
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


[image: KDP_PulpScifi.jpg]

Library and Archives Canada Cataloguing in Publication

Title: Pulp sci-fi from the rock / [edited by] Erin Vance and Ellen Curtis.

Other titles: Pulp science-fiction from the rock

Names: Vance, Erin, 1992- editor. | Curtis, Ellen, 1993- editor.

Identifiers: Canadiana (print) 20200166026 | Canadiana (ebook) 20200166077 | ISBN 9781989473382 

(softcover) | ISBN 9781989473399 (PDF)

Subjects: LCSH: Science fiction, Canadian—Newfoundland and Labrador. | LCSH: Short stories, 

Canadian—Newfoundland and Labrador. | CSH: Science fiction, Canadian (English)—Newfoundland and 

Labrador. | CSH: Short stories, Canadian (English)—Newfoundland and Labrador. | CSH: Canadian 

fiction (English)—21st century.

Classification: LCC PS8329.5.N3 P85 2020 | DDC C813/.087620806—dc23

Copyright © 2020 Engen Books

Heroics 101 © 2020 Ali House

The Mouse © 2020 Lisa Daly

The Photograph ©  2020 Melissa Bishop

The Daring Mid-Flight Heist on the Moonbeam Express © 2020 Jeff Slade

Green © 2020 CS Woodburn

Namaily © 2020 Matthew Daniels

The Pale Horse © 2020 Brad Dunne

Ceres © 2020 Alissa Hickox

First Visit © 2020 Andrew McDonald

The Cat’s Meow © 2020 Shannon K Green

Close Encounters © 2020 Julie Aubut Gaudet

Freeson’s Leap © 2020 Daniel Windeler

On Mission © 2020 Jon Dobbin

Breaking the Ice © 2020 JRH Lawless

The Final Invasion © 2020 Corinne Lewandowski

Slipdream © 2020 Andrew Pike

A Sticky Situation © 2020 Chantal Boudreau

Delay en Route © 2020 Peter J Foote

Parachutes and Grappling Hooks © 2020 Jennifer Shelby

The Swamp Cat and the Reckless Scout © 2020 Sherry D. Ramsey

For the Crown © 2020 Steve Power

Squid Wars © 2020 Nicole Little

Afterword © 2020 Ellen Curtis & Erin Vance

Introduction © 2020 Kenneth Tam

NO PART OF THIS BOOK MAY BE REPRODUCED OR TRANSMITTED IN ANY FORM OR BY ANY MEANS, ELECTRONIC OR MECHANICAL, INCLUDING PHOTOCOPYING AND RECORDING, OR BY ANY INFORMATION STORAGE OR RETRIEVAL SYSTEM WITHOUT WRITTEN PERMISSION FROM THE COPYRIGHT HOLDER, EXCEPT FOR BRIEF PASSAGES QUOTED IN A REVIEW.

This book is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places and incidents are products of each author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual events or locales or persons living or dead is entirely coincidental.

Distributed by:

Engen Books

www.engenbooks.com

submissions@engenbooks.com

First mass market paperback printing: April 2020

Cover Image: © 2019 Ariel Marsh

Engen Books thanks Sweet Loots and Sci-Fi on the Rock for helping make this collection possible.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


PULP SCIENCE-FICTION FROM THE ROCK
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A century ago, pulp magazines brought the fresh ideas of science-fiction and space exploration to the masses with its easily accessible format, and lit the imaginations of a generation on fire. Those inspired became the greatest storytellers of their time, producing stories that would shock, awe, and inspire the world.

That legacy of the new, the different, and the strange lives on today in the minds and pens of genre writers all over the world.

This collection honours that legacy with twenty-two short stories highlighting the best of the modern interpretations of Pulp Science-Fiction, from minds like Ali House (The Segment Delta Archives), Jon Dobbin (The Starving), and Sherry D. Ramsey (Beyond the Sentinel Stars)! With introduction from sci-fi legend Kenneth Tam!
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Introduction:
Kenneth Tam
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Clattering typewriters echoing through smoke-filled rooms. A glass of whiskey on the desk. A stack of dog-eared magazines made of thick, cheap, pulpy paper. An editor chomping on a cigar. A writer getting paid pennies for words that will captivate youngsters. 

The start of a genre that we all owe a great deal. 

I don’t know how many people these days know what pulp science fiction is, or the significance it holds in the history of the genre. My own training is in history, so I’m naturally calibrated to look to the past for the roots of the present, and signals about the future. For me, the era of pulp science fiction –– and indeed, pulp writing in general –– represents a time when written stories became profitable commodities appealing not just to the upper classes, but for everyone. 

Of course, it’s not quite that simple –– serial stories published in broadsheet newspapers had been around for decades before the pulp era, if not longer, and stories in different forms had always fueled imaginations. But the pulp industry was able to turn a profit with content directed at people who weren’t going to read the stories in a drawing room, while being waited upon by servants. It was shaped by popular culture of the 1930s onward –– for good and ill –– and in the process, carved a place for the science fiction genre in the public psyche. 

