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			Poetry


			Alan Vincent Michaels

			X | @AlanVMichaels

			
	
			Science fiction authors…

			…shatter prior

			mental constraints

			forging new tales


			…endeavor to

			give us freedom

			engaging minds


			…ask us “What if?”

			to think anew

			challenging us


			…dream cosmic thoughts

			on countless worlds

			meeting like minds


			…imagine Earth’s

			latent futures

			lighting the way!
			
	
			
				
			
				

			
				
	


			Linda St. Vincent John

			
			
	
			

			we cry out 'author author'

			secretly in our dreams

			no subject matter

			needed

			just

			a vision

			of fabricated

			means celestial

			beings & space odysseys

			to pen the best of the best vivid

			imaginations remind us readers are our guests
		
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			Ayten Suvak

			
			
	
			
			Voyage Writing on stars

			An alien author in the dark With large unseeing eyes

			Imagines galaxies and satellites

			With water or without

			With gases all around

			Does he have lungs

			With a button nose smells the air for new adventures

			He has no readers

			So what's the good of writing to a horrific vacuum

			Although he boils with enthusiasm

			Hearing a loud applaud from a distant star

			He tries to direct the ship there

			To find another lonely writer for no readers

			All those years are gone for nothing in endless journeys

			Now it's time to die

			Yet there's no death in the sense we know

			Just a spot always flying Until it meets the end in a black hole

	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			John Tannhauser

			X | @JohnTannhauser

			Facebook | Kaidan Press

	
			The Author’s Ballad

			The author sits and ponders over

			Worlds yet come to be

			Should Sardaukar enforce spice flows

			Or wizards sail Earthsea?


			Watch as paragraphs pour forth

			The seat, likewise, indented

			Thoughts awhirl within the brain

			By creative itch, tormented


			And then that dreaded foe appears

			With whom all such contend

			When writer’s block bestills the hand

			Which holds the mighty pen


			I beseech thee, author, friend of mine

			Do not lose storied heart

			Pick up your tool of trade once more

			Pursue your noble art!

			
	
			
				
			
				

			
	



			A. A. Rubin

			Bluesky | @thesurrealari.bsky.social

			Amazon | Into That Darkness Peering

	
			
			The author dreamt in reverie,

			Fine and fancy things he’d see:

			Heaven, Hell, realms of magic,

			Visions of the light fantastic!

			Deadly terrors, wise and strong.

			Sang sacred, secret ancient songs--

			But the cosmos' twisted joke:

			He remembered nothing when he awoke.
		
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
		
		
	Micro Fiction


			Voima Oy

			
			Blog | This is Chicago Weather Watch

	
			
			What artist did the Cave of Hands? Who drew the maps on moth wings? Dr. Claire Ferning gathered the shards of the broken clay slab. She coughed in the red dust of that dry and desert place. Once there was a city here. There were rivers, and green canals. There were images of plants and lines of writing on the tablets. Was this poetry or a shipping list, and who was the long-gone author?
			
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
		


			Peter J Gilbertson

			
			Amazon | Zombies at the Gates and Other Tales

	
			

			“At the Red Spite Peak Altar, a corruption of its former name and use as Respite Peak, the feared Isconi made mass sacrifices to taunt their foes’ sky god and appease the Dweller Below. A flume carved into the rock carried the gore to a foul pool to nurse the Dweller and its sleeping children. Otherwise they seem gentle,” wrote the author, whose unfinished manuscript was found at the dig site near the abandoned bone midden
			
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			Jay Cannon

			
			Author Site | The Euclidian

	
			Focused Author

			Jeanelle squatted in her tiny cell, huddled in a corner, shielding herself from passing visitors. She wrote tirelessly on the pad of paper her captors handed her.

			Ironically, she focused on writing a memoir of sorts about attending a science fiction writing retreat. The attendees’ assignment was to write the scariest “cabin-in-the woods” micro story.

			As an avid camper, Jeanelle was excited about their assignment, until the lights went out and their bodies became pinned to the floor as they whooshed through space.

			Now the group cowers on display, begging for scraps from alien visitors.

~ The End ~
		
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			BrendaCa

			
			
	
			

			She was startled by the sudden wail of a bobcat in the distance. Her eyes followed the wine glass as it started its fall. As she held her breath, her heart beat quickened for the seemly long descent of the glass to the floor. Her mind returned to the myths she heard as a child. When the glass broke the silence of the night she would be caught up in the rapture. The ancestors would come for her.

			Nope! Still here! Have to pick up the broken glass but these myths and memories will help me author my first bestseller.

	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			A. A. Rubin

			Bluesky | @thesurrealari.bsky.social

			Amazon | Into That Darkness Peering

	
			The Ineffable Notebook

			We discovered the creator’s diary. Finally, the ineffable plan would be revealed to us. But, when we opened it, the pages were empty.

			Our disappointment barely had time to register before the heavens opened and God’s voice rang out: “In my defense, it was a very nice notebook.”
		
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	
	
	Flash Fiction


			Alan Vincent Michaels

			X | @AlanVMichaels

			
	
			The Last Science Fiction Story
(Excerpt)

			“But what about me? I’ve wanted to be an SF author since I was old enough to say ‘Aldebaran.’ No freaking way any alien was going to take it all away from me!”

			Mallory returns and I take the offered cup, sipping the tepid water.

			The sheriff and deputies still seem uncomfortable even after removing their ties and rolling up their sleeves. The sweat patches around their armpits are the size of cantaloupes.

			“Don’t remember thinking about it,” I say. “I just knew I had to kill George. And I had hoped it’d frighten the rest of the asparagus-heads to go back to their freaking Anaxathane.

			“Besides, nothing had really changed if I was the only one who knew about them. Right? George told me I was his first human contact. My plan was so simple.

			“I grabbed my shovel from the back porch. As I got closer to George, that serene feeling washed over me again. I knew it! Hypnosis or pheromones or something. Probably some evolutionary trick to subdue their prey when hunting.

			“George’s tentacle-fingers grabbed the pitcher from me and upended it over his eye-stalks. The water soaked right into his skin. I stared totally amazed. Not a drop hit the porch.

			“His eyestalks focused on the shovel in my hand and I tensed my muscles. My mind raced for an explanation, fighting the tranquil feeling.

			“‘Have to bury Hunter’s crap that’s on the walkway,’ I say haltingly, half-nodding at the pile the dog had left. I slowly turned away from George, took a step down, turned and swung the shovel hard, hitting right above where his leg-tentacles attached to his body.

			“You should have seen it! Cut him right in half. Felt like slicing mushy, moldy bread. I spun around completely, the shovel flying off into the yard. Almost no resistance at all. A popping sound, then sticky, silvery goo–his blood–sprayed everywhere, especially on me.”

			I point at the silvery globs on my shirt and hair.

			“His eyes blinked up at me from the pile of mush that was once his top. I thought his expression conveyed surprise, but who knows?

			“My pulse raced in my ears and time seemed to slow as I watched his bottom half spray more goo, then the body twitched violently and slumped on its side. That’s when I dropped to my knees and puked. I was so skeeved out.”

			I drag my forearm across my brow. “Yes, I killed him. George didn’t shout or cry. Can’t expect aliens to act like real people, can we?”

			Johnson and his deputies stare at me for a few seconds, and then look at each other. I look down at the table.

