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				Editorial

					
		
						On this last Saturday of May, SciFanSat has arrived with its tenth issue. It’s hard to believe that we’re only a few months away from our first anniversary of publishing fiction!


						The “Stars” theme featured this month drew in contributions from many, and we received a bunch of great submissions we’re proud to share in the magazine. Of the poets, we have Alan Vincent Michaels and John (jd) pondering the heavens, and microfiction artists Alastair Millar and Nancy E Dunne share pieces in the theme's constellation as well. Morgan RR Haze, Sarah Oakes, and Voima Oy all grace us with stellar flash fiction, running a gamut of emotion from hopeful to horrific, but all with adroit ability.


						Our authors that are binary stars with submissions featuring in different categories this issue include: That Burnt Writer (poetry and flash fiction), Mario Kersey (poetry and a short story), and A. A. Rubin (poetry and microfiction). A. A. Rubin deserves an extra shout-out for his achievement of placing first in the “Best Original Climate Change Stories” anthology, with his short story “Noah’s Great Rainbow” which began as a response to a SciFanSat microfiction prompt years ago! Please see his wonderful announcement for full details. I had the pleasure of reading it after he’d grown the story into an exceptional draft some time back, and I’m overjoyed it has been duly recognized for its quality. Congratulations, Ari!


						A.L. Hodges returns to the magazine with morning sickness and their usual flair for horror in our single standalone short story this month, “Star Child”. Our longer fiction continues with Peter Gilbertson’s fourth installment of his “Derelict Skyrings” serial of futuristic military techno-action. And lastly, my “Shadow of the Black Tower” serial finishes out the issue with its eighth chapter, “The Expanse of Our Stars”.


						With pieces covering a range of science fiction, fantasy, and more, there should be at least a little something for any fan of speculative fiction in our selections this May!


						Last month, we instituted our formal submission guidelines that are now available on the SciFanSat website and alongside the submission form. Most submitted manuscripts have adopted them — which is fantastic and earns a big thank you — but some still have not. Please review the guidelines if you have not done so yet. Following them helps more than you may realize in assembling the magazine. This is even more true starting with this issue as Kim, who does all the coding and typesetting for SciFanSat, is now working a new full-time job besides all the other things she does for Blue Boar Press. This leaves her with a very narrow window to complete each magazine on-time. Just a little assistance to us with things like including your name and the title of your piece on the top page of a submitted manuscript goes a long way.


						As always, our thanks go out to all who spread the word and contributed! Each author enriches the magazine with their voice, and each reader supports the writing community. You are all outstanding.


						Take care and please join us again in June for our theme of… DESCENT!

						~Jason H. Abbott
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						Ad Astra!

						by Alan Vincent Michaels

						
						Let there be light – and there was life!
						
coalescing supernova remnants
						
evolving into worlds
						
into complex organisms
						
into sentient, intelligent beings
						
slowly, ceaselessly
						
our True Genesis Story


						We are the sum of all energies
						
incarnate and animate consciousnesses
						
seeking our stellar birth mothers
						
as we peer toward the edges
						
of the immeasurable universe
						
struggling to make logical sense
						
of our place in the vast cosmos

						
						
						

					
					
						And like birds that must spread
						
their youthful, downy wings
						
soaring from their nests, singing
						
climbing the sky's roiling thermals
						
we must forever tear free
						
of gravity's tenacious embrace
						
that binds us to the Earth


						To the stars, we must journey
						
deep into the interstellar chasm
						
searching for new home worlds
						
our energies returned to the heavens
						
satisfying the physical equations
						
born countless eons ago
						
in the hearts of dying suns
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						Siren Song

						by Alan Vincent Michaels


						I sense the black hole
						
nestled deep in its gravity well
						
adorned with mantles of gamma ray auroras
						
calling to me in my feverous, tortuous dreams
						
invading my languid, waking thoughts
						
drawing me far from my intended destinations


						"Utter nonsense!"
						
"Sheer lunacy!"
						
cry close-minded physicists, caressing quarks and neutrinos
						
studying in their laboratories, safe from any star
						
formulating relativistic conclusions
						
denying what I perceive in my solitude


						I abandon heedlessly all realms of logic
						
plunging my starship into
						
collapsing wormholes
						
racing along branes and cosmic strings
						
tearing the fabric of space-time asunder
						
approaching ever closer to the enticing darkness


						Cosmologists tell me with studied certainty
						
that no true substance
						
can escape the grasp of a singularity
						
instructing me to ignore the exotic, tangential energies
						
telling me to focus on mundane stellar pursuits
						
urging me to recall my pilot training from ages ago


							
							

						

						With the accretion disk
						
a mere light year distant
						
a palpable, insatiable hunger envelopes me
						
filling my mind with a lustful, tempestuous siren song
						
infusing deeply into the core of my being
						
supplanting all reason with fervent desire


						The desire transforms slowly
						
into a shrill vibration that
						
races along my spine and across my trembling body
						
becoming not unlike a lover’s passionate kiss
						
fading only after countless eons have passed
						
ending with a catch of my breath and a single tear


						I slow dance on the edge of time
						
where the event horizon
						
is but a gossamer veil
						
vanishing as I reach out my arms
						
embracing gravity and silencing the song
						
making us
						
one
						
.
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						The Real “Johnny Appleseed”

						(or Why We Are Not Alone in the Universe)

						by Alan Vincent Michaels


						Nestled within my ship of light
						
I am stalwart against the night
						
Myriad stars swarm about me
						
as I fulfill my destiny


						From one world to the next I go
						
never to stop, never to know
						
True love and warm tranquility
						
nor quiet peace and harmony


							
							

						

						Once barren worlds are left behind
						
now mere memories in my mind
						
Life and beings I’ve come to know
						
I couldn’t stay, with seeds yet to sow


						To the last star, ever sailing
						
course true and ship never failing
						
Locked in timeless infinity
						
forever longing to be free
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						Dawn of Morning Star

						by John (jd)


						her name was Star
						
the first born off world.


						our home left in ruins
						
by the power lusters
						
and wealth greeders
						
none who lived upon
						
this lunar outpost
						
although many offered
						
their wealth entirely
						
when they saw the
						
error of their ways.


						it would be a score
						
and three of generations
						
before a new world
						
would be found and
						
traveled too.


						where our descendants
						
reading from the tomes
						
of the ancients would
						
accept the rights of the
						
indigenous and other
						
species foremost and
						
live in harmony


						during all this time the
						
Youngyouth watched
						
and in consensus
						
agreed this species
						
had finally learned


						rocky outcrop silhouetted
						
against swirling night time
						
galaxy rider astride lizard
						
mount both awaiting the
						
dawn of morning star


						~jdeXpressions~
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						Pinball Wizard?

						by A. A. Rubin


						I bounced around the galaxy
						
A pinball ‘mong the stars,
						
Through the light show of andromeda,
						
Off the bumper known as mars—


						But one mistake is all it takes,
						
And once I lost control—
						
I hit my button one beat late,
						
And fell through a black hole.
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						What are We Good For?

						by Mario Kersey


						The machines stomped
						
Like toddler’s tantrums,
						
Quaking everything around
						
Them as plumes of dust
						
Clouded our disposition.


						We fired into smoke and ashe
						
Knowing we would leave a mark
						
But they fired back.


						Out of the smog, shooting stars,
						
Angry bees stinging the resolve
						
Of a just cause as so many
						
Fall looking at the spent ordinance
						
Glistening like distant stars


						illuming on a future
						
Too dim to go forward
						
Without stumbling into chaos.
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								The author composes various scenarios culled from the reality conjuring device within the housing of his skull. Comic books, poems, essays, plays, short fiction are all areas of discovery for his writing. At times he seeks to share those conjurings with strangers. He will continue to write as long as he bleeds the ink to adorn the nude pages which crave the raiment of his writings.  When not captive to his writing, he bakes award-winning biscuits and cakes.
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						A Summer’s Night

						by That Burnt Writer


						Sit with me,
						
my love,
						
in the small hours,
						
and we’ll gaze
						
into the skies
						
at uncountable billions
						
of nuclear fusion reactions,
						
glittering
						
like iridescent
						
dragon’s scales
						
against the inky black
						
nothingness
						
of the interstellar
						
void.


						The beauty
						
of the entire universe
						
seen on a clear
						
summer's night
						
is nothing
						
compared to
						
one smile
						
from
						
you.

						
				
						
						Find the Author

				
							
							
							X

							@ThatBurntWriter

							

							
						

						

				

				
					
						i

					

				

			
	
			

		
		
		
			
				
					
					

					

					Micro Fiction

					

					

					

					

				

				
					
						Remember

						by Alastair Millar

						
						The Astronomer was dying, and there was nothing the Watchkeepers could do: high in the mountains, the observatory was too remote for help to reach them. Although Cetian raids could come at any time, they sat with him between shifts anyway.

						On his cot, he slipped between unconsciousness and childlike delirium, repeating the words of old songs - “Star light, star bright... up above the world so high, like a diamond in the sky”. At the very end, he had a few minutes of clarity. “Remember,” he told them, “the stars are beautiful. We didn’t always have to fear them.”
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							Alastair Millar lives north of Prague, Czech Republic, and enjoys good books, bad puns, coffee and travelling. 
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						Devolution

						by A. A. Rubin

						
						The hunter has put down his bow, and the bears, great and small, have gone into hibernation. Humanity can no longer see the pictures in the night sky.


						No, the stars have not forgotten how to constellate, humanity has forgotten how to imagine.
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						Waiting

						by Nancy E Dunne


						I've been on this planet for too long. When the rescue message came, my hearts soared.


						On the beach, they'd said. Fine. I'm here, waiting. Is that the ship? No, just a star. That one? Another star.


						At this rate I will drive myself mad. But at least I have that sky to watch and those stars... their secrets to learn... as I wait.
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						Moonstruck

						by Morgan RR Haze

						
						As my family is being escorted into the bay, I see my aunt stop, staring at the transparent shield into the space beyond.


						“I don't feel very safe anymore,” she says.


						“You lived inside a rock all your life, the sight of open space so close is naturally unnerving,” Jason says.


						“This ship is awe inspiring,” I tell Jason as I take in all the surroundings.


						“Thank you. She is special. And she has plenty of room.”


						“You are saving us, you know. That ancient machinery is falling apart. It will either fail, and cause a slow, cold death, or lose containment causing a violent, hot one.”


						Instead of speaking, he simply nods. We stand in silence until the ship begins to pull away from the airlock. I’m surprised by the state Luna was in. The image I had was apparently of it before the cataclysm.


