountains in his head. If he couldn't write epic ballads, he could at least write romantic love songs inspired by the beauties of nature. He looked hopefully around him. Nature wasn't cooperating, nothing looked very romantic or poetic. Nothing exciting looked like it would happen in these mountains, either. The whole adventure was a total washout.

      "Cheer up," Pete said, nudging his horse alongside Roland's gelding. "You wanted to chronicle an adventure. This is what most of them are about—days of boredom interspersed with a few moments of utter terror. We haven't got to that part yet."

      "So far, boredom is the best description," Roland muttered.

       

      "The terror is up ahead," Pete answered and kicked his horse into a faster gait.

      "What, is a squirrel going to menace us with wildflowers?" Roland called, his voice laced with sarcasm.

      Roland watched Pete's back as his horse galloped up the line of march. No, he thought with a sigh, nothing so gallant as a gallop. It was more like a bouncy jog. Pete flopped around like a farmer on top of his mount. The horse dropped back into a shambling walk as Pete and Shamus traded bawdy limericks. Roland turned his mind back to composing sonnets and grumbling about the complete lack of adventurous spirit.

      They stopped for lunch next to a stream. A tumbled fall of rocks bordered one side of the pleasant little meadow and trees provided shade near the water.

      "We leave the horses here," Del informed Roland.

      They left them tethered where they could reach water, grass, and shade as needed. The group then made their way over to the rocks and started climbing.

      An hour later they reached a tiny meadow cupped between the rock fall and a cliff that reached into the air above them. Roland was red-faced from the heat and breathing hard. The rest weren't much better. They rested, drinking water and wiping sweat. Tessa was the only one not affected. She stood, looking over the rockfall and valley below.

      "I'm getting old," Shamus complained.

      "I spend too much time at my desk," Pete answered.

      "Bern spends too much time mooning after his sheep," Del said slyly.

      Roland waited to see what Bern would say. In the six days of traveling, Roland could count the number of words Bern used on one hand with fingers left over.

      Bern said nothing. He merely poured his water skin over his brother's head. Del yelped and raised his fist.

      "Stop it," Tessa said warningly.

      They stopped and looked sheepish.

      "Your turn to lead," Pete said to Roland. The wizard got to his feet and brushed dirt off his backside.

      "I don't know where we're going," Roland protested. He saw the smug grin Shamus gave Tessa, the knowing wink. Roland yanked his tunic straight. They were laughing at him, behind his back, he was sure of it.

       

       

      "See the trail?" Pete said, pointing at a faint scuffing that meandered across the meadow at the top of the rocks. It led around the side of the cliff. "We follow that."

      Roland nodded and started off, stepping smartly. He heard the others fall in behind him. This wasn't the adventure he had hoped it would be, but he could still cut a dashing figure. Maybe he could show them how an adventurer should act. He lifted his chin higher, his thoughts more on how he looked than where he was going.

      The trail cut around the cliff, a ledge of rock that narrowed as it climbed across the mountain flank. The clumps of grass became fewer, the trail rockier. Roland, intent on looking like a hero from a ballad, didn't notice the scorched smell that grew stronger as they climbed.

      He rounded another bend and found himself in a pocket valley carved out of the mountain sometime in the distant past. A pond nestled on the far side, surrounded by a thin screen of grass and a few brave wildflowers. The trail petered out near the pond. Roland stopped, looking around.

      "Where now?" he asked, turning to look at Pete, the wizard.

      The five others stood back, giving him room. Roland frowned, wondering what the joke was. A shadow enveloped him, creeping from the tumbled rocks at the base of the cliff. Hot breath, laced with the smell of scorched metal, blasted over him. He shrieked as a dragon reared up from the rocks, huge and menacing. Its eyes glowed golden and angry as it glared down at him. Smoke trickled from its nostrils. Roland stood, frozen in terror, as the beast leaned close. He squeezed his eyes shut. A cloud of acrid smoke enveloped him as the dragon breathed.