			“Hunter’s barking at the sphere brought me around,” I say. “The ship moved silently straight into the clouds in a second or two. I gave up looking for it and got some trash bags to put George in. He was starting to decompose already and he stunk something awful. Worse than any skunk road kill.

			“After tying the bags, the smell vanished, like it never was. I stood there, closed my eyes, and then I’m standing in the lobby, yelling at Deputy Gilmour about what happened to me. Bet that was George’s revenge: hypnotizing me to turn myself in.”

			I spread my arms out, palms up.

			“I had to kill him. He was going to ruin it all for me! I am going to be a science fiction author and no ef-ing alien is going to stop me.”

			I slump back in my chair, exhausted, sweaty, and thirsty.

	
			
			Author’s Note:

			The excerpt is from my “The Last Science Fiction Story” published in Dark Matter Magazine: Halloween Special Issue (October 1, 2021), and in the audio drama version of the same story published by Dark Matter Audiolab (July 5, 2023), which is available on most podcast platforms.

			

				
			
				

			
	
	


			Lorinda J. Taylor

			Facebook | Lorinda J. Taylor (TermiteWriter)

			Amazon | Lorinda J. Taylor

	
			
			Di’fa’kro’mi the Remembrancer reminisces as he begins to dictate his memoirs to his Scribe Chi’mo’a’tu (from the opening chapter of The Labors of Ki’shto’ba Huge-Head, v.l: The War of the Stolen Mother):


			Twenty-eight years … I was hatched twenty-eight years ago, this very season.  Do both of you know that?  Now I lie here in a dark chamber and rarely move – I who was accustomed to wandering long distances under the sky and gazing at the stars during every darktime …  I have felt rain on my wings and sand crunching under my claws … the heat-blast of volcanoes’ firestreams and the sting of the ice-field’s frozen pellets …  I have seen the waves of the Great Water and I have immersed myself in them …


			It is a strange end I have come to, the strange end of a very strange life …


			What is it, Chi’mo’a’tu?  Yes, yes, put all that down … Ru’a’ma’na’ta wanted everything I have to say – if she ever comes again …


			I do not think I will ever see her again – she comes less and less often …  Did you know, Chi’mo’a’tu, that the Star-Beings die even as the Shshi do?  You did?  Well, some refuse to believe that, but it is certainly true, because we know that Ru’a’ma’na’ta’s King died.  You met Ru’a’ma’na’ta when she was last here, did you not?  You are so young …  Oh, an imago for nearly two whole years!  So much experience!  I am overwhelmed!


			Well, anyway, what I started to say was – you may have noticed that the mat of hairs on Ru’a’ma’na’ta’s head was white, or mingled white and gray.  It used to be a sort of even brownish-tan.  She told me that that color-change is a sign of age among her kind of Star-Beings.  They live long – much longer than the Shshi do.  When I last saw Ru’a’ma’na’ta, she told me she was an astonishing ten years past the two-antennae count [i.e., 46].   So one day she will no longer come at all …  Perhaps no Star-Being will come …  That makes me feel a little sad...


			…


			Once, Ru’a’ma’na’ta explained to us what these helpers of Champions were called in her speech.  She said it could be translated into our language as mu’it’zei| da| soi’zi| [sidekick].   Yes, that is what I said, Chi’mo’a’tu.  I really cannot understand it, either.  But I think it is some kind of Star-Being jest that does not seem humorous when it is put in our speech.  I once told Wei’tu about it and it became quite indignant.  After all, who would want a helper who kicked one on the side?


			Or perhaps the phrase means a defender – someone who stands at one’s side and kicks one’s enemies.  But you are right – most Workers could not fill that role …


			Well, however that may be …  Ki’shto’ba and I decided that this resourceful Wei’tu might be a great boon to us. 
		
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			Jaime Bree

			X | @jaim_ee_bree

			
	
			
			The words trailed into a spidery line, ending in an ink blot turned into a tiny boat sailing into the sunset. The message 'Life is only ever a rough draft' was scrawled under it. I put down my pen and closed the book. Unfinished? Not to me.


			I'm the author of my fate. One of a thousand put here on a lifeless planet to log and analyse the apparent change of atmosphere that would enable life to flourish here.


			It's been three years.


			I don't know what is happening on Earth. When we left, the situation was dire, but we were assured in time we'd be safe here on this planet and others would join us.


			No one is left alive.


			No one else is coming.


			I'm the last survivor of a destined-to-fail experiment.


			Yesterday I found something new. A vast lake like nothing I've ever seen before. Of course I've seen bodies of water in my lifetime, but nothing like this. A deep, iridescent pool with purple bubbles bursting to the surface, shimmering and glittering with intensity as the hours passed. It was beautiful, yet almost too enchanting to trust.


			But, the strangest part of my discovery was the old, splintered, wooden row boat beached haphazardly on the shore, a single oar balancing across its stern. Nothing strange in that you might say, apart from that it spoke to me. It told me tales of this place, talked of undiscovered beauty and hope across this stretch of water, of life hidden in its furthest corners.


			The boat invited me to travel.


			No one is coming, so I will go.


			I'll leave my book. A diary of the conversations between a man and a boat. Maps and coordinates to a range of destinations. A travel guide like no other, to be discovered by no other.


			This is my rough draft. Soon, it'll become my story, as I sail away across the vast colour-changing waters into the horizon.

	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			John Everex

			
			
	
			
			We began by writing on ancient paper. The words were clumsy but heartfelt as we told stories. Some we remembered from childhood, others we pieced together from fragments of truth. We still immersed ourselves each day, connected to our haptic suits, and our VR goggles, and allowed the AI to wash over us and into us until we'd done our time. The tiny spark of creativity dimmed, and some nights we could write but a handful of words in the afterglow of the day's narrative. But we clung to those words, protected them from the neon effluent, the hyper-real nonsense, the machine talk.
		
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			Fizzy Twizler

			
			
	
			A Date to Remember

			I woke up to the sound of the alarm blaring in my ears. My heart pounded in my chest as I sat up in bed, trying to shake off the remnants of a troubling dream. It had become routine now—this unsettling feeling that time was slipping away, that I was caught in a perpetual loop.

			I glanced at the clock on my nightstand, its glowing digits mocking me with their relentless march forward. It was October 31st 2023—a date that had struck fear into my very core. Today was the day I had promised to put an end to the nightmares and the unending cycle of time travel that had consumed my life for the past year.

			
			I stumbled out of bed, desperate to face whatever awaited me. The time machine, a sleek metallic device that had become my tormentor, stood in the corner of my small apartment, like a haunted relic from the future. As I approached it, a shudder ran down my spine. It whispered promises of adventure and untold secrets, but I knew better now. Time travel came at a price—a price I was no longer willing to pay.

			
			With trembling hands, I typed in the coordinates for the day I first activated the machine—a day that had marked the beginning of my descent into this disjointed reality. A flash of light engulfed me, and in an instant, I found myself standing in the same apartment, but a year earlier.

			
			I felt a surge of dread as I gazed upon the younger version of myself—a reflection of the optimism and curiosity that had led me down this dark path. I pleaded with him, warned him of the dangers that lay ahead, but he laughed it off as the ramblings of a madman. How could he understand the toll time travel extracts from the human soul?

			
			Frustrated and with time slipping away, I resolved to take matters into my own hands. I turned off the machine, vowing never to activate it again. But just as I thought I had escaped, a vortex of swirling energy engulfed me, and I was thrust forward once more.

