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  A deadly battle on the moon…




  




  A flash of a laser beam shot across the no mans




  land from one of the enemy bots. It struck Dr. Helen




  Taskers TIN Man and sliced her torso in two. It was




  almost as if her shields weren’t on.




  “Will.” It was Holly. “I’ve picked up a low




  frequency wave that’s interfering with our shield




  generators.” She paused and the information sunk in.




  If the enemy was able to do this then maybe all of their




  systems could be compromised.




  “Helen!” Will called.




  “Yes,” Helen said her voice trembling with fear.




  “Check your generator power level.”




  There was a short pause then she replied, “It’s




  reading zero. And it’s not related to the damage I’ve




  sustained.”




  Now Will was worried.
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  Introduction




  I’m very pleased to offer you a ten-story collection of my science fiction and fantasy stories. I’ve been a fan of science fiction since I was a child watching the Mercury, Gemini, and Apollo space programs in the 1960’s. I began, like most children, reading comic books mostly related to science fiction.




  Super heroes, UFO’s, aliens, anything that smacked of science fiction or fantasy I would read it. And any movie or television show with science fiction or fantasy elements were my staple of entertainment viewing, and believe me the special effects weren’t what they are today.




  What was common about science fiction and fantasy stories then was the stories often had uplifting endings and the good guys won. They always won. Or if they didn’t win the story told how they survived their terrible circumstances. Don’t misunderstand me I really love science fiction today, even without endings where the hero clearly wins.




  I hope you enjoy this collection of my stories and hope they will become your favorites.




  In the science fiction section of this collection you will find stories with impossible odds, satire where the fast food companies run the future, AI robots locked in a civil war, and space travelers with very human problems.




  In the fantasy section are stories of alternate realities, a vampire castaway, dragons, cheerleaders, and a man asked to fix a UFO. It’s quite a collection and diverse enough for most readers of fantastic fiction to enjoy.




  Feel free to contact me on twitter or facebook. I’d love to hear from you.




  Enjoy!




  Russ Crossley




  April 2013
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  Countdown




  Elvis Pepper sat on his bunk staring at the image on the monitor on his desk. His eyes brimmed with tears and his mind was having trouble processing what he was seeing.




  When the asteroid the size of Texas struck the Earth in the Atlantic Ocean it vaporized that ocean and hurled a huge cloud of dust and debris high into the atmosphere. The clouds of superheated air quickly formed a shroud around the Earth and winds spread a wave of destruction at speeds of over two hundred and fifty miles an hour outward in waves from the epicenter where the asteroid struck.




  The surveil ance satellite watching the catastrophe was stationed within range of the electromagnetic pulse so as expected within a few minutes of impact the satellite’s transmission feed was lost.




  As the screen changed to white fuzz a tear escaped Elvis’ right eye and traveled down his cheek.




  In the next few hours everything humanity had built over the last ten thousand years would be scoured from the surface of the planet by a force greater than the collective power of every atomic weapon ever constructed. Nature had provided a far more lethal end for the Earth than mankind ever could.




  The four orbiting Lagrange stations in Earth orbit, and the fifth at L2 position on the other side of the moon, would keep the dream of humanity alive.




  All that remained now of the human race were twenty thousand Adam and Eve’s to start over, and hopeful y some day re-populate the Earth.




  Like a zombie Elvis got up from his bunk and walked to the desk where he fingered the off button on the side of the monitor and it went dark. He let out a slow breath. He’d been preparing for this day for five years yet when the time came the image of such terrible destruction affected him at a far deeper level than he had anticipated.




  After he wiped his eyes with the back of his hand then went to the door of his cabin and keyed the code into the keypad in the wall next to the door. There was a barely audible click before the door side aside and he stepped into the corridor.




  He passed several cabin doors on his way to the communication center where he was due to relieve Selma Hollings. It had been two hours since impact and they were supposed to keep monitoring communications from the underground bunkers where other survivors were housed, and the other L stations.




  The bunkers were constructed in the twentieth century during the cold war, and now in the middle of the twenty-first century the bunkers were being used to protect a cadre of scientists and other experts that were unsuccessful in the world wide lottery for the twenty thousand coveted positions on the Lagrangian stations, or those deemed ineligible for the lottery due to age or for medical reasons but were still valuable.