						“Even though I'm leaving nothing more than empty tomorrow's, I feel melancholy seeing our home from the outside,” my father says.


						“It isn't a pretty sight.”


						“No, but it was home. Where you and your sister were born and where I met your mom. Many good memories,” he says, as my mom hugs him.


						“There must be a Zillion points of light out here,” my cousin gasps.


						“They're called stars. Having lived in space my whole life, I can't imagine growing up without seeing them,” Aria says.


						“I never knew what I was missing. I don’t think I can ever go back to not seeing them now that I know they exist.”


						We silently watch as Luna gets smaller. We are also able to see more of the destruction. It’s a miracle we survived. Aria’s giggle breaks the silence.


						"What?"


						"I just got the thought that you've been Moonstruck."


						Recognizing the term moon being Luna, I couldn't help but grin. "You could describe it that way."
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						Not Alone

						by That Burnt Writer


						Personal Journal date 8976434.112

						Oh my God, this ship. The spin gravity’s gone again and the nausea’s returned. It’s weird, I think it’s only a, what, two percent drop? Not enough to make things start floating around, but it will make anyone above the age of ten feel queasy.

						Josh’ll be home soon, to tell me that, once again, Engineering knows about it, they’re looking into it, but all diagnostics are coming back clear. No one knows what’s causing it, and no instruments are picking it up apparently, but we can all sense it.

						I guess ship maintenance issues are to be expected. After all, we’re centuries and hundreds of generations away from Earth. To us, it’s nothing more than old media and quaint historical relics that still govern our lives; time measured in hours and minutes, gravity set at one-Gee, a seven-day week.

						In reality, we’ve nothing in common with our ancestors. We’re born in the void, live in the void, and we'll die in the void, as will our children, and our children’s children. The promise of a new home planet seems as far away now as it ever did before, but still we carry on, a generation ship carrying the last hopes of humanity, escorted by a military fleet that has a bit too much power to really allow for democracy of the sort that we learn about as kids.

						Sorry. I know I’m complaining, but I need somewhere to record my thoughts. Sophia’s playing in the next room, completely at ease with this recent weird phenomenon and... and I guess I should be happy. She’s still full of the wonder of the starfields through our porthole, and we’re lucky we got a living space that has a real view, not holographic screens or a vid-feed. It’s one of the benefits of Josh having worked hard to get to where he is... well, that and his family influence.

						A mere xenobiologist like me would never get something like this, at least not until we actually find somewhere to make landfall, or planetfall, or whatever you want to call it. I’m sure we’d be super-popular then, at least until we tell them what’s likely to be the truth – that anywhere possibly habitable likely has native pathogens and micro-organisms that will kill us without significant terraforming.

						Mankind, always destroying to make things good for us and screw everyone else.

						f

						Josh calls me, and I put down the knife and synth-carrots I was chopping. Don’t want to get distracted and accidentally slice myself again.

						“Hey, baby.”

						“Hey.”

						“You feeling it?”

						I try not bring up bile. “Yeah. You any closer to a fix?”

						“Unfortunately, no. The readouts are still showing as clear. I think we’re going to have to start a full root-and-branch.”

						“You mean, like actually getting into the wiring and stuff?”

						“Yeah. I’m gonna get my ass busted if this goes on much longer. Captain’s not happy.”

						“I’m not happy either.”

						“I know, hon.”

						“You back late tonight then?”

						“Sorry, looks like a coupla extra hours here.”

						“Ok, don’t stay too late.”

						“Love you.”

						“Love you too.”

						The link disconnects, and I grab onto the nearest worktop to stabilise myself. My head’s spinning, and... something else is wrong. I think for a moment, but it’s tricky to sort my thoughts when everything’s off-kilter.

						Then it hits me. Sophia’s gone quiet.

						All thoughts of my own sickness vanish as I push myself toward the door into the main area of our living quarters.

						“Sweetie,” I call, “Are you OK?”

						She’s over by the window looking out.

						“Shhh, Mommy!” she whispers. “They’ll hear you!”

						I sigh and relax a little.

						“Baby,” I reply, “we’ve talked about this, there’s no monsters in our rooms. They don’t exist and, even if they do, the ship would deal with them. We’ve got the best detectors in here looking for abnormalities. Security would be here within seconds and the monsters don’t stand a chance.”

						She turns to me, a serious expression on her young face.

						“Mommy,” she says, reprimanding me in that way only seven-year-olds can. “I’m seven years old. I know about that.”

						“So, who will hear us then?” I ask. I’d better humor her, I guess, even though all I really want to do is crawl into bed and sleep this off.

						“Them,” she says, nodding towards the window, then resumes her watch.

						I don’t really feel well enough for this.

						“Baby,” I say. “The ship’s sensors would pick up any other craft. There haven’t been any for centuries. We’re alone out here.”

						“We’re not,” she says. “The stars don’t like us.”

						“The stars?”

						“Look,” she says and steps aside to make room for me. I’ve seen the view a billion times, but I edge forward.

						“Sophia,” I say, “the stars haven’t changed in aeons, and I...”

						Oh.

						Oh shit.

						Outside the porthole, the entire starscape has changed. Those ancient edifices, light-centuries away and unmoving, have rearranged themselves.

						They’ve drawn together into an approximation of an ophidian eye, which stares at us with malevolence. As I gaze at it, I feel its focus turn towards me personally, and my stomach drops, although whether through fear or the return of normal gravity I can’t tell.

						Josh calls. “It’s back. I’m setting up tracers now, so I’ll be home soon, hon... Honey? You there?”

						I can barely speak.

						“Josh,” I force out. “It’s... it’s the stars.”

						“What?”

						“I’ll tell you when you're home. Just hurry.”

						I hang up.

						“Don’t worry, Mommy,” Sophia says. “I’ve been talking to them.”

						I stare at her.

						“How... how can you talk to them?”

						“Easy,” she giggles. “They’re in my head, silly.”

						“And what do they say?”

						“They say don’t worry. They’ve been playing with our ship. We’ve been upsetting them, but we won’t be doing it much longer. That’s good isn’t it, Mommy?”

						A sinister laugh born in eternity echoes through my skull as I turn away to vomit.
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						The Stellar Tombstone

						by Sarah Oakes


						01/10/79

						Tomorrow we will arrive at the stellar tombstone. Crew is nervous. So am I. I don’t know what we will find. I’m not even sure what to expect. Other ships have vanished. I don’t want the Odysseus to join them. But there has been activity, life rising from stellar shrouds after years of silence. And they want to know why. For there is nothing that scientists love better, than a mystery to solve.


						02/10/79

						The stellar tombstone was beautiful, like nothing I’ve ever seen before. It shimmered in opalescence, with a deep aquamarine light. Its core was cold, its great heart still and silent, previous planets swallowed by its inflation, not even corpses revolving. Gases billowed and mists murmured, but there was no life to be seen.

						We stayed in its orbit for a while; scanning, observing, exploring. We ran tests, and took samples. But they we found nothing. No signs of life. No activity. No heartbeat. No missing ships. The crew wonder why we came, and so do I.


						03/10/79

						Crew reported odd dreams, of death and darkness. Others swore they heard music, luring laments echoing from empty spaces. Some said they saw hallucinations, ghosts of people who weren’t there. Even I had the dreams. Even I had déjà vu, walking round a corridor twice to my quarters. Even I thought I saw someone in a suit, outside the ship. It’s probably all just a side effect of space travel. I hope madness isn’t setting in. It would be the last thing we need.


						04/10/79

						There was a signal. A wave of activity. A surge of electrons.

						The core glowed crimson, its heart beating in odd rhythms. There was a sound, a lost lament, emanating from the core. A baleful ballad, unlike any music I’ve ever heard before, that tugged even the strongest of hearts with its sorrow. Some were entranced, wandering out of airlocks, and I had to double security.

						A force pulled the ship into the eye of storm, passing the outer limit of its curdled corona. Something dragged us down, seizing control, locking systems, and we spun into the unknown. I fear we may not return.


						05/10/79

						Gravity is collapsing. The stellar tombstone is expanding and contracting, swallowing us as we sail further in.

						We travel deeper and deeper, long past possibility. Comets streak by. Auroras flash. Event horizons boil and bubble. The star shimmers, in a symphony of red. Whatever this is, it isn’t good. I fear we are headed into totality, and obscurity, vanishing with the rest. But it seems we shall follow in the steps of ghosts, and those paths rarely meet divine destinations. For there are many tales, and none of them are good.


						06/10/79

						We sailed into the heart of the stellar tombstone. And it snapped shut. The exterior of the ship has started melting, and freezing, from the cores fluctuating temperature. The stellar tombstone shimmers in a symphony of shades, the lament ever present, a baleful ballad that never ends.

						There is no way out. I have tried. But the engines won’t move. The ship shudders, at every try. The systems are locked, out of my control, and even my commands and orders and efforts are fruitless, only leading to exhaustion. We are too far away to contact for help, way out in this abyss of space, where the obsidian night only laughs, and radio static is our only response.

						The dreams have intensified. Panic rises as the ship folds in on itself, morphing and melding, and even I’m not sure what’s real. Crew members have started vanishing. I'm not sure how long we can hold on.


						07/10/79

						We found the bodies of the missing members. They were stripped of flesh, hearts missing, organs demolished, eyes melted.

						The power cut out. Life systems are struggling. Shields have broken, stellar winds roaring. The ship is tearing apart. The rest of the crew blame me, and I fear they will mutiny.


						08/10/79

						The dead don’t stay dead, and time has abandoned us. The stellar tombstone is hungry, and we are next. We do not have long. The stellar tombstone is alive. And we should never have come. If you are reading this last message, I beg you not to follow. Some mysteries are best left unsolved.

						
				
						
						Find the Author

				
							
							
							X

							@SarahOa64492096

							

							
						

						

				

				
					
						i

					

				

			
			
			
					
						The Rocks Rose Up Like Islands

						by Voima Oy


						In my dreams, I had come to this place, before I had ever seen it. I had dreamed of him before I ever saw his face.


						I was running in the city with the wild boys, under the empty eyes of the billboards overlooking the expressway. It was always overcast there. We never saw the stars.


						He had come from the south, where the plague was ravaging the cities. He had come for me, he said. What girl hasn't heard that line, but this time it was different. When he took my hand, I knew with the certainty of gravity, the rightness of it, the falling in the grass of it. The rocks rose up like islands.


						This new world emerging from the mist.


						There are a few of us here, where the island meets the sea. At night, there are the stars. My belly swelling with the moon.