			
			Days turned into weeks, weeks into months, as I found myself leaping through time, desperately trying to break free from this infernal loop. I encountered versions of myself from different time periods, all equally lost and desperate for escape. We formed a fractured alliance, pooling our knowledge and desperate attempts to find a way out.

			
			But the more we travelled, the more we noticed the world changing around us. Time was eroding, reality becoming increasingly fragmented. It seemed our meddling had disrupted the very fabric of spacetime, and now we were paying the price.

			
			With the disruption came the horrors of unleashed chaos. Nightmarish creatures emerged from the depths of time, haunting our every step. The once-familiar landscapes twisted and decayed, as civilizations rose and fell in rapid succession. Madness hung heavy in the air, as if time itself had grown weary of our intrusion.

			
			As the onslaught continued, I realised that I could not save myself nor my fellow time travellers. But if I could sacrifice myself to stop the time machine—destroy it at its source—I might be able to put an end to this nightmare once and for all.

			
			With a solemn determination, I set out on a perilous journey of self-destruction. The path before me was paved with the remnants of lost hope and shattered dreams, but I pushed forward, fueled by the desire to restore the balance that we had irrevocably disrupted.

			
			Finally, standing in the very moment of its creation, I destroyed the machine, feeling the tremendous weight of the consequences on my shoulders. As the world crumbled around me, I closed my eyes, awaiting my fate.

			
			When I opened them, I found myself back in my bedroom—the date was still October 31st  2023. But this time, there was no alarm, no haunting dreams.The cycle had been broken, and time had resumed its steady, linear flow.

			
			With me, my laptop on my lap, open to the last page of my novel, ‘A Date to Remember.’
			
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			K. T. Lazarus

			Reddit | u/KTLazarus

			KTLazarus.com

	
			
			Behind her serene features, Cela fidgeted and struggled for some modicum of comfort in the midday heat. Her dress of finest Velisian wool clung to her clammy skin. Beads of sweat trickled down the small of her back beneath her shift, and her cheeks had fallen numb against the stone bench beneath them. She fixed her demure half-smile while yet another scion of nobility approached the dais in the middle of the cathedral.


			The boy produced a low hum and the hint of a luminescent aura, but of course failed to open the reliquary.


			The polite susurrus of the gathered nobility evaporated as the next aspirant approached: Prince Heron of the Autumn Isles, barely a week past his sixteenth birthday. He struck a regal figure in his spidersilk cotehardie as he strode to the dais. He pulled off his cream-white gloves and tossed them to the valet trailing at his heels.


			The moment that would pen Cela’s future had arrived. Her family leaned forward to improve their view—two sisters seated to her right, and her father, his wife, and Cela’s two half-sisters to her left. 


			Heron grasped the handle, and an ethereal, dulcet chord rang through the air. Veils of shimmering light cascaded around the prince in vibrant hues reserved for the sunset skies, erupting into sparks about his feet as they hit the dais. He bent his knees, set his back, and pulled.


			The lid did not move.


			Heron threw one leg over the chest and reset his grip. The veins on his neck bulged as his turnshoes skittered against the marble pavers. Her youngest half-sister stifled a giggle. Cela might have giggled too at the ridiculous display, had she not prayed with her whole heart that Heron would succeed.


			Finally, the prince released the reliquary, and the waterfall of light and heavenly chord dispersed. His valet held forward the prince’s gloves as he turned. With an animalistic snarl, Heron shoved the boy down the stairs, then stormed away down the aisle.


			Fingernails biting the insides of her fists, she swallowed a sob attempting to escape her chest. The assembled nobility broke into muted whispers and appraising nods, and Cela’s skin burned as hundreds of eyes fell on her.


			She could almost hear the furious scribbling of the next chapter in her life being written.


			* * *


			Cela lay in bed until her sisters were deep in slumber, then rose and tiptoed to her trundle chest. She pulled a linen riding dress over her shift, and tied it off with a woven belt. Moving to the window, Cela hopped up onto the sill, swung her legs out into the open air, and dropped to the grassy courtyard ten feet below.


			She kept to the shadows at the base of the curtain wall as she skulked around the courtyard. Cela froze behind a topiary bush to let a sentry with a dull lantern amble past on the path, and then continued on. Eventually she arrived at the cathedral, and let herself into the antechamber through one of the small side doors. She slipped past the guard dozing at his station and entered the vaulted hall where she’d spent the day in abject misery.


			There it stood, atop its marble dais: the reliquary chest of Archmagister Hawthorne. Her soft leather shoes whispered across the stone floor.


			“Who’s there?”


			Cela froze. Her heart pounded in her throat as a gaunt figure emerged from a shadowed alcove of the chancel.


			“Lady Celandine, is that you?”


			“Magister Vero! I—my apologies. I could hardly see past Lady Fairfax’s braids this afternoon, I so desperately wanted to see it a little closer.” She turned to the reliquary. “It’s so beautiful.”


			He glided up beside her. The shadows playing across his long, crooked features rendered them unreadable. Sweat formed on her palms in the looming silence between them. “Indeed it is.”


			Cela slowly let out the breath she’d been holding. “What do you think is inside?”


			“A great boon: ‘To best my lock requires nobility of soul and spirit. Test your scions against it, for its undoing shall usher in an era of prosperity.’ These were the Archmagister’s words when he founded our order.”


			“Yes, but… what is it?”


			He glared down at her with a furrowed brow.


			“My apologies, it is late, I am not thinking right. I should return to bed.”


			“Indeed.” He turned his eyes back to the reliquary. Cela backed away a step.


			“Allow me to offer my congratulations on your betrothal. Prince Heron is a fine young man.”


			Cela paused. “Nothing is official yet.” 


			“I was there, you know, at your father’s attempt. House Calex was nearly unknown, until he came closer to opening the reliquary than any man in four centuries. Our calculations were decisive: his son would almost certainly succeed.” He offered her a placating smile, “Were he to produce one, that is.”


			“Yes, of course.” Cela bit back her ire.


			“Until the prince today, no other soul has come as close. A proud and glorious future is written for you, Lady Calex. Coupled with Heron, you will bear the son who is to open the reliquary. I only pray I persist these seventeen years, to witness the deed.”


			Cela’s fingernails reopened the cuts in her palms, but she hardly noticed the pain. Caught in her skulking, she’d been ready to tuck her tail between her legs and give up. But this… this casual humiliation…


			No. She hadn’t come to look. She’d come with purpose, and only one chance remained before the ink dried on her future.


			“Magister, what is the meaning of this relief?” She pointed.


			“Oh?” he turned. “That depicts the sealing of the reliquary, and its delivery to—what are you doing, girl!”


			Three leaping strides brought her to top of the dais.


			“Get down from there at once!”


			“I will be the author of my own destiny, thank you very much.” Cela reached for the reliquary’s handle.


			"Ah… at long last," it whispered, and she opened the lid.
		
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			Mario Kersey

			
			
	
			Visiting Tomorrow

			The shuttle shook like a baby’s rattle as we reached escape velocity. Most on the small craft were dingy and downcast in the miasma that swirled in and around us. We four, my family, sat among them shining with fresh clothes, a beacon to all onboard we were not like them. Nevertheless, we were fleeing as well. Despite our cleanliness, we wore the clothes of the working class, so it was not as bad as some off world designer raiment the rich wore. Mom smiled her soothing smile keeping us focused on the planet we were about to visit, but she would reveal a week later it was to be our new home. Her politics cost us everything. Some cabal wanted her erased and us with her. An emerald jewel caught the light of binary stars where our mother became the author of a new life for our family.