When Engen put out the original call for submissions for this book, the editorial team identified some of the tropes that are typical in pulp: macho stereotypes, a damsel in distress, low-art. The goal of this collection is to subvert those stereotypes, and the twenty-two authors represented within have done some fine work on that count. In the process, they’ve demonstrated that pulp science fiction’s greatest contribution was giving so many different kinds of people access to speculative futures. 

Before pulp made it popular, how many people might have looked to the future as a place for entertainment? Even seminal science fiction works like War of the Worlds (itself arguably a forebearer of the genre) was situated firmly in H. G. Wells’ here-and-now. Sending future rocket ships to the stars for adventure was a concept that was very different than looking to the present or past for adventure, and though negative concepts like racism definitely permeated pulp science fiction stories, moving narratives away from Earth began changing ideas of who was the ‘other’, and illustrating the bond that all humans share.

It also broadened the number and demographic of people interested in science fiction. Thanks to pulp, vast numbers of people had access to a universal stage for entertainment and adventure –– and those who didn’t like the way the world worked had a place to safely offer alternatives. Pulp science fiction began as a way to sell a lot of paper to the masses; it became a way for the masses to explore different ways of being. People could read pulp, enjoy the adrenaline, but also wonder about the underlying ideas. They could nurture ideas of their own, and some even found typewriters and made their own contributions to the science fiction genre. 

One notable figure who followed that route: Gene Roddenberry, who was known to love pulp series like John Carter of Mars. The genre obviously influenced the sort of writer he became, and shaped the opportunities that were available to him. Indeed, I’ve seen it suggested that Star Trek couldn’t have existed if not for the success of the very-pulpy film Forbidden Planet. 

Of course, the genre of science fiction has now extended far beyond its pulpy roots. We live in an era where comic books have supplanted pulp as a source for mass-market content, but you can of course argue whether comics would have happened without pulp. Either way, the progress has continued –– in fits and starts, with some decided detours –– from the pulp sci-fi era to today. If pulp’s role in history was to open the floodgates of speculative future storytelling, its job is done. 

But that doesn’t mean we can’t have an awful lot of fun returning to some of the tropes of the era, and using them to explore new concepts, ideas, and adventures. Indeed, pulp succeeded because it was, at its core, about taking readers on wild rides. So here are twenty-two new adventures, written by people who probably used newer gear than typewriters, and edited by people who almost certainly weren’t chomping on cigars.

I hope you enjoy them.  

Kenneth Tam

Author
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Born and raised in the Annapolis Valley of Nova Scotia, and the son of an apple farmer, Peter studied archaeology in university. He is employed as a boiler and refrigeration operator, is an active Freemason, and runs a used bookstore (Fictionfirst Used Books) out of his basement in his spare time.

Through FictionFirst Used Books Peter strives to support the written word community, which he does by sponsoring the monthly Kit Sora Flash Photography Fiction prize.

Believing that an author should write what he knows, many of Peter’s stories are a reflection of his personal life. 

Peter’s work has twice been awarded the Kit Sora Flash Fiction Prize: once in March 2018 and again in September 2018. 

Peter holds the distinction of being one of only three authors to be featured in all the modern From the Rock collections to date.
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Delay en Route



[image: ]




––––––––

[image: ]


A strong wind blows down the main street, throwing up fine particles of sand into the air and causing a dented garbage can to fall over and roll against the curb. The flickering drugstore sign, marred by its rusting chains, swung as if a man in the gallows.

“Excuse me, do you have the time?” The voice issuing forth from the mouth grill of Dotty 83 is scratchy like an old record player but the words understandable. 

Jeeves L-2 turns its head to face Dotty 83; the resulting dry rusty squeak is reminiscent of nails on a chalkboard. Dull eyes regard the domestic robot, its once proud shine now marred by bird droppings and the groceries in the basket on its lap spoiled and rotting. “I beg your pardon? It would appear that my audio input has developed a malfunction,” Jeeves L-2 says and tilts its head, disturbing the hornets building a nest in its ear port. 

Dotty 83 says again, louder, “Do you have the time?” 

“Ah yes, the time,” Jeeves L-2 replies, and with a series of creaks and groans, lifts its left arm up and peers at its wristwatch, the lens in its eye sockets zooming out. “That’s odd;” and with a faint grinding noise, it pulls its right arm away from the weeds that have coiled themselves up its metal leg and arm. With a gentle tapping of an aluminum finger upon the watch face, it says, “I’m sorry, my watch seems to have stopped. The battery must have died.” 

“Oh, dear,” Dotty 83 says. Its voice has regained some of its normal tone, the faint accent that hints at some place far away now clear. “I hope the hoverbus arrives soon. I have so many errands to do before Miss Sally gets home from school, and this is the programmed route. Madam Wong didn’t give me another. Tsk tsk.” 

“This is also mine. I promised Timmy that I would play catch with him at the park, and Mr. Graham wants me to wash the hovercar for the family picnic. Perhaps they detoured the hoverbus? Is there construction on the multi-ways again?” Jeeves L-2 asks. 