						She will be the first of the new ones. My star-child, Stella.
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						When Stars Our Executioners Be

						by Mario Kersey


						A sooty sky blotched with osseous clouds filled the view of Chandler Alstaeter. He stood, body relaxed, sweaty, on the edge of a butte overlooking the small town of Clarkdale-66. He would infiltrate the community as soon as he processed enough intel to formulate a strategy to capture his bounty. Walking away from the butte’s edge, his spiked boots scraped and chipped the glistening surface as the calefaction of air made him wonder if the planet had a cool spot anywhere. Despite his misgivings about finding cool solace on the planet, he had no quarrel with the town or its registered citizens, but one among their number was a serial killer. According to rumors, that serial killer had settled in Clarkdale nearly one month ago. Unfortunately, intel about a planet this far out had not been dependable for him or his Connie. Nevertheless, Chandler sought to mete out justice for all those who had fallen to the wickedness of one Oscar Zevolutia.

						Zevolutia had killed across four countries on earth and nine planets beyond. Some bounty hunters had come close to finding him only to realize he had fled mere hours before their arrival. Those who did find him met their maker on founts of gore and blood. All data reams declared Zevolutia had been genetically altered to be a weapon to enter and destabilize societies for political and fiscal gain, but somehow a quirk in his DNA overrode his programming allowing him to become a predator of sapient life. A somber fact about Zevolutia is the bounty on his head kept increasing with each dead body associated with him. Chandler knew he could give up his solitary vocation from the payout bagging Zevolutia. He needed time to rest and plan how he would track his quarry effectively without having any citizens falling victim to Zevolutia’s appetite.

						The terrain of Clarkdale was as wicked as the deeds of Zevolutia. The butte was smooth, reflective, hot. The stars twinkled above and below on the sanguine and sable hills and dales for miles in all directions. He heard rumors about Clarkdale which were strange, but he had not found most to be founded on facts. Besides, the money for Zevolutia made a stronger argument against any rumors. Alstaeter wanted this hunt to be his last regardless of the outcome. In the past few months, he had become maudlin. Too maudlin he thought. The loss of old drinking buddies is a silence more isolating than deep space. Any close friends were just too distant to have normal social interactions that mattered. He knew being distracted would slow him down, and slowing down was not good in his profession. He needed to focus one more time before saying goodbye to a constellation of lost souls he couldn’t save and those he sent to hell. But first, he needed to get a better understanding of the land before engaging with his target.

						He knew Clarkdale’s society was carved out of the annals of the American West populated with humans and humanoid aliens willing to live like the ancients did, ready to draw at a moment’s notice. Zevolutia would enjoy a place like Clarkdale; the law was probably as flimsy here as it was centuries ago in the Old West. Alstaeter knew he needed to blend into the society, or he could be eliminated by Zevolutia before getting off a shot.

						Chandler? The voice was the AI implant installed in every bounty hunter as standard issue. The AI, called a Connie, short for conscience, pulled Alstaeter out of his reverie and into the present. The Connie could, at times, take over the body of its host for self-preservation. After all, the Connies were connected to highly emotional creatures like humans, and it made sense for the clients to ensure the service provided would not be compromised due to unnecessary risks being taken by the bounty hunter.

						Don’t ask. Just thinking about how I’m taking him down.

						Your mindset is not–

						Don’t be a distraction. I need you to be an asset right now.

						Why do you think I have been silent for so long? You have been ruminating since landing. Will you be getting rest?

						Do you have any more information on the terrain? It’s hot as hell out here–It’s nighttime.

						No.

						I can’t afford any more surprises. There was nothing about a wormhole yet there is one. What do I need to know about those people down there? 

						You would let me know if–

						Keep searching. And find a cool spot somewhere. I swear the temp is going up.

						It is. I could–

						Don’t expend energy for that. Let me sweat.

						Chandler hated when his Connie was concerned about anything remotely touching mental health or physical. He never felt the total privacy analog humans had in their heads. The Connie in all the sentient nanite assisted field units, like Chandler, could always detect changes in emotion even if the unit lied about it. Chandler’s annoyance was like the moon; his feelings about his Connie would run the gamut of cherished partner to grating gadfly. He needed to busy himself with preparation or his introspection would be his undoing.

						The sound of machinery thundered in the distance; seismic waves ran through the butte. His cybernetic optics scanned the small town. Clouds of dust unfurled as each building slowly lowered into the hard baked ground.

						Why are they doing that?

						Protection is my hypothesis.

						This just may be a suicide mission.

						I got your six.

						It might not be good enough, Connie.

						Behind us.

						Chandler turned to see the silhouette of a man about a hundred yards away, closing fast. His eyes increased magnification to see the oncoming figure was Zevolutia. Damn.

						We have power for an ocular fire at that distance.

						Don’t engage. I need to see him.

						I’m engaging solar lenses to prevent your retinas from being damaged.

						Good.

						Zevolutia closed the distance between him and Alstaeter beyond the speed of the fastest analog humans. He halted exactly six feet in front of Chandler studying him like a piece of art. He forced out air through his teeth. “You the one trying to take me out?”

						“I’m sure your atoms could be used for something more life-giving than your life-taking.”

						“Death is a part of life. I perform a universal vocation. I cut away the fat in life for the efficiency of all. Why you want to distract a man from his purpose, bounty hunter?”

						“You’re my purpose.”

						“Oh, I see you one of those righteous men taking the evil man out the rat race.”

						“I have no delusions.”

						“I say you do since we both gone die out here.” Zevolutia pointed to the sky. The stars pulsed like a great celestial heartbeat of a deity awakening from slumber. The fluffy clouds which had been stagnant in the sky dissipated. The stars’ brightness and proximity grew. “We’re locked out here, me and you.”

						I have hypothesized the stars will continue to increase until the landscape is incandescent.

						How?

						I have data stating this planet has an irregular orbit in which this event occurs annually according to what I gleaned from available data. I also hypothesize the dearth of information may be intentional.

						Zevolutia smiled at the awareness which crept across Chandler’s face. “These people don’t like uninvited guests. Long wait list. Hush, hush about what goes on out here.”

						“Where’d you find cover?”

						“There ain’t none. Living off the scraps they dump. We gone fry real crispy soon.”

						He’s not wrong.

						If we get to the ship, can we get off world in time?

						Maybe.

						“Hey, bounty hunter, why you wasting time with your Connie? It can’t help you out here. I’m gone kill you before I die. It’s gone be my best killin’.”

						“I’m collecting my qualans for you.”

						We don’t have time for bravado.

						Before Alstaeter’s eyes, Zevolutia grew in width and stature until he towered over him, perspiration dripping from his forehead, soaking through his clothes. Zevolutia swung his massive fist faster than the human eye but not faster than AI. Alstaeter ducked into a roll gaining his feet behind Zevolutia.

						We can’t fight him in this state, Chandler!

						Alstaeter struck Zevolutia where his kidneys should have been, but all he felt was unyielding muscle.

						Run, Chandler!

						“You not too strong is you?  Let’s fight before the hot win.” And with that, Zevolutia leapt at Alstaeter embracing him with a bear hug. Zevolutia’s fetid breath burned Alstaeter’s nostrils with each inhalation which became more restrictive every time he took a breath of hot air.

						Remote ignition has begun.

						Engage my optic laser.

						Charging.

						Zevolutia devolved into some bestial creature growling so forcefully, it reverberated in Alstaeter’s body cavities. Alstaeter was not without his own abilities. He flexed nanite powered muscles mightily, but his strength seemed to shrink against the savage fury of Zevolutia’s Herculean grip. Alstaeter focused on Zevolutia’s shoulder as a tight laser fired from his right eye. The sinewy flesh of Zevolutia’s arm melted where the beam sliced into it. The massive limb fell to the steaming ground as Zevolutia roared more from anger than pain.

						Alstaeter fell to the ground, burning his palms on the hot ground. The stars’ ever-increasing brilliance was beginning to hurt his eyes. He felt the commands from Connie bypassing his executive functions compelling run to the safety of his ship. His skin began to blister with each step he took toward his ship.

						“Come back, bounty hunter!” Zevolutia gripped his gushing wound as he staggered slowly in Alstaeter’s direction. The distance grew as Zevolutia collapsed to the ground.

						Alstaeter’s executive functions were suspended. Connie drove his body to its limits to reach the ship which hovered mere yards away. The canopy, already open, allowed Alstaeter to leap into it, landing hard. He felt his left knee buckle on the landing plank. Connie released endorphins to reduce distraction from the pain. Five minutes. The ship pointed toward the retreating darkness, engines blasting powerfully. It rose into the sky arcing away from the planet. Once into space, the stars had created a wall of light. The ship was reaching critical heat tolerance.

						Can I have my body back?

						Not until we enter the wormhole.

						Alstaeter watched his hand jab the buttons engaging the thrusters. The coordinates locked onto the wormhole, and they were gone. He felt his body relax and he felt the sensations of being in the cockpit. He was safe, but his quarry was cooking on a shiny dirtball of a planet.

						I’m sorry.

						No money. Past due bills. We won. He sighed and stared into the vastness of space never wanting to be as close to the stars as he had been in Clarkdale, a town that nearly retired him.
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						Star Child

						by A.L. Hodges


						Vicky Starchild, the little girl who wanted to be on stage, had known her father was obsessive. Now that she and Jim were going to have the baby, she expected there would be some dust-ups, maybe even a legal kerfuffle. She already tried taking the edge off by blocking his number, and Jim was preemptively talking to a lawyer in case the old man tried using the court system to interfere with their personal affairs. But poor Vicky could not have guessed how far he would go, nor could any sane person.

						She woke up that day at noon, alone, in her disheveled queen-sized bed. Jim had drawn the blinds so that it remained dark even after the sun was up, allowing her to sleep in when she needed to. She did not get up immediately, but lay beneath the panoply of glow-in-the-dark plastic stars that Jim had tacked to the ceiling, to simulate the night sky. She looked up at those faux stars, remembering when she and Jim had gazed up at real stars during their years dating. He would take her on a long drive up into the mountains, where they would sit on a cliff and stare up at the twinkling pinpricks in the eternal cosmos. When they had found out she was pregnant, Jim had set up this imitation star chart as a treat for his bride.

						Vicky looked over to the space beside her in bed and found it predictably empty. Jim was already at the university, having slipped out of bed in his usual silent manner. Being a professor of physics certainly kept him busy, but the salary meant she could afford to quit her job at the agency to be a stay-at-home mom until the baby was old enough to walk. Of course, it wasn’t because she didn’t like her job, far from it. The only downside was that it always reminded her of her own neglected ambitions. After Bruce had died, she had found getting on stage harder and harder, until she had settled into managing other people’s talent rather than her own.