			Seed tumbling in space

			No guarantee where it lands

			Roots hold the future
		
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			Maria A. Perez

			X | @MariaAPerez1

			direct.me | Maria A. Perez

	
			
			Carl unraveled the scroll. The dust coming off the creased parchment caused me a fit of sneezes. It took me a few minutes to understand the ancient dialect of our language.


			“Who do you think is the author?” asked Carl. “It appears so old. This must have been written eons ago.”


			“It does not matter. The important thing is whether we can decipher the code. That is what we were hired for. They believe there is a map and instructions hidden within these words.”


			After hours of poring over the document and armed with our findings, we set up a conference with the Chancellor and his senate. Dressed in their finest clothes and jewelry, the senators sized each other up, all of them hoping to be next in line to occupy the Chancellor’s position once he retired. I sensed very little concern for their constituents and more of self-interest. As soon as the meeting was called to order, to the shock of our audience, I ran the heel of my hand against the ink, slowly rubbing off the characters. The friction caused sparks, and the edges of the paper blackened and curled.


			The Chancellor rose to his feet and shouted, “You are destroying this valuable artifact. What is the meaning of this?”


			We could not afford to be thrown into jail, so I controlled the urge to roll my eyes. Carl and I needed the income and to maintain our reputation as the best in our line of work.


			“Relax. This object is an illusion meant to confuse.”


			After the last character was erased, I stepped back. A mini explosion caused our audience to gasp in unison. After the smoke dissipated, they all leaned in. The scroll was gone, replaced by an oval metallic object with a crystal in its center. I pressed down on the crystal. The image of a woman dressed in a metallic gown appeared within the shimmering bluish light that emanated from the object. She almost looked like us, yet something was off. She was bald with eyes that appeared too large and a nose that was almost non-existent. Her speech was heavily accented but understandable.


			“Friends from the past, I imagine you listen in anticipation, hoping for an answer. You think this message will guide your people to your next home, having just about destroyed your current one. I am sorry to disappoint you. The answer is not in the stars on some faraway planet. The universe will not allow it. Before you can colonize other planets, you must salvage the one you have. The purpose of this message is one of encouragement. I am witness that you have it in your power to make the necessary changes. Stop looking for an easy way out. You are the authors of the next chapter.”
			
	
			
				
			
				

			
	
	


			That Burnt Writer

			X | @ThatBurntWriter

			
	
			From the ashes

			He gazed impassively over what was left of the city, once the center of a vast and profitable empire. There was no pity or sadness in his expression, merely a haughty contempt for those who had dared to try organising an uprising against him.


			Thick, bitter smoke rose in sinuous twisting plumes from charred ruins, and the river, once teeming with life, the heartbeat of this area and a vital source of food as well as trade, was clogged with blackened corpses. It would take months for them to wash out of the estuaries. Even then, the near-mythical beasts that inhabited the oceans wouldn’t touch the remains of dead, sensing their magic-infused toxicity.


			The bustling metropolis hadn’t just been scrubbed from the map, it had been cauterized, never to rise again. No one would come here for many years, and the charcoal stain where it had once proudly stood would serve as a warning to others of the futility of rebellion.


			He’d lost count of how many times the people had decided he was a danger that they would be better rid of. Certainly, over the millennia, the appetite for the sort of organisation that was needed to face him had waned. They’d raised armies, sent heroes bearing flaming demonic swords, bio-engineered incredible creatures that had no right to exist, and even tried a few poor saps who had thought to talk him round using logic or religious zeal.


			Those in the last group had been the most diverting, as he’d battled wits with them rather than just using sorcery to destroy them. They’d died eventually, of course, but only after he’d had his fun and broken their spirits first.


			This though? It had the feel of something he’d not seen for centuries. A mob forming to dispense what they saw as justice, organised in the taverns and by word of mouth. Likely a stray word here and there had started it after now-seared tongues had been loosened with alcohol. No leaders, no direction, just rage and spite. He can’t possibly be immortal they will have whispered. They were almost wrong.


			The horde had realised early on that they wouldn’t get close enough to him and had instead turned on each other, petty rivalries and jealousies getting out of control. He’d been quite happy to let them destroy each other, but when the violence had taken a turn towards the women and children, some long buried sense of morality had awakened, and he’d decided that enough was enough. For them, the victims of the mob’s rage, the end had been a relief, and he’d ensured that it was quick and relatively painless.


			The men, however, were not so fortunate. He breathed in through his nose, savoring the odor of their demise, and exhaled through his mouth. Finally, a small smile flickered across his thin lips; they’d deserved every second of agony they’d been gifted. It was commonly accepted wisdom that one should always leave a sole survivor to warn others of the fruitlessness of opposition, but he felt no urge to allow one of these fools to become a rallying beacon.


			No survivors, no martyrs. Let the destruction tell its own tale.


			He extended his senses out once more, a final check before leaving this place for the archaelogists and historians of the future to pick over. Authors of whatever type were always careful when writing about him, exquisitely crafting prose and poetry to avoid his ire. He snorted to himself. If only they knew; criticism was a way to refine things for the next time. Even now he wasn’t perfect.


			Finally, he’d had enough of the vista, and turned to leave, azure wings flecked with gold unfurling behind his back, but a small whimper, a heartbeat on the edge of hearing stopped him.


			Was it possible? Had he... missed someone?


			There it was again.


			He swooped over the debris, trying to locate the origin of the sound, before landing and brushing a speck of imaginary dust from his shoulder.


			A small child, a girl no more than eleven summers old by the look of it, was trapped in a basement over which a house had collapsed. He raised his hand, preparing to incinerate the waif, but something gave him pause and he leaned forward.


			“What’s your name, child?” he asked.


			A grubby hand reached out and, despite himself, he lifted the rubble away and allowed the little one to climb out. She was carrying a small, one-eyed teddy bear, and looked pitiful.


			“I said,” he repeated, “What’s your name?”


			She maintained her silence.


			“I should kill you right now,” he hissed, “but instead you seem to be fortunate beyond measure. Perhaps I shall keep you as a pet. Come here, peasant girl.”


			He reached out and, as he looked properly at her face, he started – her eyes were glowing crimson. Too late he tried to snatch his hand back.


			“Tarla,” she whispered as their fingers brushed. “My name is Tarla.”


			As his mind spiralled into an obsidian void and his body turned to ash, the last thing he heard was her start to laugh maniacally.
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			The Price of Information

			The lord of the realm understandably prefers arm’s-length transactions with this man. Agents engaged to make requests on his behalf hasten to the task, and just as quickly depart from the presence of a reputed expert in his particular field.


			It is unlikely that anyone in the township suspects the short, mild-mannered apothecary’s brother of doing what he does – they simply suppose his occasional visits to the castle relate to the delivery of medicaments. If any do happen to know more, they wisely keep their mouths shut.


			This man has a name – an ordinary and utterly forgettable one. Within the castle walls, among the guards, his moniker is only ever mentioned in hushed tones – as though saying it too loudly might invoke the Arch-fiend himself.


			He is called upon both in times of peace and of war. His invitations coincide with the stay of other, often important guests at the castle. Those who later leave tremble when recollecting the details of their conversations with a short, mild-mannered man in a room properly fitted for information procurement.