      "Don't they teach manners any more?" the dragon complained. Its voice reminded Roland of his music teacher, a fruity alto with overtones of chiming bells. Roland peeked out from one eye. The dragon sat back on its haunches, looking peeved.

      "He's a minstrel, Beatrice," the wizard Pete said.

      "Well, that explains much of it," the dragon answered. "Bothersome men writing all that drivel about dragons eating people and stealing their treasure. Just because there are a few rotten apples in the barrel, doesn't mean all of us are that way."

      "Yes," Pete agreed as he walked past Roland, slapping the stunned minstrel on the shoulder. "But Terrance thought it would do the young man some good to come with us, knock some sense into him or something. How have you been?"

       

      "It's been too many years, Pete, and you know it." The dragon settled back, blinking coquettishly. "Did you ever marry that young woman you were pining over?"

      "No, she married a rich young nobleman who didn't burn holes in his robes practicing magic." Pete settled on a rock.

      The rest of the group passed Roland, greeting the dragon as Lady Beatrice, then settling down for a visit. Roland watched them in growing confusion. They traded gossip about Tessa's grandchildren and Shamus's son. Beatrice giggled at one comment. Roland frowned at the sound. Dragons giggling just didn't seem right.

      "Wait a minute," he finally exploded. The five adventurers and the dragon looked at him, politely waiting for him to continue. "You are the Lady Beatrice?" He pointed at the dragon.

      "It is extremely rude to point," the dragon huffed. Her scales glittered green in the sunlight.

      "Pardon me," Roland said and bowed, a reflex action brought on by the dragon's uncanny resemblance to his overbearing music teacher. Beatrice looked pleased by his apology. "I'm more than a little confused," he confessed.

      "This is the Lady Beatrice," Pete said. "Beatrice, Roland the minstrel."

      "Pleased to meet you," Beatrice said and batted her scaly eyelids at him.

      "Beatrice, my darling, I'm afraid we have to discuss some business with you," Pete said turning back to the dragon. "Terrance needs his ring back."

      "He gave it to me," Beatrice said and pouted.

      Roland stared, he couldn't help it. A ferocious dragon, that looked just like the one in his Illustrated Encyclopedia of Magical Beasts, was pouting and flirting. It had to be the most weirdly fascinating thing he had ever seen.

      "He needs it back, sweetheart," Pete said. "It's the official wedding ring of Boravia."

      "Is Terrance marrying someone else? He promised to marry me."

      "He has to marry a princess, so she can be queen," Pete said. "Besides, think of your children."

      Beatrice giggled and blushed, her scales blooming darker green.

      "He sent a very nice present to trade for it," Pete continued.

      "Let me see it," Beatrice answered with a gleam of pure avarice in her eyes.

      "Get the ring first and then we'll show you."

       

      "You used to be much more fun," Beatrice muttered as she slunk back into the rocks.

      Roland found enough courage to scramble up the slope to where the others sat. There was a cave behind them, tucked into a fold in the slope and invisible from below. The sound of dragonly humming came from inside.

      "I think she likes you," Tessa teased Pete.

      "If she weren't a dragon..." Pete mused, staring down into the cave.

      "You're a wizard, you could make it work," Shamus spoke up.

      Bern sighed heavily.

      "Bern is sweet on her," Del spoke up, nudging his brother. "But he isn't fireproof, like Pete."

      "I know a charm for that," Pete said.

      Bern blushed deep crimson.

      "I don't believe this," Roland muttered and sat on a rock.

      Beatrice reappeared carrying a tray. "Pastries," she announced. "I get them from the baker in the village. He has the flakiest crust I have ever tasted, but he won't share his secret recipe with me. I even tried to buy it from him." She put the tray down, her claws delicately balancing it on a rock.

      "Thank you, Beatrice." Pete helped himself to the sweets.

      "They're lovely," Bern blurted out. "Just like you." He gazed up at the dragon, like a lovesick puppy.