						She sat up and pulled out the backscratcher that Jim had bought her for those moments when he was unavailable to lend his fingernails. She itched at her shoulder blades something fierce, dragging the wooden nails across her skin. Something was happening to her, something that caused it to erupt into welts and hives that tingled and itched so badly she was sometimes unable to sit still. Dr. Hoffman had told her not to be worried about it, had even prescribed topical ointments and sleeping pills to give her relief, but most of her waking moments now were spent either scratching or…

						 And now she was running to the bathroom as fast as her feet could carry her, before she soiled the sheets. Morning sickness had so far proved to be a far bigger obstacle to getting anything done than she had initially anticipated. She collapsed to her knees and spewed into the bowl with a torrential force. Thick, greenish brown slop spattered across the inside of the bowl in what looked like a wad of regurgitated snot.

						Vicky knelt there, breathing hard as her stomach turned knots. It emptied last night’s dinner out completely, along with gobs and gobs of that green, mucoid slush. She had been concerned, during her first week, when she was barfing what looked like pea soup every other day. But the specialist Jim had procured through the university, Dr. Hoffman, had assured her it was nothing to worry about.

						“You are, unfortunately, a very delicate woman Mrs. Forsythe,” he had said, in his accented, but charming voice. “Because of your past traumas, you are an, er, hormonally delicate specimen. Your body may do strange things while you are pregnant.”

						“But it’s green!” she had protested. “It looks like slime!”

						“Merely the mucous membrane of your digestive tract,” Hoffman had explained casually. “And it will heal.”

						Hoffman was an odd duck, to be sure, but he was available around the clock, for which Vicky was grateful. She had a bad history with doctors and institutions, but Hoffman had an air of reliability that put her at ease. If Jim trusted him, then so did she.

						It took her a good ten minutes of heaving before her stomach finally settled. She flushed the filth down the toilet and climbed shakily to her feet, using the sink to push herself up. The mirror showed her own tired face framed in a wild tangle of brown hair staring back. She wondered what her brother Bruce would think of Vicky Star-Child now, if he were alive, and if he would be proud of what she had become. Their dream had been to tour the country as a brother-sister duet, with him on guitar and her singing.

						Vicky hobbled out of the bathroom and went to the full-body mirror in her bedroom. Once, she had weighed a hundred pounds soaking wet, and had become lithe and lean with dancing and performing with her brother. Now, while Vicky Starchild’s muscle was still there, her stomach had ballooned out into a solid mound that was rapidly overtaking the waistline of her clothes.

						She stood there, hands on her hips, looking herself over. Three months, and she was expanding rapidly, to where she wondered if she would explode during month four. To her, that baby bump looked awful big, especially since she was only now leaving her first trimester, but Dr. Hoffman had assured her that everyone’s pregnancy was different. When she complained of stretchmarks and cramping, he gave her creams. Stress, in his opinion, was the absolute enemy.

						 Tired of looking at her own deformation, Vicky turned to the window and pulled up the blinds. She enjoyed the light of the biggest star, the sun, especially while she did her yoga practices to ease the aching in her legs.  But while it was a bright and cheerful day, she noticed something odd. There was a vehicle parked across the street, a white unprepossessing van. She and Jim lived in an upscale neighborhood, and she was pretty sure that wasn’t the sort of van her neighbors would drive. It wasn’t a minivan, but something clumsy and square, like a contractor’s vehicle. She shook her head and closed the blinds, feeling dizzy.

						Vicky headed downstairs for something to take the taste from her mouth. She decided on coffee, for which she had a fresh bag that had been delivered via the online service Jim used the previous day. Jim was delightfully protective of her, and refused to let her go shopping by herself. It was just as well because, between her rashes and her bloating, she did not particularly want to be seen. She poured a filter full, turned the kettle on, and filled the machine, moaning as she did so. Her mouth tasted like bile, and she badly wanted to wash it out with a heavy dose of liquid gold.

						Vicky Star-Child, the girl who thought she was born to be on stage. She and Bruce used to dance together to his CD collection when she was a little girl, used to watch music videos on his laptop and try to replicate the moves when daddy wasn’t home to scold them. It was also Bruce who had given her that nickname when he saw her sashaying around their living room to the music and saying again and again “Gonna be a star one day, Bruce, gonna have my name in lights,”

						And he had laughed. He had such a gorgeous laugh back. “Sure thing, child,” he said. “You and everybody else.” And the nickname had followed shortly thereafter. Bruce had been sane then, had cared more about guitars and band trivia than what their tyrannical father thought. They had done talent shows together, little concerts at events for their church, and Vicky had always expected big things to blossom naturally as she entered the spring of her life.

						She poured a cup of coffee, relishing the steam and the bitter-sweet smell. Jim was a lot like Bruce, in some ways, a rock star in a different sense. They had met at a coffee shop near the university, where Vicky was meeting a friend that worked for one of the professors. Needless to say, she had not made her appointment with her old chum. Instead, Jim had sequestered her to the university observatory, where he had dazzled her with a programmed light show that he himself had designed. Vicky Star-Child had never had much trouble attracting attention, but never before had a man so thoroughly attracted her.

						The coffee was warm and smooth and erased the acrid taste from the back of her tongue. Feeling refreshed, she walked into the living room to watch her morning shows while the caffeine kicked in. Once she got herself re-energized, she could do some yoga, get some chores done, and maybe start on dinner before Jim got back. But the cup fell from her hand and spilled across the living room carpet when she saw her father sitting on the couch. For a moment, she just stood there, staring at him as if he were a ghost. It was almost half a minute before he finally spoke.

						“Don’t be scared, princess,” he said. “I’m only here to help.” Ex-officer Martin Pendleton had certainly aged in the last few years: the brindle of his handle-bar mustache was going white, and the hair ringing his high balding forehead was already white.

						Between her scant dress and her bulging belly, Vicky felt more vulnerable than she had since she could remember. Even walking was difficult these days: there was no way she could run from him. “You’d better leave right now,” she finally blurted out. “Jim will be coming by for lunch, and if he catches you here, it’s going to be a restraining order.”

						“I’m not going to hurt you,” the old man said firmly. He leaned forward, and the light from the lamp by the couch caught the deep furrows in his high granite shelf forehead and around his gray eyes. When Vicky was a little girl, she was well aware that her father was a policeman, and he had always seemed ten feet tall and about twice as wide. But now that a quarter of her life had passed, and his own life had progressed well into middle-age, she couldn’t help but find him paltry and ridiculous.

						“You’re not a cop anymore, Daddy,” she said. “And if you don’t leave, I’ll call the real police.”

						The old man held up his hands pitifully. “Please just listen to what I have to say.”
 “I don’t have to listen to anything,” Vicky said, crossing her arms over her swelling belly. “You’re trespassing, plain and simple.”

						The old man looked down into his lap with an expression that would have been considered pitiful by anyone who had not endured what Vicky had been forced to. “I’m not arguing that I didn’t make mistakes—”

						“Mistakes?” Vicky snorted. “You put me in a nuthouse! A whole year of my life, you stole from me because you just couldn’t accept—”
 “You had a drinking problem!” the old man shot back his cheeks going red. “After your brother died, you went completely hog wild! Seventeen years old, and you were already into drugs and alcohol and God-knows-what-all-else!”

						“That’s a lie!” Vicky spat back, stamping her bare foot down. She was no longer Vicky Forsythe, a twenty-five-year-old woman in her first pregnancy, but once again teenaged Victoria Pendleton, the daughter of a Baltimore cop. “That’s a lie, and you know it! Your buddies from the precinct picked me up at a house party because a neighbor thought we were being too loud.”

						“You took a swing at an arresting officer!” Pendleton growled, his face going red. “And they caught you with enough booze and cannabis in your system to down an elephant! Two things that could have landed you in prison for a long time if I hadn’t called favors!”

						“But I was your daughter!” she said emphatically. “And you decided then and there to throw me away like a dirty secret!”

						“To get you to a rehabilitation center, for God’s sake!” Pendleton growled.  “If you’d just complied with your treatment instead of running amuck and—”

						“Oh, comply, comply, comply!” Vicky said, throwing one of her hands up in exasperation. The other rested on her stomach, as was its habit. “To hell with what anybody else thinks or needs or feels, just get with your program, right? It didn’t matter to you, did it, what I was going through after Bruce died?”

						 Pendleton didn’t look mad anymore, merely embarrassed. He was becoming acutely aware that this was not the helpless little girl that he had raised, but a full-grown woman.
 “He wasn’t just your wonder boy, you know, he also happened to be my brother. You always came down on me because I didn’t want to put up with your bullshit, like him. Well, I’m going to take a squat, and you better be out the door by the time I get back.” She turned to go.

						But one of Pendleton’s arms pistoned out and his meaty hand closed around her thin wrist. “Stop it, Victoria! You have to listen to me!”

						She pulled away from him with a shriek. “Don’t you touch me! Don’t you even dare touch me!”

						Then the front doorbell rang.

						She hobbled over to it, calling over shoulder “That’s probably one of the neighbors! You better get out of here right now!”

						But Pendleton didn’t move. He stood in the middle of the living room, hands on his hips, watching her with an impenetrable expression.

						Vicky opened the door to find a clean-cut, dark haired man in a gray suit standing on her front stoop. He had a wallet open, and was flashing a badge. His eyes went from her face to her belly, and a flicker of horror crossed his features. Then, his gaze immediately darted back up to her own eyes, and the waxy face was again placid.

						“Mrs. Victoria Forsythe? Agent Paul Callahan, FBI. I heard a scream.”

						Victoria felt relief pour through her. “Thank God you’re here! Yes, yes, it was me! I’ve told him to leave, and he won’t!”

						The strangeness of this coincidence did not even register with her, she was so flustered. Instead, she led the austere G-man inside, and he closed the door behind him. Victoria was no longer worried about her state of scant dress, but was far more busy pointing an accusing finger at Pendleton. The old man just stood there, his face a stoic stone mask.

						“He’s not supposed to be here!” Vicky declared. “He snuck in this morning, and I’ve already told him to leave and he won’t! That’s trespassing or something, isn’t it?”

						Callahan pocketed his wallet and gave Pendleton a stiff, wiseacre smile. “I guess things aren’t going well?”

						Pendleton looked away, pursing his lips. “I told you I was going to need some time.”

						Victoria swallowed, and her knees went weak.

