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Welcome to the first issue of The Fifth Di... as published by Nomadic Delirium Press. This little zine is now on its third home. It started out being edited by James Baker at ProMart Writing Lab. Shortly after its birth, I came along and took over the editing duties. When Jim passed away, the magazine, and I, both went to Sam’s Dot Publishing, where we resided for many years under the lead of Tyree Campbell. Now that Tyree has left Sam’s Dot, there were certain circumstances that led to my departure as well, but I wasn’t going to leave The Fifth Di... and The Martian Wave behind, so I brought them with me to Nomadic Delirium Press.

Once here, we created a new format for the zine, and we hope to have many more years of publishing such fine talent. So, sit back, and enjoy the all new, and yet still the same, The Fifth Di...
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Alien Anger Management

By John Grey
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I could have strangled that creature 

but it had three necks. 

And I would have punched its lights out 

but most of its eyes I couldn't reach.

I thought of a swift kick

to its scaly green shins

but I couldn't figure what slimy appendage

was foot and what was arm.

And a boot up the rear

presented way too many hideous choices.

I was angry,

I demanded justice.

But mine was an earthling's rage.

His was an alien's responses.

I wanted blood,

the redder the better

And his was green.

––––––––
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Bio: Australian born poet, works as financial systems analyst. Recently published in Poem, Spindrift, Prism International and the horror anthology, “What Fears Become”with work upcoming in Potomac Review, Hurricane Review and Pinyon.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Stranded

By Robert P. Hansen
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Lilith Greenberg tugged gently on the tether attaching her to The Junket’s airlock, and the small shift in momentum propelled her gently toward the little survey ship. As she floated toward it, the braided carbon nanotube strands retracted into the shoulder pouch of her Evac suit. It hissed softly as it slithered around the spool, an unnerving sound that reminded her of an oxygen leak. She cringed and, as she had done a dozen times before on this mission, checked her oxygen level. The O2 pressure was normal, as it had been every other time she had checked it, so she returned her attention to the ship. 

The Junket reminded her of a black widow spider clinging to its prey, its eight titanium spikes – four on each side, evenly spaced – clung to the surface of the asteroid as if it were ready to wrap it in a silky cocoon. Between them, the body of the ship bulged with fuel and engine compartments, and at the nub near the end, the steady red pulse of the buoy deployment chamber shimmered against the black backdrop of space. The bulbous bridge, barely large enough for the pilot, tilted slightly forward from the body, its open airlock a gaping maw waiting to swallow her up. It grew steadily larger, and she positioned herself with her thrusters until the laser sight indicated she was ready for the airlock’s cocoon-like embrace. She held her arms out in front of her, braced herself, and waited for the gentle clang of contact.

The airlock’s shape mirrored the Evac suit’s with barely a micron’s difference between them, and they needed to merge perfectly for the seal to be complete. The first few times she had attempted it, she’d recoiled from the impact and had to waste thruster fuel before she had grasped the handholds. From those initial failures she had learned to ignore the contact and focus only on the handholds. She made a routine of it after that: brace herself, watch her handholds, make sure her timing was right when she closed her grip, and let the magnets suck her boot toes into the stirrups. Now it was second nature, and the suit merged seamlessly with the airlock opening with little effort on her part.

“Seal the airlock,” she said, waiting for the spider’s fangs to close around behind her. A moment later, the fangs injected their corrosive venom into the Evac suit’s seal, dissolving the goo that held the two halves of the suit together. A few seconds later, the front half of the Evac suit moved forward six inches and pirouetted inward, allowing her to step out into the small, pressurized bridge.

She floated to the captain’s console and retrieved the data from the suit’s recorders, estimated the angle for the laser broadcast to Mars Base, and transmitted it. “Now to deploy the buoy,” she said as she pressed the command sequence for injecting the device into the asteroid’s nickel-iron core. The buoy was mostly a homing beacon, but it also contained a supply of moles – small machines that would tunnel through the asteroid preparing it for the larger machines that would follow later to harvest the metallic core.

“Well,” she said, “another one down.” She leaned back, and frowned. “Where’s the ping?” she asked, listening for the sharp, resounding ping that had accompanied all of the other buoys. But there was no hammer-on-anvil sound. Instead, there was a dull thump, like a pillow being fluffed. “Odd,” she muttered, “That’s never happened before.” She sat up and pressed the diagnostics icon, scrolled through the options until she found the buoy’s deployment mechanism, and initiated it. The computer rapidly ran through its sequence of sensors and reported the mechanism was functioning properly. 

“Strange,” she muttered, frowning. “Maybe I should do a full diagnostic?” She returned to the main diagnostic screen, paused, and shook her head. 

“No,” she said. “Check the buoy deployment record, first.” She had only begun the sequence when the proximity alarm blared to life and the navigation screen automatically overrode the diagnostics screen. She gasped.

There were two shapes coming toward The Junket. One was small, barely five times the size of the ship, but it was crumbling into smaller pieces, and they were fanning outward like a shotgun blast. The other was the bulk of the asteroid, rotating on its axis, a bulbous outcropping slowly coming into The Junket’s path. A digital countdown poised ominously above the image: 12 seconds. 

Her mind whirled. The Junket was surfing the splintering chunks like a wave. The asteroid was on a collision course. No time to turn the engines on. No time to get in the Evac suit. It wouldn’t matter, anyway; if the ship were damaged, she couldn’t repair it. Survey ships didn’t carry spare parts. It would just take longer to die in the Evac suit. “Thrusters!”

Her fingers flew over the controls, initiating one thruster after another, trying to nudge The Junket out of the asteroid’s path. But the ship was sluggish; the anchors were still engaged, and the thrusters were not designed for the added mass. She wasn’t going to make it.

The alarm grew louder and changed pitch – a distraction she didn’t need – and she did the only thing she could think to do: she rotated the ship until the legs were facing the asteroid and braced for impact. It was a surprisingly soft bump, cushioned by the chunks of asteroid still clinging to the anchors, and she was almost ready to breathe again when debris began clattering against the hull. For a few seconds, it was like hailstones pinging against a flyer’s roof, but then the larger chunks started banging against the underbelly of the ship. She gasped as they jostled the ship around, and her fingers flew over her console as she listened for the soft hiss of an oxygen leak. She took a slow, shallow breath and clung to the computer console as the battering continued for nearly a minute before dwindling to an occasional light rattle. No oxygen leak.

“Damage control,” she said to herself, shutting off the klaxon and studying the warnings dotting the console. The engine seemed undamaged. There was a fuel leak. “Stop that,” she said, sealing off the leaking compartment from the rest of the fuel reservoir. Two anchors had broken off; two others dangled uselessly. A few of the thrusters were nonfunctional. No hull breach. 

She switched back to the navigation display, studying the asteroid and the debris cloud clustering around it. The Junket had been batted by the asteroid and was drifting slowly away in a looping arc. She shifted to a larger view to study the debris cloud, used the functional thrusters to stabilize the ship, and repositioned The Junket to a safe distance from the debris but within landing distance of the asteroid.

“Have to go outside,” she said, shaking her head. “Well,” she sighed, “No sense putting it off.” She pushed herself toward the airlock and twisted in the air to back into it. She barely took enough time to make sure her hands and feet were properly placed before she sealed the lock. The sealant oozed into the grooves and the front of the Evac suit shifted into position and squeezed into place around her. After a few seconds, she checked the sensor readings to make sure the sealant had set and said, “Eject.”

The clamps released the back of the Evac suit and peeled away. A moment later, the airlock decompressed and she was ejected a few feet into space. The Evac suit’s thrusters fired automatically, stabilizing her in relation to the ship, and she tugged gently on the taut tether line until she could grasp the outer handholds. She belayed the tether from her shoulder pouch and scampered along the hull as if it were a cliff face, reaching here and there for small outcroppings, until she was under the belly of the ship. Once there, she pushed off and floated away from the ship, belaying the tether line to keep it slack.

“Damn,” she muttered as the extent of the damage became apparent. “Damn and damn again.” 

Two of the anchors had been pulled from their sockets, leaving behind bits of wiring and shards of metal clinging to the tortured joints. Two others were dangling, boulders impaled upon them; something would have to be done with those before The Junket would be space worthy. The other four seemed intact. The underside of the hull was riddled with dents and scratches. One of the fuel compartments had a jagged gash, but the fuel had long-since leaked out and frozen into a cloud of fine mist.

“All right,” she said, firing the suit’s thrusters to nudge her closer to one of the damaged anchors. The anchor was as thick as she, four times her height, and had three joints. She pulled herself up to the socket joint connecting it to the ship. She activated a control panel beside it, keyed the sequence to trigger the time-delayed explosive charge, and confirmed the command four times before the two minute countdown finally began. She pushed against the ship’s hull and floated away, giving the anchor plenty of room, and waited. The explosion puffed, and the anchor floated free, its slight momentum moving the anchor slowly away from the ship. If it hovered too close to the hull, it would be a potential hazard, so Lilith cautiously returned to the joint, pressed her back against the hull, and pushed against the anchor’s mass to increase its momentum away from The Junket.

Then she turned to the next damaged anchor. . . . 

*******
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Ed Granger studied the schematics and shook his head. It was an old design, reliable and unimaginative. The science labs were efficient, stocked with the best equipment that would fit in the tight little spaces, but it was far from what he was used to at Mars Base. He would have to be creative if anything strange happened – as it almost certainly would.

“Hi Ed,” Meredith said as she entered the lab.

“Hello,” he said, glancing up from his console. “I hear the roster’s going to be posted tomorrow.”

“Yes,” she nodded. “But the scuttlebutt says you’ll be on it.”

“We’ll see,” he said, turning his attention to Meredith. “But it won’t be an easy decision. You’re just as qualified as I am – if not more.”

“Hah!”

Ed raised his eyebrows as a sudden frown distorted the roundness of her face into a bitter oval that threatened to overtake her eyes. They were pretty brown eyes, and he’d had a great deal of trouble avoiding them of late. Lilith had been gone too long.

“Oh, I know,” Meredith said, waving away his concern. “It isn’t just science, you know. It’s also chemistry. If they choose Lilith to be the commander, you’re a shoe-in to be the science officer. If not,” she shrugged. The round nubs of her shoulders undulated, and he found his eyes drawn to them.

“Lilith still has two months left on that asteroid survey for The Cartel. Mars Base won’t disrupt that.” Two more months of temptation, he added to himself as he realized his eyes had strayed a bit too low for propriety. He tried to mask his interest – and discomfort – by turning his gaze back to the Snodgrass schematics. “It’s a quaint little ship,” he said. “And that pod,” he shook his head. “Small quarters and a lot of gadgets.”

“True,” Meredith said, sitting down beside him and tilting her head. A few auburn strands escaped the tight little bun that topped her head. “But The Snodgrass mission isn’t scheduled for departure until after she gets back, and she has a lot of time to read up on it while she’s hopping between asteroids.”

Ed nodded. “They’ve been sending her updates,” he said, “but they’ve held back a lot of the mission details. They won’t send any of those until they’ve made their decision. Besides,” he added, “she’s never commanded a ship before. Most of the other candidates have. If they take one of them, you’ll be on it.”

“Oh, really? Like you’d turn it down,” she said, nudging his shoulder with her own.

Ed turned to her, and said, quietly, “Yes.” As soon as he said it, he knew it was true. If Lilith was not on the ship, he wouldn’t be either. He would be wherever she was – if she’d let him tag along. He shrugged. “It’s a long mission.” Three years too long.

Meredith stared at him for a long moment before reaching up to tuck the stray strand of hair back into her bun. “You miss her, don’t you,” she said quietly.

Before he could muster up a response, the intercom chimed in. “Central Control to Ed Granger. Central Control to Ed Granger. Priority 1.”

Meredith’s eyes widened as Ed leapt to his feet and ran toward the intercom panel and tabbed the button. “Granger to Central Control.”

A moment later, a voice said, “Transferring.”

The delay was longer than normal before an efficient communications officer rapidly confirmed his identity. Ed’s fingernails dug into his palms as he went through the routine of providing his name, identity code, and security clearance. At length, a new voice asked, “Is the transmission secure on your end?”

“Securing,” he said, punching in a few numbers before turning to Meredith.

“Of course,” she said, making her way out of the lab.

He finished punching in the code and said, “Transmission isolated.”

“Mr. Granger, this is Admiral Ashcroft. Our outpost on Ceres reports that long-range imaging indicates The Junket has been severely damaged and is adrift in orbit around the asteroid it was surveying. We have not received any messages, and the status of the pilot—”

“Lilith,” Ed whispered harshly, his forehead gently coming to rest against the communicator’s console. 

“—is uncertain. Your assistance is requested.” There was a momentary pause, then Admiral Ashcroft said, “Pardon?”

It took him a few seconds to compose himself. “Lilith,” he said. “The pilot’s name is Lilith Greenberg.”

“Yes,” Admiral Ashcroft said. “It is. Do you know– No, there isn’t time. We need your help. We’re assembling a team of scientists to troubleshoot—”

“When do I leave?”

“—the problem, and you—” the Admiral paused a moment, then said. “The cruiser will arrive at South Port shortly. The Fifth Wheel. Specifics of the situation will be relayed and updated to the cruiser as they become available.”

“I’m on my way,” he said, toggling off the communicator. A moment later, he rushed through the lab’s door and ran headlong into Meredith, almost sending them both sprawling to the floor.

“Sorry,” he said, setting her down. “Have to go.”

“That bad?”

“Yes,” he said, turning away and sprinting down the corridor.

“Can I help?” she called after him.

He half-turned, “No—” and kept going until he slowed at the end of the corridor. He caught the corner with his hand and propelled himself around it.

*******
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It was bad. There was no way else to put it. The ship would fly, but landing would be difficult, if not impossible. The buoy mechanism was non-functional. The fuel leak had used up a fifth of her supply. Half the anchors had been separated or destroyed. If that were all, she could manage well enough to get back to Mars Base, but the communication laser was a garbled mess. No replacement parts. Her ship was a survey vessel – sleek, fast, and sparsely equipped. She could not contact Mars Base to revise the pre-programmed course through the asteroids. She had two options: continue the mission or risk flying out of the asteroids manually with limited information. Neither option was appealing. There wasn’t enough fuel left to finish the mission, and she didn’t relish the idea of dodging asteroids without the assistance of Mars Base’s computers. If she miscalculated the trajectory to Mars Base even a fragment of a degree, she’d be adrift, lost. She had six hours to choose.

“Six hours,” she muttered, “to find another way out of this mess. All right,” she nodded to herself. “What’s working? Everything inside the ship. The Evac suit. Four anchors. Propulsion. Thrusters. Supplies – two months of food, oxygen, and water. Eighteen buoys that I can’t deploy. Me.”

Not much, she admitted to herself.

“Mars Base to The Junket. Please respond.” Lilith jumped, reached for the console to keep from flying free. “Mars Base to The Junket. Please respond.”

“The Junket here,” she said, then shook her head. “The laser’s broken, stupid. You can receive messages, but you can’t send any.”

“Mars Base to The Junket. We are aware of the accident and are working the problem from our side. If you are receiving this message, please respond.”

She slapped the console. “Damn it, I can’t respond. The communication laser’s toast. Without that, there’s no way—

“Wait a minute,” she said. “How did they know about the accident?” She frowned, brought up the navigation charts, and studied them for a moment. “Ceres,” she said. It wasn’t close, but she was within range of their telescope. “Maybe,” she said, sitting back.

“Mars Base to The Junket. We are aware of the accident and are working the problem from our side. If you are receiving this message, please respond.”

“All right,” she said at last. “Respond I shall.”

*******
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Ed Granger hurried up to the desk and Landis Schwartz waved him on. “Pad 3, Ed,” he said. “It will be ready in five.”

“Thanks, Landis,” he replied. “Any word?”

Landis shook his head. “Whatever’s going on, they’re keeping it hush hush. All I was told is that you were coming and to rush you through.”

“All right,” Ed said. He turned and hurried to the air lock. It was already open, and he stepped into it. A moment later, the lock closed, and he waited.

“Five minutes,” he muttered. Accident, he thought. What kind of accident? His thoughts raced, bouncing from one catastrophic scenario to another, each one becoming progressively more disparaging, until, at last, the outer lock opened and he rushed through the small tube into The Fifth Wheel.

“Ed Granger?”

“Yes.”

“I’m Deidre,” she said. “When you’re strapped in, we’ll be on our way.”

She had already started the take-off sequence, so he decided to wait until they were airborne before he pressed her for information.

“South Port, this is the cruiser The Fifth Wheel. Ready for departure,” Deidre said into the communicator. After a brief pause, Deidre nodded and said, “Thank you, South Port. Will do.” A few seconds later, the cruiser was airborne and making its way through the thin air of Mars.

“Make yourself comfortable, Mr. Granger. We have half a planet to cross.”

Ed nodded. “A two hour trip,” he said. “I’ve made it many times.”

“Two hours under normal circumstances,” Deidre said. “We’ll be there in one.”

“One?”

Deidre nodded and smiled. “The Fifth Wheel is fast.”

“I was told there would be details about the accident—”

Deidre shook her head. “Not for my ears, Mr. Granger. I’m just the cabbie. That,” she pointed to the console, “is for you.”

Ed looked at the console and saw that it had a biometric scanner. He put his finger in and felt the brief prick as it retrieved his DNA. A few moments later, the console came to life, and he saw the blurred image of the damaged Junket orbiting an asteroid like a wounded grasshopper. He stared for several seconds before turning his attention to the data.

*******
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Lilith studied her handiwork and nodded to herself. “That should do it,” she said. Then her suit beeped, and she nearly jumped into space. If it weren’t for the tether. . . .

“Okay,” she said, “O2 levels dropping to minimum. Time to go inside.”

Once inside, she went to the console and checked the time. “Thirty two minutes,” she said. “Plenty of time for Phase Two.” She sat down and began the arduous task of overriding the navigation computer’s preset programming. Several minutes later, her finger poised above the final confirmation and she pressed it. “Well, there’s no going back, now.”

She entered a short sequence of commands into the navigation computer to be triggered precisely one minute after the scheduled departure time. The commands would fire the engines in a short burst, rotate the ship, pause for five minutes, then fire the engines a second time to return The Junket to orbit around the asteroid. It was a simple maneuver, but it was much riskier than she would have liked. Even a short distance in the asteroid belt could be hazardous without proper guidance.

She held her breath as the first engine burst flared to life, but when the ship didn’t explode, she let it out slowly. Then she turned the sensor display toward the asteroid and watched. “Now for the response,” she said, watching the countdown as it dwindled form 30 seconds to zero.

The display changed dramatically at that point, as a series of explosions on the asteroid surface followed each other in quick succession. They were carefully timed to explode when the asteroid rotated to face the general direction of Ceres. With luck, they would be large enough to be seen by Ceres’ telescope array – if they were watching. If they weren’t. . . .

*******
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They were only a few minutes from landing at Mars Base when an update came in. It was terse: No reply. Explosions observed. Video upon landing. Ship schedule terminated. Status uncertain.

He had barely had time to begin digesting the new information when Deidre announced, “The Fifth Wheel to Mars Base. The Fifth— Yes sir, landing sequence initiation in thirty seconds.” She turned to Ed and said, “Brace yourself, Ed. This is going to be a bit rough.”

He nodded without paying attention, but when the torque of the ship’s maneuvers nearly sent him flying across the bridge, he grabbed hold of the console and clenched his teeth. The ordeal didn’t last long – perhaps half a minute – and then they settled to the ground.

“All right, Ed,” Deidre said. “The airlock’s cycling. Time for you to go.”

He gulped, nodded, and rose to his feet on shaky knees. “Thanks,” he said, taking a deep breath and making his way to the airlock. Once through, there was a scooter waiting for him.

“Hop on Ed,” Toby Arnstaadt said. “I’ll fill you in on the way to the briefing room.”

Ed stepped onto the low platform and gripped the handles. “What’s with that last update, Toby? It said there were explosions. . . .”

Toby nodded. “Yes. On the asteroid. The ship’s still orbiting her. You’ll have to see them. We know it’s a message, but we don’t know what it means. Here,” he said, tapping a code into the scooter’s console. “Check out what she did.”

Ed watched, raising his eyebrow as The Junket fired the engines and moved several kilometers from the asteroid and stopped. “That,” Toby said, “was not pre-programmed. It’s manual. She’s cancelled out the pre-programmed route.”

“No,” Ed said quietly. “That means. . . .”

Toby nodded. “Yes. She can’t finish her survey, and she’s going to risk a blind shot to Mars Base. Keep watching.”

Ed did, and when the explosions started, he tensed considerably. “How?”

“Alex thinks she’s using the buoys. They have explosive charges to plant them into the iron core. But the oxygen and fuel,” he shook his head. “We’re not sure how much she used. We’re assuming she kept enough in reserve for a return trip, but we don’t know how much leeway she gave herself.”

“At least we know she’s alive,” Ed said, “and The Junket is still space-worthy.”