  Only fertile people between the ages of twelve and forty-five were eligible to enter the lottery, but the worlds leading scientists agreed these bunkers would save an additional thirty thousand people. They expected these survivors would be able to hold out in the bunkers for the next five years. Estimates were until the dust and debris thrown into the atmosphere would have settled by then.




  But Elvis wasn’t worried about the survival of thirty thousand people. He was concerned about the survival of one person. His wife Yvette.




  Her PhD in immunization technology made her eligible for the bunker in the Ural Mountains after she was deemed unsuitable for the lottery. Her inability to have children made her ineligible to even apply. But her scientific expertise made her indispensable for the future survival in the harsh environment expected in five years.




  He told her wouldn’t go without her, but he would never have qualified for one of the bunkers.




  After many long, tearful arguments he agreed to go to the L1 station. They would stay linked by com sat as long as they were able. They would both survive just not together.




  Now that he’d witnessed the destruction he knew he’d made the wrong decision.




  I should have stayed with her as long as possible, he thought. But then I’d be dead.




  A lump of fear knotted his guts and his heart beat hard in his chest. He grew more anxious with each step as he raced to the communications center. He was one of five specialists responsible to maintain and operate the com systems between the stations. And for the time being with any Earth based survivors.




  The stations were shielded against electromagnetic interference so unlike the satellites they would be able to maintain communications.




  “I need to stay focused,” he muttered as he passed cabin after cabin. The sobs his fellow survivors echoed in the empty corridor and followed him as he rushed along the corridor toward the lift that would take him to the command deck. The captain would need him today so he had to shake off his fear and his uncertainty.




  Problem was he wasn’t sure he could put aside what remained of his humanity. In fact he wasn’t sure any of them could.




  The lift doors closed behind him after he entered. Good thing he was alone because he wanted to scream out how unfair all this was. He closed his eyes and sighed.




  The end of the world, the separation from his wife, the end of everything he held dear felt like a tremendous weight crushing him under with despair.




  He would never feel a warm breeze on his face or witness the sunrise over the purple mountains of his late father’s cabin on Seesaw Mountain. He’d never swim in the ocean or smell wood smoke from a campfire. Stars would never twinkle again and his dog would never run in the tall grass behind his uncle’s barn.




  The doors opened as the lift stopped on the command deck.




  He opened his eyes and stepped out just before the doors closed behind him.




  No one was around he was alone. He walked to the com panel and touched the power button.




  The board lit up and the screens came to life. Even though the station was shielded the captain ordered all nonessential systems be powered down until after impact.




  The screens flickered then steadied. The external cameras directed at Earth showed the fierce red cloud of energy had spread half way across the United States laying waste to cities, towns, open plains, everything.




  Every plant, animal and human would be vaporized.




  No pain, no suffering.




  In a way he almost envied them. At least their end would be quick. If the eggheads were correct the debris trailing the asteroid might end this attempt at keeping the human race viable might even before it began. A rocky missile the size of a tennis ball would puncture the station and compromise its atmosphere killing most if not all of the inhabitants in the process.




  Elvis felt smaller and more insignificant than he had ever in his life. “Activate holo-assistant,” he said as he picked up a com node and placed it in his right ear.




  There was a shimmer and Maple appeared next to him.




  She wore a sad-eyed, sympathetic expression on her holographic features. Dressed in her lab suit and with the glasses perched on the end of her small nose she looked every part the scientist the designer had built into her.




  Though Elvis knew her emotions were memory engrams programmed into her matrix he real y needed a friend right now. Since Maple had been with him since his training started five years ago she had become just a friend. He smiled to himself as he recalled the memory of Yvette actual y getting jealous of the “other woman” in his life.




  “Good times,” he said quietly.




  “I disagree,” said Maple in a dulcet tone.




  Elvis paused to look at her. “What?”




  “Wel , sir this is not a good time, as you put it. It is the end of planet Earth as a home for humans.”




  “Thanks for reminding me,” he said sarcastically.




  He shook his head. “I was recalling one happy memory and you had to ruin it.”




  Maple’s eyes widened. “Sorry, sir. Sometimes I forget my manners.”