They hear the faint whirr and click of gears coming from the head of Dotty 83, the copper molded hair untouched by the windy day. “Perhaps. The last thing I heard on the Vox-box was a news story about an emergency alert, but Madam Wong was too busy to reply to my inquiries.” 

“That is unfortunate, but the humans are so busy... They are lucky to have us to assist them,” Jeeves L-2 replies.

“Oh, I agree. Should we wait for the hoverbus for a while longer? What do you think?” asks Dotty 83. 

Jeeves L-2 leans forward until a ‘pop’ issues from the robot’s lower back, and the motion smooths. Gazing down the street, its eyes zooming in and out, Jeeves L-2 sees a road lined with motionless hovercars covered in dust, businesses with doors swinging in the wind, and no sign of human life. Leaning back, Jeeves L-2 turns to its fellow commuter and replies, “Yes, perhaps a while longer. I’m sure the hoverbus will be here soon, and this is our programmed route.” 

“I’m sure you’re right,” Dotty 83 responds as the wind continues to blow down the street.
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A native Newfoundlander, Alison is a graduate of the Fine Arts program at Sir Wilfred Grenfell College (MUN), and past recipient of the Golden Crescent Wrench Award. Her short story, ‘The Price of Beauty’ won the December 2018 Kit Sora Award.

Her first novel, The Six Elemental, was released in October 2016. Its sequel, The Fifth Queen, was published in March 2019.

She is the only person to have short fiction published in all of Engen’s open-call short story compilations, including Sci-Fi from the Rock, Fantasy from the Rock, Chillers from the Rock, Dystopia from the Rock, Flights from the Rock, Bluenose Paradox, and Kit Sora: The Artobiography.

She currently resides in Halifax, Nova Scotia, where she works in arts administration and spends more time than a person should in and around theaters.

The first collection of her short fiction, The Lightbulb Forest, was released in February 2020.
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Heroics 101
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As Professor Rick Brawnly strode into the classroom, he looked at the eager young faces before him. It had been many years since he’d been a student at Space University, but he could still remember the excitement of his first day of hero class. Fresh from the Achilles Academy, he’d been ready to show his professors what he was capable of and to learn how to follow in his heroes’ footsteps. After graduating from the university with top marks, he’d gone on to have a distinguished career as a space hero, fighting evil aliens, rescuing damsels in distress, and keeping the universe safe. But time passed and eventually he had to retire. His record secured him a job at the University, where he could mold new heroes and prepare them for a life of thrilling space adventures. 

Although Brawnly still kept a strong physique, his thick black hair was greying, his stomach had a slight paunch, and his left leg bothered him when it rained. As much as he longed to still be in the thick of it, he knew that retiring had been a good idea. Being a space hero was, after all, a young man’s job. And if he couldn’t be out there protecting space, at least he could ensure that the next generation of heroes were more than capable.

The memories of his time at the university always brought a smile to his face, no matter how many years passed, and he hoped that these students would look back on their time just as fondly. The fourteen young men sitting before him all looked like proper hero material – muscular, tall, with thick hair that was cut short enough to not get in the way, but long enough to be tousled by a stray breeze. They were broad-shouldered with biceps that could bench-press trucks, and dazzling smiles. Brawnly knew that some of these men would find hero training to be too difficult and would end up transferring to security or basic training, but at first glance he felt like they all had the potential to succeed.

“Good morning, future heroes!” he greeted them cheerfully.

“Good morning, sir,” they replied in almost-perfect unison.

Brawnly stood in front of his desk, readying his first-day speech. “Now, I know that you’re all here because you desire to be a space hero, but I want to warn you that there’s more to being a hero than simply wanting to be one. You must prove yourself to be brave, strong, and loyal at all times. As a hero, you will be responsible for your crew’s lives, and in times of crisis they will look to you for courage. I know that you’ve all gone through academy training, but this university will test you harder than you’ve ever been tested before. The next four years are all that stand between you and your dreams. Do not expect any of it to be easy, but if you remain determined, you can succeed.” He could see that his speech was having the desired effect and that some of the expressions had changed from excited to serious. “Although there is a great burden that comes with it, the life of a space hero can be one of the most rewarding lives to live. Why,” he smiled and leaned against the desk, crossing his arms, “I remember the time I was on Zantha-42, trying to locate the evil Morkane and the crate of assimodium that he’d absconded with. The sun was beginning to set as I approached from the west–”

A sharp knocking on the classroom door interrupted his memory. Startled, Brawnly turned to the sound, annoyance rising within. He’d never had a class interrupted on the very first day, and he couldn’t think of any reason why someone would do such a thing. 

The door opened and a young, brunette woman stepped inside.

“Professor Brawnly?” she asked.

“Yes?” he replied, confused as to why someone like her would be knocking on his classroom door.

“Oh, good,” she smiled, relief washing over her. “I’m in the right place.”

“No, I don’t think you are,” he said, straightening up. “Damsel training is on the first floor.”