						“I’m sorry,” Pendleton said. “I had to get the proper authorities involved.”

						Callahan placed a gentle but firm hand on Victoria’s arm and gestured to the couch. “Why don’t you sit down, Mrs. Forsythe? What we have to tell you isn’t going to be easy to hear.”

						Once he had her situated, Callahan opened up his lapel and spoke into a little device clipped there. “I’m inside. Just me and Pendleton.”

						A voice buzzed out: “Roger that. How do things look?”

						Pendleton perused Vicky in a critical way. “About like you’d expect,” he said into the device.

						“We’ve been watching you,” Pendleton explained. “We’ve had to, so that we could slip in when Jim was out.”

						“This is insane!” Vicky said. “I didn’t believe Jim when he said you were crazy, but you really are, aren’t you? You’re exactly what he said, a pathological narcissist. He told me that people like you are like your own little sun, and you want everybody to just orbit around you and everything you think.”

						“Vicky!” Pendleton said, his eyes widening.

						“That’s all I am to you!” Vicky said, caressing her stomach absently as she perched on the couch with her legs apart. “I wanted to be a star and everything you did and everything you said was just to blot me out! And here you are, twenty years later, playing spies with some suit…” And now she was sobbing and weeping like a child, clasping the bump on her stomach as if for dear life.

						“She’s farther along than we thought” Callahan sighed, “and obviously not in a state of mind to cooperate.”

						 “I’m just ‘your’ daughter!” Vicky howled through the tears. “Like a car you can customize! And poor Bruce, he finally just gave in and went along with it! When we were kids, all he wanted to do was travel the country, playing that guitar of his. But no, you had to bully him into joining the army, because you didn’t think he’d grow up to be a man if he wasn’t a jar head…”

						“He served his country,” Pendleton muttered.

						“He died overseas!” Vicky shrieked as the tears she thought had dried up years ago welled to life again. “Jim said the worst thing that can happen is for somebody in a narcissist’s orbit to start experiencing orbit decay, for them to spiral towards the person they’re orbiting. When you crash into a narcissist’s world, all you get is destruction.”

						All while she had been speaking, her voice getting louder and louder, Vicky had felt a rising nausea in her stomach. Suddenly, that feeling overwhelmed her and burst like a water balloon, and she pitched forward as she spewed green sludge. Pendleton cried out as she vomited what looked like snot onto the carpet. She fell forward off the couch and landed on her hands and knees, her body heaving. More came, a Niagara Falls of glop the consistency of petroleum jelly mixed with motor oil.

						“Oh my God!” Pendleton groaned.

						Victoria thought it would never stop, and all she could do was stare at her own reflection in Callahan’s black leather shoes as she shuddered with the last throes of nausea. She gasped for breath and tried to refill her lungs after they had been emptied.

						“Come on Mrs. Forsythe,” Callahan said. “Sit down.” He took hold of her and helped to her feet slowly.

						“I’m fine, I’m fine!” Vicky said with disgust, as she shooed them with her hands.

						“How bad is this supposed to get?” Pendleton said, eyeing the glop on the floor. It seemed to be pulsating, like a jellyfish vomited from a whale’s mouth onto the carpet’s oriental patterns.

						Callahan gestured to Vicky. “Take it all in. Does any of this look natural to you?”

						“I’m not going anywhere, with either of you!” Vicky said.

						“How is your pregnancy going, Mrs. Forsythe?” Callahan said cooly. “All the other women I’ve dealt with in your condition started having a rough time when the second trimester rolled around. And it only got worse.”

						Victoria felt all the blood drain from her face. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

						Callahan took a step towards her. “Green vomit is only the beginning. Then the rash kicks in, where their skin starts to change. Has that started to happen yet, Mrs. Forsythe?”

						Vicky swallowed, shaking his head. “You just stay away from me.”

						Callahan reached out one long, thin hand. “I want to see, Mrs. Forsythe.”
 Sweat poured down her forehead. “Don’t you dare touch me.”

						But she did not resist as he reached out and lifted up her shirt, revealing what had been itching her all night, what no amount of cream could alleviate. All around her torso, her chest, her shoulder blades and down her spine her flesh was a landscape of red welts. Vicky the star child had become a walking constellation of sores, some of them weeping and others flaking off dead skin.

						“Oh Vicky!” Pendleton cried out.

						“We can help you, Mrs. Forsythe,” Callahan said, letting her shirt drop back into place. “But you have to come with us. Immediately.”

						“Dr. Hoffman said it happens!” Vicky protested. “He said I might experience some changes because of hormone imbalances caused by—”

						“Dr. Hoffman isn’t real, Vicky,” Callahan said. “The practice you’ve been going to didn’t exist until six months ago.”

						“That can’t be right!” Vicky said, but her heart was thudding furiously in her chest. “The university set us up with him!”

						“Who from the university is making the appointments?” Callahan said. “Who except your husband?”

						“Haven’t you ever wondered why you’ve never met anybody from Jim’s family?” Pendleton said.

						“His parents are dead and he’s an only child!” Vicky said. “He told me that when we started dating!”

						“But nobody at all?” Pendleton insisted. “No uncles or aunts or cousins or anything? No friends from high school or people from his hometown? Nothing?”

						“The bureau has already dug deep into your husband’s background, Mrs. Fosythe,” Callahan said. “Your father opened up the initial inquiries, but we’ve run a background check. The truth is, your husband has no credible records prior to his graduate work in Texas. None of his paperwork connects to photographs, video tapes, or real living people who can be interviewed or questioned. Everything about him prior to a few years ago was conjured up, whole-cloth.”

						Pendleton put his hands on his daughter’s shoulders and held her firmly, looking her in the eye as he had when she was a little girl. “It’s hard to accept,” he said “but you’ve got to get it through your head! You’re being conned!”

						“You need to come with us immediately,” Callahan said. “We have a facility that we need to get you to, a place with specialists who can help you.”

						Vicky pulled away from her father. “Forget it. You’ve lied one time too many. I’m sorry, but I can’t go back to that.”

						Then Callahan pulled something from his sportscoat, something that glistened in the lamplight. It was an ebony black handgun, and it was pointed right at Vicky. She shrank back against her father, who gently put his arms around her shoulders. “I’m not leaving without you, Mrs. Forsythe,” Callahan hissed.

						Vicky turned her sad eyes to her father. “Daddy?”

						“We both have to do what he says, princess,” Pendleton replied somberly.

						Callahan held the gun higher and pulled out his lapel before speaking into it. “I’ve got them both. We’re about to leave the house. Do you copy?”

						No answer.

						Callahan frowned. “I said, do you…?”

						He stopped because Dr. Hoffman materialized in the doorway to the living room. He held a black medical bag in one hand and a silvery cylinder in the other. A smile creased his pudding face, and the light gleamed on his gold-rimmed spectacles. He hit a button on the cylinder, and a beam of green light zapped out and hit the agent square in the chest. Callahan’s gun dropped to the ground with a clatter as his body discorporated, his glowing silhouette bursting into colored balls of light that winked out into nothingness. And then he was gone.

						Now Dr. Hoffman was pointing the silvery cylinder at Pendleton, who could only stand there hopelessly beside his daughter. Vicky did not move from the couch, but only looked up to watch this tableau unfold. “Good morning, Mrs. Forsythe!” Dr. Hoffman said cheerfully. He kept his eyes on her, his arm stretched out to point the cylinder at Pendleton. “I came in through the back door. I just thought I would pay you a visit.”

						“What’s going on, Doctor?” Vicky said slowly.

						“This must be Mr. Pendleton,” Hoffman said with a smirk. He kept the cylinder trained on Pendleton, who glared at the little man from under the hood of his brow. “I’ve heard so much about you, officer. A pleasure to see you in the flesh. Shame it is under such contentious circumstances.”

						“Other people know about this,” Pendleton said. “Callahan was only one agent of several who were asked to monitor this house. If neither of us reports back to headquarters in fifteen minutes, this whole neighborhood will be swarming with men in suits.”

						“I know about your friend in the van across the street,” Hoffman said, that smile never leaving his lips. “That was handled before I even came in. And don’t think you’re the only person making calls, officer. We have friends too.”

						Pendleton dove for Callahan’s gun on the floor. There was a flash of light and Vicky screamed as something white hot shot past her face and scorched the carpet. Pendleton snatched up the gun and rolled across the floor, in a show of agility that was discordant with his age and paunch. Vicky could only look on in amazement as he righted himself, propped himself up on one knee, and fired the gun all in one smooth motion. There was a flash, two successive reports, and her father knelt there with smoke swirling around his face and the gun aimed at Hoffman. The doctor fell back and dropped, the cylinder falling from his fingers and rolling under the couch.

						Vicky screamed. “Oh my God, Daddy, what did you do?”

						But Pendleton already had Vicky by the arm, and was pulling her up off the couch while clutching the gun in his other hand. “We need to get out of here, princess, and I mean right now!”

						Vicky did not respond but only stared at Dr. Hoffman’s body splayed out on the living room rug. Two big holes punctured his chest and, his face frozen in a snarl with his eyes staring off into nothing. She watched in horror as Dr. Hoffman’s body began to flatten and wither, as if he were a beach ball with a puncture. His pale flesh curdled and blackened as his corpse crumpled up like wastepaper.

						“He’s not human,” Pendleton muttered. “Just like I thought.”

						“What are we going to do?” Vicky said in a small voice.

						“There’s a van waiting across the street. We’re taking it to Virginia, where there are people waiting for us. But we’ve got to…”

						He trailed off when a door slammed at the back of the house. Footsteps and whistling proceed the appearance of Jim Forsythe in the doorway of the living room, swinging the ring of his keys on his index finger. In his mid-thirties, Professor Forsythe was still a man in his prime, with a full head of coiffed red hair and an earnest, but handsome face. He leaned on the door frame, giving Pendleton a broad smile.

						“Well, good afternoon officer!” he said cheerfully. “I’ve been expecting you.”

						Pendleton still had Vicky’s arm clutched in one of his meaty hands, with the gun raised in the other and pointed at Jim’s head. “Stay back! Vicky’s coming with me!”

						But Jim ignored Pendleton, his eyes going to the remains of Dr. Hoffman on the floor. “Dead in the line of duty. He will certainly be missed.” Then Jim’s face snapped back up and he smiled at Pendleton. “Can’t let his sacrifice be in vain, can we officer?”

						“I know what you are!” Pendleton hissed. “I know what you’ve done to her. And I’m not going to let you get away with it!”

						Jim cocked his head. “And what have I done to her, officer?”