“We’re counting on that.”

“What about a bullet ship?” Ed asked.

“No time,” Toby said. “Even our most favorable estimates on her oxygen supply won’t last long enough to get one ready and send it out.”

“So, what am I here for?”

“We’re almost to the lab,” he said. “It’s at the end of that next tunnel. Those explosions – we think it’s a message, something more than ‘I’m alive!’, but we can’t figure out what it is. What do you think?”

Ed replayed the sequence of explosions, but nothing came to him. “Perhaps if I saw it on a larger screen?”

“You will,” Toby assured him. “We’re here,” he added, bringing the scooter to a stop. “Now, the reason you’re here is simple. We need your ingenuity and your knowledge of Lilith. We need to know what she’ll do, and, more importantly, what she can do. You’re going to help us find a way to bring her back without being able to communicate with her.”

The door opened and a cacophony of voices scattered down the hallway. Someone inside looked up, and Toby nodded. The man – wiry, red-haired, tall – came over and ushered them inside. “Mr. Granger,” he said as he led him to the table. “I’m Miggs. I’ll forgo introductions for the others for now. We need your help.”

Ed pointed at the large computer screen and asked, “Can I see the explosions? Close up?”

Miggs snapped his fingers and said, “Millie—”

She bent to the console and a few moments later, the first explosion flared across the face of the asteroid. It faded out, and when the asteroid’s rotation brought it back into view, the second explosion – more like a flare, this time, as if it were a dud fizzling out – lingering until the face of the asteroid disappeared. The rest of the explosions – some short and powerful, others long and fizzly – followed suit until, after the seventeenth one, it fell into silence.

“Well?” The wiry man said, “Any thoughts?”

“It’s a pattern of some sort,” Ed said.

“We know. But what pattern?”

Ed frowned. What would Lilith do? he asked himself. What could Lilith do? Lilith was a generalist. She knew a little about a lot of things, like any good commander does. But her first love was navigation. Her second love was him. She was competent in the basic sciences – chemistry, physics, astrophysics, propulsion – the type of things she needed to know if something happened to her crew. But she was far from an expert in any of them and seldom cared about theory. She was practical. She was hands-on. Sometimes she was rash, but when she was, it usually worked out well. Intuitive. A bit reckless.

“She knows something,” he said. “This is not a desperate act.”

“What?” Miggs said.

“She has a plan,” Ed said. “That is a message, and we need to figure out what it is. She’s trying to tell us what she needs from us. We have to figure that out.”

“All right,” Miggs said. “Keep talking.”

Ed tilted his head. “Lil is intuitive, decisive. Once she overrode the programming, her mind was set on that being the best course of action. Something is wrong enough with The Junket to prevent her from making it through the rest of her pre-programmed sequence. But when she took that little jaunt, she was showing us that she could still maneuver and that The Junket could fly. The explosions are partly intended to get our attention so that we know she’s still at that asteroid, but there’s more to it than that. If all she wanted was our attention, one big explosion would have been more effective.”

“All right,” Miggs said. “Amber, alert the computer bay that we’re going to need time on short notice. Once we figure this out, they’ll have to program her route to the nearest safe port.”

“How long has it been since she set them off?” Ed asked, suddenly.

“With the time lag, about two hours,” a large-boned brunette said from a console in the corner. “We’ve been trying to contact her ever since Ceres sent us word about the accident, but she’s not responding.”

“She’s waiting,” Ed added. “We’re supposed to do something, and she’s waiting for us to do it. She’s an excellent navigator, and she would have risked returning on her own if the situation was bad enough.” He frowned and looked at the brunette. “What did you say?”

“It’s been about two hours.”

“No, after that.”

“We’ve been trying to contact her ever since Ceres—”

“How?” Ed demanded.

“By laser, of course.”

Ed shook his head. “No, no, I mean, what messages have you sent her?”

She frowned. “We’ve been requesting a response. It’s set on a ten minute repeater.”

Ed nodded. “What, exactly, is the message?”

“Well,” she said. It’s almost time for it to be sent, if you want to hear it.”

“Yes,” he said, moving quickly to her side.

“It’s a simple request—”

“Shh,” Ed said. “Play it for me. I want to hear exactly what it says.”

“All right,” she said, punching in the codes to interrupt the repeater and turn the volume up. “Here it is: Mars Base to The Junket. We are aware of the accident and are working the problem from our side. If you are receiving this message, please respond.”

Ed listened, and when it finished, he motioned for it to be repeated. When it finished, he started laughing – loudly and enthusiastically – and the room fell quiet, save for the echoes.

*******
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Lilith had never been very good at waiting. She liked to do things. But there wasn’t anything she could do yet. So, she dozed. It was not a restful sleep, though; the message from Mars Base kept waking her up. 

It was a monotonous message – tedious and wasteful. “Mars Base to The Junket. We are aware of the accident and are working the problem from our side. If you are receiving this message, please respond.” If she got back, she’d tell them so. At the very least, they could vary it up a bit, make it seem more human.

She was about ready to shut off the communicator so she could get some real sleep when something changed. The message was different. The messenger was different.

“Mars Base to The Junket. Mars Base to The Junket. Lil, this is Ed. I know you can hear me but can’t respond. That’s okay. We know what you want, and we’ve got the computers doing their calculations. Once we have them, we’ll transmit the coordinates and departure times. We’re not sure where you’ll end up, yet, but it will be within your limits. Those explosions were awful clever, Lil. Sorry it took so long to overlay the patterns. Spelling out REPLY like that, one bit at a time. . . .”

“Oh, Ed,” Lilith said in the pause that followed. “Dear, dear Ed.”

“Okay, we know you’re short on fuel, but we don’t know how much. We’re assuming the worst case scenario with a little flexibility. That way, if you have more, it won’t be a problem. Same with oxygen. That doesn’t leave us too many options. We’re trying to find a ship that can rendezvous with you, but it doesn’t look promising. We think the computer will send you to Ceres. It’s the nearest outpost, but you’ll have to dodge quite a few rocks to get there.”

“Listen, Lil,” Ed continued after a moment. “We’d like confirmation that you’ve received this message, and it’s going to be a bit tricky. We don’t want to use up your oxygen, but the explosion needs to be large enough for Ceres to pick up. You’ll need that last buoy and the following food packs. . . .”

Lilith scurried through the larder tossing out the food packs as Ed named them off, and when he finished, he repeated them a second and third time. The instructions became more complicated at this point, since she had to do some chemistry with equipment that was never meant to be used to do chemistry. At the end of the instruction, Ed said, “Lil, you have to be careful with this. It’s sensitive. You don’t want to put the trigger in until you’re ready to set it off. The buoy trigger will provide the primary heat source, but once the reaction starts, you’ll only have about fifteen seconds to get clear of the concussion. You won’t be able to set a timer on this one,” he added softly, “and it needs to be set against the iron in the asteroid for fullest effect.”

Lilith sighed. “Another Evac – more oxygen depleted.” She shook her head. “There has to be another way.” She sat back, her nose pinched and brows furrowed. “Another way. . . .”

It took her an hour to rig up the device, and a two minute spacewalk to set it in motion. She hadn’t liked the idea of trying to outrun a concussion wave, so she’d set up a contact trigger, secured the goo around the buoy the way Ed had directed her, and gave it a gentle shove toward the asteroid, adjusting the speed so that it would contact the exposed nickel-iron core deep in the cavern that had formed when the asteroid had shattered beneath her. Then she made her way back inside before her suit’s oxygen had completely run out.

The explosion, when it occurred, was brighter than she’d expected for such a small device, and she smiled. “You’ve always been a good cook, Ed,” she said.

Then she waited for the next transmission.

*******
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Lilith strapped herself into The Junket pilot’s seat and triggered the sequence to set in motion the navigational instructions Mars Base had sent. It would be a two week trip through the asteroid belt. The computer executed the first maneuver, a short jaunt to clear herself from the asteroid debris and set her along the way. Then The Junket dipped suddenly as the proximity alarm blared to life – too late; the tiny asteroid had already streamed past The Junket, barely a half kilometer from the ship. Lilith gritted her teeth and her fingernails dug into the arms of her seat as the ship jolted severely and the engines flared to life. The burst was a long one, this time, but then the thrusters kicked in, steering the ship along a slow roller-coaster ride through space. Most of the time, the shifts in attitude or trajectory were soft and easy to adjust to, but every time she settled into a routine, the computer would warn her of a pending acute adjustment, and she’d cling to her seat. Her instinct was to take manual control, to stop the spin or the g-force, but she knew that would be a mistake; the computer had its reasons, and usually they saved her life.

It was a bumpy two weeks, but at the end of it, The Junket settled into orbit around Ceres, and she maneuvered her ship to the landing field. It was a rough landing with only half the legs working, but they kept it upright in the tiny gravity and secured it in place long enough for her to escape into the relative safety of Ceres Outpost.

Then she had to wait for The Snodgrass to pick her up.

––––––––
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When Two Centuries Have Passed

By Shelly Bryant
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when two centuries have passed

since the discovery

— other inhabitable planets

and their intelligent races —

when the dust has settled

hierarchies established

exploitative energies spent

ideas duly exchanged

migrations accomplished

diets altered to accommodate

new flocks and vegetation

when routine life begins again

in the aftermath of expansion

will we find ourselves

in the new Europe

only casually giving thought

to life across the void

or lamenting the loss of land

herds winds earth and spirit

tucked away on our reservations

to continue our quaint customs

in that quiet corner
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Stone for Brains

by Milo James Fowler
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Eyan stripped off blood-flecked human skin and watched it dissolve through grills in her shower floor. She closed silver eyes in the stream of hydro, gulping down mouthfuls between breaths. Crimson-tainted rivulets drained between her toes as the wallscreen flickered to life.

"Another failed mission." Elder Arsaelean glowered full-frame.

Eyan glanced over her shoulder. "The child is well-protected. I couldn't get close."

Arsaelean growled, fangs flashing. "You care too much for your own welfare!"

"Self-preservation allows your operatives to fight another day."

He ran his gaze down her torso and lingered on the curves of her backside, shining like liquid mercury. "What of their security?" he demanded, stroking his golden mane.

"Thermo-scans at the perimeter. If not for the skin, I would have been detected immediately."

Arsaelean nodded. "How long will it take to grow more?"

"You're not sending me back." She faced him.

He smiled, baring teeth engineered to tear flesh from bone. "After coming so close, it would be a shame not to see this mission through."

"But I told you—"

"The lady doth protest too much." A low chuckle.

She turned away. "Send in your trollgre."

"Out of the question." Arsaelean clenched his jaw. "That thing has stone for brains."

"He could break through, take the child before security is able to scramble the necessary firepower."

"Don't the humans pack explosive rounds?" 

Eyan turned to look him in the eye. "They don't see many trollgres."

#
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Clad in silk leggings, a nubuck tunic and boots of the same human-engineered material, Eyan strode across the sheltered yard, scuffing across patches of weeds between cracks in the concrete. She glanced at the southeast tower where an ape-like hybrid manned the heavy artillery. No air assaults had come upon Alcatraz in decades, but Elder Arsaelean always maintained prudence to be the better part of valor. 

Eyan found the trollgre cutting blocks of stone to reinforce the south wall. These creatures apparently had one purpose in life: masonry. Massive, strong enough to haul boulders out of the earth with their bare hands, they regularly maintained each of the twelve Elders’ strongholds. Not slaves, they were free to come and go into the wild as they pleased. But Arsaelean had developed a way to keep them close: an elixir which, when taken, rendered their rock-hard exteriors impervious to acid rain for limited intervals. The trollgres could leave, but they would always have to return. 

"You there." Eyan stopped ten meters from the creature, well beyond its range with a sledge hammer. "Brawnstone, is it?"

The trollgre half-turned to regard her with a wary eye sunk deep in his stony face.

"Elder Arsaelean has a job for you." She stood at ease with only a slight tremor in her left knee.

The trollgre grumbled and turned away.

"You have been promised a triple dose. Enough to remain outside these walls for a day or more."

A chuckle thundered forth as he faced her. "Tempting. But as you can see, I have my work."

"It can wait. Dahlia, however, cannot."

The trollgre froze. "The last human child?"

"Arsaelean asks that you bring her to him."

"To kill her."

"Of course not. The rebellion doesn't need a martyr. We aim only to steal their hope." She advanced with one hand outstretched, activating a holosphere. "The compound is heavily guarded with thermo-sensors at the perimeter. You must break in, capture the child from her cell, and bring her to a safe location deep in the city ruins."

"I would need a strong dosage even to reach that compound." 

"It can be arranged. A double dose prior to your mission, and triple once you bring young Dahlia to the Elder. Those are the terms."

Brawnstone dropped the sledge hammer and approached her, his feet rumbling against the concrete. Eyan retreated, matching him step-for-step, until he halted. Rain drummed across the expanse of sheet metal above them.

"In that case," he rumbled. "I will go."

#
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Eyan watched the aerial drone's real-time footage projected on the far wall of her quarters. Lumbering along like a creature from an ancient fairy tale, Brawnstone approached the perimeter of the humans' compound undetected and smashed through the reinforced concrete wall. He disappeared inside, and despite the drone-bot's magnifications, Eyan could see nothing of him for nearly forty seconds. Then he reemerged, holding a white bundle close to his chest, shielding her from the sizzling rain with his arms, protecting her from the humans' weapons fire with his back. The rounds ricocheted off him like pebbles against granite. He ran, crushing the earth with each tremendous footfall. The humans knew better than to follow. Acid rain was no respecter of persons.

Elder Arsaelean's lion-like face appeared on Eyan's deskscreen. "A successful mission, after all."

She glanced at him as the trollgre charged into the wild, entering a tangle of disfigured trees. Young Dahlia did not struggle in his arms. "She will be taken to the warehouse district, as you requested."

"Excellent. The Council wishes to see the child." He flashed his fangs. "To honor her."

Eyan directed the drone-bot across the treetops to catch Brawnstone when he exited the overgrown wood. "I told him you wanted her alive."

Arsaelean chuckled, licking his teeth. "As well you should have."

"The humans will come for her."

"Not if there is nothing left for them to find." He signed off.

The drone's lens followed the charging trollgre. For a creature so large, he moved with incredible speed and urgency. Was it the promised dosage that invigorated him? Or did he now consider this child his charge to be protected at all costs? 

And if so, who would protect the Council from him?

The drone could have been armed to destroy the trollgre once he made his delivery to the Council. It's what Elder Arsaelean no doubt would have advised Eyan to do. But instead, she summoned the bot's return and shut down the projection. The wall before her went dark. 

Yet hope would remain after the dawn—for the humans, at least.

"Stone for brains," she muttered with an appreciative smirk.

––––––––
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Bio: Milo James Fowler is an English teacher by day and a speculative fictioneer by night. His work has appeared in AE Science Fiction, Cosmos, and Shimmer. When he's not grading papers, he's imagining what life could be like in a few dozen alternate realities.
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Quarks

By Leonard Roller
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The quark is asmall part of things,

Paired shiningsparks of everything.

Like socialelephants all quarks exist

In groups withother quarks,

Unlike the lonelysharks.

A baryon is ahadron made of quarks three,

Which really hasme up a sub-atomic tree:

I have not thefaintest notion,

Whether at rest orin motion,

What a hadronmight even be.

A meson is made ofone quark up and one down.

(I wonder why itis that sharks don’t ever drown?)

If quarks are ofall matter basic shards

(and related toleptons those spotted pards)

And like to herdlike pachyderms,

Are there quarkgraveyards?

––––––––
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User 213

By Kellee Kranendonk
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Bing!

Ash’s computer informed her of a new message. She left her study screen and clicked on it.

User213: Hi Ash.

Ash frowned. She knew of no one called User 213. She typed a reply.

Ash: Who r u?

User213: My name is Eddie.

Ash: Yeh, rite. Who r u realy? Ed?

User213: I told you - my name is Eddie.

Ash: Come on Ed. Or is this Meg? U no no1 is named Eddie.

User 213: Why not?

Ash: Bcuz n e nam longr than 3 lettrz is aganst the law. Duh!

User213: Seriously?

Ash decided to go along with the little game. She typed: K Eddie, where u from?

User213: I’m on a ship. 

Ash: K. And this ship is where? Midle of the oshun?

User 213: No. Don’t you know how to spell?

Ash: U no I do.

User 213: I know you don’t.

Ash: Whatever.

User 213: So, what’s Earth like?

Ash: R U kidding?

User 213: No. I told you I’m on a ship.

Ash: Like a sayling ship?

User 213: No, a space ship.

Ash: ROFLMAO. Rite. Who r u realy? This is Ed isn’t it. U always like to make up stuf. But how did u change ur user nam?

User 213: I can prove I’m not Ed. I’m Eddie and I’m on a space ship.

Ash: How can u prov it?

User 213: Do you have a camera?

Ash: U mean like a cam?

User 213: Yes.

Ash: Come on Ed. U no we cant use r cams til we’re 25.

User 213: 25. Are you serious?

Ash: R U?

User 213: Yes. Will you tell me about Earth?

Ash: K. Fine. I’ll go along with ur game. I’ll tel u evrything.

User 213: Thank you.

Ash: Wen we turn 10 yrs old we’re taken from r rents.

User 213: What are rents?

Ash: U no. Ur mom an dad.

User 213: Okay. Parents. Go on.

Ash: After we’re taken, we live in r own compartment and attend skool til we’re 21.

User 213: Tell me about school.

Ash sighed. Whoever this was, was taking this joke all the way. She continued: We lern r letters with r rents. There sounds, shap, u no, speling. Wunce we’re on r own the profs take ovr. They send vids or txts and we respond. Its ok to get a rong anser as long as u pass over all.

User 213: I take it spelling doesn’t count.

Ash: No 1 is marked on speling. But if u don’t pass the punishment is horible. U get ur comp turned off and u have to sit by urself 4 a day. Its so quiet and boring. Scary.

User 213: What happens after you turn 21?

Ash: U gradu8. Then u hav to get a job. If ur luky u get a comp job. Some ppl r not lucky and they hav to b a untouchable.

User 213: What’s an untouchable?

Ash: Wat is the point of this joke? R U having fun laffin @ me?

User 213: I’m not laughing.

Ash: Ur not what?

User 213: Please just tell me more.

Ash: Fine. Untouchables r the ppl that have to werk with other ppl. U no like a delivery guy or in a factry.

There was a pause and Ash thought that the joker was done. But he wasn’t.

User 213: Do you get married and stuff?

Ash: Married? What stuff?

User 213: I guess you don’t. But you’re there. How did you get there?

Ash: Ur talking about procreashun?

User 213: Procreation. Yes.

Ash: Ur the 1 who spels weird. N e way. . .Wen we turn 25 r cams r turned on. We start dating.

User 213: Do you actually date or is this all cyber dating?

Ash: I don’t understand.

User 213: I mean is everything done on the computer or do you actually see one another?

Ash: All dun on comp, even for most untouchables. No 1 sees 1 anuther in persun til they deside who they want to spend their life with.

User 213: Except for those few untouchables?

Ash: Yes.

User 213: Okay, so cyber dating, and only once you turn 25. What happens to those untouchables that date face to face? 

Ash: I dunno. That’s just realy gros ok?

User 213: Okay. Then what?

Ash: Ur persistent, rn’t u?

User 213: I have a reason for wanting to know.

Ash: That’s not wat I ment. But n e way, after that u deside where to live. Wen a compartment bcomes empty, usualy another 10 year old moves in. Some poor kids have to wait beyond their 10th year b4 they can move into their own place. But if their r no kids needing a place then a grownup whos dun having kids can mov in.

There was another pause before User 213 typed his message back: So, after you move into one compartment or another, you start having kids? Raise them until they’re ten years old, then they get their own place and start school. Is that right?

Ash: Yeh.

User 213: When a couple is done having kids, do they automatically move into their own place again?

Ash: Not always. But they can if they want. Some ppl like 2 b with their partners, others cant wait to b a singel again. U no all this. R U going to tell me who u realy r?

User 213: Do you want me to prove it?

Ash: Sure.

* * *
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Eddie looked at his friend, Franco. “She wants me to prove it.”

“Then do it,” said Franco.

“She might get into trouble. Not to mention that I might. Dad wanted to know Earth’s conditions. He might not be so happy about how I got the information.”

Franco shrugged. “So you hacked into her computer. If you’re going to get into trouble for it anyway, then what’s it going to hurt to change her birth date? Besides, how does he expect you to get the information?”

Eddie tapped his fingers on the desk beside his laptop. “You got a point.” He knew his father expected him to log into a mainframe, talk to someone in authority, not some random teenage girl. But this was more fun. He turned back to his computer and pressed some keys. 

“Okay, she was born in 2200 making her fourteen. So if she’s 25, she’d have to be born in 2189. There. Look, there she is.” He waved.