The smile fell from her face. “I’m not here for damsel training.”

He was even more confused. “Science training?” he guessed. Sometimes the less important classes took on a woman or two to fill out the quota, but only if they showed exception skill.

“No, sir, I’m here for hero training. I’d have been here sooner, but everyone I talked to kept sending me to the first floor.” She smiled again, although it was more of an effort this time.

Brawnly laughed, the kind of laugh that only came after a particularly wonderful and unexpected joke. “That’s impossible. Women can’t be heroes. Why, that’s one of the first things we learn.”

“But I received confirmation that my registration for this class went through.”

Brawnly picked up the class list that was lying on his desk. There were fifteen names on it, and doing a quick count, he saw that there were only fourteen men in front of him. “What’s your name?” he asked.

“Riley Everheart.”

Sure enough, five names down was Riley Everheart. It would have been a great name for a young heroic boy, but was all wrong for a girl.

“It says here that you went to Heracles Academy,” Brawnly said, confused. Heracles Academy was one of the top schools for heroes-in-training and he had no idea why they’d let a woman into their classes, let alone allow her to pass. It had to be a lie, and he’d be damned if he let a woman try to sneak into his class using deceitful means.

“Does it?” She looked confused for a second, but then snapped her fingers. “It must be a typo. I went to Hera Academy. It’s a great school, but relatively new. I passed all the necessary hero prerequisites while I was there.”

Brawnly frowned. Admin must have thought it was a spelling error. After all, most heroes weren’t especially known for their brains – that kind of thing was for the nerds in the science and engineering departments. He’d never heard of this Hera Academy and wasn’t entirely certain that it existed, but he’d have to warn administration so that they could watch out for any more misunderstandings.

“Are you sure you wouldn’t rather be in the damsel course?” he asked gently, placing the list back on his desk. “It’s really a much better place for women.”

She shook her head. “No, sir. I want to be a space hero. Have since I was a kid.”

He paused and sized her up. She was tall enough, almost six feet tall, but there wasn’t nearly enough muscle on her frame. Her brown hair was too long, and the braid it was in made it incapable of blowing delicately in a light breeze. Although she wore no make-up, there was a certain natural beauty about her. Her features were a bit too sharp, but if she took a damsel class, they would teach her how to soften those lines and make her complexion glow. 

He couldn’t understand why someone like her would want to be a hero when she was obviously all wrong for it. Perhaps it was that joke of an academy she’d gone to. They must have filled her head with all kinds of nonsense, misleading her about what it took be a hero. There was no way she could fight strange aliens or traverse difficult terrain or avoid traps while trying to rescue crew members.

“You say you’ve done the prerequisites, have you?” he said, an idea forming in his mind. 

She nodded.

“Then you won’t mind giving us a bit of a demonstration, would you?” He smiled, confident that she’d back down at the thought of physical exertion. Once she was put through the ringer and realized how difficult it was to be a space hero, she’d give up this futile thinking. 

She looked at his smile, sizing him up, before matching it with one of her own. “I’d be delighted, sir.”

***
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The obstacle course had already been laid out in preparation for the first week of training, but it had taken Brawnly almost an hour to gather the other pieces of this test. He wanted Riley to run the course, but he also wanted her to fight enemies, defeat a Big Bad, rescue the damsel, and secure the McGuffinite. Some of these tasks wouldn’t be taught to the students until their second or third year, but he had no desire to take it easy on her. The harder this test was, the sooner she’d quit, and the sooner he could go back to regaling his class about his many amazing exploits.

He rounded up some instructors who had free time and were eager to help reinforce the University’s status quo. As word spread about this test, other teachers and students showed interest in attending, and soon the stands were full of onlookers.

Riley was standing at the starting line, alone. She seemed slightly nervous and well-aware that all eyes were on her. Some of the students had already started taunting her, yelling at her to go back to damsel class and leave this kind of thing to the men.

Brawnly held back a laugh and walked over to her. “Not as easy to be a hero as you thought, eh?” he said as he looked out at the course. “If you want to back out, nobody’s going to blame you.”

Instead of admitting defeat and giving in, she squared her shoulders and stood up tall. A determined look crossed her face as she crouched into a starting position. “Let’s get this over with.”

Brawnly hoped that this obviously false confidence wasn’t going to be this kid’s downfall. The course was safe enough, but it was possible for men to harm themselves by not realizing their limits. There was no way that she could complete the course ahead of her, but he got the impression that she was not going to back down. Brawnly almost admired her bravado, but he quickly pushed the feeling aside.

He looked out at the stands and raised his hands. The audience erupted into cheers, but none of them for Riley. “Let’s begin!” he shouted, blowing his whistle.

Riley took off. The first part of the track was easy enough, a length of sandy terrain, but it soon became inundated with large rocks to maneuver around, fallen trees to hop over, and holes to avoid. Brawnly had expected her to slow down, but instead she used her momentum to propel her slight frame over and around the obstacles. In record time she was at the next obstacle – the rock-wall. It was ten feet tall with unmarked handholds, but it proved no match for her determination. Brawnly knew where all the handholds were, but she was able to fit her smaller hands and feet into crevices that wouldn’t have held the men. Using her legs and arms to lift herself up, she quickly made her way to the top. As Brawnly watched this incredible feat, he made a mental note to check into the Hera Academy and the type of classes they offered.