						“Turned her into an incubator!” Pendleton shrieked with indignation. The hand that held the gun started to tremble. “Turned her into a birthing sow for some kind of monstrosity!”

						“Don’t let him take me, Jim!” Vicky gasped. Pendleton looked over at her with an expression of utmost despair, and in that moment Vicky knew she had made a choice, maybe the last real choice she would ever make.

						Jim winked at her. “Don’t worry babe. We’re going to get this settled once and for all.” He turned to Pendleton and his face darkened. “I’m tired of you interfering with us, officer.” With one long, slender hand, Jim reached up and grasped his face just under the jaw line.

						At first, it was like watching someone take off a Halloween mask. Vicky realized that in all the time she had known Jim, what she thought of as her husband was only a well-crafted vehicle for the personality that had truly fathered her child. She did not scream at the tangle of flesh and limbs, but her father did plenty of shrieking. Something warm splashed across her torso, and a terrible mocking chuckle rumbled like thunder.

						Then Jim was putting himself back together, receding into his body like smoke being sucked up a chimney. Vicky thought of a genie going back into a bottle, an expanse of eldritch forms being compressed into the sane body that she knew and loved. Jim slid his face back into place and gave her a smile.

						“No worries, babe,” he said. And his eyes glowed with a fearsome intensity. “Looks like we’ll have to move, but you can give birth on one planet just as good as another.”

						Vicky Starchild had found her perfect match, a man from beyond the stars.
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						Derelict Skyrings

						Part IV – From the Depths to the Stars

						by Peter J Gilbertson


						“What if I hit it with a bucket of paint?” Rondo asked .

						Dr. Nya Rowell was a polymath with doctorates in neuroscience and mechanical engineering. She was also the lead on the optics for the orbital assault uniform design team. So, she humored Private Rondo’s question and said, “We have anticipated that scenario. The assailant would be identified by the OAU’s thermal and motion detection sensors before the paint could be thrown. In addition, the helmet and suit’s surfaces are paint and adhesive resistant. Now, if I may continue?”

						But before she could, Rondo interjected again.

						“Okay, but is your billion-dollar helmet also pillowcase resistant?”

						This time Nya struggled to contain her sneer and informed the group that, “The sensors are designed and have been thoroughly tested to thwart every sneak attack.”

						“Wanna bet?” asked Rondo.

						Nya took a deep breath and looked to his superiors, but both Commander Lynn and Lieutenant Blackbear seemed more interested in her response than in stifling the private. So, Nya smiled and said, “Whenever you’re ready.”

						Alpha team and the OAU designers agreed to meet at Space Elevator 12’s indoor close combat training facility in an hour. On the way down in the elevator Rondo, Rowell and Blackbear talked over the details and decided on a game of reverse capture the flag, where instead of protecting a flag, the object was to stick a flag on an opponent undetected.

						“This is new,” said Nya after the rules were finalized.

						“Not really,” Mo said. “On the plains they did something similar called counting coup.”

						Nya had expected protests from them when she insisted that she wear the OAU for the purpose of proper suit operation and data collection. Really, she just wanted to rub it in that smug private’s face that she was right. However, she was almost startled when Lieutenant Blackbear said, “We wouldn’t have it any other way.”

						Her objective was simple: walk through the training facility’s labyrinth of multistory buildings designed to replicate typical furnished urban residences in a war zone and detect as many marines as she could in thirty minutes without being tagged by an unseen opponent. If any Space Marine was spotted before they could apply a flag, that marine’s flag wouldn’t count.

						“So, just to be clear, all I have to do is detect them?” Nya asked as she approached the massive training facility.

						“Affirmative,” said Commander Lynn. She, Bravo team, a few pilots, and most of the other ground staff were crammed into the control room to watch the live feed. Not only was there not enough space for all of the spectators, the amount of visual data output from Nya’s pan-optics required several screens spread around the room.

						“We shoulda held this in an amphitheater,” said Sergeant Ria Gonzalez, Bravo team’s Rex.

						“I’ll put one in the budget,” said Commander Jayna. “Whenever you’re ready, Dr. Rowell.”

						Having second thoughts, Dr. Rowell asked, “Is this realistic, though? After all, I am deliberately walking into an ambush.”

						“That’s what they do in the field,” Commander Lynn said over the OAU’s intercom. “Shall we abort this exercise?”

						“Not on your life,” Nya muttered. She left the sunny island exterior and entered the recesses of the facility, which had been set for advanced nighttime training.

						It was darker than midnight during a power outage. Even the moon and stars were deleted from the simulated sky above her. The inside was only lit by a few raging fires that, based on the footage she had researched, were typical in the aftermath of wars and riots. Billows of black smoke and clouds of dust and ash filled the air. Despite all of this interference and the intense darkness, her pan-optics saw her surroundings clearly. But what she saw was unbelievable. Nya knew the training facility was fabricated, but it looked like it had been excised from a war zone. Charred windows and the crumbling walls of buildings lined the fake streets before her. Obstructing her path were scorched piles of concrete rubble with tangles of rebar jutting out in every direction, and the smoldering wreckage of dozens of military and civilian vehicles. From the olfactory inputs it even smelled like what she surmised was actual combat with the overpowering stench of spent gunpowder, artillery rounds, gasoline fires, and death. 

						“I’m ready,” she said and scanned the room with motion, thermal, and echolocation sensors. But even if Nya could not ‘see’ them, the suit’s amplified audio sensitivity was capable of hearing a human heartbeat behind a concrete wall.

						But to Nya’s surprise, she detected nothing.

						Guess they’re in another room, she thought.

						Suddenly, her screen glowed red. Dozens of objects from multiple directions were hurling toward her. Each was pinpointed by pan-optics and identified on her display. Alpha team had decided to test her paint-resistant theory with a tar-and-feather approach. Hidden behind several walls and therefore undetected, Alpha team lobbed chaff grenades at her. The room instantly filled with gray smoke and signal-jamming confetti. Next the team hurled adhesive foam grenades to her suit. All of the weapons detonated in her proximity. Their accuracy is amazing! she thought. True to her claim, though, neither the foam nor the wafer-thin ribbons of metal, plastic, and glass fibers adhered to her helmet or suit. 

						Nya made her way over and through the mounds of expanding foam in the direction from which the grenades had come. It took several rooms, and flights of stairs before the pan-optics found several marines in hiding.

						“Plus, it detected all of the dangers before the attack,” said Nya after the 30 minute time limit expired. “So technically, I won.”

						“Check your shoe,” said Rondo.

						On the bottom of her left boot was a red ribbon. It was glued to a piece of metal that clung to the sole of her soft magnet boot. 

						“Looks like we won, technically,” said Mo.

						Furious, Nya said, “Let’s go again!”

						After three rounds, the prowess of the pan-optics was confirmed, but Nya admitted that tricking her into stepping on a camouflaged flag had been a nice touch. Later that night, during a celebration dinner on base, Rondo and Mo cornered Nya.

						“You only got me one out of three!” she exclaimed.

						“Our opponents only need one!” Rondo yelled back.

						Mo tried a different approach and said, “When the F-4 Phantom came out, the designers claimed that their new jet fighter was so sophisticated that dogfighting had become a thing of the past, so they didn’t even put a gun on it. The pilots quickly proved otherwise in combat.”

						“This isn’t a dog fight.”

						“Every fight is a dog fight!” Rondo exclaimed. “And right now we’re in an arms race with aliens and getting our asses kicked!”

						“You think I don’t know that? That’s my job! And we are light years behind!”

						Rondo nodded and then offered Nya another beer.

						“Look,” said Mo. “All we are asking for is an in-case-of-emergency safety mechanism, like for a total power failure, alien countermeasures, or any unforeseen circumstances.”

						“Ha,” Nya said, “It was designed to foresee everything!”

						“Then think of it as an insurance policy. I’d rather have it and never use it, then desperately need it and not have it. “

						“I thought that philosophy was for condoms,” Nya said.

						“Who desperately needs a condom?” Rondo asked, then belched. “Mo, you’re not speaking her language. Lemme try. We’ll give you money. A lot of it. Off the books. If we never need it, you’ll only be rich. But, when it saves lives, you’ll get the credit and you’ll be a hero. Plus, you’ll still be rich.”

						“Why not do it by the book and make this official?”

						“Security,” Mo and Rondo said together.

						Nya shrugged and cracked open a beer. “Fine. Manual powered, ocular retraction failsafe. Done. M.P.O.R.F.? That’s dumb. It’s going to need a better code name.”

						“I’ll think of something,” Mo said. “Oh, and it’s got to work everywhere, from the bottom of the Mariana Trench to the top of the Star Reach Counterweight. And keep it classified.”

						“Yeah, yeah,” she said. “From the depths to the stars and keep it hush hush. Got it. But I’m going to need something in return.”
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						When they got back to the Transfer Station barracks later that night, Mo saw a civilian notification in the peripheral vision of his military grade contact data lens, which was weird. For security reasons, communication with the outside world was restricted for all military personnel working on the International Satellite Ring System, even more so for the Space Marines who supported its extraterrestrial prison facility known as the Gatehouse, or – as the Space Marines called it – Orbital Area 51. 

						Is it from Nya already? Maybe she’s having second thoughts.

						It made sense. Nya had the clearance to leave a message.

						But it wasn’t her. 

						“Great Grandma!” Mo exclaimed. How’d she do that? Then he remembered that when she put her mind to something, few things could stop her. Mo put on his civilian communication contact lenses and opened the onmind link.

						She virtually appeared before his eyes just as he remembered. Her long, gray hair was in a neat braid over the shoulder of her cornflower blue sundress; but her smile was slightly forced.

						“Mo,” Great Grandma Joan began, “your Great Grandpa has been admitted to the hospital. He has stage 4 cancer.”

						The news was shocking, but not unexpected.

						“LLC?” Mo asked.

						Her smile vanished. “You knew?”

						Mo shrugged. “I suspected.”

						“Why didn’t you say anything?”

						“I did. I told him to get checked out. He told me he would and then asked that I not tell anyone and let an old man have his dignity.”

						“You could’ve told me!” Joan shouted. She closed her eyes tight, pressed her lips together, but refused to cry or shed any tears. They both paused for a moment, then Joan shook her head and said, “Of course, Little Moh Moh knew. Always the protector and puzzle-solver.”