			The man himself speaks not a word about such details. Except with an appointed agent. And then leaves with a smart pouch of gold for his troubles.


			They know him as The Author of Pain.
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			Melini slipped out of the long line of ragged humanity that snaked across the crowded field. It was a windy day and dust devils were bouncing off the pressured dome that enclosed them under a miles-wide umbrella. The pale peach sky outside mirrored an arid and empty terrain, only to be interrupted by a distant smoking sphere that had been cracked open like a broken egg. Melini averted her gaze from the ruins of that other dome. Another township lost to rabid hatred. Peter, who had been staring blankly at the well-trodden ochre ground, looked up when she left her spot in front of him.


			“Mel?” He whispered; shadows of exhaustion darkening his worried eyes. She waved a reassuring hand.


			“I’ll be back in a sec, Petey. You just stay put, don’t let anyone take our spot.”


			“But what if I get there and you’re not back?” His boyish voice cracking, half whine, half baritone.


			“Don’t worry, the line’s slow as a slug. I gotta go do something. I won’t be long, OK?” She left before he could reach out to grab her. Ever since they had lost Karla, and then Wen, he had refused to leave her side. At night, her little brother clutched at her hands inside their tent and did not let go until exhaustion took him. Every night, Melini stared at his scrawny body, an ugly crust of despair thickening around her heart.


			She manoeuvred her way past the man with two stumps for legs waiting in line behind them, and stopped by Ivan and Raja, who they’d met on the road seven weeks ago.


			Melini bent to give Raja’s fur a quick ruffle, his doggy snout nudging her in recognition.


			“Don’t think we’ll reach the front today.” Ivan grunted, drooping cheeks mulching a dried protein stick in slow motion. “And even when we do get registered, I hear folks have been waiting more than a month.”


			Melini stared at him silently, refusing to acknowledge the reality of his words. But all around her, the sea of tents hammered the hard truth home. There were thousands and thousands of them, all looking for a safe place to breathe, eat, shit, sleep.


			The sudden shudder and vibration of the ground produced an excited murmur from the bedraggled families nearby. A ship was leaving. A few miles away, fiery fumes appeared, and a dilapidated shuttle, all rusted metal and peeling paint, gave a ponderous and noisy performance as it lifted off in a cough of smoke and red dust.


			Melini let her hopes rise with the shuttle.


			“Ships are still leaving port, Ivan. We still have a chance of getting off this hellhole.”


			We have to.


			Ivan grunted again as she moved on, stepping over bags, suitcases and the worldly belongings of her fellow refugees.


			Melini reached a row of makeshift offices that had been set up to administer the tide of desperate colonists fighting to leave war-torn Mars. She wended her way behind the offices to an area where large containers, the size of houses, loomed in rectangular rows. It was quiet here, most people were stuck in the processing queues or stayed close to the drop zone to be the first to get their hands on food and water parcels when they were delivered.


			In an empty corner, Melini reached into her bag and pulled out a cannister of paint. She stared at the blank wall before her, the rage and anguish that had been roiling in the pit of her stomach, now spewing out in a spray of bloody red. Her people might float through the galaxy like space debris, but her story would be told.


			When she finished, she stood back to read what she had authored.


			Gluttonous bombs ate Karla and SPAT out her bones.


			Arrogant egos crushed Wen and PULPED his heart.


			Their bodies lay DESICCATED in the dust.


			Callous wind shearing pieces of them into the aether,


			our DREAMS disappearing into the nether.


			Destroyed by bloated TOADS.


			WHO’S HAD ENOUGH?


			RISE UP. STAND UP. JUSTICE FOR THE DEAD.


			Melini closed her eyes and bowed her head, whispering a prayer in remembrance of her cousins.


			“Hey you, what do you think you’re doing?” A man’s voice, harsh and threatening sounded behind her.


			Melini spun around, stashing the can away and spreading her hands out in front of her in appeasement.


			“Nothing. I’m not doing anything…”


			But the man, a security guard, had seen the furious strokes of paint on the container wall. His eyes widened, but instead of anger, Melini was surprised when he said, “Hey, it’s you. You’re the one going around writing about the war and calling for justice?”


			Melini stayed silent.


			“I’ve been reading your work.” The guard went on, “It’s good stuff. We need more people to stand up against the warlords, stop what’s happening.”


			“How do you know about the writing?” Melini asked. She’d thought her work had gone unnoticed. Random scribblings left on abandoned ruins as they fled laser fire and combat drones. An outlet for the hopeless hatred that consumed her like a cancer.


			“I’m following your account. Every time someone spots a new piece, they put it up on the Red Justice board.” He took out a pad and showed her the screen. “Here, see?”


			Melini looked down and saw familiar red gashes on a brick wall. It was one she had done a while back, when they had been hiding out in the cellars of a house in Garnet.


			“You’ve got thousands of followers. I’m sure you know.”


			Melini shook her head. She hadn’t known. But it was gratifying to realise that her words were being read. Maybe it would make a difference, and the war would end, and they could all go home. Maybe not. At least she had another reason to keep on going.


			But she had been gone long enough. She handed the pad to the guard and hurried back to Peter, that never-ending line, and the promise of escape.
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			Breath hitching, Chloe moved closer to the clear panel. Felt the hair at her nape prickle as she stared out at the endless sea of light and shadow. She’d seen the stars occasionally. Little glimpses out in the country where the smog and satellites didn’t choke the sky so completely. Never had she realized how many there were, though. How vast space was.


			As small as it made her feel, there was a giddy excitement tangled with the fear. A chance to author her own dreams, instead of going through the motions for the life she’d become trapped in. Determination to never go back lifted through her, a siren song only she could hear.


			Freedom.


			“Haven’t you ever heard that people go mad staring into space?”


			She turned, feeling oddly guilty like she’d been caught at something. Tal stood behind her, head tipped slightly as he studied her. Putting her in mind of a crow. Offering him a small smile, she pressed her palm against the panel. Felt the humming of the ship, as almost a living thing and the coldness seeping in.


			“I think I’m already mad,” she said under her breath.


			“From what I can tell, humans generally are.” One thin shoulder lifted in a shrug. An all too human gesture.


			She wondered where he’d learned that from. “Do you spend a lot of time on Earth?”


			Steps silent, he moved up beside her. Placed his own palm against the panel. His dark eyes on the stars. “More than I’d like.” His raspy voice was amused. “I can’t help you if you won’t tell me who you’re running from.”


			Her spine stiffened. “I’m not.”


			“Not a very good liar,” he said, eyes all too knowing as they met hers.


			Her fingers curled under, hand dropping to her side.


			“Just don’t put my crew in danger with your secrets.” It was hard to tell what he was thinking. The alien planes of his face gave away little to her.


			Her jaw set, eyes burning unexpectedly. Angry at herself and him, she wrapped her arms around herself. “Don’t worry. I’m gone as soon as we reach the colony.”


			“That’s not what I meant.”


			She turned, boots loud on the plating as she headed back toward her cabin. Guilt tempered her anger as she walked. Guilt for not admitting that she was being hunted. That they’d never stop. They’d be safe once she was at the colony.


			But then what?


			Fear had motivated her to run, but she didn’t have a plan for after. Didn’t know how far they’d chase her. Surely, they wouldn’t. She wasn’t worth chasing. Even so. It wasn’t like her husband to just give up. And if he showed up at the colony?