At the top of the wall were two of the second-year fight instructors, ready to attack. The audience cheered for the instructors, calling out for their success. 

‘This,’ Brawnly thought to himself, ‘is where we separate the men from the women.’

The two men attacked, but Riley dodged their blows, proving too evasive for their punches and kicks. For a while it looked like all she could do was dodge, and Brawnly was about to interfere, but then one of the men came for her, aiming a punch at her head, and instead of dodging entirely, she grabbed his arm. Using his momentum, she threw him into the other man, knocking the two of them together. The men fell onto the ground, stunned, and Riley moved on.

The crowd was disappointed, but they started cheering even louder as she approached the Big Bad. Having watched her previous fight, the fourth-year instructor playing the Big Bad cracked his knuckles and readied himself. He started by throwing quick punches, all of which Riley dodged, but a few got close. Smirking, the man pulled a metal stick from his belt. In one fluid motion, he snapped both ends out into a long staff. Riley’s eyes widened for a second before narrowing. She took a defensive stance and waited for him to come to her. The man approached cautiously. When he was close enough, he feinted before striking out with the staff. It caught her on the left arm and she winced in pain, but before he could bring the staff around again, she moved in towards him and delivered four quick punches to his stomach. He backed up, partly in surprised and partly in pain, and she deftly kicked him in the solar plexus, doubling him over. An elbow to his back and he was on the ground, groaning.

Riley stepped over him and waved to the crowd, who were now watching in stunned silence, their jeers and chants quickly forgotten with her defeat of a man who’d once brought down the evil Zerbzeb. She moved on nonetheless, approaching the cage where the damsel in distress was being held. The damsel, a third-year instructor, couldn’t help staring at her with awe.

“You were amazing,” she said in a breathy voice as Riley unlocked the cage door.

“And now you’re free,” Riley responded, smiling at her. She swept the damsel into her arms, dipping her. Only the smallest distance separated their mouths. “It’s a pleasure to rescue one as fair as you.”

The damsel kissed her passionately.

“Until next time,” Riley winked as the kiss ended. She left the damsel breathless as she moved over to the platform where the McGuffinite was sitting. Taking hold of the metallic object, she held it triumphantly over her head.

Her victory was met with silence.

Brawnly’s jaw was practically on the floor. His mind raced. Was he going to have to let this woman in his class now? The fact that she’d passed a course that most first-year students would have failed didn’t change the fact that she was a girl. Or that she’d make all the other students in his class look bad. 

He looked at the other teachers, but they were just as shocked as he was.

Riley walked over to him, tossing the McGuffinite in one hand.

“Thanks,” she smiled. “That was actually a lot of fun.”

“Uh...”  

She waited for him to say something, but his mind was utterly unable to form words.

“So, did I pass?” she prompted him, holding out the McGuffinite.

“Uh...” He took the object and looked around again, hoping desperately to find help, but seeing none. “I mean, it’s not... Um...” He felt like he was going to start hyperventilating. In mere minutes, his entire world had been turned upside down.

She frowned, looked around at the astonished room, and paused. Suddenly she smiled brightly. “You know what, Professor Brawnly? If this is the best that Space University can offer, then maybe I’m better off going somewhere else.” She chucked to herself. “You know, I hear that Villain University is a lot of fun.”

As Riley walked out of the room, Brawnly felt a wash of relief come over him. Good, now she was someone else’s problem, and everything could go back to normal. But as soon as the doors closed behind her, the metallic clang reverberating throughout the room, he was suddenly filled with dread. Villain University? She was going to become a villain?

A different kind of fear gripped his heart. His heroes were going to need a lot more training.
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Matthew Daniels has been in every From the Rock book thus far. His story ‘Healer’s Hoards’ appeared in 2016’s Sci-Fi from the Rock, ‘Living and Learning’ in 2017’s Fantasy from the Rock, ‘Grow Gold Together’ in 2018’s Chillers from the Rock, ‘Eggshell Revolution’ in 2019’s Dystopia from the Rock, and ‘Rooftop Statistics’ in Flights from the Rock.

In December 2019 he was named a member of the Engen Books Board of Directors.

His first novel, Diary of Knives, is set for a November 2020 release.

His flash fiction also appeared in Kit Sora: The Artobiography under the title ‘Epilogue?’. Daniels has proven himself to be a renaissance man of genre fiction, capable of rising to the occasion of any challenge thrown his way. His short story ‘Where With All’ was featured in the All Borders are Temporary collection by Transnational Arts Production.

As competition over placement in the From the Rock series has improved, so has Daniels steadily grown in his authorial abilities. His newest story is titled ‘Namaily.’