						She reminded him of the times when the other great grandkids would come over for weekends in the summer, raising hell, throwing and breaking things but admitting to no wrongdoing. But Joan knew who the culprits were. Sazja was the only one who played with the porcelain dolls. Maxi could never stay clean, so he left dirty hand and footprints all over. Only Diego was cunning. He kept his hands clean and stayed far out of sight when he was up to mischief. But Moh Moh, who was routinely blamed for all of the crimes, soon learned Diego’s ways and became her junior detective to help her solve the crimes and exonerate himself.

						“So gifted and handsome, my Moh Moh. You belong down here with us down here. The skyrings don’t deserve you.”

						Mo knew where this was going, so he said, “My only questions are, how’d you get him to go to the hospital? And were there any survivors?”

						Great Grandma gave him that familiar sigh and smile, the one that came before any story about her husband. It was nothing personal, she said. His great grandpa, Ronald Blackbear, said he hated all doctors, but that wasn’t true. He just feared and hated being sick and he took it out on any medical personnel unfortunate to be assigned to ‘help’ him. At first, he and Great Grandma Joan ignored his fatigue, shortness of breath, and the fact that they were doing laundry every other day even though there were only two of them living on the green energy farmhouse. Mostly it was just the sheets, because of Great Grandpa’s night sweats. He claimed he was just getting older. When they finally went to the hospital, Joan expected the worst – stage 4 cancer. And, yet, she was still surprised during the preliminary exam when the ER doctor asked Ronald Blackbear how long he’d been blind in his right eye.

						“About 10 years,” Great Grandpa said.

						“What?!” exclaimed Joan.

						“Why?” asked Doctor Hilmy.

						“I hate getting my eyes checked,” he said. “They give you eye drops that make looking at anything painful and then they stick those can openers in your eyes. Besides, there’s nothing out there I wanted to see.” 

						Great Grandma Joan turned her head and gave him a look that he could definitely see. 

						“Except my wife, of course!” he added. “And my kids, my grandkids, my great grandkids. But especially my wife.”

						“Well,” Dr. Hilmy said, “while we wait for the bloodwork, I can make a closer examination of your eye.”  

						“Get that can opener away from me!” said Great Grandpa.

						“Relax, Mr. Blackbear. It’s just a speculum.”

						“I know what it is!”

						The doctor paused and asked, “Who still uses a can opener?”

						“I do!” exclaimed Great Grandpa.

						“He does,” agreed Great Grandma. 

						Mo laughed when she finished the story. It didn’t seem appropriate to him to laugh, given the circumstances. But he couldn’t help it while he was still imagining his great grandfather's reaction. Finally, he asked, “If he was that outraged over cataracts, how’d he take the cancer diagnosis?”

						“Will you come see him before he goes?” she asked.

						Because of the high security nature of his occupation, even family emergencies didn’t warrant a leave of duty.

						“I’ll figure it out. Tell him not to depart until I get there.”

						Her smirk widened. “You always do.”

						And he did. Mo scheduled a meeting with Dr. Nya Rowell and her team on the mainland to review technical data from their coup trials and the subsequent OAU upgrades. However, due to a previous engagement in her schedule, the meeting had to be held near NewLak, South Dakota.
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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 Eight: The Expanse of Our Stars

			
			
				Skalos came to a cautious stop entering the ancient chamber, the transition from harsh daylight to the gloom within the tower rendering the interior inky blackness.


				“Just a moment,” he said, “my eyes need to adjust.”


				Korr’s voice echoed off the walls. “Reading has weakened your vision.”


				“You have a cat’s keen gaze,” Tetree said, unseen. “Not all of us are so lucky: I’m still adjusting to the shadows myself. Pause till you can see. Nameless, go help him, then bring the ropes.”


				The scribe rubbed closed eyes, listening to the soft step of Addala’s approaching sandals until he felt her gentle tug on his cloak.


				“The floor is clear and smooth,” the barbarian said. “No rubble to trip on, or pits, except for an open shaft here at the center.”


				“A shaft?” he asked, now able to make out his lover’s face in the dim. “A hole from damage?”


				“It was built to be here,” Korr answered. “It’s circled by a short wall, like a well. If it ever held anything, it doesn’t now.”


				“There’s an identical portal above it in the ceiling,” Tetree added, “open to the sky. The outer walls may be all that remains of the tower’s surviving stories atop us.”


				His vision gained acuity as he removed his carrying yoke and untied several coils of rope from it with Addala’s assistance. “It’s conceivable that it once contained something akin to a staircase that’s rotted away like the doors.”


				“Perhaps,” she said. “Years ago, we explored the ruins of an Elder city off the coast of Ilarnek, a place not nearly as preserved as here. It was half sunken, long looted, and—”


				“Crawling with Deep Ones,” Korr finished.


				“Quite,” Tetree said while Skalos divided the freed bundles between himself and Addala. “We made enemies among the children of Dagon and Mother Hydra that day.”


				The scholar paused in his work. “I doubt it not.”


				“It took weeks to be rid of the stench of fish blood,” the warrior grumbled.


				The witch sighed. “The ruin was a fragment compared to this tower. After killing the fanatical meresmen, we found nothing of consequence. But many shafts not unlike this one hindered our exploration.”


				One arm carrying loops of rope, he grasped the bare pole Addala handed to him. “If there are no stairs, the Elders must have had something equivalent.”


				“Depictions often show them with wings,” she said, “as do my visions. I speculate they traversed stories and levels flying through these passages.”


				He used his former yoke as a walking staff as they moved to join the others. Between steps, the scribe perceived vague details emerging on the shadowed walls. “We just entered through a door at the top of a long ramp and walkway. If flight was easy for them, why build that?”


				Tettree shrugged as he and Addala piled the coils beside the curve of a knee-high wall surrounding the open shaft at the center of the chamber. “An excellent question,” she said. “I don’t have an answer. Regardless, in the ruins near Ilarnek, we were ill-prepared to descend the shafts. Who knows what discoveries that cost us.”


				Skalos leaned over the ridge of masonry and peered. Through at least a hundred feet of stygian darkness, he saw a small circle of grey stone in dim illumination. An island in a sea of infinite black. Whatever else existed beyond the confines of the light filtering down past him was indiscernible.


				He straightened himself, shaking off a tremble of vertigo. “I understand now why you brought so much rope.”


				Korr put his foot on the barrier next to him, testing the ancient construction’s sturdiness with a shove. “Now we’re going to tie all the lengths together with knots, as if our lives depend on it. Because they will.”


				The Agamenaean faced him, one brow askew, then turned towards the walls with a growing expression of awe.


				He raised a hand to block the bright contrasts of daylight pouring in from tall, narrow windows and the five archways. Between those sources of glare, the interior of the chamber displayed its full glory to his adjusted eyesight. A mural, carved with meticulous detail and artistic skill, wrapped around them in all directions to form a glorious and panoramic landscape conjured from stone etchings.


				Tetree spoke after he gasped in wonderment. “The art of men is, but crude scratches in comparison, isn’t it?”


				He leaned on his staff, dizzy as he studied the carvings and their masterful use of forced and blended perspective. They depicted an unrestrained vista: lush plains and forests in such realistic rendering that only their uniform tones of grey betrayed that they were images on slate.


				With a slow turn, he surveyed it all. Following the line of the horizon etched on the mural, it aligned with precision to the actual horizon visible through open archways and windows. But the vantage of desert grasslands in brown and red was in stark contrast to the jungle, roads and cultivated savannah portrayed upon the walls.


				“It must represent some other place,” Skalos said, seeing the outline of a narrow mountain in the engravings that had no representation outside a window. “It looks nothing like—”


				He stopped and fell silent as his gradual pivot brought his eyes to the northern wall. There, peaked apertures overlooked the vast crater and its cerulean lake two-thousand feet below them, but the mural scene became one of stunning and alien civilization.


				The spectral image reproduced in vivid detail a city unlike those built by men: a tangled labyrinth of spires, cubes, and ramparts. Structures gargantuan to minuscule, honeycombed, stacked, and joined by arched bridges spanning gaps that rose like canyons above a maze of twisted streets. Terraced towers, conical buildings, pyramids, and domes arose at scattered intervals throughout the otherworldly metropolis.


				His weight leaning heavier on his staff, he studied the five-pointed edifices of constructions that humbled the lone surviving one they now occupied. “Mithra.”


				“The place this depicts, from its foundation to its fall, long predate the goddess you invoke,” Tetree said, standing beside him.


				“How long?” Skalos asked, motioning to the mountain on the mural. “How impossibly long ago, for a mountain to be ground down by the wind to nothing?”


				She didn’t answer as he found a narrow band of grouped dots in recess near the top of the doorway they had entered from.


				He squinted a moment, then translated the inscription aloud. “See... no… behold. Behold the glory of, our land.”


				His eyes rose higher, to the domed ceiling thirty feet above them. Tiled with pitch-black stone, the seams between panels were faint, only apparent because of immense age. At the apex of the concave was the reciprocal portal matching the one in the floor.


				Again, blotting out glare with his palm, he shielded his eyes against the bent shaft of sunlight from the aperture. Its contrast negated, he saw white markings etched into slate.


				Korr followed his motions and gaze, breaking the silence. “Stars.”


				“But they’re all wrong,” Skalos said, scrutinizing a starfield rendered with the same skill and dizzying perspective as the murals. “I cannot find the constellations.”


				Tetree and Addala joined in looking upward, and the witch spoke. “We see the night of the Elder’s age. I’ve seen it in visions. The heavens change with the seasons, and the entirety of them changes in spans of time hard for us to comprehend. Like the rise and fall of mountains imperceptible over millennia. Some dream darkly of a day when they will align again as they once were, others quest to complete tasks before they do.”


				Skalos pointed out lines and circles that traced a path akin to a jagged snake making its way down the dome. It found representation amid the landscape of the western mural as it passed onto the floor. Investigating the stone beneath their feet that he’d overlooked earlier, the scribe felt a fresh wave of vertigo pass over him.


				Although flat and level, the same peerless skill used to decorate the ceiling and walls adorned the black slate flooring, producing an impressive illusion of depth. Combined with a lack of dust and an almost polished luster, the effect tricked their eyes, as if they floated above a concave surface mirroring the dome overhead.


				The scholar gulped, refocusing his gaze on the jagged path of lines and circles. It passed under his feet, and stepping aside, he traced its end to where it stopped beside Addala. She stood adjacent to the barrier encircling the sheer drop into darkness, and on it he found a new inscription of bold dots.


				“Behold the… extent? No, expanse. Behold the expanse of our stars.”


				Skalos raised his head and looked at Addala, her expression as perplexed as his. “Expanse of our stars? How could the Elders lay claim to pieces of the night?”