* * * 
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Ash’s computer flickered. Then her red cam light came on. A new screen popped up and she saw two boys. Both were dressed in black t-shirts and long khaki pants, and had short cropped hair. Suddenly she felt naked in her tank top and shorts, but she was thankful she’d had to put them on to meet the delivery guy earlier in the day. Since no one ever saw her, she most often spent her days nude but her grocery order had come in this morning and, busy with her studies afterwards, she’d left her clothes on. She started to type her message, then realized she could speak to the boys. “Are you twins?”

“No,” said one. “I’m Eddie. The one you’ve been talking to. This is my buddy, Franco. We’re on a ship. This is how everyone dresses when they’re on duty.”

“Your buddy,” she said slowly, still not understanding, though fear was starting to set in. She still had eleven more years until she was 25. Who, besides Government, could turn on cams? “You mean, like your partner?”

Eddie and Franco laughed. 

“No,” said Franco, “just friends.”

“Watch this,” said Eddie. He reached for the camera. It shifted, swung around in a blur then stopped as it showed a doorway. “This will blow your mind.”

The doorway got closer, closer then the cam went through it into a hallway. A few people walked by.

“Okay, I get it,” Ash said. “You’re untouchables. Joke’s over.”

“It’s not a joke,” came Eddie’s voice from off cam. “Just watch.”

They went through another doorway. A railing came into view. Then, down below in a large open area was a large group of people. Maybe hundreds. Adults, kids, teens Ash’s age, even old people.

Ash’s eyes widened as she covered her mouth with her hand. Then the scene blurred and the cam swung around to Franco and Eddie again. 

“What do you think?” he asked grinning.

“You people are sick,” she cried. “Turn off my cam now! The joke’s not funny anymore.”

“But I have more questions,” insisted Eddie.

“No.” She left cam view.

* * *
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“She’s not coming back,” said Franco after a few moments of Eddie’s cajoling. “Turn off her camera before she gets into some kind of trouble.”

“I wanted to ask her about crime,” said Eddie, pushing keys. “What kind of crime would there be on a world like that? And how do people shop for their stuff? Do they still have those gas-powered vehicles that our ancestors drove?”

“I don’t think they shop or drive anything,” replied Franco. “They seem pretty solitary. I would think crime rates would be low.”

Eddie grunted his agreement. The human race had turned out the way their ancestors had foreseen. Yet in spite of their solidarity, they still managed an existence. “But they still have procreation,” he said with a chuckle. “Humans will always find a way.”

Franco joined in the laughter.

* * *
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The red light on Ash’s computer went out. She stood staring at it for a few moments to make sure it would stay off.

Bing! A message popped up on her screen. 

Ed: So, N e thing intresting hapen 2 nite?

Ash smiled. So, it had been Ed all along, pranking her. What she couldn’t figure out was how he’d managed to get her cam to come on. And who were those guys he’d gotten to dress up in those weird clothes? 

Ash: No

She brought up her contact list then clicked on *911.

*911: Wat is ur emergency?

Ash: Some 1 hacked into my system pretending 2 b a untouchable, and turned on my cam.

*911: Is he danjerous?

Ash: I don’t think so.

*911: We’ll dispatch a unit. Wat’s the add?

Ash: Eastland St. Block 8, bldg 6, apt 515.

*911: Is that where the suspect is?

Ash: Yeh.

*911: Some 1 will b there soon.

Ash looked at her other computer window.

Ed: HEY ASH WHERE R U?

Ash: Rite here. Com down.

She read his other messages. He’d explained to her that there had been some kind of weird interference in his computer. It had shut down for a moment, his cam had flickered and then it all came back on.

Ash: How far r u gonna take this?

Ed: Wat?

Ash: ;) Teach u 2 prank me. Enjoy ur life with the prison untouchables.

Ed: Wat r u hey the cops.,vbn;méBN

Ash sat and watched the cursor flashing behind Ed’s gibberish. He’d taken his joke too far and had tried to continue typing to her even after the cops had grabbed him. Because she’d said he wasn’t dangerous, they probably sent untouchables; humans instead of droids. How fitting.

Ash brought up her contact list again and this time clicked on Meg.

Ash: Meg, hav u herd?

Meg: Herd wat?

Ash: About Ed.

Maybe someday, she thought as she told Meg about his prank, she would find out how he’d pulled it off.

––––––––
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Futurecare

by WC Roberts
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bzz

whirr

movements

joint gratings

corrosion growing

where are all the bio-mech docs?

browse the catalog, choose the field: microtech medics

nervous AI in for checkup

—nanofluid dense

—motion stiff

android

feels

ill

engineer medics required
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Custodes

By Lou Antonelli
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Sergius rubbed his chin as he read the placard on the exterior of the Roma Locomotive Terminus. It was blatant but effective.

“Do You Have a Hot Tip?

“CHRIST-STOPPERS offers a reward for information leading to the arrest and execution of ANY CHRISTIAN

“30 pieces of silver!

“You will remain anonymous.

“Telephone today I-DCCC-DLV-MCCXII”

The businessman smiled. “Someone must have a sly sense of humor,” he thought, “using hot tip on a poster printed after the Great Fire.”

As he rubbed his chin, he realized he needed a shave. “Damn, it is a long train ride from Mediolanum,” he thought.

He snapped his fingers as he got into the taxi. “The Coliseum Plaza, and quickly.”

***
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Advotius grabbed a herring. “You told Chiesus he could come over?”

“Yes, pater. He hasn’t seen the rainbow teleceptor yet.”

Berenice slid a small cup of garum in front of her husband. “We don’t mind, do we, Advo?”

Advotius plopped a herring in the bowl. “Why doesn’t his family get their own rainbow teleceptor?”

The teenager shrugged and picked up a quail drumstick. “I guess they’re poor. His father only runs a little votive shop in the Forum.”

Advotius wagged the sloppy herring at the boy. “Just so long as he’s quiet. I want both of you to stifle while we watch ‘Custodes’”

“I understand, pate!”

The doorbell rang. Amnius jumped up to let his friend in.

“Good evening, Master and Mistress Alverarium.”

“Evening, Chiesus.” Advotius turned to his wife. “Honey, how close is ‘Custodes’ to starting?”

Berenice looked at her wristwatch. “Just two or three minutes.”

“Damn, I got home late tonight. The Via Hades was running especially slow.”

He wiped his fingers on a linen cloth. “Let’s all retire to the grotto.”

The Alverariums and Chiesus went into the large dark room where the teleceptor sat. “Amni, turn it on before you sit down,” said Advotius. “So it can warm up.”

In a little over a minute, the color picture appeared. Chiesus squirmed in his seat as Advotius smiled.

“You haven’t seen one of these yet, have you?”

The teenager smiled nervously. “No, sir. You have the first one on the block.”

In a moment, the Eagle and Fasces insignia of the Imperial Broadcasting Service appeared as the drums and bagpipes of regimental music swelled. Then the theme song began:

“Custodes! Custodes! What would you do? When the magisterium comes for you!”

A very official-sounding voice declaimed, “All miscreants are guilty once detained and will be appropriately executed.”

Chiesus turned to Amnius. “Zeus, I wish they’d show the executions, too!”

Advotius gave the pair a stern look. The boys clammed up and sat back in their seats.

The picture tube showed a pair of custodes in a large autochariot patrolling the Tarpian District. The one at the wheel spoke to the camera.

“We’ve received a Christ-stoppers tip that there were Christians meeting in a grove atop the Tarpian Rock. They’ve broken up, but we hope to catch some of them as they head home. Here we go!”

The shrill bagpipe-like drone of the siren began as the chariot pulled to the curb behind two men dressed in simple cloaks.

Both custodes jumped from the chariot. “Halt! Don’t attempt to flee!”

Rather than run, the two men stopped and turned towards the lawmen, hands together in supplication.

“Good evening, officers,” said the foremost, a white-haired men. “What seems to be the problem?”

“We have a report of a secret Christian meeting this evening,” said one. “Do you know anything about that?”

The camera was now behind the two men. “No sir, I don’t know anything about a secret Christian meeting.”

“Well, forget about secret,” said a custodes. “Are you Christians?”

“No, I can’t say we’re Christians,” said the younger man.

“Enough of your double-talk,” said the second custodes. “Put your hands on your head,”

He began to aggressively pat down the older man. In a moment, he pulled something shiny out and held it up for the camera.

“A chalice. Christians use these in their rituals to drink blood!”

The other custodes stabbed a finger at the unseen side of the cup. “Look, the Pisces symbol!”

The custodes holding the chalice turned it around and held it up again for the camera. “The secret Christian symbol!”

The other custodes brought a heavy mace down on the head of the younger man, who crumpled without a sound.

The camera tilted as the older man fell to his knees and started praying. The chalice was thrown into the street, and the custodes began kicking the man with their heavy boots.

“This is going to be good,” piped Amnius.

“Not another sound out of either of you!” snarled Advotius.

***
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The teleceptor programming director steepled his fingers.

“Honestly, Sergius, did you expect to buy another season of ‘Custodes’ at the same price? With ratings so high?”

The Northerner sighed. “No, Tamianius, but I didn’t expect a 200 per centum hike!”

Tamianius spun around in his chair and looked across the Roman skyline. “I admire your persistence, though, taking the red eye locomotive from Mediolanum.”

Sergius lowered his voice. “I didn’t come here to kiss your ass, you know. I had something I wanted to tell you, in person.”

He rose from his chair. “But as long as we’re not even talking...”

Tamianius spun around again. “Who said we’re not talking?”

He laid his forearms on his desk. “What could be so important you would not want to risk Nero’s Praetorians overhearing it on the telephone?”

Sergius closed the office door and sat down again. “I have learned something that might be a reason for the Imperium not to renew your license.”

Tamianius laughed. “That’s ridiculous. ‘Custodes’ not only enforces respect for Imperial Law, it’s been one of the most useful tools in the Christian crackdown.”

“Well, yes, insofar as the Christians have been framed for the Great Fire,” spat Sergius. “Don’t look at me that way. Come on! Everyone knows it was really set by developers who wanted to clear out the central city for urban renewal.”

“You had better watch your tongue. You’re far from Mediolanum.”

“That may be so, but what if I told you that I recently had a local businessman renew his very large advertising contract—he’s a used autochariot salesman—on condition that ‘Custodes’ be picked up for another year by my station—a man who I know is secretly a Christian?”

“That’s ridiculous. Why would a Christian support ‘Custodes’”?

“Have you ever watched how the Christians behave when they’re caught? Do you ever feel a glimmer of sympathy?”

“No. Not in the least.”

“Yes, well we know you’re not normal. After I received this unusual request, I asked some people whose opinions I trust what they thought of the brutality on ‘Custodes’ against Christians. You know what they said?”

Tamianius shook his head.

“They said seeing this kind of bloodshed in the arena is one thing, but having it brought into your home at night is too much”

“Do you mean that ‘Custodes’ may be creating sympathy for the Christians?”

“Why would a crypto-Christian pledge thousands of denari on its renewal?”

“I don’t know. You tell me.”

“Thirty-five years ago, when their ‘god’ the Galilean roamed Palestine, there was no teleceptor, but we had sound newskinos. Have you ever seen the speech he made on that hill outside Jerusalem?”

“Of course not. I’ve heard of it, though. Silly shit. ‘Blessed are you, and blessed are they, and blessed are every-fucking-body!”

“I saw it years ago when I was at the Academy, before it was banned. It’s very effective. The fact remains, though, that few people have seen an admitted Christian up close and personal—until you put them on the picture tube,” said Sergius. “Have you ever seen a Christian fight back?”

“No. Not even in outtakes.”

“Sounds like an effective strategy to get sympathy, to me.”

***
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“That’s wonderful. Does Chiesus know?”

“Not at all. It will be a big surprise.”

The teenager ran in the front door and skidded to a halt in front of his parents.

“Mate! Pate! Is it true? Arbrogastus said the man at the shop said they’re delivering a rainbow teleceptor to our house!”

Mistress Narbonesium smiled at her husband. “Big secret, eh?”

Juventus Narbonesium nodded to his son. “It’s true. A Senator who was cured at the Vestal Temple came to my shop and bought the entire stock, in gratitude,” he said. “So I ordered the rainbow teleceptor. In fact, the delivery men are right behind you.”

Outside a delivery chariot with the familiar insignia of the Emperor and Stag had pulled into the driveway

Chiesus turned and quickly grabbed the door for the two men carrying the large wooden crate. He let the door slam and followed then into the grotto. “Hot hades!”

The men from the Caesar & Roebuck emporium quickly installed the set and turned it on. In a minute, the color picture appeared

“That’s wonderful,” said Juventus as he slipped the men a tip. “Let’s all sit down.”

“Not me, not yet,” said Chiesus. “I’m going to tell Amnius!”

That night, Amnius sat down with the Narbonesiums to watch what was billed as a “Custodes Special”.

After the intro, that same authoritative voice declaimed, “Tonight on Custodes, justice for a Christian ringleader!” The highlights indicated what the upcoming show promised. 

Chiesus turned to Amnius. “Great! They’re finally going to show a crucifixion!”

Mistress Narbonesium grimaced. “Wonderful. Right here in our living room.”

***
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Sergius snapped the suitcase shut. He grabbed the handle as the hotel telephone rang.

“Sergius? It’s Tamianius. Did you see the episode last night?”

“Yes, of course. They crucified that Hebrew live on the air. Upside down, too. Nice piece of business.”

“Hey, that was the producer’s idea—it was decided weeks ago. That Simon Peter fellow was picked up almost a month ago.”

“So I guess they’ll nail that Paul fellow next week? The other guy who was picked up at the same time?”

“That’s why I’m calling. Yes, that’s what they planned, and then he pulled a legal tablet out of his sleeve. He was born a citizen in Tarsus—and he’s demanding a trial.”

“Zeus!”

“Yes, I found that out when I called the producer after the broadcast to congratulate him. But he said ‘no problem’—they’ll give him a fair trial, and then crucify him.”

“All of this live, huh?”

“It should be great for ratings, but from what you said yesterday—do you think it could backfire?”

“Possibly, but who cares? You finally cut me a good deal, so we’ll still be on the air in Mediolanum. I got what I wanted. I’m sure your ratings will skyrocket.”

After he hung up, Sergius lifted the suitcase and smiled to himself as he looked across to the blank teleceptor tube. “I’d wager that if Archimedes was alive today, he’d be cursing all that came from his elektrik motor.”

***
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The trial of Paul—the magistrate used his legal Roman name, Saul, throughout the trial—dragged out for a full month. The cleverness, honesty and openness of the Christian failed to save him from the death sentence, but his example aroused a great deal of sympathy—which erupted into action when the slaves and freemen stormed the Mamertine Prison.

Sergius was correct—the trial was a ratings triumph, in more ways than one.

The coronation of Emperor Saul following the insurrection remained the most-viewed broadcast for decades, until the presentation of that epic rainbow kino of the Civil War itself, “By Aeolus Tossed”. 
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When the Last Religion...

By Bruce Boston
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When the last religion

confesses its atrocities

through the ages and

shuts down for good...

when the fiery preachers

and the arrogant prophets

of the last religion step

down from their pulpits,

cough up their crimes and

cop to their hypocrisies,

never to be heard from again...

when the jeremiahs

and end-of-the worlders

of the last religion

trash their placards,

throw off their robes,

and dance naked through

the sprinklers in the park...

when the militant fanatics

of the last religion

surrender their arms

and defuse their bombs

and abandon their rhetoric

to embrace life over death...

when the illusions of

the last religion become

so transparent that no one

will donate a cent and

a million bare collection

plates spell its doom...

when the absurd rituals

of the last religion

are never performed

except as reenactments

in historical dramas...

we may all inhabit a world

where blessed sanity and

the sure light of reason

illuminate the darkness.
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Mat

By Wayne Carey
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When they tore me from my parent, I retained some of his memories. As I grew, the terrible pain of that parting faded and I began to understand those bits of memory I had been left with. The cool freshness of our world, the warmth of the sun, the tang of nutrients in the soil, the vibrations caused by the animal life around us. I could recall the coming of the bipeds, although I am not certain if that is a remnant from my parent or what my immature senses had gathered when they cut me away.

They were different from the animals of our world, dropping out of the sky in a metal craft that filled the air with noxious fumes and burned away some of our kind. Were the screams of the mutilated something my parent endured or were they vibrations my immature rhizoids captured before they threw me into their craft with dozens of other cuttings from other adults?

As I matured and my rhizoids grew enough for me to think and reason, I was able to feel the vibrations of their speech. I began to understand the patterns and eventually interpret them. They found my kind aesthetically pleasing. Soft, warm, colorful, durable. Living carpets, they called us. Cut a section from a parent, and that piece would eventually grow to a desired size. We normally reproduce by the females forming spores after fertilization, but genetic duplicates could be produced by cuttings from the adult, as I had been. This I learned from the bipeds, since this was not included in memories from my parent. The bipeds had no concept of how painful the cutting process is, to both adult and offspring. I also learned that we do not keep growing after maturity, or we would have covered our home world and destroyed all other life. To keep us captive and at a specific size, the bipeds use electrical strips at our boundaries.

They did not realize that my rhizoids could reach places that they could not see.

Unlike the bipeds or other animal life, I could not crawl. Rhizoids can grow, absorb nutrients, sense vibration, intercept pheromones. But there is no movement. I had been placed in one empty room upon my arrival, then rolled up and moved as I matured, placed in what the bipeds referred to as their “family room”, the electrified strips preventing me from growing beyond that room. My only hope at communicating with my captors was to invade the walls confining me and tap into their electrical network, influencing it with impulses from my rhizoids. They are not a very intelligent race, even though they have the ability to create inanimate devices. They could not interpret the vibrations I caused in their entertainment instruments to mimic their speech. All I wanted was to be taken back to my home, to feel the warmth of our sun on my fronds. Instead, these creatures ripped my rhizoids from their walls, poisoned me, mutilated me. I screamed in agony for days, but there was no one to feel those vibrations.

“His colors are fading,” the female biped said after several days. “Should we replace him? We could put him in the garden with the other one?”

“No,” the male said. “Too expensive, and I don't want to go back to a fabric carpet if we don't have to. We can try a better nutrient formula, and I'll put in a skylight, make it brighter in here. Open some windows and let in some fresh air.”

No ... Let me go home.

The sun through the skylights was not as warm as I remembered from my parent's memories, but it was more exhilarating than the gloom I had to endure during most of my captivity. The new nutrients enhanced my receptors. I healed and began to thrive.

Now I dwelt on what the female biped had said. The other one in the garden. There was another. I was not alone.

I grew rhizoids into the wall again, but not where the wiring was now blocked to me. I had another purpose, another direction. I wanted to reach the outside, find my fellow captive, conspire to escape this prison.

When I breached the walls at the foundation, I tasted air as I never had. Fresh and warm, filled with millions of particles that sent my receptors reeling into ecstasy. The air within my prison, even when the windows were open, was so filtered that nothing came inside but the breeze. Now I could taste the pheromones. The impulses surged through my rhizoids.

The other was there.

My rhizoids grew until I could produce my own vibrations. I called to him.

“Who are you?” he asked. “Where are you?”

“Inside,” I answered.

My rhizoids prickled with excitement.

“What do you want?”

“To go home. Will you help? Together we may find a way.”

“Stay out of my garden.”

“I am inside the house. I cannot come into your garden.”

“Who are you?”

“I am like you. We are brothers.”

“This is my place. Stay out.”

My excitement faded. I tasted his pheromones and wished I had never ventured out of my prison. He was outside, in the free blowing air, beneath the warm alien sun. Non-sentient plants surrounded him, giving off their sweat scents. But he was more of a prisoner than I was. Just by this tentative touch, I could tell that he had been corrupted. Cut many times, mutilated, altered, pieced back together in unnatural arrangements. His pheromones were sour, his vibrations irrational.

My companion was insane.

Over time, I kept tasting the air, grasping at the tiny bit of hope that refused to die. If there were two of us, there might be more. Somewhere. There had been other cuttings with me when I was taken. We had all been too immature and in too much agony to communicate then. Perhaps one of them was near.

At last my rhizoids caught the trace of a pheromone on the breeze. The other was too far away to communicate through vibrations, but an exchange of pheromones was possible. It took many days, but our contact was finally made.

A female, her pheromones told me. Perhaps at my own age of maturity, perhaps one of those who had been captured along with me. Her pheromones told me something more, something that pushed me into despair. She was calling to me for help.

There was no hope of escape, no way to return home. She was as much a prisoner as I, trapped in a similar home of bipeds. Neither of us had been able to find any trace of any others. For all that we knew, she and I, and our insane brother were the only ones of our kind on this planet. We could never again feel our home sun upon our leaves or burrow our rhizoids into the rich soil of the home world. We could never go back, but I refused to let go of the tiny particle of hope that remained.

I cast pheromones to the air with my proposal. Days later, her acceptance drifted back to me.

The rhizoids I had extended to the outside, that hid along the foundation and grew fronds to capture the outside air, now grew antheridia. Soon, gametophores launched into the air, drifting on the breeze. I am not certain, but I doubt our kind left such things to chance on our own world, but I had no choice, considering the distance between us.