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Namaily
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The first step in Ipo’s day was waking up. He did this unwillingly. Every time. Which made perfect sense to me. Sometimes I’d have to step on him to get him going, alarm or no. Neither of us needed our custom space suits because we were inside the Extraction Team Vessel, and this made it easier to step on him. The ETV looked like a habitable pinball from outside and a very complicated bachelor room inside.

Once he extracted himself from the bed, he broke his fast with Grey Goo™. It seemed to grow all of its own in its wall-mounted vat. Next to it was a second, smaller vat labelled Grey Goo™: Purrfection™. Ipo poured some of the latter into a bowl he set down for me. It was labelled Namaily in free-hand black marker.

Step two was what Ipo called SSS: shave, shower, and... uh... sit. On the toilet. This step included some minutiae and some important tasks—such as recycling my litter. On this planet, which the Company called Buyome to be cute, it was hard to find good soil. The planet looked mostly like jungle, but everything was based on silicon. Which was why we came here. While that was great and all, it meant that we couldn’t breathe the air or eat anything until it was broken down, filtered, and recombined.

Ipo pressed a button on the wall during Step Two, early in the mission. “Hailing Open Channel.”

“Copy that, Extraction Team. Survey Team here.”

“Our shift’s not started yet, you buttheads,” said a woman’s voice.

“Good morning, Science Team,” Ipo answered.

“That’s Business Team to you,” she answered.

“That’s what he said,” Survey Team chipped in.

“What do you want?” Business Team was so desperate for coffee that they could practically hear her rubbing her eyes.

“Any word from anybody about why our surface Wi-fi doesn’t work, but all our other data and comms are good?”

“You bothered me before punch for curiosity?” Business Team grouched.

“There’s punch?” Survey Team asked.

I didn’t know you could feel an ellipsis until that conversation.

Business Team got to—well—business. “Base got nuthin’. None of my studies or readings are making any sense of it. There’s no record from the scouting of the planet about signal interference of any kind. But I’m on it.”

A few days later, we had to change how we did Step 3: Clock In. Punching for our shift was fine. All of the vessels were synced with atomic clocks to Earth, Indian Standard Time. We then went in an order: Business Team Vessel, ETV, Survey Team Vessel. Ipo had put on his space suit when the ETV ran afoul of a bizarre crystalline mushroom bog. We didn’t always follow Business Team in a direct line because each vessel’s driver made slightly different decisions about the terrain.

Ipo didn’t bother suiting me up because he went through the airlock and used the decontamination feature on the way back in. Apparently someone on the Design Team lost their job that day.

There was big money on this operation. Once silicon-based life was discovered, the Silicon Rally took off: without proof of intelligence, this life was a resource. None of the genetics laws applied outside of carbon-based life. It’s why the space programs finally started getting real money and effort again. So now we go Survey, Extraction, Business. They even sent us better equipment for streamlining the process.

Over a month later, Ipo was taking his First Break—which was Step 4 in the day. Sometimes he explored. Like admiring a waterfall instead of studying it. And though they’d done much for approaching lightspeed travel, they couldn’t adjust for the lag of “just” lightspeed in their communications, so video contact home was pre-recorded and sent through relays.

“You’re taking the giant leaps,” his wife said in one of them. “So here are the small steps!” She’d done a monthly highlight reel to make the year’s wait worth it. Their daughter had taken her first steps.

“Not as much as I love you,” she said after a pause. That was what she used to say when he told her he loved her. N.A.M.A.I.L.Y.

The fifth step in the day, a segment that Ipo mutter-dubbed, “Solving Problems,” was always the midday witching hour of technical difficulties that came for him when he tried to harvest the samples Survey Team flagged as useful. About a week after his daughter’s moon landing, there were bugs in the system. Literally. They were like ants, but they covered their legs in discarded teeth like a crab wearing a shell.

It sounded like a helter-scatter of marbles.

“MAYDAY!” Ipo shouted into the radio. “BTV, there’s an army of teeth in here!”

I was running around, jumping, hissing, and shrieking.

“They don’t attack anything living,” Business Team responded in a hurry, “unless you hurt them. They’re after the machinery, but they can’t actually get through anything airtight.”

“I never let them in!”

“Yes, you obviously did. They’re sneakier than you think.”

“How do you know all this?”

“Remember that really grumpy morning I had?”

I was standing arched and watching the greenish pools of skittering bits, now that I’d noticed that they stayed outside of an invisible circle of each of us. “Yeah?” Ipo was nearing panic.

“They kept me up the night before. It’s not until I put on a song with a harmonica that they fled.”

Ipo was speechless.

“...you don’t have anything like that, do you?”

“I like EDM,” he answered.

There was a spark of distant sound from the radio. Was she sighing into the receiver, or changing something up in there? Then the sound of a harmonica came through. From the quality, either she had to jack up the volume or harmonicas were as bad as I remembered. He jacked up the volume on his end to be sure, and activated the airlock system. The little green ants, camouflaged in the vegetation outside, were soon out of his vessel. He performed full system scans sixteen more times and spent forty-five minutes searching for the last unaccounted foreign body before he realized it was the sample he’d taken.