				“I’ve heard similar epithets attributed to many Old Ones,” Tetree said. “Their empires were vast, although I too think we’re failing to grasp the full intent of the meaning.”


				Korr knelt and unwound the prodigious coil of rope he had carried and placed on the floor. “We’re done pondering pictures. If we’re to reach the treasure by noon, we must tie these lines.”


				“We’re rappelling down?” Skalos asked. “There’s no other way?”


				The muscular man made one end of the line into a loop. “Do you see another way?”


				His expression concerned, he noticed the barbarian assess his thin girth and amend the harness he was making. “Belay’s stories of the Zadii have them mentioning a pit into which they sacrificed captives, gold, and emeralds to the god of the tower,” he said, pacing away. “But is this it?”


				“The treasure does lie below,” Tetree said, taking a protracted look down the shaft. “I can sense it, but it’s beyond this little patch we have in sight from here. It’s hidden somewhere cool and dark, a place never reached by sunlight.”


				He continued to pace, scuffing the butt of his staff on the smooth floor with an agitated yank. It rattled, dragging over something uneven. Addala joined him as they discovered a trail of gouges on the stone tiles.


				Korr finished his adjustments. “Alright, Runt. Let’s get you in this. Don’t worry, my knots never fail. Well, mostly never.”


				The scribe touched the marring line, tracing its path with a finger towards an archway to the left of the one they had entered from. “Before you dangle me down like a worm on a hook, we’ve found marks of damage here. Something heavy was dragged into this room.”


				He stood and placed the bottom of his staff into the groove. Wood scraped on tile as he pushed his pole along the indentation to not lose sight of it amid the visual illusion the floor created. Careful steps took him to the southern end of the ring around the shaft. His vision fixed downward while Addala followed alongside him, she drew a breath of shock as the staff’s tip stopped with a bump.


				“This is the sacrificial pit,” he announced with a shudder. “We have no more reason to doubt.”


				Korr put down his rope and joined Tetree in walking over to the discovery. He sneered at the sight they found, and the witch’s stern blue eyes scrutinized it without the revulsion present on the faces of the other two.


				The graven image had a crude construction and stood a hand’s span shorter than the masonry bordering the shaft. Once a block of black schist like the many cubes they had passed as rubble surrounding the tower, carving had reshaped it with primitive tools. The resulting figure remained squarish, sitting in a perpetual squat. An enormous head, which dwarfed the body, dominated most of the statue, with the top of its skull being flat enough to serve as an altar table. And upon that dreadful surface, an obsidian knife rested.


				“They must have dragged it in here roughshod,” Skalos said, containing his disgust. “I’m sure it took many men.”


				He gulped and knelt, inspecting the monstrosity. Its blunt limbs. The diminutive wings on its back. A lower jaw that formed not a gaping maw, but a series of hanging spikes. But the worst aspect of its countenance was the sockets of its eyes. Placed within each was the skull of an infant long since sacrificed. The layers, the multiplicity of holes and bone, gave the thing an arachnid stare.


				Unable to tolerate another moment of the sight, he rose and rejoined Addala in looking away with revulsion. His hand seeking to comfort hers, he found her fingers chilled, interlocked, and shielding her waist.


				“Is this an idol of the God of the Tower, Tetree?” Skalos asked.


				“No,” she replied. “It is the god the Zadii invoked to reach this place. This is an altar to he who destroyed this city.”


				He faced the northern wall and the mural of the Elder’s metropolis. “Something so weirdly grand, annihilated by something so loathsome and horrendous. It is a tragedy, and I pity the Elders who died here.”


				“Compassion is weakness,” she said. “The Great Dreamer possesses not an ounce of it.”


				The chamber became silent above the subdued rumble of water as Korr stepped up to the statue. “This is auspicious. The savages plundered the richest trade route in all the Shaell for decades. Fistfuls of emeralds and gold could have been thrown into this pit as tribute, Söyt. Riches enough on their own to buy a kingdom, or overthrow one, without further venture.”


				A piercing stare from Tetree fell on him. “After everything we’ve strived for and endured? You would barter the genuine treasure of the tower away for such a pittance?”


				“Söyt, I but suggest—”


				“That you are a fool?” she said. “Or are you a coward?”


				Back to her, face sour, he grasped the handle of the obsidian knife that had lain untouched on the altar for over a century. “I fear nothing.”


				“Then you will become my king.”


				Korr lifted the blade of volcanic glass into the slanted light from above. As he pondered it, a weak downdraft waved a wisp of web, and a tiny, red spider no larger than a fingernail crawled into view on the knife’s tip.


				Clenched teeth became a grimace, and a flick of his thick hand chucked the artifact down the shaft. The noise of it shattering against unseen stone a few seconds later echoed upwards. Skalos and Addala looked to each other between flinches as secondary clatters from fragments continued in a cascading descent heard throughout the whole tower.


				The Borean peeped over the edge as silence returned to the darkness before facing Tetree. “Sounds deep. I hope we have enough rope.”


				She scowled at him with crossed arms.


				“Did I err?”


				“There’s at least enough to hang yourself with.”


				The scribe squinted, studying the mural. “We may not need to rappel.”


				All eyes turned to him as he walked towards the northern wall and its imagery of the city. The gentle clack of his staff on the floor preceded his footsteps until he stopped a stride short of a substantial section of the depiction uninterrupted by windows or archways and prodded the pole forward.


				It clattered against an invisible obstacle a few feet from his scruffy face. “Not all is as it appears.”


				Tetree’s eyes widened, and the others followed her to join the scholar. “A barrier of force?”


				He pressed his palm flat on seemingly empty air yards from the wall. “An illusion.”


				She leaned in and observed. “How could such potent magic have escaped my scrying?”


				“No sorcery or witchcraft, just another trick of perspective on our eyes, like the chamber’s engravings. Touch it, it’s stone.”


				Cool grey slate met her fingers when she reached out, and her hand slid across the ridges of carvings. A moment later, her fingertips fell past a nigh invisible edge aligned to perfection with the lines and curvature upon the room’s actual end, paces away. “Remarkable. Korr, you should retract what you said about his eyesight being faulty.”


				“I do,” he agreed, tapping the facade with knuckles until his fist dipped beyond the same disguised construct. “Impressive, Runt. It must hide something valuable to be worthy of such effort.”


				“Either that,” Skalos added, “or the elders didn’t want to ruin the aesthetic with something pedestrian.”


				He made his way around the corner and past the warrior. The scholar found the edge of a curved curtain of stone and false wall from floor to ceiling. Even viewed up close and at an advantageous angle, the structure of the chamber still worked to conceal the seven-foot gap between it and the tower’s true northern boundary. And within it stood a gloom-filled archway, ruining the illusion.


				Korr stepped beside him as he pondered it. “How could any of us have missed that?”


				Still tapping his chin in thought, the Agamenaean sidestepped away from the portal and watched the curve of the facade obscure it. “More visual trickery. We need to be standing about where we are now to see it.”


				He returned to the passage and probed inside it with his staff after the barbarian checked the opening for traps, and found nothing. Within was a descending ribbed stonework, similar to what they had scaled outside.


				“It is something pedestrian,” Skalos said. “I suspect these are the Elder’s equivalent of backstairs.”


				Beside him, Korr nodded. “It’ll be a much faster route down than rappelling. What say you, Tetree?”


				She rubbed her hands, peering into the darkness the ramp descended into. “Nameless, fetch the flint and steel. Strike us up some light to carry.”
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						A. A. Rubin’s “Noah’s Great Rainbow”

						
						
							The story, which is an expansion of a #SciFanSat response, will headline the “Best Original Climate Change Stories” anthology, set for release in September.


							The Book Bin in Onley, Virginia, and Secant Publishing in Salisbury, Maryland, are announcing the winning entries in an international contest that will produce a one-volume anthology of new, original short stories on the human impact of climate change.


							With recurring themes that include a warming climate, rising seas, and retreating flora and fauna, the 34 winning submissions were drawn from nine countries and ten states. Submissions were accepted from October 15, 2023 to March 1, 2024.


							Cash prizes of $1,000, $500, and $250, respectively, will be awarded to A. A. Rubin of East Williston, New York (“Noah’s Great Rainbow,” First Place); K. M. Watson of Sykesville, Maryland (“Desert Fish,” Second Place), and Olaf Lahayne of Vienna, Austria (“Beyond the Timberline,” Third Place). Prizes are sponsored by the Book Bin.


							All 34 stories, including the three prize winners, will be published in a book-length anthology to be released in September of this year.


							“It was exceptionally difficult to pick just three stories for special recognition when we were presented with so many arresting takes on the climate crisis,” said the judges, Philip Wilson of the Book Bin, Ron Sauder of Secant Publishing, and Karen Gravelle, a widely published Onancock, Virginia author.


							“In the end, the top three were chosen for their general excellence in storytelling, imaginative scenarios, and central focus on climate change and its many ramifications in the lives of individuals.”


							Common themes in the collection include subtle changes in human psychology, with growing erosion of personal relationships and society at large; the increasing precariousness of childhood and parenthood; changing relations between humans and animals, especially pets; and the gradual erasure of history, whether in the form of low-lying coastal graves or the public architecture of coastal communities.


							“Almost all of our stories portray human resilience and tenacity, including in the form of geoengineering,” the judges said. “But all of that resourcefulness is balanced against the exceptional complexity of Planet Earth and our limited ability to anticipate and control the future. In the world of this anthology, humans win some battles, while incurring losses whose magnitude is still to be fully reckoned.”


							In announcing the contest, which was promoted nationally and internationally, the judges made it clear that a wide range of genres would be welcome. The resulting collection features themes from social realism to dystopia, social justice to post-apocalypticism, humor to horror.
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				The Bartleby B. Boar
Nomination

				

				goes to

				Sam "One-Wheel" O'Neil

				for their work

				We Are Stardust

				
			
				
					

				

				
			
				About SciFanSat

				SciFanSat is a monthly e-Zine of science fiction, fantasy and more! We are open to fictional prose and poetry that shelters with the range of speculative fiction genres.

				Full guidelines can be found on our submissions page, but in a nutshell, we are looking for and will accept poetry of 500 words and under, and prose in the following categories: Micro Fiction (100 words and under), Flash Fiction (101 to 1,000 words), and Short Stories (1,001 to 7,500 words). Each issue has a theme, and submissions for that month are encouraged to include or at least allude to it.

				SciFanSat publishes on the last Saturday of every month. Submissions for the next issue open the moment the current issue publishes, and remain open until midnight on the next-to-last Saturday of the month.
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