  “Never mind. Contact L3 and see if they can get me an angle of the bunker in the Ural Mountains. Or is that too difficult?”




  “No, sir right away.”




  There was a short pause and a familiar voice came through the com node in his ear. “L3, Pumper Jackson speaking’.”




  “Pump, it’s E. I need a link to your cams directed at the Ural bunkers.”




  “Hey, E. Man, wasn’t that impact thingy sumthin?”




  “Yeah, Pump it was that.” His heart skipped a beat and for a second he thought his next words would catch in his throat. He coughed then managed to say,




  “Anyway, can you set up the link?”




  “Isn’t that where Yvette is?”




  ‘Yeah, Pump she’s there. And will you boost the signal for me so I can talk to her?”




  “I need authorization from—“




  “Real y, Pump? Real y?! It’s me, Pump!” He tried to control the anger in his voice but failed. He didn’t need a lecture on procedure right now. He needed to talk to his wife before it was too late.




  Elvis sighed heavily and his shoulders slumped.




  “Sorry, Pump. I didn’t mean to be short with you. It’s just that—“ His next words caught at the back of his throat.




  “Yeah, okay, E. No problemo. I’ll have Lucy establish the link right away.” Lucy was Pump’s holo-assistant. “Set your monitor to receive.”
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  “It’s done, sir,” Maple said before he issued the order.




  The monitor flickered then steadied and he could see the Ural range untouched, pristine and rugged jutting into the sky.




  West of the mountains the edge of the shock wave headed across Europe. It had just wiped away Germany. Millions of people died as he stared at the monitor.




  He swallowed hard then said, “L1 to Ural Command, over.”




  Silence.




  “L1 to Ural command,” he repeated.




  There was a crackle of static then a heavily accented voice responded. “This is UraI Command.




  Ivan the Terrible speaking. Go ahead L1.”




  “Ivan!” Elvis smiled to himself. The big man had befriended both he and Yvette during the initial training phase. They had enjoyed dinners and golf games with Ivan and his wife, Simone. Simone won a spot of L2 so Ivan and he had that much in common.




  “How’re things going?”




  “EP! How nice to hear your voice, my friend. So far everything is going as planned.




  “We lost contact with the Washington bunkers and the ones in Berlin, Helsinki and Ottawa but they told us that would happen. We’re anticipating to reestablish contact twelve hours after the impact wave has dissipated.” There was a brief pause. “According to current estimates that should be in two days.”




  Elvis swiveled in his seat to face Maple. He removed the com node from his ear and wrapped it tight in his fist. He motioned for the hologram to lean closer. “How long until the impact wave reaches the Urals?” he whispered.




  “Seventeen minutes,” she said.




  He nodded then placed the node back in his ear and turned back to face the monitor. “Ivan, I need to speak with Yvette. Can you patch me through?”




  “Yes, of course.”




  There was another pause then his wife’s voice came over the node. “E?” she said. He could hear the fear in her voice.




  Elvis swallowed hard as his mouth dried. “You okay, my love?”




  “Yes. So far,” came the reply.




  “So far?”




  “There have been fifteen suicides reported in the past hour.”




  No! She couldn’t.




  There was still a chance however smal . “How about you?” His voice trembled as he spoke and his heart began to beat faster.




  “Don’t be concerned, E. Suicide has never been part of my make up.“




  He heard her swallow and wanted to jump through the com system to wrap her in his arms. “I know, Yvette. It’s just up until now this nightmare has been theoretical. The reality is very different. I’m worried what any of us will do.”




  “Did you see the impact?” she said changing the subject.




  “Yes,” he whispered. As long as he lived he’d never forget what he’d seen. That terrible image had been burned into his brain permanently.




  “The captain has ordered a full briefing in ten minutes,” interrupted Maple. “He wants the entire population to meet in the recreation hal .”




  He looked at Maple and raised both eyebrows.




  She understood his meaning. They were on a countdown.




  “Fourteen minutes,” she said softly.




  “Advise my section chief I’ll be late.”




  “I don’t think—“ Elvis silenced the hologram with a glare.




  “Yes, sir.”




  Elvis flushed the sudden burst of anger from his system by rolling his shoulders and expelling a long, deep breath.