Second Break, or the sixth part of the day, was when the teams got philosophical. I’d get my second helping of Purrfection™, maybe belly rubs and the like, sometimes a toy. As incidents like the Munchers (as Ipo called the ants) got more frequent and unusual, he’d read more or talk about the mission and what their work meant beyond the economy.

“I had a friend put together a hard drive with copies of all the project info right up until we launched,” Survey Team told him one day.

“They didn’t search you?” Ipo asked. His frown was so intense that surely it came through the other end of the radio.

“Of course they did. And they found it and knew what it was. I convinced them it was part of my project package,” Survey Team explained.

“Sounds too easy,” Business Team remarked.

“There’s a lot of information. I’ve only poked at it because I was bored. I did find one thing you might like.” A beat. “Here it is: the time credit budget for the planetary scouting.”

Ipo’s scritches stopped. I had to actually put a paw on his arm to remind him of his priorities.

...

Better.

Mostly the three of them seemed bitter or disappointed.

“How do you even short-cut something like that!?” Ipo demanded.

Standard procedure required a full month (based on Earth-synced atomic clocks) to investigate and secure a planet before sending human-contact missions. I’m finding my thoughts becoming clearer all the time. Random knowledge, memories of mentioned tidbits like this, keep flooding back to me now. Anyway, the Company’s lobbyists had found ways to count certain exercises or information sources as credits towards X number of days explored.

All three teams had been sent on this planetary DNA harvesting mission with four days’ intelligence.

Even calling them “teams” was...philosophical.

The seventh step of the day was what frustrated Ipo the most: Debrief, Report, and Document. Records were assiduous. I did most of my purring around this time as I crawled on or played with Ipo’s devices, screens, and what-not. He had that half-grin from someone who’s actually enjoying being tormented a little. What can I say? I am what I am.

Everything was documented. When we used the bathroom, how long it took, weeping spells, how often we communicated for non-mission purposes, how closely we followed daily scheduling protocols, the photos we took, weekly mental health assessments, complaints (sometimes I’d start loudly meowing to get Ipo to let up), digital and mechanical issues. They tried to have Ipo disciplined for the Munchers incident, but Business Team backed him up.

Discipline was easy: the orbital base had complete remote access to the vessels’ systems. They could shut down whatever they wanted: bathroom mechanisms, heat, light, movement, radio contact, screens for reading. It wasn’t until Ipo got a message from his wife that he realized—based on some of her confusion about knowledge gaps—that messages were vetted and censored.

The last of the reports were included in the day’s genetic harvest, which was sent to orbit from an anti-gravity platform included with the vehicles. Orbital drones would retrieve these harvests and bring them to base. Only the ETV could harvest anything meaningful; Business Team was for deeper intel and Survey Team directed Extraction Team (that is, Ipo) to the best items.

Was I an item? I came from Earth with Ipo, they didn’t need to study me. Plenty of cats out there. But still. For that matter, was Ipo an item?

Step 8 was Clock Out. Work was over for the day.

Step 1 was Wake Up. Again, Step 2: SSS. He shaved, he showered, he shortened my nails. And his own. Step 3, Clock In. Right away, flowers started blooming and it went downhill from there.

“Business Team!” Ipo shouted to the radio as he battened everything down and hot-footed the vessel away from the area.

“Something wrong?”

“ARE YOU TRYING TO KILL ME!?”

“Survey Team repor-”

“The flowers are attacking!”

“I’m sorry, what?”

“It looks like phosphorus or magnesium or something!”

“What does?”

“THE FLOWER THING!”

“Extraction Team, please.”

Ipo looked at me. “When this is over...” it sounded like he was plotting with me. He’d been talking to me more often in the last few months. The orbital base was getting more insistent about the mission. The mental health assessments stopped. “Inefficient,” they’d claimed.

It took hours to get out of the hot zone. The flowers were literally setting their own forest on fire. Business Team was both excited and terrified. Ipo started laughing. I hid in a corner from him, because that just wasn’t right.

Everything changed on Step 4 a week later, when Business Team interrupted Ipo’s break.

“I’ve been making a special study of flowers since...uh...”

“That’s a terrible idea,” Ipo said.

Business Team sighed. “Probably, but I have news. I’ve found a connection with the ants.”

“The Munchers talk to the flowers?” Ipo stopped eating his goo.

“No. Well, yes.” Business Team faltered. “They’re all connected! Which means...oh, gods...”

“What?”

“Hailing Open Channel,” Survey Team started.

“Extraction Team here,” Ipo said.

“Oh, hi, you’re just in time. The whole planet has wi-fi!” Business Team declared.

Survey Team didn’t absorb that straight away. “I have bad news, you guys. The landscape shifts I’ve- wait, what?”

Step 5 is Problem Solving. Ha.

“All the plants and animals. Fungi. Everything I can find. That’s why everything’s attacking us,” Business Team said. “They all have a kind of antenna cell. There’s no intelligent life on the planet because it’s all one! An intelligence, a community!”