My anxiety was eventually relieved when I sensed her pheromones, telling me that her sporophytes had matured and launched our spores to the wind. They would scatter and land and form their first rhizoids. Some would not find fertile ground, some would never mature, yet others would grow. Some near, some far, but we would create a network. We would teach our offspring, teach them about the world we came from, pass on what memories we had from our parents, and teach them of this new world.

We could not go back home, but we could spread over this planet, colonize it, and make it our new home.
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Voyage to Nowhere

By C.J. Carter-Stephenson
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A mechanical beast

In the void of space,

Seal sleek scout-ship

Back from its mission.

Firing its boosters,

It throws itself clear – 

Clear from the clutches

Of a fiery explosion.

Battered and buffeted

Like a leaf in a cyclone,

It battles bravely

To make its escape.

The instruments screech,

The inhabitants scream;

Their planet is no more

And they don’t know why.

A blazing light

Is all that they see

Through the pearly portholes;

It burns their eyes,

But they can’t look away – 

Their faces stay pressed

To the oblivious glass.

Then comes the debris

In a mercurial wave – 

The shattered shell

Of an egg fragile world.

It hits them hard,

Scarring their ship

And yet they survive

Against the odds.

The storm subsides

And all is quiet – 

The stifling silence

Of non-sentient space.

A people’s womb

Has been torn apart

And the crew are left

With nowhere to go.

No habitable haven

Lies within reach;

Wherever they fly,

They fly to their doom.

So a lustful trio

Defile a fair victim – 

In the face of death,

Morals take flight.
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Planet KX-17

by Jeffery Scott Sims
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Commander Avatar crisply told off to his expeditionary crew of three the orders that brought the spaceship Halcyon into orbit around the unexplored planet provisionally designated KX-17. Following brisk maneuvers the ship assumed equatorial station three hundred miles above the night side. Once this was done boyish co-pilot Tommy Breaks performed his essential post-approach tasks. "Oxygen good," he stated cheerily, scanning quickly his bank of chirping meters, "gravity tolerable, radiation acceptable, but we'd better keep an eye on the alpha waves." Avatar nodded. Tommy added, "Sounds great." Said elderly Professor Warren Felstrom, atmospheric specialist and geologist, in his low, cavernous voice "Yes, we can breathe it, much good that will do us. The situation here looks according to report." Avatar frowned, queried of his third crewman, the youthful anthropological graduate Valerie Carmichael. That pretty girl replied, from her post before the main screen, "No luck so far. It's like the old Jensen fly-by of '89 told us: nothing but water."

Her colleagues joined her to stare down at the monotonous blue surface below. The blue star of this system, Norgellas, flamed over the arc of the planet. Commander Avatar screwed up his rugged features and growled, "Not much in it for us, looks like. Still, Jensen didn't survey this world. That's our job, if nothing else. Felstrom, anything in that ocean?"

His shaggy gray head already bent to his scope, the professor called off to himself whispered figures, then declared, "Living things, sure enough, naught remarkable. I detect standard carbon forms. Who knows? They might be good to eat."

It was all of ten long minutes before Valerie cried, "There's something coming up over the horizon." This brought them all back to the screen on the double. Avatar studied this fresh finding from the planet's sunward side. Observed he, "It's an island, the only land mass on the whole blasted planet." Tommy gave his estimate: "Call it twenty miles long by ten wide. Looks like nothing but dirt, though." Professor Felstrom, still busy at his instruments, drawled, "I see somewhat more, a thin strip of intense green along the shore. I make that dense vegetation."

Valerie said, "No sign of artifice, however. The entirety of the interior seems utterly barren."

Commander Avatar announced, "We go down and check it out."

The Halcyon shortly zoomed from orbit, spiraled down to pierce the spotty cloud cover. At an altitude of five miles the ship circled the solitary island. "That is clearly vegetation at the rim," Avatar said. "I don't know what to make of the interior surface. That must be rock of some kind."

The professor replied, "I don't agree. I do not recognize the formation. Commander, is it just my tired old eyes, or do I detect evidence of regularity?"

"I see it!" Valerie said brightly, "patterns within the green strip, and among the large brown region. We've discovered something."

"I'll take us down a lot farther," Tommy offered, "for a real look."

Avatar okayed this. A few minutes found them hovering over the coast at an altitude of one thousand feet. "Most interesting," the expedition leader muttered. "Intricate, well cultivated fields in profusion, extending from the beach right up to that raised inner mass. That's a low plateau, rather oddly shaped."

"Indeed,” said Felstrom; "perfectly level, no hills, valleys, sharply defined at the edge, lacking in vegetation. I can't define it."

"I can," piped Valerie. "It's artificial. All of it, I mean; that so-called plateau is a single, vast construction. Look closely, and you can see the tiny, regular openings in the sides and in places on top. Those are doors and windows."

"You mean like in a building?" Tommy asked incredulously. "That's one big building?"

"Think of it as a city," the girl replied. "I'd compare it to a prehistoric Indian pueblo, only on a gigantic scale."

"We land at once," Avatar decreed.

The ship touched down at the edge of the cultivated zone, on a dry, flat interval at the foot of the massive island-spanning edifice. As the crew donned their light landing suits and readied themselves, rapid-fire orders pursued them. "I want samples, photographs, readings. Keep in sight of one another. Pack your side arms. Let's not count on the good will of our welcoming committee." The expedition members tumbled eagerly out of the ship, down the ramp to stand on the soil of the strange world. They beheld the weird scene.

Orienting to the magnetism of KX-17, the cultivated band, perhaps a quarter mile in width, lay roughly to the west. It was an unvarying view of vividly green shrubs sporting palm-like fronds in tight, endless rows. To the east, and stretching out of sight north and south, loomed the great, sheer facade like a wall of the building or city. From this vantage there was no doubt of its intelligent fabrication. There were spaced dark openings at ground level, smaller ones in two rows higher up. Said Tommy, "It's true. That's a single, roofed, three-story building, miles and miles of it. It's got to have a big population."

"I don't see them," grumbled Commander Avatar. "You'd think they receive visitors every day." Save for the plants behind them, rustling in a light sea breeze, there was no evidence of life or movement.

"They may be afraid of us," Valerie opined. "Primitives often shun strangers."

"Primitives?" queried Professor Felstrom. "The builders of that complex you style primitive? It's a major engineering feat."

"So it is, yet observe the indices of construction. That wall is earth and dried mud, thinly plastered, possibly with support resembling adobe. I likened it to a pueblo, didn't I? The result, I admit, is startling, but the technology underlying it is undeniably crude."

"It's impossible," the professor insisted.

"In an infinite universe," recited Commander Avatar, "nothing is impossible. The unlikely eventually becomes certainty. It is, so it's possible. I wonder if that stuff over there is edible. Crewman Breaks, snag me a plant."

Tommy shrugged, nodded, trudged the distance out to the fields, where his fellows watched him finagling with various shrubs. Avatar grew impatient. There was an annoying appearance of floundering about Tommy's actions. After an unnecessary while he returned, empty-handed.

"Why do you disobey?"

"I don't," explained the co-pilot. "The plants don't want to come."

Avatar was a big, vital man. His step forward was unintentionally menacing, as was his characteristic snarl. "What's that supposed to mean?"

"It means when I try to pull them up they pull back, and they make funny whining sounds, and they withdraw into the ground. I didn't push it too far. I didn't know what I was getting into."

Avatar shook his head. "Felstrom?"

"Some terrestrial flora possesses animalistic qualities. Further research in this case may reveal—"

"Later," snapped the commander. "We've a whole city tucked into one building. If the occupants won't come out, we'll go to them. They will answer my questions. Crewman Carmichael, will you be able to communicate with them?"

"How should I know?" Valerie replied warmly. "I know nothing about them. I don't know if anybody is there. I suppose somebody tends the plants."

"We find out now. Breaks, lock up the ship. We're all going, blast pistols drawn. Whatever happens, follow my lead." So Commander Avatar, muttering to himself something about "useless eggheads", led the way to the nearest door in the big wall.

It was only a rectangular gap, opening onto the pitch dark interior. The foursome produced small flashlights from their belt kits, held them in their free hands, and entered, Avatar still in the van. They switched on their lights. "Nothing in here," said Tommy. "It's an empty room made of mud. Look, there's a wooden door in back."

The door was round, of excellent workmanship, made of material akin to oak, fine-grained and polished, with a brassy knob to one side. "I'm going to open it," declared Avatar. He did. Their beams lanced against the panel as he turned the knob. Warm radiance flooded out.

They emerged into a comfortable, cozy den, in all salient details identifying itself as a room of an old-fashioned house, save that it lacked windows. There was a plump sofa, easy chairs, a coffee table, impressionistic pictures on the painted walls, a television, and a potted plant sitting on the clean enamel floor. Wall lamps lit the scene. Avatar demanded, "Explain it, Carmichael."

"I can't," said Valerie, her voice tinged with hesitant woe. "There are elements of parallel evolution—"

"There sure are," burst in Professor Felstrom. "Outdated, perhaps, but there's nothing primitive here. Look at these." He held up one of the antique paper magazines from the table. "It is a conventional popular publication, complete with glossy advertisements, in standard English. That is a coincidence. Wait: this next is in German, and this... well, I don't recognize this other language."

"It might be cuneiform," Valerie said with a helpless shrug.

"This is freaky," said Tommy.

"I've encountered stranger," Avatar said. He clicked the lights off and on with an electric switch by the door, grunted. "There's an open hall at that corner." They filed into it. It was a typical hall, giving onto typical, if somewhat archaic, bedrooms, a museum piece kitchen, a fancy dining room. The latter sported two potted plants just like the one in the first room. "The same as those in the fields," Tommy pointed out.

The shrubs were certainly the same kind: a short trunk with many little branches sprouting from the top, long leafy fronds, many coiled green tendrils shadowed by the leaves. Commander Avatar grimaced. "Doesn't look edible." A few more paces of exploration in the hall took them to the foot of a straight flight of stairs, wooden, functional. They went up. They reached the next floor, which was quite like the first. Another flight of stairs enticed them to climb. More pleasant rooms, accouterments of civilized life, a few plants; and a TV set still running, broadcasting a grotesque, meaningless mess of clashing, swirling colors and low squawks of discordant sound. Avatar stared at that for a while, blinked. "Tastes differ," he determined.

In the upper hall they spied a crude wooden ladder rising to another level. The commander crept up this to a hatch, opened it easily. "I'm at the roof," he called. His companions crept up after him. Presently they stood on an earthen and mud brick surface under blue sky, gazing out across an interminable flat expanse, the monotony broken by widely scattered clumps of stunted trees and the tips of distant ladders protruding from the structure.

"It's fantastic," Valerie said. "I don't understand how this place works. I could write volumes already."

They all saw at once the moving figures. Three of them, tiny with distance, human in shape, disappeared into a roof hatch. "After them!" cried Avatar. "They have some talking to do." The expedition team ran with guns at the ready. They reached the hatch, which yawned open at their feet. They could see another lighted hall below. Cover me," Avatar ordered as he descended, although no one was in a position to do so. In half a minute he called up, "All clear. Come on down."

They discovered another set of nice rooms, still more dwelling spaces. "It's like an endless house," Tommy opined. There were three potted plants in the dining room, a table laid with plates, glasses, utensils. "Perhaps we interrupted something," suggested Professor Felstrom. A radio played from the den. Investigating, they listened to obnoxious, squalling static. During a lull they noted sounds of activity from the dining room. Backtracking, they met the occupants. There were three of them: a youngish man, well dressed, a pretty woman, an adolescent boy. They were apparently engaged in wholesome Earth-style dining, except that their cuisine was unrecognizable and, frankly, rather repulsive in appearance.

"Sit down," said the man, "join us. My wife made enough for all." The crew of the Halcyon took seats, refused the meal.

Commander Avatar introduced his people. "We're from another planet," he explained. "We're here to learn your ways."

"Surely that can wait until after dessert," said the woman.

"I'm Harrison Brown," said the man. "Folks call me Harry. This is Alice, and Harry, Jr. What do you want to know?"

"Everything," cried Valerie. "Tell us of your social system, family organization, religious practices, technological infrastructure, history, arts—"

"Alice is right," replied Harry with a laugh; "dessert first." He rose. "My dear, our guests can wait here while we clean up. I'll help you with the dishes. You too, Junior."

"Do I have to?"

After they left the room the Earth people sat quietly for a spell. Commander Avatar fidgeted, cleared his throat. Tommy rolled his eyes. Valerie said at last, "I don't believe this. KX-17 is simply one crazy surprise after another."

Avatar shook his head. "No. You space novices don't understand. An old hand like me has seen it all. Remember what I said about the infinite universe? There are no surprises, only puzzles and mysteries. Endless mystery, to be explored, studied, grasped or not grasped. The universe just is. Don't let it get under your skin."

"They removed the potted plants," Tommy observed.

"They move mighty quick," Avatar said.

"And now they've disappeared," said the professor. "I can't hear them in there." The team went into the kitchen, found it vacant of their hosts, with dirty dishes piled in the sink and three potted plants on the white tile floor.

"Those are the same plants," said Valerie; "two big ones and a little one. I recognize the pots."

Avatar nodded. "Except for the few rooftop trees—from which they obviously derive their wooden furnishings—all the vegetation is like these."

Felstrom asked of Valerie, "Where do they get everything else from? How do they make their things?"

Valerie replied, "We've barely scratched the surface of this world. This area may constitute an apartment complex. There must be factories elsewhere."

Tommy said, "They hide their population pretty well. Also, our arrival doesn't faze them. I'd expect folks to show more curiosity."

"Bear this in mind at all times," cautioned Commander Avatar: "These creatures are not human beings. They resemble us, they ostensibly act like us, but they aren't human. They're aliens. Let's not allow anything about them to take us unaware."

"We must seek officials," advised Professor Felstrom. "From them we will learn the real story of this planet. Everything can be understood, granted full knowledge."

Avatar picked at his nose. He said, "We have with us a full day's provisions. We should push on into this structure for a set period—say four hours—see what we find, collect data, maybe meet these officials of yours. We can always return to the roof to make our way back to the ship quickly. Come on; let's earn our pay."

So they wandered on, stoutly and warily, into the maze of the curious island habitat, through room after room, halls and corridors, always the same in essence. Only once did they meet with other alien dwellers, a placid family group—the Randolphs—avidly watching incomprehensible TV in their den. They provided no worthwhile information about their abode or culture. That bunch disappeared for a bathroom break and were never subsequently seen. There were lots of potted plants, though. They were everywhere, all the same type, every household graced with several. The professor desired to take samples. Tommy Breaks demurred. "They're goofy plants," he said.

"One of them is a specimen," retorted Felstrom. "I will cram this one into my bag." He made to uproot the shrub, got a perplexing result. The plant squirmed against his hold.

"I warned you," said Tommy.

Muttered the professor, "It is akin to Venus' fly trap or the insect eating sundew; an interesting, if unremarkable, case of floral mobility." He seized a firmer hold, yanked with a fierce grunt. The plant came up writhing. On the instant the other two potted plants shuddered, thrashed their fronds.

"A sympathetic reaction?" queried Valerie.

There came more of one. The one pot, devoid of its occupant, collapsed and fizzled away in a little puff of brown vapor. Its former contents lashed at the hand holding it, the professor dropping the thing with a startled cry. Another plant clawed at Commander Avatar, shredding his trouser leg. He jumped back, whipped out his blast pistol.

In the twinkling of the eye plants and pots were gone, replaced by the Randolphs, who without a word attacked the party with bared teeth and scrabbling fingers. Avatar burned them down.

"What just happened?" shouted Tommy.

"These plants," solemnly intoned Professor Felstrom, "constitute the true inhabitants, assuming other forms as suits them."

"Or vice versa," said Avatar. "I've seen this sort of thing before. The outwardly human shells may be genuine, or a feint to trick us. It's hard to say without more data." Unusual sounds of commotion then ensued from various points near and far, a noise of confusing movement. The foursome heard footsteps, yet more, a slithering and rustling. Avatar immediately summed up his views on the situation. "I think we had better get out of here."

"Did anyone keep track of our route?" asked Felstrom.

"That detail didn't receive my whole-hearted attention," admitted the commander. "Let's make for the roof. As I calculate, it's only a floor or two above us."

All present accepted this sage advice. It proved somewhat difficult, however, to implement, for their retreat rapidly degenerated into a running battle. Strange characters commenced lunging at them from around corners or from behind furniture, many of them quite human, a few rather leafy, and the numerous potted plants presented, as it turned out, considerable obstacles. Suddenly everything living in those parts set on to kill them.

"We've stirred up a hornet's nest," screamed Valerie.

The attackers assailed with bare hands, knives, and clubs. Whipping fronds scratched and stung. The human explorers slowly charred a path toward the roof. In the ceiling of a large storage room cluttered with dusty chests, empty picture frames, and heaps of old clothing they spied a hatchway with a rickety ladder reaching up to it. Avatar was directing his people when no less than Harrison Brown burst into the room, green, waving tendrils protruding through his suit jacket and an antique Remington sports rifle in his hands. Avatar swung round his pistol, but not before the man fired.

The rifle didn't really fire; it belched. It wasn't a bullet that issued from its muzzle, but rather a green glob, a ballooning ball of gel that shot through the close confines and plopped straight into Tommy's broad face. He shrieked madly; sagged to the littered floor with a lingering moan, fell heavily onto his back. Commander Avatar destroyed his assailant, paused to glare down into the dissolving features of his crewman.

"He's dead," whispered Felstrom.

Avatar snorted. "So would you be," he pointed out, "if you'd just caught a burst of concentrated acid in the mouth. Carmichael, up you go. Professor, after her." In turns they scaled the ladder, emerged onto the vast plateau of the roof. Plantish objects could be observed appearing from other hatches in the distance. "That way to the edge," Avatar indicated; "can't be more than a mile."

Perhaps he was right, but it seemed longer, with less and less normal shapes pursuing, and occasional blobs of menacing green stuff whizzing through the air toward them. Where the blobs impacted, they sizzled. The fleeing, fighting trio reached the vicinity of the edge wall. They sought the nearest hatch, descended, making for the ground floor and an exit. They blasted through dense bunches of frantic plants before they found what they sought. The door was locked. Three simultaneous shots from blast pistols created a smoking void through which they tumbled. The Halcyon lay off to their left, a wildly welcoming sight.

Trouble persisted. Avatar's keen eyes spotted the difficulty at once. "The ship is surrounded by plants!" he roared. "Curse it, but I'm out of ammo. Felstrom, give me a cartridge."

"It's my only spare," said the professor, and Valerie volunteered, "I'm on my last one," at which Avatar replied, "I'll take the spare, so we all stay in business. Full speed now, frontal charge, and make every shot count." They stormed the ship and its besieging crop. They waded into the mob of frenzied, murderous vegetation that sought to clasp and kill. From obscure points new weapons entered the fray, acrid vapors that sickened and twinkling lights that burst like concussion grenades. Felstrom received a wound to the neck that left him permanently scarred.

The blast pistols of the explorers charred a road to the ship's ramp. Avatar hit the lock switch with one hand, firing with the other. "Up and in!" he bellowed. A few more choice shots at the roots wrapped round the landing pads emptied his gun, and he swung himself inside after his crew.

"We must take off at once!" Valerie panted desperately.

"Not until I'm ready," replied Commander Avatar in an even, controlled voice. He added, "I'll be ready as soon as my index finger hits the button." Despite his bravado, he saw all personnel strapped to their seats before he roused the mighty engines.

In safe orbit, the bandaged Felstrom feebly and wearily said, "It was a nightmare; meaningless, chaotic, unbelievable. What a mess we made of this discovery."

Valerie tossed aside the medical kit with which she had treated the professor, drooped against a bulkhead, sighed, "And every bit of it impossible, in total defiance of theory. This world scheme is absurd. I refuse to accept these findings."

From his great chair Commander Avatar, absently scanning the watery world below, disdained to turn, but he laughed and called to them, "You're both a couple of cry-babies. You'll learn better, if you stick. This was nothing. In my experience KX-17 hardly rates. Twenty-five years in the service have taught me that the universe is naturally unnatural. By terrestrial standards none of it makes sense, all theories are bunk, and what you expect is what you will never get. You take the cosmos as it comes at you, and if you're lucky, live with what you get. So we leave a few oddball mysteries behind us. The next expedition will deal with those, if anyone bothers to send one. We've got a computer full of data, and enough fuel to see us home. I don't ask for more. I wouldn't dare."
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Rebirth

by Francis W. Alexander


[image: ]




It is said, that the thinning nebula 

with the image of a winged horse 

was at one time his ancestor’s star,  

the one that had swelled like a blue balloon 

as they left for this new home. 

That was too long ago, 

knowledge spreading like spores,

after their kind formed new matter and energy, 

having solved the war dilemma, 

and tapped into the fountain of youth, 

evolution and genetic engineering 

changing their bodies to this. 

