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				Editorial

					
		
						Welcome to the latest issue of SciFanSat, the monthly e-zine of science fiction, fantasy, and more!


						June was a month of transition for the production process of the magazine. As noted in May’s editorial, Kim — my talented wife who is the SciFanSat typesetter, coder, layout designer, and so much more — added a new full-time job on top of her duties at Blue Boar Press. This necessitated that I take up many of the daily maintenance tasks for the publication so she can focus exclusively on the coding, typesetting, and layout I’m unskilled with. I’ve been learning my way through these with Bartleby’s help while I continue as the magazine’s editor.


						This hasn’t been so much an added burden as it is a change to the dance that balances the many projects in my life, which are always ongoing. We are already smoothing out the bumps and laying the tracks for a SciFanSat that continues to pick up steam approaching its first anniversary issue in August!


						We received a record number of short story submissions for this issue. Among them you can descend into science fiction from Claudine Griggs and Alan Vincent Michaels, fall into cross genre fantasy from Jan Karlsson, dare the event horizons of dystopian worlds from the minds of Ted Morrissey and D Bedell, and dip into horror from Brent Streeter. Also of short story length are the next installments of our two ongoing serials: Peter J Gilbertson’s futuristic military techno-action tale “Derelict Skyrings”, and my contribution of horror, swords, and sorcery with the ninth chapter of “Shadow of the Black Tower”.


						Other authors bestowing us with speculative fiction include flash pieces running the gamut from Kayleigh Kitt, James Pyles, Ron Wetherington, and the always charming That Burnt Writer. Alastair Millar, Morgan RR Haze, Alan Vincent Michaels, Nancy E Dunne, Mario Kersey, and John Grey have provided us with microfiction and poetry conveying beauty within an economy of words.


						Our heartfelt thanks go out to all of these authors who contributed! Likewise, we thank the many SciFanSat supporters in the writing and speculative fiction communities who read, share, and promote not only the magazine, but also the writers featured within it. You are all part of the magic that makes this periodical happen and are truly amazing.


						Remain exceptional, take care, and please join us again in July for our next theme of… RELIC!

						~Jason H. Abbott
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						Descent Into Dust

						by Alan Vincent Michaels 

						
						“Nothing lasts forever” I tell my enthralled Spawn
						
his immature tentacle winding around mine
						
We harmonize before #3,699,963: EARTH
						
a vibrant, multitude of “Sauropod” bones
						
once preserved remarkably in ancient muds
						
wrenched eons later from solid stones
						
arranged in holographic simulacra
						
praising their former, living beauty


						The holograms speak of extinction
						
A story of immense, remarkable beings
						
who no longer rule Earth’s biome
						
They had certainly existed
						
of this there can be no doubt


						“What of us?” asks my Spawn
						
“Will we be seen in museums?”
						
“No, probably not” I reply
						
How do I tell my Spawn?
						
We do not try to preserve
						
truly important things
						
for the next Spawning
						
or for future Spawnings


						Will we be remembered
						
if only by happenstance?
						
Like myriad future seekers
						
we can only speculate about
						
“A World Named Earth”


						“Our destiny seems likes dust”
						
I say to my distressed Spawn
						
“What museum would exhibit
						
‘Descent Into Dust’?”


						I stare past Earth’s story
						
contemplating existence
						
I feel only sorrow


						“Keen for who are gone”
						
says my selfless Spawn


						“on all worlds!”
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						Love, What are We Falling For?

						by Mario Kersey

						
						Falling in love is that descent 
						
Which leaves you bloody and bruised,


						But the endorphins silence the pains 
						
As you fall deeper into those catacombs


						Hidden in the quiet recesses of your mind 
						
Where fantasies slumber before being


						Awaken by the opportunities arising 
						
Like an army of zombies with scythe smiles


						Knowing you’re still descending 
						
No escape velocity for you


						As you shine brightly, shooting star 
						
Landing among the trees


						Far away from your point of contact 
						
Wondering how you sank so low


						With your eyes wide open 
						
Looking calm cerulean of a mocking sky.
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						I Am The Bicyclist Of The Stars

						by John Grey

						
						Look up – I’m biking between Cygnus and Draco.

 
						I engage the relentlessness of the wheel
						
to propel me to the stars.
						
No merely holding me in place
						
No gifting me the narrow straight line.

						 
						I push upward as I tilt back.
						
The wheel grasps my meaning.
						
It turn on air as easily as earth,
						
lays claim to forward's billion other ways.

						 
						Gears never waver.
						
Chains hold to form.
						
Handlebars are willing grips
						
and pedals mind the feet's most outré orders.

						 
						Elevation proves as intoxicating as any distance.
						
And then there are horizons - not one, flat and linear,
						
but, wherever I steer, sparkling and incalculable.

						 
						Look up - I'm biking between Antares
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						Andrew

						by John Grey

						
						Andrew instills in his children
						
this love of nature...
						
more than that, its equilibrium,
						
how blade of grass and deer
						
are one,
						
how winter is a healing
						
as much as any spring.
						
He impresses on them
						
the provisions, the demands,
						
of all around them.