			Anxiety began to spiral through her, sending her heart racing at the unfairness of it all. Because she knew he would never stop. He couldn’t.


			There’d be no dreams. No better tomorrows, not with him chasing her.
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			“What do you think really happened?” Tipping his head back, Aiden stared up at the unending twilight from his perch on the rail. Watched a couple of bats dive and dart after insects in erratic geometry against a sky that never grew darker or lighter. From the trees around the little house, frogs sang out lazily and a few lightning bugs flickered from the safety of the deeper shadows.


			“We’ve been over this,” his older brother, Jake, said with a world-weary patience.


			There wasn’t a rhyme or reason to the end of the world. The sun had not quite set but had just stopped on the far side of the horizon.


			Aiden had set out walking once through the woods to see if maybe he could catch a glimpse of the sun frozen in place, but still painting the sky in sunset hues beyond the trees. Those woods had never bothered him before, but the shadows were longer now. Deeper. Brambles had snared his jacket and roots had tripped him over and over.


			And he’d heard things moving in that darkness. Crying out in almost human voices. He’d kept going until the trees had ended. Until everything had ended in a stark, white void. Jake had been waiting for him when he’d returned, the grim set of his jaw saying that he knew. He’d seen it already.


			Aiden hadn’t tried to leave since.


			The clocks still ticked away time. The water and electricity in the house still worked, but the TV didn’t. Not really. The same episode of the same show played on a constant loop on every channel. Like reality had broken, but the world kept struggling along anyway even if nothing was right. Even though it couldn’t move forward.


			“Think we’ll run out of food?” Aiden asked, heels drumming on the wooden slats of the porch rail. The rotten old wood moved with him but held under his scrawny weight. The spindly brugmansia against the porch perfumed the air with an almost sickening sweetness.


			“No.” Jake shoved his hands into his jean pockets, eyes on the distant horizon. Waiting and hopeful still. “After we use anything, it’s back the next morning. Haven’t you noticed?”


			“Yeah.” Aiden admitted, nose wrinkling. No one was sneaking in to replace stuff, he was sure. It was just more weirdness.


			More brokenness.


			“They’re not coming back, are they?” Aiden whispered into the hush, goosebumps spreading along his arms. “Or they can’t.”


			“They will.” Jake insisted.


			Aiden fell silent, turning to straddle the rail. They’d been over this too. It always ended with Jake yelling, but even that was better than the silence. Like they were the only ones left in the whole world. Every day that seemed more and more likely. Their home and the woods a tiny island onto itself.


			“Maybe they got bored.” Aiden eased himself down.


			“They wouldn’t do that.”


			“The author might have if they didn’t know where the story was going. Maybe they had another idea. A better on.”
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			An Author Dreaming of Greener Grass for Himself

			The young writer tossed and turned restlessly in his sleep…


			In a darkened room, two young men stared each other down. One of them was the writer, and the other was an outlandishly-dressed young man, looking like some futuristic hero.


			“Who are you?” the writer asked.


			“Who are you?” the futuristic hero also asked.


			“I’m Gary Harding, the up-and-coming young writer who’ll crank out the next big science-fiction adventure series.”


			“I’m Hero Goodson, the protector of Earth and Humanity… who also does some fantasy writing on the side when I’m not running around the galaxy.”


			“You’re my character who I created!”


			“No, you’re the character who I created!”


			Both of them stared incredulously at each other.


			“That can’t be! I’m a talented writer, and I purposely created you so that I could give myself an escape from the trainwreck which life in the Twenty-First Century has become! And maybe also make some money from it on the side as a paid author!”


			“Well, maybe I could use a break from putting my life on the line every single day! I purposely created you so that I could have my own little escape fantasy! I don’t even care all that much about the money as an author, I just want to pretend to live in a simpler bygone age!”


			Both of them were still in a state of shock; neither man could believe what he was hearing.


			“How could you want to be like me!? I’m an underemployed young adult stuck working in retail hell to pay off his college loans!”


			“At least you don’t need to worry about fighting back against an alien empire who wants to enslave everybody else, constantly leading raids to liberate some slaves!”


			“Well, at least you don’t have to deal with having to be nice to rude customers, especially the ones who smell because they apparently don’t believe in bathing or personal hygiene! At least you get to shoot whatever scumbags are giving you a hard time!”


			“Oh, if only it were that simple! Do you really think it’s easy to keep washing alien slime off my armor? Do you have any idea how hard it is to clean that stuff out of the carpet or flooring!?”


			“Yeah, but at least you’re a hero!” Gary exclaimed, gesticulating wildly. “At least you get the girl!”


			“Again, if only it were that simple!” Hero countered. “Do you really think I have any decent opportunities to get laid, let alone go out on a single entire uninterrupted date with a woman!?”


			And the petty arguments only got worse from there, as both got into a petty feud over who had it better or worse than the other one, who really had the greener grass on the other side of the divide (so to speak), and so caught up in that argument that they were both forgetting about the larger crisis at hand:


			The existential problem about who was really a figment of whose imagination.


			“Okay, I’ve had enough of this!” Gary declared, whipping out his special red ink pen which he reserved for only the more dire of situations when it came to editing his own stories.


			“If you want to see if the pen truly is mightier than the sword, then I’ll be happy to oblige!” Hero retorted, unclasping what looked like a metal handle from his belt which turned out to be the hilt for his laser-saber, its bright golden blade of light extending from the hilt.


			Now infuriated beyond reason, both young men let out war-cries and charged at each other…


			But only one of these two young men would emerge victorious… 


			Sure enough, come the dawn, the winner opened his eyes.
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		Shadow of the Black Tower

		by Jason H. Abbott


			“Before I speak my tale, my queen, you must know this: That long before the rise of Aeola began our Age and kingdoms spread across the world — before the empire of Mnar and the doom of fabled Sarnath, before the oceans drank the gleaming cities, and indeed long before the first stone of Atlantis was laid — there were strange aeons bereft of men. That beneath a mantle of stars of which our ignorance is a blessing, there once strode great old ones and elder things within now nameless cities…”

			—  Scythea, Chronicler of Agamenae


			Chapter One: The Scribe


			Skalos sat cross-legged under the shallow peak of his small canvas tent. He arranged the fragments of manuscript parchment before him, picking one up by a singed edge burned long ago. With squinted eyes, he compared its groupings of dots to jotted ones slapdashed between faded bloodstains on an ancient map.


			He pulled the flickering wick of his brass oil lamp away from the markings. “Undoubtedly an alphabet,” the lean scribe whispered to himself in the gloom. “One of madness that takes five tongues to pronounce.”


			The distant and constant roar of the falls outside was interrupted by the start of Tetree’s rhythmic moaning. He shot a pinched glare at the canvas side of his shelter, and the unseen tent she shared with Korr next to it. With a sigh, he placed the parchment fragments on the worn map before rolling them up together.


			The documents were slipped into a leather scroll case. “I’ll have no peace while they’re rutting.”


			Skalos snuffed the brass lamp’s flame and lifted the flap of his flimsy sanctum. A long glance scanned the barren dirt between clumped patches of dry grass, and he spied no snakes or scorpions by the light of the stars and red moon hung in the midnight sky. As the lovers groaned and grunted, he tucked his feet into worn sandals placed outside.