  “E, are you okay?” asked Yvette.




  “Yes, of course. Don’t be concerned about me.




  I’ll be right here after the impact wave has passed your bunker. And I’m staying at this post until we reestablish contact. Nothing or no one can budge me. Like I told you when we last saw each other we will never be apart, ever.”




  “But they could charge you with something.




  Maybe treason, or worse.”




  Yvette had always been too sweet for her own good. It was why he loved her so much. But what did any of that matter now? The governments and their laws that had ruled the planet had been swept away like so many dry leaves in the fal . The chance of any of them, or their eventual offspring, surviving was a long shot and they all knew it. Slim as the odds were they had to at least try. The struggle for survival was what made them human.




  “Yvette, my darling does any of that matter anymore?”




  She laughed half-heartedly. “No, I guess not.”




  Elvis glanced at Maple. She held up two fingers.




  Two minutes until contact.




  He was running out of time.




  “Yvette, I want you to know I don’t blame you for us not being able to have children. The lab accident wasn’t your fault. I never thought that not for one millisecond.”




  “It’s okay, E,” she said. “You’re just—“ A sudden burst of static ion his ear forced him to pull the com node from his ear. He looked at Maple and she nodded and averted her eyes. The wave of superheated air had struck the Ural mountain range knocking out all communications.




  His heart racing Elvis stuffed the com node back in his ear as his eyes flitted over the monitors.




  The one directed at the Urals showed a blistering mass of red, orange and blue clouds engulfing the entire thousand-mile mountain range. He imagined the iron and minerals in those mountains turning to liquid.




  Peaks thousands of feet high were melting like molten lead.




  How anyone would survive the inferno he didn’t know, but his wife had to survive. She just had to.




  “Sir?” said Maple from behind him.




  “Yes, Maple what is it?”




  “Sir, we have to go to the briefing. The signal alarm has been sounding for the last five minutes.”




  “Yes, of course.”




  He decided to make a call before he left the com room. “L1 to L3.”




  “Go ahead, EP I’ve been monitoring the situation. What can I do?”




  Good old, Pump, he thought, always watching my back. “Thanks, Pump. Keep watch over the Urals and let me know when the cloud clears and when you receive a signal. Okay?”




  “No worries, ‘ol buddy. You’ll be the first to know when I hear the first peep.”




  “I’ll call you later.”




  “Roger that. L3 out.”




  Elvis took out the node and put it back in the sterile holder he’d taken it from and stood. He glanced down at the monitor. The boiling terrible clouds rolled steadily east across the Russian steppes toward it’s opposite number coming from the west. It appeared the two clouds of destruction would meet over Japan and together burn those islands off the map.




  Elvis sighed then headed for the door to the corridor and the lift. The meeting better not take long.




  He wanted to get back here as soon as possible.




  




  ***




  Elvis arrived back in the communications center alone. The briefing had lasted for two hours. He slumped down into the empty chair and leaned forward 14 Russ Crossley and rested his elbows on the consol. He closed his eyes.




  He wanted to cry but he was dry and numb from the pain of loss.




  Sixty people on L1 had committed suicide after they witnessed the devastation. No one believed they’d kill themselves when the psychologists told them there would be suicides after impact. But he wasn’t one of them. He agreed with the captain.




  There was still hope that some of them would survive to carry on the human race.




  While it was still early the news wasn’t all bad.




  None of the bunkers had yet made contact.




  And L2 hadn’t checked in yet. But in addition to their station, L3, 4 and 5 were safe and the smaller asteroids following the planet killer hadn’t yet been detected anywhere near the LaGrange orbits.




  Elvis made a mental note when he got through to the Urals he’d ask Ivan if he’d heard from Simone on L2. He needed to stay optimistic.




  The gardens and farms on the stations and the water and air purification systems made the LaGrange stations completely self-sufficient. They could survive and in twenty or thirty years they might even be able to join the survivors on the Earth to begin rebuilding civilization. At least that was the plan.




  He wondered now if it was worth it for him. The chances Yvette survived the destruction in the Urals was slim. Even though it was unlikely he’d ever see her in person again any glimmer of hope that she lived was all he had to hold onto right now.