With his cosmoscope 

the peach headed being looks, 

his mouth slit forming a full moon, 

at that nebula as it was 

before going on its current relative diet,

hot pieces of its dead body 

pulsing maggots.

Tomorrow 

as this sun grows like a boil, 

he will move his belongings 

to their mooring ship 

before the state-sized saucer 

sets sail with the huge fleet 

back towards that nova, 

where one of its young stars 

cuddles a five planet system, 

one of which manifests itself 

as life sustaining. 

He knows the unborn above the ship 

will pass this history 

down to their descendants.  

Upon settling on the planet, 

future generations will someday look 

back upon this nova-to-be, thinking 

of the woven tales, legends, and myths 

flowering throughout the lands. 
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The Negotiation

By Robert P. Hansen
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The secrecy around his task was such that only three people knew what he did, and they’re all dead, now. He isn’t – or, rather, I’m not. But I’m going to refer to myself as “he”, anyway. Deal with it.

What he did saved the world. I am not being at all facetious, nor am I exaggerating in the slightest; he saved the world. Literally. That’s a pun, by the way, because he did it with words.

They were strange words, too. He had a facility with language that few humans do, and it was absolutely crucial to his success. Before he was ten, he spoke twelve languages fluently. His mother was a comparative literature professor and taught him Russian, Polish, and English. His father was a philosopher and taught him Greek, Latin, and German. His grandmother Edna (not her real name) added French and Italian (she had spent The Big One – WWII – as a nurse for the allies and followed the troops to Germany). His best friend was Jewish, so he picked up Hebrew from him. He learned Spanish in third grade – they let him combine all three levels into a single year, and his teacher – Mrs. Iragula (I made that name up) – taught him Egyptian. The last one, Dutch, he taught himself from some old books his other grandmother gave him. By the time he entered college at fifteen, he had picked up the Scandinavian tongues, and once he started traveling for the diplomatic corps (he got his PhD in linguistics at 20), the Middle Eastern languages started to accumulate.

Needless to say, he annoyed a lot of people.

He also made a good spy. All he had to do was listen; he memorized whatever was said – inflections and intonations included – when he heard it, and whatever he read stuck like peanut butter to the roof of his mouth. He didn’t have to work at it, either; it came naturally.

Then they called him to the White House. It surprised him quite a bit, since he was only a junior adjutant to an ambassador-who-will-go-nameless when it happened. He was given a plane ticket that made twelve exchanges on four continents, ending with a crop duster dropping him off at a tiny little airport in rural Pennsylvania. From there, he drove a rental car three hundred miles in the wrong direction and waited at a quaint little diner just off the interstate. He doesn’t remember which interstate; it was a LONG trip. Then a pair of stoic guys in gray suits put him in the back seat of a nondescript white sedan, and he promptly fell asleep.

The next thing he knew, he was being ushered through five miles of subterranean passageways on an electric go-cart. Sixteen checkpoints later, he was taken into a little room with a glaring white light and told to wait. He asked about a bathroom, and a soldier in dress uniform with lots of medals and bars on it took him to one and stood guard outside. After that little episode, he was back in the glaring white light wondering what the hell they were going to do to him.

They brought him a steak, potatoes, peas, buns with butter and grape jelly, and a quart of milk. He was hungry. It tasted good.

Two hours later, he was half-dozing when three men showed up, one he recognized from the television (the President), one in a uniform (a five-star general no one had ever seen in public), and one who wore a black suit, sunglasses, and no expression. That last one was boring; he never said a word; he just stood there. I said something unflattering to him in Dutch – not pornographic or profane, just a playful little quip. He tilted his head as if he was listening to something, turned those bulbous dark lenses toward me, frowned, but didn’t say anything. That’s when I knew I was into something I didn’t want to be in. I mean, that was when he knew he was into something he didn’t want to be in. The memory of the experience is quite discomfiting for him to this day.

Then the President spoke.

He will never forget what the President said; his infallible memory for the spoken word wouldn’t let him if he wanted it to. “Mr. W” – that’s what we’ll call him, since his favorite letter is W – “The planet needs you.”

That was the strange part. I mean, it was the strangest part for him. Once he realized he wasn’t going to be tortured or interrogated, he had expected the classic film cliché “Your country needs you.” He didn’t expect it to be the planet that needed him. So, he said the most erudite, sensible thing he could think of: “Huh?”

Now, don’t get me wrong; he wasn’t confused, exactly, he simply didn’t think he had anything to offer that the planet could possibly need. But he was wrong, way, way, way wrong. He couldn’t possibly have been any more wrong if he had claimed nothing could travel faster than the speed of light. That’s a different story, though.

Here he was, sitting in the glaring white room envying the man-in-black’s sunglasses, wondering what in the world he could possibly do that could save the world. Once he found his tongue, he asked just that – in four different languages (Polish, French, German, and Dutch) before he calmed down enough to return to English. The President understood the last one. The cliché tilted his head and listened to something only he could hear.

“We need your uncanny knack for languages,” the President told him. The word uncanny troubled him; Presidents don’t use that word very often. Then he asked, “Do you get dizzy easily?”

Talk about a bizarre shift in the conversation! What else could he do but say, “No.”

“Motion sickness?”

“No.”

“Are you acrophobic?”

“Claustrophobic?”

“Xenophobic?”

On and on it went until he finally had to say yes to something. It was a cheeseburger and shake – the best damned cheeseburger he ever ate, too! The presidency has its perks, but they don’t offset the downside tied to the responsibilities.

Okay, the conversation lasted for over an hour before the President finally made his pitch.

“Mr. W, we’re going to send you on a diplomatic mission, the likes of which has never been done before.”

“Me?” he asked. “But I’m just a junior adjutant—”

The President shook his head and said, “Not any longer,” he said. “As of now, you have full ambassadorial diplomatic status – in fact, you will outrank all of the other ambassadors, even though they will never know it.”

For some ungodly stupid reason, the only thing he could think to say was, “Do I get a raise?” What can I say? He was exhausted.

“Let’s just say,” the President smiled, “that you will never have to worry about anything for the rest of your life. If you are successful.”

That’s the rub, isn’t it? If he was successful. He had to ask about the consequences of failure – wouldn’t you? – and the President shrugged. “If you fail,” he said, “nothing will matter anymore. Not for you, not for me, not for anyone on the planet

“Maybe you should get someone else,” he told the President. “I—”

“Mr. W, there is no one else.”

I think that was when he passed out. Later, he tried to tell the President that he had fainted from exhaustion, but they both knew that wasn’t true. By that point, it didn’t matter; he had agreed to do it. He didn’t yet know what “it” was, but he understood the importance of the situation enough to know that “it” needed to be done and he was the only one who could do it.

He should have asked what “it” was before he agreed to do it.

Three days later, he was on a nearly empty plane – the man-in-black was there, and it had a pilot – on his way somewhere across the ocean; they hadn’t told him where. They blindfolded him before they landed. They put him is a car and made him lay down. They gave him an injection, and he fell asleep. He woke up six days later, dizzy, nauseous, and scared shitless of heights in a cramped little compartment that was closing in on him. The xenophobia came later.

“Hey,” someone said. “He’s awake.”

“Ugh,” he said. For a man who speaks over three dozen languages fluently, he was having a lot of trouble being poignant.

“Here,” the strange man in the orange jumpsuit said. “Catch!” The man grinned, squeezed a bottle, and a globule of water came floating toward the still-dazed Mr. W. He watched it the whole way, until it burst against his forehead. The water was cool. It woke him up. He was still dizzy. Later, he realized the strange man had spoken Russian.

“Take this,” the man said, handing him a tiny blue pill. “It will help.” The man put the pill in his mouth, held the water bottle close, and squirted again. For some reason, as he swallowed the pill and sucked in the water, he couldn’t help but wonder why they were giving him Viagra. (Okay, that’s not true; Viagra didn’t exist yet.) It was only later, when he asked for another one, that he found out it was a super-duper antiemetic. They were nice little blue pills.

Eventually, he asked the question: “Where am I?”

The man grinned again. “Space,” he said. “On your way to the Mir space station.”

“Why am I in this box?” he asked.

“Security,” the cosmonaut said. “No one else must know you’re here.”

“But—”

“Enough questions,” he grumbled. “I don’t know the answers; I’m just the transport.” After a moment, he added, “You should eat something. Do you like borsch?”

He nodded. His grandfather had frequently experimented with a variety of cuisines, and borsch was one of the less dubious results that he had actually liked.

He sucked in the beet-flavored paste, said “not bad,” and suddenly got very drowsy.

“Good,” the cosmonaut said as he was nodding off. “Time to go back in the box.”

Several days – if not weeks – had passed before he finally was awake, alert, and sitting in a cozy little room on Mir. They kept him locked up, and only one person talked to him, a cosmonaut named Something-ovich. Let’s just call him Bobby. Then, at last, Bobby gave him the package with the instructions telling him what he had to do. Had to do. Failure was not an option – or so the President had told him. It took him several hours to read through the instructions; there were a lot of them. It was made more difficult because no more than three words in a row were in the same language, and every language he knew was represented. By the time he had finished, he thought he understood the Tower of Babel story better his best friend had told him about when he was eight. At the end of the instructions, the President had signed it, marked it with the presidential seal, and added a postscript in flowing cursive: The world is depending upon you. Godspeed. Underneath it, he had scribbled: Don’t screw up.

He felt like crawling back in the box at that point.

Instead, he studied the instructions, reading them over and over again until he had them memorized (it only took once, but he wasn’t going to leave anything to chance). Eventually, his handler – call him George, no wait, Bobby; it’s hard to keep aliases straight. – told him, “They arrive in three days. Are you ready?”

“No,” he said. “But that won’t stop me. I know what it is I have to do; I just don’t know if I – or anyone else, for that matter – can do it.”

“You have to,” he said. “The world is—” You already know what he said. The world, the world, the world. If anyone ever tells you they want the fate of the world on their shoulders, put him in an institution. He’s crazy, and he doesn’t even realize it. I wouldn’t want that responsibility, but if it is given to me, I’ll do it again, just like he did.

While he waited to save the world, he replayed lectures on diplomacy in his head. “The art of diplomacy,” a professor once said, “is about finding compromises that all parties can live with, even if they don’t like it; it isn’t about getting everything you want. There has to be give and take by all parties.”

“Intransigence is the enemy of peace.” He couldn’t recall who said that, but he thought it is one of the most important quotes in human history.

Carrots. Sticks. What do you do when you don’t have either? Beg?

He was brought into the diplomatic corps as a translator. A junior adjutant position didn’t engage in diplomatic discussions; it translates them, it sets up the meetings, it meets with junior adjutant equivalents from the other parties involved in the negotiations. It gets coffee. It doesn’t sleep much.

Ambassadors have years of training and experience. They have a feel for negotiation, for reading the other party, for recognizing the possibilities and finding ways to realize them.

He was a translator at heart and in mind; he wasn’t a negotiator. But he was an ambassador with the most important negotiation humanity had ever faced. He could sum up the twenty thousand word instruction packet in a few short words. “Meet the aliens. Learn their language. Negotiate peaceful relations. Don’t give away the kitchen sink.”

He didn’t like the first part. He’d heard all kinds of things about aliens, and he hoped they wouldn’t do to an ambassador what they did to abductees. If the stories were true. He didn’t know if they would be little gray hominids with bulging black eyes or little green men from Mars. Well, that wasn’t true; they weren’t from Mars. There was no life on Mars. They might be green. No one had seen them.

Would they smell bad?

He was excited about learning the language, but his excitement was tempered by the fear of failure. What if the language has none of the basic components of human languages? Would he be able to identify a set of morphemes? What if they didn’t have morphemes? He shelved that thought, but it crept back again, later, when he wondered if they would “speak” like animals? Monkeys have language, but he couldn’t understand that. Dogs, cats, dolphins, whales – they all have sophisticated communication skills, but humanity was only just beginning to decipher them. What if the aliens were like that? Worse, what if their language was chromatically based? Would he be able to decipher the meaning of the different colors? He had to. The world. . . .

Even if he learned their language – which was dubious at best – he would still have to negotiate, and he’d never done that before. He didn’t even haggle over the price of his new car. He just asked for their best deal, assumed they were being honest (not exactly the brightest thing to do), and paid it.

Do aliens lie? The thought made him shudder, so he put it aside as quickly as he had it. But it wouldn’t go away. “Negotiations are most productive when they are based on trust, even if it is a guarded trust.”

At least he thought he could manage to keep the kitchen sink. The rest. . . .

These – and many other – thoughts went through his mind over the three days he waited for the aliens to show up.

Remember when they put the Hubble Space Telescope in orbit? It had a problem with its mirror, and all the pictures came out fuzzy. That’s what they told everyone, but it wasn’t true. The government didn’t want anyone to know what it had seen, so they distorted the pictures. The corrective mirror they sent up didn’t really do anything. They took him up to Mir not long after the Hubble was deployed, after they saw the ship approaching. They “fixed” Hubble after his mission ended. What he did, fell in between, when the images were blurry. But what about that mission?

I’m here. You’re here. So, the mission must have been a success, right? 

No. But it wasn’t a complete failure, either, just damned close to it.

At the time, the only thing they knew was that a ship was coming, and it was heading straight for Mir. No message. No response to our transmissions – which made sense, since the ship was billions of miles away and would not get our messages until it was almost upon us. That’s why he was there. He was going to talk with them. He would negotiate peace, even if it meant surrendering almost everything of consequence. Then the day came for him to go to work.

He was ready, as ready as he could possibly have been, given the circumstances.

He was scared. Fortunately, they had sent lots of tranquillizers.

The alien ship docked with Mir as if it had done it a million times before. It came in close, hovered, and extended a doodad that expanded to merge perfectly with the docking port airlock.

They made him wear a spacesuit. It made him itch, and the waste disposal system in it seemed to be made for a smaller man. The tranquilizer helped.

He was squeamish. He was uncomfortable. He was sweating. His mouth was dry.

The airlock opened.

I – I mean, he didn’t know what to expect. How do you prepare for an alien encounter? Straiten a tie? Polish your shoes? He tried not to fart. It hurt too much.

The ship was small, not much larger than the docking port.

Then he saw them. There they were, twenty-one little aliens, three rows of seven standing side by side in the middle of the passage. They were no taller than the top of his boot. What could he do? He laughed. A great big belly laugh that rolled on and on, booming over their heads.

They squawked in response, tiny little squawks like a chirping parakeet on an amphetamine rush. (Don’t ask how I know what that sounds like.)

His mind kicked in, and he stopped laughing. The sounds were a language; he was certain of it. Morphemes, he though as he knelt down. Phonetic structure. He reached out a hand in greeting.

They scattered, chittering wildly as they scampered back to their ship.

The lock closed, but they didn’t retract the passageway. It ripped off their ship as they fled, and Mir began to decompress.

The rush of air pulled him out of the lock with it, but he managed to grab the edge of the ragged, flapping edges of the passageway before he disappeared into space.

They haven’t come back. We don’t know if they ever will.

We still have the kitchen sink.

They were green.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


Just Add Water

By Kurt MacPhearson and David C. Kopaska-Merkel
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We were told the aliens never came

yet we saw strange lights in southwestern skies

and suffered through the sudden blackouts

all the while accepting explanations of

weather patterns and aircraft prototypes

or just plain too many mushrooms 

So should we have been surprised

to learn that the aliens have been found

freeze-dried like instant coffee

in gallon jars and smaller

labeled with unpronouncable names

Now we come to look 

this weatherbeaten shack 

just shy of Desolation

has shelves heaped with the things

ochre martians, silver lunarians

fat ones, thin ones, a rainbow residue

All ready to play the game again
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by H. David Blalock
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The human mind refuses to comprehend the illimitable depths of space even when one is staring directly into that infinite abyss.

Flight commander Anton "Mika" Mikalhov closed his eyes and shook his head, turning away from the observation port. When he re-opened them, the consoling gray of the ship's bulkhead soothed the deep shuddering that had begun in his mind.

"You never really get used to it, do you?"

Mika grinned wanly at his first officer, Lieutenant Joshua Payle. "I've been here and there in the system, lieutenant," he told the young officer. "I was doing cargo runs to Ceres when you were less than a glimmer. But you're right." He turned again to gaze at the void. "The face of eternity is something you never get used to."

"Is it true this is your last run, sir?" Payle asked.

Mika refocused his eyes to ponder his own reflection in the transparent steel port. The man who stared back at him was one he did not often see. The graying temples and fine lines around the eyes and mouth testified to a life spent too long away from fresh air and real sunshine. Hazel eyes still glittered with a barely contained mirth that often manifested in laughter. Still, it was his father's face, not his, that he saw there. When had his own disappeared?

"Sir?"

"Yes, son," Mika said, sighing. "But not by my choice."

Payle nodded. "Company policy."

Mika tasted bile briefly at the phrase. Nearly 100 years of company service, and he falls victim to a brand-new regulation. When he had begun working for Jointon Cargo, there had been no age limit on pilots. But that was before Jupiter.

As the runs got longer, the company began to become more concerned about pilot adaptability to extended spaceflight. The studies they commissioned had determined that pilots past 110 years were likely to succumb to the space sickness called Manners Disease, named after the company's oldest pilot, Maynard Manners. 

One of the first pilots to run supplies to the Io Station from Earth, Manners had inexplicably missed Io orbit and continued on into the void. The last few communications with him had convinced company psychiatrists he had lost his grip on reality. Mika grimaced when he remembered how the company report had bemoaned the loss of the ship and its cargo more than that of its pilot. Somewhere along the line, the company had lost its heart. It had become just another corporation concerned more with the bottom line than its people. Such a shame. Mika comforted himself with the thought that at least he was going to be free of the increasingly restrictive regulations. 

Still, he would miss the Delphi Princess. He had been her commander for the last seventeen years. The Princess had been given to him straight out of the yard in Mars orbit. Her nearly two standard mile long fuselage wrapped twenty-one decks; a literal city traveling the system, carrying cargo from one end to the other impelled by the new light fraction drive that cut trip time by a factor of magnitude. He had been born aboard a similar ship and was not ready to give up that connection. The time he'd spent planet side on Earth and Mars left him cold. Forced retirement was an unpleasant situation, but perhaps it was time he savored some independence, away from under the company's wings. He was young enough to fly his own freighter runs to Mars. The money from his pension plus what he had saved over the years...

Both he and Payle jumped as the body hit the port to crawl slowly across its surface and vanish above their heads.

"What in the name of?" he breathed.

Payle dashed to the COM board and set off the alarm. Klaxons sounded and the overhead lighting switched from white to yellow. Mika pushed Payle aside and barked into the COM.

"Full stop!" he ordered. "Search and Rescue team to Port Hatch Three. Medical teams stand by."

He sprinted for the hatch with Payle close behind. The corridors between the observation deck and the hatch area already were filling with emergency personnel as they arrived. Mika found three SAR engineers halfway into their suits.

"Who gave the alarm?" a SAR Tech sporting a captain's insignia asked.

"I did, sir," Payle reported.

"Where away?"

"Outside the observation deck, sir. Port 4 by now, coming this way."

"ID?"

"Unknown, sir, but no suit."

The captain grimaced. "Poor bastard." He turned to relay the information to his team.

"Get up on top, Payle," Mika said. "Find out what ships are in the area. Notify company and security."

Payle scurried away.

"Cycling now," the captain reported to Mika. "Shouldn't be too long. But more than a few seconds outside..."

"I know," Mika grunted. "Bring him in any way. Medical team is on its way."

"Aye sir."

Mika thought he felt the ship shudder fractionally as the outer hatch opened and the residual atmosphere exploded outward, crusting the SAR team with tiny ice crystals and pushing them away from the Princess. Through the monitors set to the port hatch, Mika could see the SAR team boot their jets and disappear toward the casualty.

"Any idea how long he might have been out there?" the captain asked.

"A few seconds to a few years," he said. His eyes were fixed on the monitor.

The captain went silent. Mika knew the captain had asked more out of a need to speak than the need for an answer. It was every spaceman's nightmare to be caught outside alone, even with a suit. That yawning chasm, that airless black, sucked away at a man's soul when he had to face it without company, with nothing but his own breathing and heartbeat to count the seconds toward the end. Mika closed his eyes and clenched his teeth against the horror of that thought.

The SAR team reappeared on the monitor trailing the body and flew into the outer chamber. Mika watched them as they gingerly anchored the casualty, closed the outer hatch, and cycled. The ice on the team's suits flaked off as the warm atmosphere filled the chamber. Mika forced himself not to turn away sickly as the body, frozen by the deep cold, began to thaw under the heat. It would be days before the body would be supple enough for autopsy, but it wasn't difficult to see what had killed the man. For just a second, he could swear the body shivered, but it was probably a result of the change in temperature. The man's eyes were still open, blank and dead. He'd seen dead bodies before. Who hadn't, working in the vacuum for years? Still, there was something about the eyes, a hint of a glimmer of something...