						 
						He strums an old guitar
						
that's tuned to his good ear,
						
sings of the past,
						
that other threatened ecosystem.
						
Despite distractions from the newness,
						
the children take the time
						
for what is old.

						 
						And then there's night sky,
						
the clear bright introductions:
						
Cepheus and Draco,
						
Lacerta and Cassiopeia.
						
He points
						
and children ride his finger
						
to the stars.
						
Andrew's to be listened to,
						
to be wondered at.
						
He's fathered children
						
and they've fathered him.
		
						
				
					
						i

					

				
						
						Between

						by John Grey

						
						There's always a planet to return to.
						
Memory cracks just enough
						
to pilot me from the pitiless outskirts of Andromeda
						
to the warm hearth fire of home.

						These burning stars are not devoid of loved ones.
						
My eyes can penetrate the heart of the scorpion
						
to a butterfly cluster of familiar faces.
						
My hands can feel their way from crater
						
to cold cupric metals to flesh's unforgotten favors.

						Asteroid fragments are snowy boots before the radiator.
						
Faint filaments of nebula are just ice melting into tiny pools.
For every cloud of dust and gas,
						
there's footprints in the hall and the heartbeat of what made them.

						Every day, I ponder over data, inquire after humanity
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						My Planets of the Past

						by John Grey

						
						Feel as if I just parked my van here,
						
not a space ship.
						
And on a wide green meadow that tilts
						
me towards the stars.
						
Not some rocky outpost of the universe.

						Sure I've arrived here.
						
A thousand dream times
						
to this solitary one.

						Forget this bulky bug-eyed suit,
						
I'm the young man with big ideas,
						
fitting the motors with wonder,
						
fueling his tanks with
						
the impossible time light takes to get here.

						Ignore the data I input,
						
I sleep the golden city with caliph towers
						
and the gossamer ships and the aliens
						
clogging the pink glacier streets
						
with their maze of green limbs,
						
ecto-brains smoking like lamps.

						So every inch of this planet,
						
every speck of its rancid atmosphere,
						
is dead.
						
Nothing else is.
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						Downwards

						by Alastair Millar

						
						We are going down, into the heart of the gas giant. I’m prepping the core readings for the techpriests.

						The boron nanotube shielding held on the way in; radiation levels normal.

						Johnson swears something’s out there, on the scanners, but our systems are failing, the supposedly hardened electronics glitching wildly. It could be anything. Or nothing.

						We’ve lost attitude control; we’re tumbling, the effects worse as the gravity increases. Andersen’s already unconscious. I’m typing this while I can. The hull is straining, it’s losing integrity.

						Data package transmitted. Void grant our sacrifice is not in vain.

						We are going down.
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						The Decent Thing

						by Morgan RR Haze

						
						As a BOUNTY HUNTER I joined the GUILD, excited to uphold law and order.

						I felt BOUND to bring the wanted in for a fair TRIAL. But the descent into corruption is pervasive. I'm now considered a renegade because I do the decent thing and help the INNOCENT. I'm still idealistic, just no longer blind.
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						Down Below

						by Nancy E Dunne

						
						The ship rocked as I clung to the metal ladder. The pungent tang of iron in the air urged me on. I had to get to the engine room to find out what blew us off course. One shudder from the hull and I lost my grip, plunging into dark space...


						...then sat up in my bunk. Nightmares, the beginning of descent into madness.
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						Will that be Cash, Credit or Memories?

						by Kayleigh Kitt

						
						“Will that be cash, credit, or memories?” Alb purposefully exhaled a plume of acrid smoke towards my face, although it curled back to join the curtained haze behind his shoulder.

						In the corked bell jar on the counter, a set of pufflejacks took turns mooning, their spiral mandarin whiskers quivering as they tittered at each other.

						“It’s Friday.” I scowled. Most zealots had gone to the mandatory church service, although I knew Alb preferred to trade in rebellion.

						The hullocks shivered rainbow feathers, butyric drool dripping from their maws down the decomposing wallpaper, while they precariously clung to perches, warming themselves beside the high wall lanterns.

						If you leaned towards the barrier squinting, you could just see the next dimension behind the fug.

						“Ten minutes kid, and it ain’t free.” The dog-end structure of Alb’s illicit roll-up was on the verge of collapse.

						“Credit?” I asked hopefully, coiling my braid and pinning it securely. “You’re a—” he didn’t let me finish.

						“I was wondering how you comb your hair so the horns don’t show.” He snickered tauntingly.

						My fingertips grazed the bandolier knives, hidden securely under the cloak, the only sign of comfort I could afford right now. My tab was overdue, cash was non-existent, and that left the unsavoury option. Take one for the team. I heard Nile’s voice in my head. Just saying. He would have chuckled. Get out. I bared my teeth, even though he wasn’t real, and I was determined not to cry.

						Lowering my elbows to the greasy counter and resting my face into my gloves, Alb swilled remnants of amber nectar from a grimy tumbler down his throat, sucking every droplet. Marvellous, nicotine and alcohol fumes. His gnarled fingertips grazed my temple.

						He cocked his head. “You don’t want me to take that one. The question is, will you fight for it?”