  Just as he placed the com node in his ear the screen to his left blurred then steadied. It was the feed from L3 still focused on the Urals. His heart seemed to skip a beat and he gasped when he saw the blink of bright red lights from beneath the clouds still obscuring the mountain range.




  “L1 to L3. Come in, Pumper! Please come in!”




  He realized he was shouting but his excitement had bubbled over.




  “Yeah, E I’m here. But don’t scream at me, pal.




  What’s up?”




  “Did you see that?”




  “What?”




  Elvis edged forward in his chair and looked hard at the monitor. The light had disappeared there were only clouds now. “Uuh, I saw a light. A red flashing light.”




  “I don’t see anything,” said Pumper. “Let me run back the recording.”




  The cameras images were recorded in a protein based memory storage system containing 150 billion yottabytes of information. This memory capacity had been installed in each station so the collective knowledge of mankind would remain intact for ten million years.




  “Yes, you’re right. There it is. Interesting.”




  Elvis wanted to jump through the consol his impatience threatened to overwhelm him. “Wel , what do you think?”




  “Let me check. Give me a few seconds.”




  Silence. Elvis blinked away beads of sweat that trickled into his eyes and he fidgeted in his chair as if it had suddenly become uncomfortable. Since the chair automatical y formed to the contours of the person sitting it this was impossible, but he could barely contain his nerves. Yvette could be alive somewhere down there and someone could be trying to signal them.




  “Hummm, E my holo interface tel s me this is a signal. A signal of human origin.”




  “What does it say?” Elvis blurted.




  ‘Wel , it’s in Morse code…” Pumper’s voice trailed off.




  “Never mind all that. Is it from my wife?”




  “Huh, no, E. It’s an automated signal the computer was programmed to look for if the bunker…”




  Again his voice trailed off.




  “You mean the message was to be sent if the bunker survived?”




  “Huh, no. The opposite I’m afraid.” Pumper paused. “I’m so sorry, E,” he said his voice a whisper.




  Elvis’ shoulders slumped and a wave of grief washed over him in waves. She was dead. It was over.




  “Thanks, Pump.”




  He signed off and asked Maple to signal his shift replacement to take over for him. She did as he asked without question.




  “I’ll be in my cabin,” he said before leaving the communications center.




  Elvis arrived back in his cabin and sat down heavily on the bunk. He wondered what he’d do now.




  How would he carry on without the knowledge his beloved Yvette was alive and well? He shook his head and waited for the tears that would never come. He’d shed enough tears today.




  He looked up and saw the monitor on the desk flash that a message was waiting for him. He didn’t want to talk to anyone right now. All he needed was to be alone with his thoughts and his memories. It was all he had left.




  He shrugged. There was no harm in checking the message. Whoever it was would have to wait for a reply but he could at least listen.




  “Play message,” he whispered.




  The screen came to life and his eyes grew wide.




  It was Yvette.




  “Hi, E. It’s me. I left this message for you a month ago when I was told the chances of survival were less than five percent.” She paused and her watery, sky-blue eyes drifted to her right away from the camera then abruptly directly into the screen. It was as if she were looking right into his heart.




  Elvis swallowed the bile that had risen to the back of his throat and let a breath slowly escape from between his dry lips. His hands trembled and a knot formed in his stomach. She looked so beautiful, so vulnerable.




  “I love you, E. I always have and if there is another world beyond this one then I will wait for you as long as it takes. But I want you to do something for me. I want you to stay alive and help others to stay alive.”




  She paused again and her lips trembled. “And I want you to donate sperm to help the human race survive.




  “I’m asking to do this because if you and other the men and women who survive don’t do this then the human race’s very existence will have been for nothing.




  I don’t believe that and I know you don’t believe it either.




  “Please, Elvis, please promise me you’ll do this.




  Please. And always remember, I love you.”




  The screen went dark.




  He started when there was a knock on his door.




  He wiped the back of his hand across his eyes stood and walked to the door. He tapped the keypad next to the door.




  The cabin door slid aside to reveal Maple standing in the corridor. Her brown eyes were slightly sad. He knew it wasn’t real emotion but he appreciated the effort anyway.




  “Yes, Maple what is it?”