“That explains my findings,” Survey Team said. “The forests, the underbrush, everything that’s not actually water, wind, or stone. It’s all moving!” A pause. “There’s a tree outside, forty-foot diameter. It’s...oh, no.”

“It’s what?” Business Team urged.

A massive crash. Ipo changed the radio channel because there was painful feedback. “Business Team?”

“Here!” She was breathing heavily, but not from exertion. “I’ve lost access to the data grid. No GPS. I could try to work out where Survey Team was...”

“That’s a death trap,” Ipo said. “I’m sorry, but that didn’t sound like there was room for a rescue mission.”

They started trying to contact the orbital base.

Step 6: Second Break.

Ipo had lost all contact. The anti-gravity platform was disabled. He didn’t have a way of fleeing the surface.

Step 7: Report, Debrief, Document.

Extraction Team was in a full-on panic. I stayed where I was, snug atop a vent near the ceiling in a corner. He tried emergency overrides. Hailing the base, home, the whole solar system. 

Only now am I starting to realize why I’m able to understand so much of this. I’m guessing it was the mushroom bog, though my body hasn’t had any sign of mold. It’s faint, and cuts in and out, but I’m starting to feel everyone around me. There are birds. Shrubs, vines, a windborne seed pod. The only living thing I don’t feel is Ipo: struggling into his suit, trying to cobble together a weapon, and stopping up the gaps in the vessel that are being torn or worked into by all the life.

Clock Out.
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The Planet was death.

That’s what Dr. Cheryl McLeod thought as she took a walk down to the lake. It was a conundrum none of the scientists could solve: How could a planet that boasted all the necessary life-sustaining elements not be able to sustain life? Planet Telex was chosen from other terraforming candidates for its Goldilocksesque temperature and atmosphere. It had an ideal proximity to a sun and there was a water cycle to transport any necessary chemicals to organisms. And yet, when they landed, there were no signs of life, like a ghost city that was waiting to be filled with people. The soil seemed to drain the life out of anything they planted. After the most recent crop failure, Cheryl felt like she’d better take a walk before she took a blowtorch to the entire lab.

At least the air was nice to breathe, unlike back on Earth where the air had become turgid and polluted. Cheryl considered herself fortunate to have grown up in Stornoway, Scotland; the Hebrides archipelago was one of the few remaining truly rural parts of the world. However, she didn’t realize just how fortunate she was until she moved to London for university. After about a week, she was coughing up black phlegm in the shower and missing the ocean breeze of Stornoway. Despite the absence of foliage, Telex’s air reminded her of fall in Scotland: that thick spicy fragrance of rotting leaves. Everyone on the mission agreed that for all its frustrations, a short walk on Telex’s surface did wonders for the mind.

Cheryl crested the hill of bleached stone and looked out upon the small lake, which she’d taken to calling Loch McLeod. It was a little slice of home trillions of miles from Earth. She picked up a nice flat rock that fit squarely between her finger and thumb and skimmed it across the water with a graceful flick of her wrist. The stone skipped about four times before dropping into the lake, forming progressively smaller circles. Cheryl estimated it travelled about twenty metres. Not bad for a warm-up shot. 

She began searching for another bit of ammunition when she was startled by an alien noise. Nearby there was the noise of heavy hooves clopping over the rocks and breaths drawn from loose nostrils. Before she turned her head to search for the noise’s source, she heard a beastly snort and the sounds of drinking from the water. She realized the sound wasn’t alien but in fact familiar, which gave her the nerve to turn her neck and see what it was.

A large pale horse was craning its neck to drink from the lake. The only animal the team had brought to Telex was a goat named Cans, so it wasn’t theirs. Cheryl watched the horse drink and felt a terrible pang in her heart for home, where horses still roamed the Scottish highlands. Nostalgia overwhelmed her and she was compelled to approach the animal. Its ropey muscles flexed beneath its thick white hide. When Cheryl got close, the horse paused briefly from drinking to consider her, then returned to its business. She stretched out her hand to stroke its crest, a gentle convex curve from its ears to its shoulders. 

“Where did you come from?” she asked aloud, overtaken by its beauty. 

She continued stroking the animal and didn’t realize anything was amiss until she looked down and saw that its hooves were backwards. Instinctively, she stepped backwards in surprise but was unable to pull her arm away. It was glued to the horse. She tried to pry it off with her other hand, but it was attached, like it had bonded to its skin. The pale horse was now emaciated, its muscles instantly grown gaunt. 

Cheryl screamed. The backwards hooves began to march towards the lake. 

“No, no, no,” Cheryl pleaded, unable to get her hand loose.

Indifferent to her cries, the pale horse trotted into the lake, pulling Cheryl with it. Underwater, she could see the skeletal remains of a plethora of alien creatures, drawn to Telex like a fly to a pitcher planet. Cheryl screamed once again, and the water filled her lungs. Everything slowly went dark as she travelled deeper into Telex’s digestive system. Before she went unconscious, a thought returned to her:

The planet was death.
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