Mika was relieved to see the medical team arrive.

"In there," he told them, jerking a thumb at the hatch.

He left them to their grisly business and made his way to the bridge.

***

[image: ]


Payle stood as he entered.

"Anything?" Mika asked, sinking into the command chair.

"Four ships in the vicinity, but none of them are reporting missing crew," Payle told him.

Mika frowned. "Registrations?"

"All clean, sir," the lieutenant said. "No reason to suspect they are misreporting."

The commanders frown deepened. If the casualty wasn't part of a local ship's crew, then who could it be?

"Is he one of ours?" Mika asked the lieutenant, dreading the answer.

"All present and accounted for," was the answer.

Mika sighed in relief. "Any reports of over boards recently?" he asked.

Payle shook his head. "Nothing very recent. Two in the last six years. Unrecovered, but assumed lost inside the Belt."

"Not likely to be them," Mika decided. "Lost boys usually comet," he said, referring to the tendency of over boards to fall toward the sun. The Princess was running outside the Belt headed to Io. "Mavericks?" Some freelancers ran smuggling junkets in the system. Dangerous, but often profitable markets and raw minerals and precious stones drew them to take chances no one else dared.

"Possible, sir."

Mika grunted. "We go on that until we know otherwise. When medical gives us details, run his DNA profile against knowns."

"Aye sir."

The commander leaned into the COM. “Stand down alert,” he said. The yellow lighting gave way to normal as he leaned back in his seat. Mika looked at Payle. “I guess all we can do now is wait.”

***
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The DNA survey, forwarded to the System's Enforcement database, turned up an unexpected and confusing result.

“You're sure?” Mika pressed.

“No doubt about it, Sir,” Payle said, his mouth a thin line. “It is Maynard Manners.”

Mika frowned and rubbed his chin. “What happened?” he asked no one in particular. “Where's his ship?”

“No sign of a derelict on sensors,” Payle said with a shrug. “He could be on a comet from outside the belt.”

Mika shook his head. “Too far out. One of the gas giants would have grabbed him by now.”

Payle settled into a thoughtful silence. The commander rubbed his chin again and realized he needed a shave.

“Keep me informed,” he ordered, and left the bridge for his quarters.

As he navigated the passageways, Mika puzzled on the mystery. Manners had vanished three years earlier, precipitating a major change in company policy. It had been assumed he had gone mad and flown into deep space. What was his body doing in the regular lanes? And where was his ship? Something was very wrong. Could he have drifted into the lanes after his ship left the ecliptic? Had he tried for some reason to make Uranus' moon Miranda? The observation post built there was barely established and certainly couldn't support the landing of a ship. An orbit of the moon would be incredibly dangerous, if not suicidal. The post itself was an automated probe that had just barely made it through the complicated fields of moons, moonlets, and rings that whirled about the planet. Still, it was the only thing that far out that Mika could think of Manners might be targeting. Unless he really had gone mad.

He felt suddenly very tired and realized he needed sleep. Perhaps a few hours rest would clear his mind and things would fall into place. He slipped into this bunk and immediately surrendered to exhaustion.

***

[image: ]


He was adrift in the void, a vagrant bit of flotsam in an endless, eternal sea of dark. No stars shone out of that black to comfort him in his loneliness. He spun slowly, helplessly, despair at his situation filling him with a growing lethargy. It was senseless to go on. He was alone. So alone. He ached for a sound, a breath, anything to break the nothingness that held him in its pitiless grasp.

A tiny light broke the dark, far off. So far away, so far away. He tried to will himself toward it. Be it friend, be it enemy, he welcomed it, this new companion.

It swelled into the shape of a tiny spiral-armed galaxy. It would be a long time reaching those stars, but after all, time had little meaning to him. All that mattered was the light and his growing, vaguely familiar sense of hunger.

***
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Mika woke, drenched in sweat, eyes tearing and body shivering as if from long, hard, exertion. The dream faded quickly, leaving behind the bitter taste of loneliness and a ravening hunger. After a quick shower all that was left was the need to eat. He headed for the galley.

Lt. Payle sat poring over a personal access digital device and absently munching on protein cubes. The galley food was normally barely edible at best, but Mika found it surprisingly tasty. He wolfed down his plate and went back for more. Payle eyed him as he settled in with his seconds.

“Don't know how you can stomach so much of that stuff,” Payle said, pushing his own plate away.

“You get used to it,” Mika said. He nodded at the PADD. “Find something?”

Payle shrugged. “Maybe. I was going over the transcripts of Manners' last communications, but what I found doesn't make much sense. He was definitely losing it.”

Mika motioned Payle to hand him the PADD.

“Okay,” Payle said, “But I really don't think this explained much.” He gave the commander the device. “Maybe the company is right about age making...” He stopped at Mika's glare.

Mika swallowed and keyed the PADD display. It was a typical company document, dated two years previous on standard letterhead.

PERSONNEL TRANSCRIPTION

MAYNARD MANNERS

PILOT ID 50732BX15

TRANSMISSION DATE 6/26/55

1847:00 – 2300:44 ST

Reading a transcript was a little like listening to a telephone conversation. Lots of extraneous, useless information, missing all the punctuation marks that would make it more understandable. But there was one section that caught Mika's eye. It began with Manners reporting an unidentified craft approaching that did not respond to his hails. The Central Control operator insisted there was no indication of anything on sensors in Manners' vicinity, but Manners insisted he had visual contact. Mika wasn't particularly alarmed by this kind of thing. Asteroids and small debris often were so dark in their profiles the CC sensors missed them. However, shortly after that, communication was lost and repeated attempts by Control to re-establish contact yielded nothing. Then there was this:

1859:02:15UNKNOWN[unintelligible]

1859:05:01CENTRALunidentified calling central say again

1859:10:04UNKNOWN[unintelligible] central [static] over

1859:15:04Central comm identifies unknown as 50732BX15

1900

1900:00:05CENTRALBX one five are you calling central

1900:07:1250732BX15[unintelligible] into nothing [static] blackness [static] request [unintelligible]

1900:10:00CENTRALsay again BX one five youre breaking up

1900:30:02CENTRALBX one five central do you read

There followed several minutes with no responses, then no transmissions to or from Manners until 

2300:31:06UNKNOWN[unintelligible] central for gods sake [static]

2300:36:06Central comm identifies unknown as 50732BX15

2300:38:01CENTRALfive zero seven three two BX one five this is central say again

2300:39:0550732BX15[unintelligible] one five the black is on me no stars [static] into my mind need imm[static] can't hold on against [unintelligible]

2300:40:02CENTRALBX one five say again

TRANSCRIPT ENDS

Mika set the PADD on the table and tried to control his shaking hands.

“Sir?” Payle said, concern evident in his tone. “Are you all right?”

Mika ignored him, lost in what he had just read. The totality of his dream burst on him and he gasped, his mind reeling from the intensity of the feelings flooding his mind. What was going on? Where was all this coming from? A dream? But it was so real, so very compellingly real. Dreams weren't like that, were they?

God, why was he so hungry?

––––––––
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The Watchers of Life

by Francis W. Alexander
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Dressed in long flowing black robes, 

Monks, they’re not.

They guard the black box 

in the mountain cavern 

protected with mazes and traps, 

determined to survive with the roaches. 

Within the silver black box 

subatomic particles in code, 

waiting for time to bend into a circle, 

at the instant of impact. 

Selfless beings of coffee blend, 

their machines are stone 

married to space—surname Age, 

ever vigilant for the message

and nothing else. 

Like monks, not concerned about worldly things, 

tending the small gardens and springs 

of their underworld. 

Sometime in the future, 

the moment 

mankind or nature goes berserk 

and the roaches swarm the barren lands

desperate to find food, 

the Watchers will teleport the particles message, 

Einstein’s “spooky action at a distance,” 

back into the past. 

The Watchers, no Nostradamus or Cayce, 

robes scraping the ground,  

emerging from the mountain deep 

with fresh brews of warnings

they hope mankind will heed. 

Bio: Francis Wesley Alexander spends most of his time writing and caring for five eight cats of which one kitten sometimes stays in the house and entertains him. His works can be seen in The Martian Wave, Space and Time, Illumen, Twilight Times, Scifaikuest, and Night to Dawn.  
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Quantum Stasis

By Myke Edwards
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Nothing exciting ever happens here.

Wendell hired on with Future Freedoms, Inc. over four months ago. He only stayed because of the money, and the fact that he could read as much as he wanted. Plus, he was privy to one of the world's most dangerous secrets.

He did nothing but sit at a screen, monitoring any changes in progress with the quantum stasis tubes. He loved the fact that he got to wear a white lab coat, and with a hefty paycheck and full benefits, but hated that the job required his constant presence.

He especially hated his lunch breaks. Growing up, his father always told him and his sister that lunch was the best part of the day because it got him out of the office for an hour. Not Wendell. He had to eat in front of his computer—just in case—which made his eight hour shifts drag even more.

Every now and again someone would come down and visit, and he would exchange pleasantries with George, the third-shift guy, and Bev, when she relieved him for second-shift. Otherwise, it would get pretty lonely. Even when the scientists came down to clear out the quantum stasis tubes, he had to stay at his desk with the security doors lowered. With the internet and out-going calls off-limits to him, he had already put down the complete works of Charles Dickens and most of Shakespeare's finer plays.

All in all, it wasn't too bad. Just boring.

He munched on a roast beef sandwich as he watched the countdown on his monitor. Five days, eighteen hours, four minutes, twenty-five seconds, and a blur of milliseconds remained until the tubes could be emptied. Then it would start all over, with another two-week countdown that he had to observe.

At least no one yelled at him about putting his feet up on his desk.

As he leaned back in his desk chair, he tossed the baggies and wrappers from his lunch into the trash can in the corner. Wendell made a buzzer sound as they sunk in. "Two points," he muttered, reaching for his book. He figured time wasn’t going to go any faster day after day, so he'd taken the plunge and started War and Peace just a few days before. He was hardly a quarter of the way through it.

Just as he opened the book, the door clicked.

His heart beat faster at the change of pace. A visitor! Finally, something exciting. Wendell looked at his desk calendar: time for the bimonthly quality control test. Yeah, real exciting.

This inspector was not the usual guy, Melendez.

"Hey, how ya doing?" The man tapped his ID badge with a pen. He was tall and thin with a full head of brown hair, almost the opposite of Melendez.

"Good, good." Wendell sat up, holding his page in the book with a finger. "Where’s Melendez?" He set the book down; a paperback would have been easier to carry, but the library only had a hardcover.

"Oh, he’s out sick today," the guy said. "I’m Ray, just filling in."

"Hmm." Wendell nodded. Everyone was allowed sick days, but he had never seen this guy before. "Are you from a different shift?"

Ray nodded as he opened the small access hatch next to the door. "Yeah, thirds. I was still here when he called off, so I figured, what the hell?" He rifled through his tool belt.

Wendell rolled his eyes. "Yeah, an extra shift’s gotta be nice." He put his feet back up and resumed reading, but only got through half a page before Ray interrupted him.

"The security doors are coming down." A steel door lowered from the ceiling over the main door, and one in front of the windows revealing the quantum stasis tubes. Wendell always hated these tests; they made him feel trapped, even though he couldn't really leave anyway.

"Five minutes," Wendell muttered. He just wanted to get back to his reading, but the test involved checking security protocols and any mechanical problems the doors might be having. This meant distracting clangs and bangs keeping Wendell from his book. Ray connected his diagnostic pad to the access panel and pushed a few beeping buttons.

"So, how long you work here?" Ray asked. He leaned against the wall, periodically glancing at his pad.

"About four months. Same old stuff." Wendell grinned. "Nothing exciting."

Ray nodded. "I hear ya. So tell me, what is it you do down here?"

"Monitor the quantum stasis tubes. Any problems, a little bell goes off and it shows up here on the computer. If I’m not able to fix it, I call a tech."

"Interesting. I’m usually up on the top couple of floors. Records and Marketing, a few labs, stuff I don't understand. Never been down here before. I get to check out the mutagenic medicine lab next."

"Good to hear."

"So, any idea what those quantum stasis tubes do?"

Wendell smiled. "That’s classified."

Ray laughed as he pushed a button. "We’re all sworn to secrecy here. You think I’d tell someone?"

Melendez never asks this kind of stuff. "Sorry, but I rather like my job. I doubt I could get something like this anywhere else."

Ray watched his pad for a minute, then flipped a switch. "Don't you know what goes on down here? You’re probably just playing dumb, huh?" He chuckled with a wink.

Wendell sighed. "Sure. Let's go with that."

Ray continued fiddling with the access panel and his tools. Wendell tried to go back to reading. Why is this taking so long? His eyes flicked up to see Ray fidgeting and blinking a lot, quite obviously unable to keep his mind on the job.

Wendell leaned back in his chair, rubbing his eyes. Reading a computer screen and books all day weren’t too pleasant for his vision. Time to get some reading glasses, definitely.

Ray pushed a button with a corresponding beep. "So why do they call them quantum stasis tubes anyway? It’s a funny name."

"Because the fetuses go in for two wee—" Wendell realized what he had said. He jolted upright in his chair.

Ray had a gun pointed at him.

"We can make this easy," Ray said. "Tell me everything you know. We've been trying to get answers for a long time, but Goodman isn’t talking."

The owner of the company, Wendell knew, was a very private man, who apparently answered to nobody. Now that someone—possibly a competitor or even the government—was sending infiltrators, he might have to. Everyone might have to, even lowly monitors.

Wendell held his hands up, just at his shoulders. "Okay, look. Whatever you want to know, just ask." Here's your excitement, sucker.

Ray came around the desk, still pointing the gun at Wendell. "How about you stand up, first." He waved a hand toward himself. "Come on, come here."

Slowly, Wendell stood. He had no idea what Ray had planned, but he knew there had to be a way out of this. In front of him, on his desk, sat one of the thickest and heaviest books he had ever read. A hardcover, at that. But he could only do it at the right time.

Wendell saw the diagnostic pad still plugged in to the access panel. It dangled by a wire, LEDs flashing. He nodded his head toward it.

"Are those lights supposed to be blinking like that?" he asked.

"Huh?" Ray looked over.

Wendell grabbed the book with both hands. He swung hard at Ray’s face. It connected with a thud just under his ear. Wendell’s hands tingled.

Ray staggered. He clutched his face, still holding the pistol.

Wendell knew he had about five seconds before Ray pulled the trigger. He raised the book again. This time, it landed directly on top of Ray’s head.

The infiltrator, whatever organization he worked for, fell to his knees. He looked dazed, but still had the gun in his hand. Wendell delivered a swift kick to his jaw.

As Ray fell, the gun skittered away. Blood flowed from his mouth, nose, and a laceration on his left eyebrow.

Nothing exciting ever happens here... Wendell ignored the voice in his head. He grabbed the gun and set it on his desk. As he fell back in his chair, he finally realized exactly what had just happened. His heart beat like crazy, and the rushing blood muffled his hearing. How was that for excitement? After a quick moment, he picked up the phone.

The red button at the bottom of the programmed numbers stood out, unmarked. Without a second thought, he pushed it. The line rang once.

"Emergency," a thick voice answered.

Panting and out of breath, Wendell stated his case. "This is...Monitor Station Two...security breach. Super Soldier program...in jeopardy."

"Stay put." The line disconnected.

After four months of working for Future Freedoms, Inc., something exciting had finally happened. With undercover agents infiltrating and Goodman's tight lips, Wendell had a feeling that the world was about to discover exactly what kind of work they did.

Bio: Myke Edwards has had stories published in "Mad Scientist Journal", "Title Goes Here:", "Sex & Murder", "Indigo Rising", and several other online publications. In addition, he has a BFA in creative writing from Bowling Green State University.
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THE OUTER REACHES

By John Grey
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Pale yellow-emanates from nearby moons.

Their planet shows its fading side, 

cool pastels overtaken by the dark.

Lights echo feebly 

between barely visible rocket

and firefly solar flares. 

Strapped into 'his chair, 

he floats back, 

thinks of wife and son and daughter. 

"If only they could see this,"

he says.

A woman rotates in space. 

Two children cling to her orbit.

They’re out there somewhere.

He dreams in lieu of navigation.

––––––––
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A Better Place

By David C. Kopaska-Merkel
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"Soon you'll be with Grandma again," Marie said, squeezing her father's hand.

"I'll miss you, Mouse," Alexi whispered, finger twitching as he tried to squeeze back. "But it'll be nice to see her again."

"Don't cry, Mouse. I'll e-mail. More often than she does." He gave a long sigh that trailed away to nothing. He seemed to collapse into himself.

She brushed the leads aside to kiss his forehead, then called the Transition Nurse.

***
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Alexi rang the bell again. He heard rapid footsteps, they stopped. She was probably looking through the peep hole. Then the door swung open.

"Alexi!" A young good-looking brunette wearing tight-fitting pants and a loose, puffy blouse smiled and gestured him in.  She turned and walked away, obviously expecting him to follow. She looked just as good from this side. Checking her out, he realized he recognized her walk. "Come on, Alexi. I've got great coffee." She turned around again. He felt his ears burning. She laughed. "You can be any age you want. Didn't they tell you?" So this is what she had sounded like before the cigarettes roughened her voice. 

"I know, but... I didn't realize. You look wonderful, Mom."

In the kitchen, a tall thin man was pouring coffee. There were no pictures of his father as a young man. But George had died before Transition recording went commercial. Alexi just stood. So many things to say, he didn't know where to start.

"I'm Phil. You must be Alexi. I've heard so much about you." He smiled, handing Alexi a full mug. "You take it black, right?"

In-a-gadda-da-vida was playing on a radio turned down low. A copy of Edvard Munch's "The Scream," obviously cut out of a magazine, was thumbtacked to the wall. This guy was living here. With Mom. Who was a hot chick about 25 years old.

He took a sip. It was superb coffee. He pulled out a chair and sat down. Wow. Being dead was going to take some getting used to. 

He cleared his throat. "Can't you make her e-mail Marie more often? This is hard for her. Sorry. I did not know I was going to say that."

Phil set his coffee down and put his hands in his pockets.

"It's difficult at first. I remember. You still have one foot on the other side of the grave. But Sonia is who she is. I can't make her change. And I don't want to."

His mother hugged him. "Stay with us Alexi, until you get a place," she whispered. "And I recommend 21. You were so handsome at that age."

Alexi gently disengaged from her. He looked at Phil. "Help me get my stuff?"

***
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"Marie. I think I know what you're going through. I tried to put my affairs in order, to save you the hassle that faced me when Grandma passed, but you know how it is. Do what you think is best. Don't worry about my feelings, because it's not my problem anymore. It might help if you think of me as stationed overseas."

"I stopped by to visit Grandma. She is doing very well, living in a nice little brownstone." With her boyfriend Phil, who looks younger than I do. As does she.

"I told her you would like to hear from her more often, but don't hold your breath. I'll write more soon." 

***
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"Marie. Good to hear Simpson is taking care of all that legal stuff for you. I trust him. Trusted him.

"I don't know what you mean about 'Getting to be like Grandma.' This is my second day here and it's my second e-mail message. I am using Grandma's computer. It's much nicer than any she had in life. I almost said 'real life.' Sometimes this doesn't feel real. For instance, her computer is wherever you want it to be. You sit down at the dining room table and think 'I want to do e-mail' and it rises up out of the simulated wood. That's a technology you won't have for a while in the material world!

"Other things are really different too. For instance, Grandma told me I should take on the appearance I had when I was 21. She has framed pictures on the wall in the stairwell of her house. Many are of me as a young man. I stared at a picture taken one Christmas not too long after college, visualizing that face as my face. I didn't feel any change, but when I looked in the mirror in the bathroom I saw that I was young again. I reached up to touch my face and the image in the mirror did the same. It felt like a miracle. My body, I have no aches or pains, but my senses are not deadened. Rather, I have the most intense feeling in my skin everywhere. Truly, I never felt so alive. (I know that sounds weird.) It's like youth, but with the understanding that it should be savored.

"I went for a walk. Nothing was identical to any place I can recall from before my death, but it is all familiar. I almost seem to know what's around each corner, even though I have never been there. I will have to ask whether we create our own reality here or have subconscious access to spatial information. Or something else. 

"Outside it looked like the middle of the day, just like when I first arrived. I have no idea how time passes here, if it passes at all. There are some funny things about the city, beyond my inexplicable familiarity with it. Architecture is more than just eclectic. Half a block of 1970s urban eastern US transitioned abruptly into 1940s Paris or a modern Asian metropolis. I didn't see many people. In fact, thinking back, I didn't see anybody. Yet I found Grandma with no trouble. Maybe you only meet people here by design, not by chance. If that's the case, it will be hard to make new friends! Anyway, the city is like a dream city. I saw a place that looked like the Taj Mahal. It was a good 2 miles down a wide straight boulevard. I wanted to see it better, and suddenly I was there. Stone lions in my face.