      "Oh, Bern," Beatrice said, and blushed, fluttering her eyelids, all six of them.

      Bern settled formally onto one knee. "Your scales are like, um, grass," he said, stuttering with nerves. "Your eyes are like jewels. Your tail is, um, long. Your teeth are sharp. Your claws are, um." Nerves got the best of him and he stopped, his face burning red.

      "You are too romantic," Beatrice gushed. "I never knew you had the soul of a poet." She ducked her giant, scaly head coyly. "You can pay court on me anytime."

      A smile worked its way over Bern's face, spreading until Roland thought his whole head might split open.

      "I hate to interrupt you young lovers," Pete spoke up, breaking the mood, "but we really do need that ring."

      "You are so insensitive," Beatrice huffed. "I really don't know what I ever saw in you."

      "Bern is more your type," Pete agreed. "He's a very romantic soul."

      Bern blushed even more red. Beatrice smiled and batted her eyelids. Roland rolled his eyes. Maybe epic ballad was out, but romantic comedy was a possibility.

      "Terrance needs his ring," Pete prodded.

      "Oh, all right," Beatrice gave in with poor grace. She flounced into her cave, tail slapping the rock behind her.

      Bern heaved a sigh, a silly romantic smile stretching his face. Del slapped him on the shoulder and wiped back a tear.

      "You actually spoke to a female," Del said. "Ma will be so proud of you."

      Bern scowled at his brother.

      Pete waited, watching the entrance to the dragon cave. Sounds of rummaging filtered out. The sun slipped toward afternoon.

      Beatrice reappeared. She held one claw up to the sunlight. A huge crystal set in a gold ring glittered and winked in the sun.

      "That isn't it, Beatrice," Pete said blandly.

      "I know, but this one is so pretty," Beatrice said, twirling the gem around her claw and sending flashes of light sparkling across the rocks. She lifted another claw and dropped a simple gold band set with a rather dull sapphire onto the pastry tray. "Tell Terrance I expect an invitation to the wedding."

      "He never considered not inviting his old flame." Pete scooped up the ring then bowed to the dragon.

      "My present?" Beatrice prompted.

      "Ah, yes." Pete rummaged in his pocket. "One silver mirror, with gilt roses, and a packet of blackberry candies."

      "Oh," Beatrice cooed as Pete handed over the mirror and a rather squashed bag. "How lovely. And he remembered my favorite flavor." She held up the tiny hand mirror, admiring the glittering decorations.

      "I think Bern would like a moment alone with his lady love," Shamus said. He took Del's arm and towed him back down the trail. Tessa fell into step behind them.

      "Farewell, sweet lady," Pete said to the dragon and blew her a kiss.

      Bern sat on his rock and gazed lovingly at the dragon.

      "Come on, minstrel," Pete said, taking Roland's arm and turning him toward the trail.

      Roland looked back once just before the trail curved and hid the tiny valley. Bern was still sitting, watching Beatrice as she primped in the tiny mirror and ate blackberry candies with one delicate claw.

      "So what do you think of your first adventure?" Pete asked.

      "It wasn't anything like I expected," Roland admitted.

      "It never is, minstrel. If it were, you'd never write another ballad, now would you?"

      Roland had to nod his head in agreement.

      "Perhaps next time we can arrange for some flashy spells and sword waving to happen." Pete stepped over a rock in the trail. "And you can swirl your cape. That's a very nice satin lining, by the way. Love the crimson color with that gold tunic."

      "Thank you." Roland paused, pulling Pete to a halt. "Next time?"

      "Oh, of course. Terrance loves to send us on errands. You will come, won't you?"

      Roland studied Pete's bland face. Pete the wizard? Maybe he could change the name to something more fitting. And spice up the danger along the trail. Maybe add in a wild thunderstorm and a wizened old beggar man with a prophecy.

      Pete grinned. "I can see that stories are swimming in your head. Spice it up a bit, right? That's how legends are born."

      They started walking again.