  “We just received word that L2 was damaged in a meteor shower, but they have managed to effect repairs and made contact a few minutes ago. No reported injuries.”




  Elvis nodded. “That is good news. Thanks, M.”




  The hologram nodded. “Yes, sir. I thought you’d like to know right away.”




  Elvis smiled at Maple then tapped the keypad next to the door and it closed.




  Elvis walked to the desk where the monitor sat and sat on the chair facing the monitor. He stared at the screen.




  Yes, he decided he’d do what Yvette wanted. She was right. He had a responsibility to humankind far greater than himself.




  And he’d do it for Yvette.




  T.I.N. MEN




  The U.S. Army iSSUed ergonomic chair beneath Technical Sergeant Will Arnett trembled. Uncertain what was happening, Will’s eyes drifted to the half empty glass of coke he’d earlier placed on the cup holder recessed into the console next to his elbow.




  Or was it half full? He’d always hated pop psychology, and was far too practical for such limited cerebral arguments. In his civilian life he had a PhD in software engineering and he programmed software.




  Everything in the world was either a one or a zero, nothing more.




  He watched the sweet brown liquid splash up along the sides of the glass then his hazel eyes flitted sharply back to the three screens recessed into the consol in front of him. The deck shuddered again, only more violently this time. The screens provided him a 360-degree view of the dry; cactus and scrub brush dotted Arizona landscape surrounding the Styker reconnaissance vehicle.




  23 T.I.N Men He swallowed hard and his eyes went wide as an unbelievable site appeared on the center screen. He would later say he’d seen as a silver and gray robot that the onboard sensors said was over sixty feet in height suddenly appear out of the gloom of first light. Its body was human shaped with a wide chest and a head that swiveled as it scanned the desert. It moved in giant footsteps each the length of a Cadillac. It was headed westerly ninety degrees from his position.




  It was barely past sunrise and the blue velvet sky glowed orange, yellow, and red as the sun’s tendrils chased away the night. Since the desert can play tricks on you at sunrise Will blinked a few times, but the robot didn’t vanish. This was impossible. I must be dreaming. If it were real though it would sure be fascinating.




  Will had been on watch all night in the Styker on a military exercise in this patch of barren desert.




  As day approached he’d begun to wonder who he’d pissed off to rate this duty. Fortunately the Styker was a nuclear, biological, chemical reconnaissance vehicle, or NBCRV. This meant if they were properly equipped




  (which they were not) the five-person crew could survive inside this tin can for up to two weeks.




  Will’s heart beat hard in his chest and he fought the urge to bolt from his chair as the massive robot on the screen took a step closer. The vehicle bounced on its undercarriage.




  With trembling fingers, Will pulled down the mouth mike attached to his armored helmet he’d pushed out of his way. He needed to contact Lieutenant Sims in the command cab up front. The mike was voice activated, “Huh, sir.”




  No response.




  “Sir! Lieutenant!”




  The ground shook as the robot increased its pace. It occurred to Will the Stryker might not withstand being crushed underfoot by this mechanical monster.




  He didn’t know why he thought this, but this robot’s appearance had created an unusual situation after all.




  “Yeah,” came the sleepy reply of the Lieutenant who was sitting in the driver compartment forward of the surveillance control center. There was a hatch between the control center and the driver’s compartment, which the LT kept locked when he was up front with the driver.




  The colonel had sent them out with himself, the lieutenant, and a rookie private named Pike as driver, on what he called a training mission.




  The mission objective was to simulate the loss of crew members to test how resourceful they could be with only three remaining crew versus a normal compliment.




  Will swallowed hard when he recalled they didn’t even have .50 cal ammunition for the M2 machine gun.




  “What is it, grunt?” came the annoyed reply.




  Will cringed. Sims was regular Army. He was reserves so Sims rode him pretty hard whenever the opportunity presented itself. “Sir, there’s a giant robot coming straight at us. Sir.” He added the second sir, because he knew how ludicrous what he’d just said sounded.




  He watched the robot stop then the dark pupiless eyes set in the human shaped head swiveled and seemingly look right at him through the video screen.




  The remaining moisture in his mouth evaporated.




  “A robot?” Sims grunted. “You bin watching cartoons back there?”
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