"I was so shocked that I instantly thought of Grandma's place. I panicked. In a split second I was there. On the front stoop. Everything was quiet. I haven't seen any birds here. Do I have to imagine them? I was nervous about trying the teleportation thing again, so I just went inside. I will try again tomorrow."

***
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"Marie. That is so strange. Three days have passed here, yet apparently several weeks have passed out there. I guess the speed of computer processing is more than offset by the number of calculations this virtual world requires. I don't like that. Heaven shouldn't be slow. It reminds me that this isn't real. But here is something realistic! I am visiting Grandma and it's supper time. I better get down there. I will write more soon."

***
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"Marie. I don't know how much time has passed out there. I'm afraid I let things get away from me. It seems the day/night cycle here is a matter of consensus. Or maybe individual choice. Perhaps a whole week has passed, local time.

"I'll just come out and say it. I met someone. You remember I speculated that one only meets people one is searching for. I wondered if that meant the people I meet are not real. Not even as real as I am, I mean. But then I remembered Phil. I met him, even though I was not looking for him, because he is with Grandma. So the structure of this universe is not so malleable that it makes up everything you ask for. When I went looking for Grandma, I found the real Grandma. 'Real.'

"So I thought about Ellen Pierce. We were best friends up to about the age of three, when she moved away. I ran into her years later in an airport. She recognized me, with a beard. I didn't recognize her. Anyway we chatted that day and talked about getting back together, but we never did. I went looking for her, walking through the city with her in mind, and there she was. Sitting at a little white table in front of a cafe. Not 19, like she was the last time I saw her in life, but about 30. That is the age she chose to wear. Funny how if you don't feel old physically you don't feel old mentally. We got to talking and, well, one thing led to another. The simulation of physical feeling is uncanny. But I woke up this 'morning' and realized I wasn't sure how long a time had passed. I walked out onto the hotel balcony and watched the sun rise, huge and bloody, beyond the sea of buildings. First sunrise I saw here. There was a rippling in the air, like summer heat, or haze at the horizon. Then I realized it wasn't sunrise. It was sunset. The sky got darker, lights came on all over the city, and I thought of you. I caused a keyboard to mold itself from the balcony railing. A chill wind is blowing. There are no stars, and many of the city lights have gone out. I hear Ellen moving in the room behind me. I will write again tomorrow."

BIO: David Kopaska-Merkel studies rocks and the holes in them for the State of Alabama. He lives with an artist and several tetrapods in an urban farmhouse. Kopaska-Merkel has published 1200+ poems, stories, and essays since the 70s. He won the Rhysling award (Science Fiction Poetry Association) for best long poem in 2006 for a collaboration with Kendall Evans. He has written 23 books, of which the latest is Luminous Worlds, a collection of dark poetry from Dark Regions . Kopaska-Merkel has edited Dreams & Nightmares magazine since 1986. DN website http://dreamsandnightmaresmagazine.blogspot.com/. @DavidKM on twitter. 
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The Last Rub Of The Lamp

by Rebecca Melanie Sunquist
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meet me on the corner 

of the Universe 

where the gray shroud

of the oldest suns 

casts from us each and both 

the same shadow

and take me and my dreams

where you will

I've been a soldier far too long

against my will

a bootheel trapping 

in the recesses of me

that which I was to have been

so near the end now,

these dreams are mine

to keep

to share

come, meet me on

the corner of this Universe

and take me into the next one
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Paris in Achromatism

By Henry Brasater
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Allister Farrington turned, and looked back at the picture from which he had just emerged into his living room. Paris scene. Watercolor sketch by Charles Demuth. A painting Farrington had not found listed in any of Demuth’s works when he returned from Paris to his residence at Chestnut Village in Lancaster, Pennsylvania.

Here is what he remembered....

Farrington had purchased the watercolor for a song one sunny afternoon as he walked out of the Louvre. He immediately encountered a wizened man holding a painting in each hand and in a weakened voice asking anyone within hearing distance: “Vous souhaitez une peinture de la ville lumiere reelle?” Behind the man was a hodge-podge of watercolor and oil paintings, all resting against a black iron fence running near the museum side exit. The paintings showed faded or darkened pigments that once must have been bright, but now were in varied stages of deterioration on torn canvas or heavy paper, all nailed to frames. The paintings looked old to Farrington, but, were they really? ‘After all,’ he thought, ‘this is Paris. I’m in the right place to be duped!’ 

“Etes-vous certain?” the old man asked as Farrington handed francs to the man and took hold of a watercolor that had caught his fancy. “Il n’y a aucun retour, Monsieur,” the old man said with a twinkle in his eye, that in an instance suggested malevolence.

Walking away, Farrington frowned, thinking the old coot might be slightly off his rocker! Farrington looked at his wrist watch and hurried on. His schedule called for a rendezvous with a lady who had caught his eye in the hotel elevator, and who had subsequently accepted his invitation to dinner. He had spent more time than planned in the Louvre, delayed by a group of Japanese tourists who insisted on taking photos of the Mona Lisa with camera flashes going off all over the place. Time was taken up by a female attendant sitting to one side of Leonardo’s famous painting, and who would flick a light switch on the wall so that no one could see the enigmatic lady encased in the box with a glass front cover. She would call out to the Japanese: “Arretez les flashs! Arretez, au nom de cet art precieux!”

Farrington walked to the Rue d’Alger where earlier in the day he had passed a Bureau de poste. Inside, he used what high school French that he could remember and asked if they had paper and string to wrap his purchase to mail home. With some French mixed with English and much gesturing of hands, Farrington was finally able to purchase paper and string at what he considered to be an outrageous price. He proceeded to wrap his new acquisition and half-hour later emerged from the building, pleased that he had sent a small watercolor to himself in Lancaster from Seine City. He smiled at his little impromptu play on words, retracing his steps of earlier in the day to Place Vendome where he could catch a bus that would take him back to the Hotel de Paris Nord. Farrington had barely glanced at the faded watercolor, but looked forward to having all of the time in the world to study it when he returned home. 

Several days later, Farrington’s self-mailed package from Paris was waiting for him in the Chestnut Village mail room. He sat in the retirement community’s main entrance foyer and opened the fourteen-by-sixteen flat package.

“What you got there, Allister? A poster?” On his way to the mail room, Morgan

Childress stopped and stood in front of Farrington’s chair.

“Watercolor,” Farrington said as he finished unwrapping the sketch, hoping that there was no damage to it. “Bought in Paris.” He frowned. Had the picture faded since he purchased it from the old man on the street outside the Louvre? And the colors? What had happened to the faded pastel colors that had caught his eye, causing him to make the purchase?

“Let’s see!” Childress said, moving his body and scrunching his neck around to look down at the painting. “It’s...it’s....” 

“...Faded,” Farrington finished for his friend.

“Well...but...it’s all in...gray? That’s okay,” Childress hastened to add. “Almost all gray—maybe I see a bit of blue, there...and...is that a suggestion of pink?” Childress pointed.

“I...think it is,” Farrington said with not a little consternation in his voice. It was only a sketch. Not a finished production. But, it had suited his muse to look upon it. As a matter of fact—

—Sitting, while Childress waved and went on his way, Farrington now found himself entranced with the achromatic watercolor that he held out at arm’s length. It was as though some of the buildings became more than two-dimensional, almost straining to move out of the page! Perhaps he had drunk one cup of coffee too many at breakfast! He did feel a bit fuzzy. Maybe his overseas trip had been more fatiguing than expected. Farrington folded the brown wrapping paper loosely about the sketch, took up the string and rushed to his apartment.

A few minutes later, the Paris watercolor sketch was on Farrington’s living room floor, propped up against his favorite recliner. On hands and knees, Farrington looked intently for what remnants he could find of colors that had receded into near oblivion. He looked hard at what was now gray and black lines of suggested buildings along a street with the Tour Eiffel in a distant background. In the foreground...in the foreground was a familiar looking dark figure at a wrought iron fence; the old man from whom the painting had been purchased! 

‘But...but...he was not in the painting when I purchased it! Was he?’ 

Mouth opened quizzically, Farrington leaned in toward the sketch. Rather, he found his mind and body merging into the painting....Until he found himself standing next to a wrought iron fence beside the Louvre. He looked about at people going to and fro. Weathered two-dimensional art works were resting haphazardly and looking poster-like against the fence. Farrington’s head bobbed and his body turned this way and that, searching for the old man who had sold him the watercolor, and whose figure was presented foursquare in the sketch back home on his living room floor.

“Hey, bub! Er these things fer sale, pardner?’ The Texas accent startled Farrington.

“Ce qui?” Farrington found himself asking.

“Fer sale? Parlays vous ‘merry-can?”

“I speak English,” Farrington stammered. He continued looking about for the old man. 

“Hey, bub! I asked yuh, how much fer this’n? You sellin’em, ain’tcha?”

It was then that Farrington looked down at his clothes: old, dirty, tattered and with scuffed and torn shoes on his feet. He brought his arms up closer to his face to examine the sleeves on the ragged coat that he wore. He touched his face and felt several days—weeks?—of beard. He smelled himself. He needed a bath. He attempted to stand straighter, taller. He could not straighten himself.

Farrington was that old man in the fading pen and ink and watercolor, and from whom he had purchased the sketch several days ago! It was only days ago, wasn’t it? The time had gone awry in his mind. 

Farrington put out a hand in supplication to God, and into which, the Texan put a wad of francs and picked up a picture that he handed to the lady with him. They walked away with the Texan saying: “...Must have somethin’ matter with’m!”

Now, more people were crowding around him and handing him money and taking paintings of their choice. 

He froze in place, voiceless, with both hands remaining outstretched in bewilderment.

A thought slammed through Ferrington’s mind: ‘...After all, this is Paris....’

But, Farrington wanted to return home, to America and his comfortable apartment and surroundings at Chestnut Village retirement community. How could that be accomplished? He was in Paris. No doubt about that. And had moved from the United States to France in a nano-second. Desperate, he could think of only one thing to do in order to extricate himself from this bereft of reason situation. He took off running! He ran to the Rue de Rivoli and straight toward a large truck bearing down on him. He did not care what happened now. Better to be dead than this sort of life experience! He ran and ran and ran right into the truck. He felt nothing, heard nothing, and for a split-second saw only shapes in aspic. Until....

Allister Ferrington tumbled out onto his living room floor, not a little dazed. He lay heaving for breath. Too weak, too sick to move for a minute. Then, a strong compulsion came over him to roll over and look at the Paris watercolor.

Nausea returned. The watercolor now held no suggestions of fading colors, only grays to near blacks. But it was not drab. Most startling of all, the painting had changed from a traditional rendering of a Paris street, to flat planes juxtaposed against and over and under and beside one another! There was even a half-circle locked in amongst straight planes. The half-circle...the half-circle: ‘a partial face of the Mona Lisa?’ He had to imagine buildings, people, the very street featured in the painting. And the figure of the old man—of himself?—could barely be discerned; it was dark and in a squared-off manner against what might be perceived as a fence. Squinting his eyes, Farrington viewed a poster-like painting; it reflected precision. ‘Probably done when Demuth was at the Academie Julian,’ Farrington thought. The septuagenarian leaned forward—not too close—attempting to detect whether or not he saw anything resembling his own face in that dark plane of a man who must be the seller of pictures.

In a quandary, Farrington sat on the floor for many minutes. What had happened? What was this bizarre thing going on? He finally rose, not looking at the sketch. A good night’s sleep might set things right.

The next morning’s eggs were too hard, the bacon greasy, toast was burned and the coffee tasted like dishwater looked. He sat back in his Chestnut Village café chair, recalling croissants with strong, flavorful coffee and a piece of cheese as a sufficient breakfast in the Parisian spring time that he had recently experienced. This led him to make comparisons between Lancaster’s narrow, stultifying horizons, and Parisian social freedom accompanied by a constant metaphorical breath of intellectual fresh air. 

“Parles-tu francais?” Farrington asked the Puerto Rican waitress clearing his table. “Allez-vous souvent a l’Opera de Paris? Notre Dame? Montmartre?”

“Que?” the girl responded sharply. “Que estas hablando?” As she walked away with a heavy tray of dirty dishes, she added: “Viejo loco!”

He sighed. It was then that he made a momentous decision, for a widower and retired fuel oil truck driver.

Before lunch, Allister Farrington was in the Chestnut Village Park, desperately clutching under one arm a flat, brown parcel bound loosely in white string. He walked vigorously on the macadamized walkway in anticipation of what he hoped would soon happen. Again. The experience in his apartment was one thing; it was something else to try the same out of doors. He headed toward the park pond and gazebo beside it. 

Alone in the gazebo, Farrington unwrapped the achromatic watercolor sketch from Paris. He propped it up on a bench that went around inside the structure except for the entrance way. Allister Farrington looked one last time over the grounds of Chestnut Village. He took in a deep breath and walked directly into the sketch.

A day later, Chestnut Village administrators and Lancaster police searched for Allister Farrington. The only possible clue—not recognized as such—was found in the gazebo by the pond: a blank piece of heavy and aged paper nailed to a worm eaten wooden frame.

A lone, slightly bent figure in tattered clothing watched from a line of evergreens bordering the western edge of Chestnut Village. After several minutes, he moved away with the aid of a walking stick. ‘C’est que, comme on dit!’ he said aloud to himself, and walked on into Lancaster, the red rose city.
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Spread the Health

By Wayne Carey
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“What's this machine?”

“Hello, Mr. Temple. I'm Doctor Aliscosti with Health and Human Services. How are you feeling today?”

“Fine. And you didn't answer my question. What is this machine?”

“Just relax, Mr. Temple. You're one of the first to participate in our new government program. And you are a prime candidate. Very fit. Not an ounce of body fat. Cholesterol levels are perfect. Fantastic coordination. Excellent muscle tone. You must work out regularly.”

“At least an hour each day.”

“Eat right?”

“Yes. I'm very particular what I put into my body. Why?”

“You're incredibly healthy. You are one of the healthiest people we have ever seen, which is why you've been chosen for the program.”

“What program? I was told to report here by your agency, not like I was given a choice. Is this to run a physical examination? Why are you connecting me to that machine? Listen, I didn't sign any wavers for you to run experiments on me.”

“Oh, the machine is perfectly safe. Don't worry, this isn't an experiment. As I said, we are implementing a new government program.”

“I wasn't asked to do this.”

“There isn't any choice, Mr. Temple. It's the government. We vote the people into office, and they make the policies. We just follow the laws.”

“Hey, why are you strapping my down?”

“Just a precaution. Don't want you to fall off the chair if you happen to doze off.”

“Will you please explain what's going on!”

“Mr. Temple, you are aware of the inequality of health in this country. There are so many unhealthy people. Have you ever considered them when you work out each day? People who can't eat the right things, who can't join exercise clubs, people who for whatever reason have not been blessed with the physical attributes that you have attained.”

“I work hard to keep in shape. It's not easy. It takes time and dedication and sacrifice. And I give up a lot of foods in order to eat right.”

“Of course you do. And it has paid off for you. But what about those who simply don't have your will power, your stamina? You have gained all this health, but what have you given back?”

“I donate blood every few months. I've arranged to have my organs donated. What more can I do? I help out at food banks. I even coach little league, you know, teach kids about a healthy life style.”

“Very commendable, Mr. Temple. But not quite enough. It’s only fair that since you have so much health, that you give more. You have to give your fair share to the unfortunately unhealthy.”

“What do you consider fair? How much more can I give?”

“Oh, quite a bit. That's what this machine will help us accomplish. It is designed to siphon off your health and redistribute it to others in need.”

“You're kidding, right?”

“Mr. Temple, I work for the government. We never joke. Especially about something as serious as the redistribution of health.”

“Look, I work hard to keep this fit. I'm not going to have it wasted on some fat, lazy couch potato, who sits around all day drinking beer and eating burgers and fries.”

“Really, Mr. Temple, we do not judge the life style of others. We only ask that you provide your fair share. Now, let me adjust the device. Ten percent is far too low. After all, you are a very healthy person, so you should provide much more. Don't worry, you won't miss it. Twenty-five percent? No, I think we should dial it much higher. As I said, you are one of the healthiest people we've ever seen. At least forty percent, maybe more. This will just take a moment. Just try to relax. That's good. Okay, all done. Now, that didn't hurt, did it? Please lay still until we bring in a wheel chair.”

“I ... I can't move. I feel so ... weak.”

“I wouldn't worry, Mr. Temple. You'll be back in the gym in no time. A few more crunches, some extra push ups, and you'll be back to your old self.”

“What's the point ... if you keep sucking away my health? Why bother to exercise at all, if it'll be taken away from me?”

“Now, Mr. Temple, what if everyone had that attitude? No one would be healthy, and there'd be no health to redistribute. Have a nice day, Mr. Temple.”
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The Universe Didn’t Even Blink

By G. O. Clark
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After the flare,

people woke up from bad

dreams that were not

their own.

Dogs took on

cat like personalities, 

and cats howled at the moon

and chased Frisbees.

Everyone's taste

buds went haywire; 

beer tasting like lemonade,

liver like strawberries.

Careers changed 

overnight; surgeons 

trading in their scalpels for 

socket wrenches,

pilots coming 

down to earth behind

the wheels of taxi cabs and

Greyhound buses,

brokers becoming 

haberdashers in big box stores, 

dealing socks and belts instead 

of stocks and bonds.

After the flare

everything flip-flopped 

in strange and mysterious ways,

but nobody seemed to

notice the difference, 

going on with their lives 

as if nothing had changed – 

and the Universe didn’t even blink.
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Zirinsky’s Swamp

By Jeffery Scott Sims
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Back in those days—so different from these our times—there was Old Man Zirinsky, the head of the grandest and most powerful corporation on the planet, a firm of such wealth and influence that it practically owned a few nations, and dictated to many more. Old Man Zirinsky lived solely for business, which partly explains his success (in addition to the fact that he was very good at what he did), and in his aggressive zeal for acquisition and enlargement allowed no other factors to get in his way, nor to intrude upon his consciousness. No, wait, that is not entirely correct, for he had a son—Young Zirinsky—who was the apple of his father's eye, and who as a subject of interest and concern ran a close second to the company. The Old Man would do anything for the Youngster, spare no expense to promote or prop up his happiness. This is a little strange, for Young Zirinsky little resembled the elder, sharing nothing in common with him save his name and, presumably, certain elements of the genetic code.

Young Zirinsky was a dreamy, quiet lad, the sort who conceived of life as a gentle pageant of beauty rather than a red-fanged fight to the death. He had no head for business, nor the slightest taste for it, and attempts at rigorous education wholly failed to sway his mysteriously ingrained attitudes. He spent the leisure of his early years reading good poetry and writing bad, painting unremarkable pictures in watercolors, and thinking lovely thoughts.

Here is a case in point, one of extreme relevance. The company's headquarters and center of operations lay in a long, spacious valley which, until the coming of Old Man Zirinsky, had been a pristine place of green woods, wind-rustled meadows, and sparkling streams. The Old Man put a stop to all that. He bulldozed a patch, erected a pre-fabricated building, made some money, bulldozed another patch, raised another building, on and on until the day came, after busy decades, that the former pretty valley was naught but a dense conglomeration of boxy structure, most of it now permanent and grandiose, a vast complex of steel and concrete, glass and asphalt, a humming hive of zipping cars and roaring machinery. The old valley, and much beyond as well, was entirely gone, except for one minor plot strangely close to the drearily angular brick headquarters building, one small spot long deemed unsuitable for cheap development. This trivial expanse, of no more than a hundred acres, encompassed a reedy pond surrounded by a broad sweep of flat, marshy land teeming with various forms of damp vegetation, which attracted a picturesque array of wildlife, fish and frogs and birds and rodents and small prowling beasts and an impressive catalogue of insects.

Amongst all the wonders of the mechanized valley, Young Zirinsky spent every free moment at what his father considered that dismal, useless swamp. There he would stroll, splashing through the marsh, there he would lounge with fishing pole in hand, there he would sit reading or writing poetry or painting his crummy pictures. So connected was Young Zirinsky to that place that his father, long after cost ceased to be an issue, held off from utilizing the territory, out of deference to his son's whims.

Commerce called, however, and came the day that dedicated greed discovered an urgent need for what was already known as Zirinsky's Swamp. Another corrugated iron warehouse was required, one which must reside near the controlling heart of the complex, and there was no other place for it but that special patch. It had to go. The Old Man knew it would displease his son, so he couched the news in casual earnestness and simple, if forced, dismay. Indeed, the news was likely to kill the son, who expressed a desire to forego living if he must tarry on earth without his beloved swamp. The father tried reason, he tried flattery, he tried extraordinary bribery, all to no avail. Young Zirinsky was quietly, tearfully adamant. If the swamp were developed—which, of course, meant destroyed—if the swamp died, he died.