      "Then you're all right with it?" Roland asked.

      "If you make me eight feet tall with a long white beard and piercing blue eyes? Certainly. Lady Beatrice might object if you make her the villain, though."

      Roland pursed his lips. "She could be a good dragon. Maybe the ring was stolen by an evil sorcerer. Or an ogre. Or possibly a band of goblins."

      "Now you've got the spirit."

      Roland hiked down the mountain trail, his head spinning with ideas. Yes, this was the way to adventure. Maybe they'd stop at Elsa's kitchen on the way back and have more of her golden flapjacks and brambleberry jam. He could live with only imaginary danger. Four days of boring riding should be plenty of time for him to finish his epic saga of the Quest for the Ring. Yes, that had a good sound to it. The Quest for the Ring. Perfect.

      He swirled his cape, just for practice, as he marched down the hillside to the waiting farm horses.
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      "Buckle up, kids, battle drill time." Lonnis flipped his station to live. The lights in the tiny room glowed red.

      Tayvis fumbled with the restraint in the jump seat next to the door, excitement making his hands shake. Cadets rarely got the chance to see the weapons in action on a Patrol cruiser. Lonnis sat to his right, straddling the control console, both hands seated in the gloves that controlled the ship's weapons. Tish, his spotter, sat to his left, her face green in the glow of her targeting screens.

      Lonnis rolled his shoulders, settling into his controls. "Watch closely, kid. This is more complicated than those simulators. No matter how good the programming is, it will never match the real thing. Comm, port forward is live."

      "Target firing commencing in five." Hedrik, the voice of comm control, crackled from the speakers.

      "Let's break our old records," Lonnis said as the screens came alive with multi-colored traces.

      Tayvis tried to keep track of the screens. Each object near them appeared on Tish's screens. She marked targets with red, other objects turned gray under her rapid touches. Colored lines spread from each target, green for projected course, blue for last known heading. Lonnis twisted, firing weapons at the targets. Lights flickered and died across his screen, replaced by new targets, new tracings. Their ship position and heading, thruster settings, and other information scrolled across the bottom of his screen.

      The tracings disappeared. No new ones replaced those eliminated. Lonnis' screen flashed once as the last target disappeared. He slipped his hands from the control gloves. "Targets eliminated. Port forward, locked." His hands flipped the safety switches on. The control screens faded to silver, the lights changed from red to normal. "How's my time, Hedrik?"

      "You're getting slow, old man. Three point four seconds longer than your record."

      Lonnis grinned. "That's because you reprogrammed the spinners again. I wasn't expecting that sharp spiral."

      "Keeps you on your toes, Lonnis. You're buying the drinks next port. Comm out."

      Lonnis stretched his arms over his head. "We should work on the projected courses. You were off your mark today, Tish."

      "Right, blame me because you can't shoot straight." Tish unbuckled her restraint. "Not as exciting as you thought, Tayvis? Real battle is more chaotic."

      "It's a game of prediction and anticipation," Lonnis said. "You figure out where the target will be and lay down a trap. Mines and missiles."

      "Pulse beams are better," Tayvis answered. "Mines and missiles can be detected and detonated by counter-measures."

      "True, but not if you place them right. If you fire a pulse beam inside your shields, the energy reflects back and blows your own ship to kingdom come. You have to leave the weapon port outside the field, making it vulnerable. Pulse beams are for close range combat only. Or for salvage work." Lonnis leaned on the doorframe. "Mines and missiles are more effective and safer for distance combat between ships. Of course, whether you hit them or not depends on the skill of your spotter."





OEBPS/images/hemelein-shield-logo-v2-with-larger-title.jpg
\\/

HEMELEIN PUBLICATIONS





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/waiting-for-elephants-front-cover-v1d-blue.jpg
L EGACY OF THE CORRIDOR * 7

e
* SPECULATIVE
FILTION
: LOLLECTION
aY

. JHLETA .
 [LEGE

ELEPHANTS