			His breath made a thin wisp in cool, arid air. The bleak, flat expanse of the Shaell desert-grasslands stretched all around him. Somewhere, far past his vision on the northern horizon, it surrendered to the vast sands of the Rhesh. With a shiver, he snatched the cloak he’d laid down as a blanket from the tent. He wrapped the garment over his tunic, then a meager plate of food rattled as he lifted it and walked away from the sound of Tetree and Korr’s coitus.


			Untouched meal in hand, a few strides brought him towards the subdued flames of the campfire Belay sat watching, yards away. He looked up at his approach, the man’s neat, shorn grey hair stark in the night against his weathered, dark mahogany skin. Then the old guide flinched, grabbed the tribal kocosa tool always on his belt, and threw it at him.


			Skalos froze as the small spike of leaf-shaped iron sailed through the air. It fell in front of his foot, skewering a scorpion a short step away from his sandal.


			The scribe blinked, walking around the writhing arachnid as it died pinned to the ground.


			“Mind your steps in the night,” Belay said in consonant heavy Kumatan. “There are many things here that can kill you.”


			He reached the old man’s side, bumping his pile of brushwood beside the fire. “Thank you, friend,” he replied in his accented but proficient command of Kumatan. “That’s the third time you’ve saved me from—”


			A foot long, red, hairy spider scuttled out of the wood and up his leg. It reared and bared its fangs, clinging to Skalos’ thigh as the guide snatched it off him by its cephalothorax.


			“By Mithra!” the scholar swore in his native Agamenaean. He took a step back, composed himself, and steadied the wooden plate in his hand before speaking again in the language they shared. “Is there nothing here that won’t try to murder us?”


			Belay presented the creature, its legs and mandibles flexing. He picked up a sharp stick and skewered it through the white, skull-like shape on the red hairs of its spherical abdomen. “A bite from one of these will hardly hurt a man.”


			He finished impaling it as Skalos returned to his side, killing it in an instant. “I caught this one for dinner,” he continued. “They’re quite delicious and sought after. A trader in Waset once bartered a fine camel to me in exchange for a nest of ten I’d trapped and brought back to the city. He called it a bargain!”


			“You’re joking.”


			He planted the stick’s butt into the ground to roast the spider beside the flames. “I’m willing to share, and then you’ll no longer doubt me.”


			“No. Thank you, but no.”


			“Your loss,” the old man grinned, pointing to the tent wherein Tetree moaned with pleasure. “Are your friends always so loud?”


			The scholar flicked a glance at the tent’s closed flap. “They are not my friends.”


			He shrugged and nodded. “Forgive me. I’d forgotten your predicament with those slayers. Still, the big man sure is giving the witch-woman a good time, isn’t he?”


			Belay laughed, making an adjustment to prevent his dinner from burning, then rose. “Her groaning makes me long for a friendly woman. Yet alas, all I have are my camels. Unlike you, lad.”


			“You’re mistaken, my friend,” Skalos said, lowering his head and confirming Tetree and Korr were still occupied behind the canvas. “I have no lover.”


			The nomad motioned him closer to speak in a whisper. “You are wise to keep your secret from the slayers, Learned One. They would kill you if they knew what I do. My old eyes are not clouded by the arrogance and lust for treasure that obscures their vision, however. You don’t fool Belay.”


			“No, you’re mistaken,” he repeated.


			The guide tapped the wooden plate Skalos held. “Skipping your meals? Saving your rations and giving them to her unseen when they have her go without?”


			“They are cruel. I’m merely concerned for her.”


			“I’ve seen your concern when the slayers’ backs are turned,” he said. “I’ve seen her concerned glances back at you. You both cover your tracks well, but neither of you deceive this old tracker.”


			The ferocity of the grunting lovers increased as the younger man’s voice wavered. “My friend, please—”


			“I’d never say a word,” he said, putting a hand on the scribe’s shoulder. “Ask me now, and I’d let you have my fleetest camel. I’d feign ignorance and say you stole it and her away in the night. I’d brave the wrath of those killers to keep the pair of you from going into that accursed place tomorrow with them. But you will not take my offer. I can tell.”


			Skalos bowed his head. “I refuse, only because what binds her to the witch is stronger than shackles and chains.”


			“Witchcraft most foul,” he nodded, “yet not as strong as what keeps you from abandoning her.”


			The old Noban removed his hand from the young man’s shoulder. Both checked the tent and saw shadows in the lamplight falling and rising within.


			“Go,” Belay said, leaving to check on the half-dozen baggage camels tied nearby. “Go to your lover. For tomorrow, doom and death awaits all of you in that tower.”


			Cloaked Skalos paused as he parted his company, then started a short walk in silence. A minute passed under starlight as he came to a smaller fire than before. Seated on a rock beneath a gnarled, stunted tree, a hooded figure in black robes beside subdued flames rose at his approach.


			The witch shouted Korr’s name with passion in the distance as Skalos kissed the hand of the woman who drew back the cowl of her hood.


			He placed the food he’d brought, stale unleavened bread and two strips of dried meat, on the flat boulder she had sat upon. Both scanned the dark for watching eyes, then embraced.


			Her lips met his, straight dark brown hair and dusky beauty against the stubbly tan of his olive skin. Calloused yet graceful fingers found their way into hair of close-cropped curls as he clung to the lean curves of her body beneath the voluminous robe.


			Still savoring their embrace, he pulled away. “You should eat, Love. Quickly,” he said in the rolling trill of the Aravian tongue. “They’re getting quiet.”


			She let go, lifting the food he’d given with a grateful bow, then reseating herself on the rock. Skalos sat upon a smaller boulder beside her and watched the young woman devour the handful of rations while his stomach growled. Her dark eyes reflected the firelight as she ate every crumb, dividing her gazes between him and her mistress’s tent. Finished, she handed the plate back and picked-up a waterskin on the ground at her side before taking a deep drink.


			He tucked the empty wooden dish behind his belt and concealed it beneath his cloak. “With luck, they will drift off to sleep sated, and we can talk until sunrise.”


			She corked her water, nodding, putting it down to grasp Skalos’ ink-stained hands. Rubbing warmth into chilled fingers under her palms, she leaned her forehead against his.


			“You are the Morning Star of my heart,” he said in the wavering rhythm of her native language. “The light that assures me dawn is coming.”


			Her eyes raised to his, and she captured the tear on his cheek with her fingertip. Bringing it to her face, she touched it to her own teardrop and merged them.


			“Are you better than yesterday?” he asked, as she withdrew. “The travel was harsh. I was worried.”


			She grasped a straight stick singed from tending to her fire, then smoothed a patch of ground between them with her sandaled foot. With quick strokes, she wrote elegant Aravic script in the dry soil with its blackened point:


			We are better, now.


			“I’m glad,” he said, reading her message.


			She wiped the dirt slate clean and wrote again. Did they accept your offer?


			“Yes, but we know how little we can trust them.”


			Her sandal swiped the dusty earth, and she again etched letters. Have you found the answers we need should they betray us?


			He shook his head. “Not yet, but I have some clues. Still hunting relics in Azeir, Aravia, or Tah, I could sneak a consult with a sage unbeknownst to them in the guise of research. But here, in the wilderness far past the walls of Waset, or even Kashta? You are the only other scholar besides I.”


			She plunged the stick into the dirt and left it standing upright. Skalos lifted his gaze to find her pulling down the collar of her black robe. Both rose as she grasped and tugged angry-faced at the beaten brass necklace gripping her throat.


			He grabbed her wrists, restraining her hands. “Stop. You know removing it without Tetree’s magic will kill you, and she’ll sense if you keep trying.”