This put Old Man Zirinsky in something of a quandary, because he was going to have his warehouse, come what may, yet even he did not quite rate it at the same value as his son. Therefore he conceived a bold and cunning plan which only a man of immeasurable wealth could ever have considered. This he did. He caused to be manufactured a gigantic machine, the biggest earth moving machine in the history of the world, one so big that it could scoop up the swamp in one great big bite, with all of its plants and animals, and convey it to another place made ready for it. This was atop a hill outside the valley, on the fringe of company land, where a special glass-enclosed structure of enormous size had been fashioned to house it. It was something like a greenhouse, only no one ever saw anything like this before. The swamp was laid inside, and hidden titanium pipes pumped lots of water to feed the thing and keep it looking natural. Swarms of computers hidden within the walls kept track of temperature and pH balance and all that to make sure the charming ecosystem stayed healthy and lived up to Young Zirinsky's gentle but firm demands.

Young Zirinsky was entirely pleased with this arrangement, which preserved his private heaven and allowed him to go on with his dreamy life as before. If it had been left to him he could have continued for all the rest of his days in that manner. Time, however, marches on, with change the only constant. Eventually the inevitable happened: Old Man Zirinsky died. Immediately the son inherited the totality of the family fortune, the ever growing corporation and all of its swollen accounts, and all of the responsibilities attached to such an economic empire.

None of this interested him in any fashion whatsoever, save for the maintenance and well-being of his swamp. So Young Zirinsky—now just Zirinsky—worked out a tangled plethora of contracts, instigating or agreeing to terms which granted management of the company to a board while reserving for himself the ownership of the assets. This made possible the roaring advancement of commerce while he, as the ultimate man of leisure, could devote himself to reading and writing poetry and painting in a lawn chair on the marshy edge of his swamp. This suited everyone. The business thrived without restraint, the owner becoming by choice a hermit of legendary caliber, a man who, so far as others were concerned, practically disappeared from the world.

Given the realities of human nature, perhaps it was predictable that this arrangement could not last. Out of sight is out of mind, and one day, after years of smooth operation, the board casually took a step which upset the multi-trillion dollar apple cart. As the firm grew, so increased its need for territory, offices, workshops. It had spread way out of the valley, grabbing all the land it could, but there was one under-utilized chunk of real estate that the board now eyed greedily: the largely overlooked, almost forgotten site of the relocated swamp. Without giving much thought to the matter they put in motion plans to "renovate" the site.

When Zirinsky—who had himself become Old Man Zirinsky by now—heard of the proposed construction program he howled, and to everybody's dismay it turned out that a howl from Old Man Zirinsky still counted for an awful lot. Come to think of it, that was only right and proper, since he owned everything and employed everyone. They had forgotten about that, but it was still as true as ever. They had to make their case to him, which they did, sending in a swarm of number crunchers armed with reams of documents loaded with statistics and figures. For the grand finale they proposed uprooting the swamp again and transferring it somewhere else where it wouldn't be in the way. 

Old Man Zirinsky wasn't having any of it. Even more than his enjoyment of the natural preserve, the protection of the swamp had become his chief reason for existence, and he disputed the claims of the board even as he doubted their whole-hearted support for his expensive ideals. Simply moving the swamp left him cold. He knew that he could not live forever, and wherever the swamp might be plunked down he feared for its continued safety. Once he was gone, might not a future gang of board members find themselves coveting the land? Old Man Zirinsky demanded a permanent solution.

No one could satisfy him, because no one could figure out what he wanted, so he took matters into his own hands and came up with a scheme that delighted him immensely, although it horrified everybody else who had to help implement it. This was a project against which his father's previous solution paled into insignificance. In order to implement it Old Man Zirinsky had to assume full operational control of the corporation, a necessity since his great design required the majority of the outfit's net profits. All of the clever machinery had to be blueprinted and constructed from scratch, requiring years of massed intellectual effort from the planet's finest and priciest brains. Then it took many more years to actually make the thing and propel it into the sky.

This is what Old Man Zirinsky did. He caused his whole enclosed swamp, with its pretty pond and the lily pads and all that jazz, to be placed within an even bigger vessel equipped with tremendous rocket motors, and launched into perpetual flight around the world. It was manned by a rotating team of expert pilots. A dedicated fleet of refueling planes regularly docked with it to keep it aloft. A private helicopter of unique design was built and set aside for Old Man Zirinsky's sole use, that he might visit his swamp whenever he pleased, which was still fairly often. He couldn't enjoy it as much as he used to do, but that was a fair trade for guaranteeing that it would never be crowded out by future development.

Of course the company accountants screamed in agony, but they couldn't stop it so long as the boss wanted it, which was for as long as he lived, and he rewrote the bylaws to make his flying swamp sacrosanct, and ensure in perpetuity the salaries of everybody who kept it up in the air, so nuts to the accountants and the board.

By now Old Man Zirinsky was really old, pushing ninety. Other than periodic flights to his soaring nature platform he didn't do much, nor did he feel up to much. He gradually declined, fell ill with alarming regularity, increasingly drew the attention of a battery of the world's best doctors. Then a stroke felled him. He lapsed into unconsciousness, hovering on the brink of death. His medical team was the next thing to miracle workers, bringing to bear every latest scientific breakthrough to save him. Amazingly they forestalled death, although he remained in a coma. Physically stable within an atmospheric dome packed with machines and meters, wires and tubes, he lingered on this earth far past his time, mentally inert. Months passed, then years, decades came and went. Ninety years crept by, yet Old Man Zirinsky—technically a man of almost one hundred and eighty—continued to breathe, and all this time his swamp spun through the skies, its happy creatures the only beneficiaries of the staggering fortune annually spent to keep it scraping the stratosphere.

Throughout that time the board tried everything to break the ironclad rules that protected the swamp. They couldn't see (especially now with their employer, to all intents and purposes, out of the way) why they should waste that valuable money on a property that had never returned dividends. Finally they did something really sneaky, complaining to the government, both directly and through a multitude of hired proxies, about the risk to air traffic posed by that huge, weighty, and useless aerial contraption. It began to look like a bunch of well-connected politicians (well connected to the corporation, that is) would see it their way, and order the swamp down to terra firma, where it could at last be dismantled and ditched.

Just before they prepared to take action the unthinkable happened: Old Man Zirinsky woke up from his seemingly eternal sleep. He was still in lousy shape, of course, but his mind was as sharp as ever, in its old feckless, dreamy fashion. He got wind of the conspiracy and pulled every string he could to smash it flat. He was still the head of the firm, so his demands carried enormous weight throughout the world, and just one more time he got everything he wanted. The board got the heave-ho, some new lackeys falling into line with everything Old Man Zirinsky said from his sickbed. He wasn't taking any chances this time. Since the human element kept failing him, he removed that from the equation. Another astounding, stranger than fiction project commenced, this one designed to make his flying swamp infinitely sustainable without further human intervention. Construction took place in the air, with just about all the machines being replaced with new machines, and all the pilots and airborne technicians being replaced with machines, too. It took four years to accomplish this mind-boggling feat, and approximately half the GWP (gross world product), which was precisely the total worth of the corporation founded by the first Zirinsky. With the completion of the project the company ceased to exist, so they couldn't meddle with the swamp any more, and no one else cared since there wasn't any more money involved. Having seen through all this, Old Man Zirinsky dropped down, truly dead this time, going out with the biggest smile anybody ever saw on a dead man.

Zirinsky's swamp really was the wonder of the world. It had all kinds of power supplies—atomic fission reactors, hydrogen fusion reactors, ion drives—with weird materials mixed in like plutonium and cobalt and some very more heavy elements created solely for this task, so on any kind of human scale there was no chance of its engines ever running down. They weren't likely to break down, either. There were machines on board to fix the machines, and machines to fix the machines that fixed the machines. Everything was duplicated and triplicated, so while something was being repaired, the swamp plane (or whatever you call such a mechanized beast) ran just fine.

There weren't any more Zirinskys, so there's no point talking about them any longer. The swamp kept merrily spinning, and of course the world did too, year after year, through centuries and eons. Over time civilization got bigger and bigger, until one day, way down the road, it got smaller real fast. Nothing lasts forever, see changes come to all things, and in the course of human affairs there are stupendous ups and devastating downs. The world as the Zirinskys had known it was swept away, and came in the primitive days of a new dark age when there weren't many folk and not a lot of stuff. Most of the old stuff crumbled away from neglect, until you couldn't hardly tell there had ever been such a world.

Nothing lasts forever, and that includes, despite all the safeguards, the flying swamp of Zirinsky. It took millions of years, but it finally sputtered out, started to shake and wobble a bit, until it finally sailed low over the earth, destined to make landfall somewhere, probably with a big crash. What actually happened was quite remarkable. It came down over the old valley once swallowed up by the corporation and later by other massive works, now largely reverted to its former state. Woods and meadows reigned there again. The huge swamp carrier drifted below the edge of the valley, automatically jettisoning all of its dangerous material, hovered for an instant above a particular nondescript spot, teetered and crumped to earth with a jolt.

It landed at the precise original location of Zirinsky's swamp. What do you make of that? Of course that would be an absurd coincidence, not likely to occur given all the time in the universe. Of course it wasn't a coincidence: the second Old Man Zirinsky had planned that too, coding the necessary information into the mountain of computers on the sky ship, commands to be activated when conditions were precisely so. You know, for a fellow who never did anything but piddle with poetry and dumb pictures by his swamp, he was quite a keen-minded, forward-looking guy.

The bottom of the swamp platform was busted up by the impact, the wreckage of the underside digging into the soil far enough to open up the underground springs that once fed the swamp. Gouts of pure water spurted through the debris, made contact with the protected contents, re-established the ancient natural system. The walls and ceiling of the vessel had popped off on impact—more extremely long term planning—and the swamp settled into place. Once the man-made rubbish had worn away, as it eventually must, Zirinsky's swamp throve as it once had, as if its continued existence had been a sure thing rather than a very tricky proposition. It's there now, the pond and the reeds and cattails, the frogs and the ducks and the raccoons, those and more, with no reason for them not to be there for a long time. Young Zirinsky isn't around to appreciate it, you might say, but I think he knows. Yes, he knows. Maybe the wind still recites poetry over his swamp, and the shifting sunlight of morning still paints charming pictures with shadows.
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Solar Sailing is Good for the Soul

By Banks Miller
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we float gently

on the breath of the sun

blowing outwards,

into broad space: 

not empty, here,

but full of light and force –

pouring forth, a golden river

flowing from the heart-wellspring:

we drift on it,

as the radiance pervades us,

body, mind, and soul. 
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Zero Time

By Matthew Spence
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George Wells took a final look at the small room that he’d turned into a makeshift lab. For a moment, he was hesitant-after all, what if he was wrong? He might never see the place again, and this was his home away from home, where he’d done the work that had led to the compression breakthrough in the first place.

But he was committed. So, George took a deep breath, and pressed the PAUSE button on his Watch.

The first thing he noticed was a sense of stillness. At first, he wondered if he’d made a mistake, because nothing was moving. Then he looked over at the small ceiling fan that had been running above his desk. The blades had stopped moving-no; he realized, they were still moving, but just barely. After about a minute, the fan turned a fraction of an inch. About one minute for each hour per revolution, he thought. So, at least the math had been correct.

George stepped carefully towards the table where the small generator sat. Like him, it had been shifted, linked to the Watch. It was still running, sending small bubbles up into the measuring tubes. But how far did the field extend? George walked over to his desk, feeling somewhat sluggish as he reached out to pick up his cell phone. At first, it felt like it was stuck to the desk, but gradually he was able to lift it, although it was like carrying a heavy brick. He cautiously set it back down and continued around the room.

At first, George still felt slow, as if he was walking underwater. Gradually the feeling subsided, and he was able to move about freely. Relativistic speed, he thought, and checked the Watch, Sure enough, Einstein’s classic theory was being displayed. The Watch, which was designed to take quantum measurements, had adjusted for the field and was showing the figures for the ratio of his subjective time versus real time. So far, within his lab at least, it hadn’t changed. But what if he went somewhere else?

George opened the door and stepped out into the hall. The university where he worked was a small engineering college, intended to train students for four year schools. He saw one of his fellow teachers, her back turned towards him, apparently headed for the faculty lounge. After some wicked thoughts ran through his head, George cautiously walked up to her, and checked the Watch. The time read 35:00/2:00. So, if he stayed at the same pace as her, it would take him about two hours to reach an office that was about fifty feet away.

Out of curiosity, George stood next to her, staying still for as long as he could. After about ten minutes, he saw her turn her face towards him, a look of puzzlement slowly appearing in her features. It was kind of eerie, like watching a slow-motion image. After another ten minutes or so he saw her mouth begin to open as it formed a question. George smiled at her for about another five minutes or so, before quickly stepping back.

That was when he felt something change, as if the distance between them was being widened. It was a disorienting sensation, and George hastily checked the Watch, which still said 35:00. The real time part, however, now read 4:00. Four hours to finish walking to the teacher’s lounge if he’d been in real time.

Feeling a sudden sense of urgency, George walked briskly back inside the lab, He didn’t want to run if he could avoid it. He checked the generator, and saw that the field output had increased. Checking the Watch again, he now saw that the time read 35:00 to 8:00

Relativistic time, George thought. I should have realized...

But the field was still there, and so was he. For as long as it would last...

THREE DAYS LATER

The detective was done interviewing all of Professor Wells’ colleagues and co-workers. The man had been something of a loner and didn’t seem to have many friends at the college, although everyone apparently got along with him well enough. He didn’t have any debts, no criminal record, and apparently spent most of his time at the college even when he wasn’t working.

“He was a physicist-taught on the side to make money, but he did a lot of his own small experiments, too,” one of the co-workers, a woman about his own age, said. Frowning, she added, “I couldn’t say it was the last time I saw him, but...a few days ago, I was on my way to the faculty lounge to get some lunch, and I could have sworn he was standing next to me. I turned my head to ask him if he was getting something to eat, but just like that, he was gone. I think it must have been my imagination.”

The detective nodded. “Thank you, Ma’am.” Walking outside into the late spring air with his partner, the detective added, “Well, this should be one for the books. Guy goes missing and leaves no trace.”

His partner nodded. “Well, if he’s got some sort of mental issues he should turn up at a hospital somewhere...hey, what’s that?”

The detective followed her pointing finger. The body of an elderly-a very elderly-man was sitting underneath one of the trees across from the campus parking lot. Hurrying over to him, they saw that the man was wearing rumpled, tattered clothing, no shoes, and carried a small gadget in his withered hands. Neither one of them could identify what it might have been used for, but there were a series of glass tubes, all empty, around its middle. They noticed something else, too-a watch, with a display that seemed to be stuck on 24:00/24:00.

Checking the ID badge on his jacket, the detective’s partner read the name underneath the photo of a much younger man. “George H. Wells, PhD.” She shook her head, “No way. This guy’s at least a hundred years old. It can’t be him.”

But her partner looked at the old man, and the gadget in his hands. “Maybe he just got lost and finally found his way home,” he said.
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Infiltrated

By Thomas Canfield
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Detective J. G. Lowery was a big man, large-boned and broad-shouldered, with hair going grey at the temples and a muscular body beginning to run to fat. He was genial and low key, approached the world with a wry cynicism acquired over the course of a long career and an intimate acquaintance with human foibles. He was very good at what he did. 

“You are not going to believe this,” he addressed Blakeslee. “How many years have you been in the business? Fourteen? Fifteen?” Lowery ran his fingers through his hair. “This is my nineteenth year. You think that you’ve seen it all, that you’ve encountered every sort of quirky, offbeat behavior there is. And then, something like this comes along.” Lowery grinned, dropped a brown case file on Blakeslee’s desk. 

“This guy, he’s worthy of a chapter all by himself. A chapter? Hell, he warrants a whole book. I mean, I suppose that he’s essentially harmless. It’s not like he’s going around assaulting people or anything. But he’s a nuisance and a bother. He’s obsessed. This is his third collar in the last month, all following the same MO. Do me a favor, will you – get him some help. Get him in a program. Assign him a caseworker with some real world experience. Don’t just recycle him through the system.”

Blakeslee shoved aside a stack of paperwork. It was rare for Lowery to comment so extensively on the cases he referred. Blakeslee’s interest was piqued. “What is his problem? What did he do?”

“Read the file. All of it. See for yourself. I’m no expert but if what I’ve documented isn’t one hundred percent spot on come back and set me right.

“I ought to warn you: when you do go in to interview him, leave the empathy at home. A straight dose of Randall W. Solinger, that’s about as intense as it gets. You don’t want to sit down with him till you’ve had that extra cup of coffee in the morning. Even then – hold on to your hat! He may be crazy, he may be board certifiable, but give him half a chance and he’ll have you on your way to believing what he says is true.” Lowery winked, rubbed the side of his nose with one finger. “And that would be baaad!” 

***
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Randall W. Solinger was a non-descript figure, mid-thirties, with thinning dark hair and a sallow complexion. A sparse, undernourished moustache did nothing to improve his appearance. He was neat and well-groomed, appeared alert and responsive but betrayed a tendency to fidget and to pick at his shirt collar and watchband. The coffee the officer had left for him sat untouched upon the table. 

When Blakeslee entered the room Solinger swung round to face him, shoulders hunched and chin tucked in against his breastbone. His posture was wary and defensive. Blakeslee attempted to put him at his ease.

“Mr. Solinger, I’m Dr. Blakeslee with the Alameda County Bureau of Health and Public Safety. I’ve been asked to stop by and have a chat with you.” Blakeslee set a pad of yellow legal paper upon the table. “This is an informal proceeding. The only record that will exist is the few notes I happen to scribble down. I’m not an officer of the court and therefore have no authority over the disposition of your case. I’ve simply been asked to evaluate you and determine what might be a proper course of treatment for your, ah, circumstances.”

Solinger gripped the arms of the chair. His expression was distrustful. “You’re a doctor?” he said

“That’s right.”

“A psychiatrist?”

“Yes.”

“And you believe that I’ve got a problem?”

“Well, let’s see what the record has to say.” Blakeslee opened the case file and extracted a sheet of paper. “Five arrests in two months. Five different clothing establishments. Each time you were accused of rifling through the store’s inventory of blue jeans. You extracted threads from the pants, retained the threads then discarded the vandalized jeans. Repeating the procedure, you worked your way through several pairs of pants, always careful to file and catalogue the extracted threads yet demonstrating no interest in keeping the jeans. Following the first series of incidents you were discharged with a simple warning. This last time, well, you’ve pretty much exhausted the indulgence of the relevant authorities.”

“I explained to them what I was doing.” Solinger leaned forward, clasped his hands on the table. One foot beat a nervous tattoo against the floor “Or tried to explain. They wouldn’t listen.”

“All right. Explain it to me, then. I’m always interested in hearing the other side of the story. What were you doing?”

Solinger sat up very straight in the chair. His face assumed a sly, cagey expression. “Not so fast. How do I know that I can trust you? How do I know that you’re not trying to set me up? That’s how they took down Dr. Carmichael, you know.”

“Who?”

“Dr. Carmichael. They said that he was crazy, stuck him in an institution. Buried him in an institution. Now you want to do the same to me.”

“Nothing of the sort.” Unaccountably, Blakeslee found himself on the defensive. He had made it plain, he thought, that he was not in an adversarial role here. But somehow that message had not connected “What I’m trying to do is to help you. That’s why I entered this profession and why I’m proud to be a part of it. Tell me about Carmichael. He’s an important figure in your life, I gather?”

“Important?” Solinger bristled. “Taught me and mentored me, is all he did. Made me the person I am today. Without his help, without his tutelage, I never would have amounted to anything. I guess you could call that important, yeah.”

“It was his influence then that led you to do what you did? Perhaps it was he, relying upon the confidence you reposed in him, who instigated this whole affair?”

Solinger appeared surprised, indignant even. “On the contrary. It was he who opened my eyes. He showed me a whole new world I never even knew existed. Took me places not a hundred other people have ever been.” Solinger’s eyes glistened and his hands wove through the air in an eerie, syncopated rhythm that seemed a form of communication almost, seemed a language stripped of its nuance and artificiality. 

“Professor Carmichael had an extraordinary gift. He was the absolute best at what he did. He had mastered the field of linguistics as no one before him.” Solinger said this quite as though it were a matter of fact, not subject to question. ”Do you know, I can slip into the mindset of a Mayan peasant from fifteen hundred years ago, see the world as he saw it, experience it as he did. When you take a language apart, deconstruct it and disassemble its root meanings, you find what lies at its foundation; you imbibe its very essence. The process enables you to immerse yourself in a culture that has disappeared from the human inventory.” 

“Carmichael? I seem to remember now.” Blakeslee looked at Solinger almost with respect. “Made a reputation for himself at UCLA. Controversial but highly regarded. Established himself as a genuine maverick. How did you come to be associated with him?”

“I was his grad student.” Solinger tugged at his moustache with arrogant authority. “I was his disciple.”

“I see.” But Blakeslee didn’t see, not at all. “Am I to assume that there is some connection? You’re implying that the reason you were engaged in vandalizing the jeans has nothing to do with any form of psychological disorder. Rather, you were motivated by an impulse to – emulate your professor?”
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