			Lacking even a whisper of voice, she mouthed soundless words he read from her lips between sobs of frustration:


			I want to be free of it, and her in my mind!


			“We will find a way,” he said, holding her. “We will discover a path that does not end in death.”


			Her tensed arms slackened in sad acknowledgement as he wiped fresh tears from her face. He stroked her chin and evoked a weak smile before his fingers lifted one of the five dangling pendants festooning the necklace.


			“I recognize this,” Skalos said, rubbing the twisted star of bronze hanging off the choker. He let go and motioned to the other three just like it, two to either side of its central piece. “These are Sycoraxian witch sigils.”


			He pointed to the fifth and middle pendant, distinct from the others. “However, this symbol is not of the Sycoraxian lexicon. I don’t know where it’s from or what it means. All I know is that it’s not mentioned in any book or apocrypha I’ve ever read.”


			The scribe touched the grey granite stone framed in brass where it rested over her trachea, like a shield. Skalos traced his finger over the carving in the rock: a straight line with two short, angled offshoots on one side and three to the other. His eyes narrowed as he pondered the image abstractly reminiscent of a tree or branch.


			Her hand lifted his gaze back to her face, and he brushed a stray lock of hair from it. “If I only understood what the sign meant, perhaps I could free you myself.”


			She gave him a quick embrace, then retrieved her piece of wood and erased the previous message in the dirt. Her strokes were swift in the firelight:


			Remember my name: Addala. 


			“Always,” Skalos said.


			If I do not live to become your bride on earth, call out my name to the gods—


			“Addala,” he interrupted. She silenced him with a lifted waggling stick and continued to write.


			Call out to Nebucubura and find me. I will be your wife in heaven, if not also on earth. 


			“I swear it with my heart.”


			She gave a grateful nod before jotting a last string of words.


			I will not be nameless, in life, or in death.


			“Never,” he said as she dropped the piece of wood and pulled him close.


			“Nameless!” came Tetree’s shout from many paces away. “Slap him!”


			Addala recoiled away from Skalos, shoulders tightening, eyes fearful. One hand clawed at her necklace as her face strained. The other hit hard across his cheek.


			Belay winced hearing the clap of her strike, but a glare from the angry, half-nude witch trodding past returned him to his work tending the camels.


			“Again! Harder!” Tetree ordered.


			With eyes far more pained than her lover’s, Addala’s body obeyed the command. Every muscle threw itself into the blow her palm cracked upon his face, despite the terrified expression on hers. He fell to the ground with a thud beside the fire and broke the stick beneath him.


			“I warned you before, scribe!” Tetree growled, approaching them.


			Motes in his vision and ringing in his ears, Skalos saw the words still written in the dirt. A quick swipe of his hand erased them, concealed by his efforts to rise.


			“Forgive me,” he said, pained. “I was simply telling her of our agreement.”


			“My property does not need to know! And our deal is not yet done!”


			He regained his footing, his back to the witch and his face to Addala, who stood like a statue at attention. Bloody nosed, his glance gave the forgiveness her tear-filled eyes pleaded for. “Again, I ask your pardon. Her beauty, like the morning star, makes me over-eager for the new day to come. It clouds my judgment.”


			He turned to Tetree. Blonde and lithe, the Sycoraxian was bare aside from a necklace and the sash tied across her hips. Breasts covered only by crossed arms, the icy pallor of her pale skin was interrupted by flush spots arisen from lovemaking.


			“Virgin slaves of her age are hard to acquire,” the witch said. “She will remain in that state until she is no longer mine. Do you understand? Or will Korr have to make you a eunuch scribe?”


			Skalos glimpsed musclebound Korr leaving the tent like some dangerous cat pleased with himself, then cast his gaze to Tetree’s toes. “I understand. I hope this doesn’t imperil my purchase of her in exchange for my share of the treasure.”


			She sighed while the scholar wiped the blood from his nose. “After we’ve claimed the prize, my uses for Nameless will be few,” she said. “I’ll replace her with a more capable slave. You can have her as agreed then, but not before!”


			Korr’s long strides halted beside Tetree. The mountainous Borean glowered down at Skalos, long black hair still tousled from Tetree’s lustful fingers. “Did the runt drink the wine when it’s not yet his, Söyt?”


			“No,” she answered. “His lips were on the bottle, but his tongue is still dry.”


			The barbarian narrowed his eyes on the thin man. “You should have taken my advice, Agamenaean. You forsake a fortune for one comely slave when a few gold coins could buy you a whorehouse of women.”


			“Or an aristocratic wife,” Tetree said. “Why you trade a comfortable life for an illiterate destitute is beyond me. That confessed, I have a hard time refusing a grand bargain.”


			She smiled, and Skalos pulled the flaps of his cloak tighter against a sudden chill.


			Tetree shared her smirk with Addala, stroking the branching lines of the sign carved into the stone amulet hung on her own choker, mirroring the one upon her slave. “Nameless, if he touches you again before I awake in daylight, strangle him dead.”


			The witch looked at the two men as she left. “We should all get some sleep. The shadow of the black tower has loomed long in my visions, and tomorrow I will claim its treasure at last.”

		
					
			
				

			
	
	
	
	Open Letters


			Alan Vincent Michaels

			X | @AlanVMichaels

			
	
			All Authors Encounter Rejection

			In my writing workshops, I’m asked sometimes: “What do you do when you get a rejection?”

			I want to reply: “I’ve never received a rejection.”

			Of course, that’s a lie.

			I usually answer the “rejection question” this way: “Most of what I’ve submitted has been rejected several times and some pieces many times more than that. I’ve been blessed to have a few pieces accepted on the first attempt.

			“Writers who submit a piece they think other people will want to read are truly a rare breed. Typically, most writers put their manuscripts in a drawer or their words in a journal, where they rest and gather dust—or the electronic equivalent.

			“Those writers who submit their manuscripts and those pieces are accepted and published are authors!

			“Those who don’t submit remain writers, but their voices may never be heard outside of the writer’s circle of family and friends.

			“Authors write what interests them, not what might interest others. And always remember, what interests someone else right now may not interest them in a year’s time. Don’t try to guess what might be popular. The lead time on getting your story or novel published can often be a long wait.”

			Therefore, my advice is simple:

			“Write, submit, rewrite a rejected piece and submit it another venue, rinse, and repeat. Your audience will find you!”
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			In accordance with the vote conducted among the contributing authors and staff of it’s first issue, SciFanSat is honored to announce that Gil Liane has won the prestigious Bartleby B. Boar Award for favorite submission in issue number one! Congratulations, Gil! You will be contacted privately so that we may obtain your address and mail you your formal acknowledgement certificate, and an exclusive prize! Huzzah!

			
				
			
				

			
	



			John Tannhauser

	
			
			I am extremely encouraged by initial reviewer feedback on Kaidan Press’s debut title, Just a World Away, in which many Twitter/X authors (and not a few #SciFanSat ones!) have had a strong hand.


			Be on the lookout for it in the Kindle Store come early December!
		
	
			

				
			
				

			
	
	


			A. A. Rubin

	
			
			On October 3rd, I will be reading some of my poetry as part of the Love Letters to Poe Kickstarter Launch Party. The event starts at 12:30 EST; My reading will be at 1:30. Join us for one of the biggest online Poe events of the year. Follow the link to RSVP.
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