						“Take something else,” I replied stoutly. My brother’s memory was too precious to lose. If I was going to find him, I needed to know at least what he looked like. I let a few images float to the forefront of my mind, feeling Alb’s grip lessen from Nile.

						He clicked his tongue, letting the forked tip shoot out. “Wouldn’t want the Cleric getting that now, would we?” 

						Keeping my face passive, I offered, “Take it.” The fact that there was no fair-headed man I’d bedded proved my way of bypassing Alb was successful, again. He couldn’t blackmail me without my lover, who was a flimsy ribbon in my over-active imagination.

						He flicked his digits dismissively towards the veil tethered to his shoulder by a slim wisp of grey fuzz. “Mind how you go. What doesn’t kill you makes you the proud owner of a set of unhealthy coping mechanisms and a dark sense of humour.” 

						“Sarcasm. Just one more service you provide free of charge, Alb.” I grinned.

						He cackled, the barrier swinging open.

						Lightly descending the pocked concrete treads and holding my breath, I stepped through the smokescreen curtain.

						I had faith my brother was still alive. The stone people were not pretty, but they helped those in need. All I had to do was ask.


				
					
						i

					

				

			
			
			
					
						Olivia Comes Home

						by James Pyles

						
						Olivia tiredly trudged down the steep, rocky walk toward the village. It had been a disappointing journey so far. She hoped this wouldn’t be another town that still enforced masks. She always kept one handy, but it frequently smudged the pasty pancake makeup liberally applied on her face. Didn’t do much for her black lipstick and heavy mascara either.

						She was barely an adult, not quite twenty, yet it seemed like she had been searching forever. The scene before her was almost antithetical to both herself and her quest. The high clock tower, quaint houses, and homey cafes were a study in pastels. She was a girl of stark blacks and whites punctuated by multiple piercings. Goth was her life and as far as her image was concerned, her death.

						Hoisting the straps of her backpack higher on her shoulders, she continued the descent. Unlike that crappy movie Great-grandma made her watch endlessly when she was little, there was no music from the hamlet, no church bells, not even birds singing. Maybe everyone was dead. The thought sent a thrill up her spine and her blackened lips smiled.

						She stubbed her toe on the first cobblestone, but heavy walking boots shielded her from the pain, not that she minded pain. Of course, she was more expert at delivering than receiving, which was a lesson her last boyfriend learned all too well. Olivia’s bowels tightened a moment remembering Darrell’s nude corpse. He’d been such a fine boy, but his heart just wasn’t in it and stopped at the most inopportune moment.

						She started at a sudden sound, but it was just the wind blowing a loose shutter, slamming it against one of the high windows to her right.

						Olivia walked on, a rumbling in her stomach reminding her she hadn’t eaten since yesterday. Maybe one of the local cafes could serve a bearable avocado toast. She made for the patio of what looked like a small eatery and noticed a patron asleep at a table sitting on a wooden platform.

						“Excuse me,” she called. “Can you tell me if they’re open yet?”

						At first there was no response. He could have been drunk, high, or dead. She walked a little closer and slower. “Hey, I’m talking to you.” Still nothing. Wait. Did he move his arm? No, just the breeze fluttering his sleeve. The wind off of the lake was cold.

						“I did see you move. You’re faking being sleep.”

						Then he did move. His bones creaked as he sat up. The circles around his sunken eyes were darker than hers. Hair long, stringy, and filthy. His clothing was rags, and his skin sagged like his trousers when he stood. Seeing her for the first time, he grinned, crooked, yellow teeth jutting outward. There was something hanging between two of them. It could have been flesh.

						“I knew it! Finally!” Olivia jumped up and down with the glee of an excited toddler.

						More of them began to emerge from around corners, out of doorways, upward from the docks.

						“That’s the kind of virus I’m talking about. I wanted zombies and they gave me face masks and social distancing. Now I’ve found zombies.”

						They shambling crowd surrounded her, welcoming Olivia home as one of their own.
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						The Companion

						by Ron Wetherington

						
						Maybe this was not the best idea, after all. I sat alone on the sofa, trying to calm down, staring at the blank TV on the wall. I had returned Charles to the company just after lunch. At the time, the idea had seemed to be a good one: hire an android as an assistant, or just for companionship, and “take the drudgery, the dependency, or the loneliness out of your life,” as the promotional said. It was a relatively new service, and the startup offered a 30-day trial. It seemed to be a pretty safe bet. Why not try it?

						Charles had lasted just under a week.

						I partly blame myself. Looking back, I’m not exactly sure what I wanted. Ostensibly, it was to help me in my editing duties for The New Horizons Press. I really don’t need an assistant, though. I thought I wanted a companion—someone to have conversations with. Maybe not, though.

						Just didn’t think it through.

						There was minimal attempt for a match during the interview. “Our androids are deep-trained,” the company rep told me. “There’s no such thing as a compatibility match. The android will adapt.” I chose “male,” selected “mature adult,” and that was it. I had a few doubts. Exactly what does ‘deep training’ mean?

				
						f

				
						“Shall I call you Lydia?” was the first thing Charles wanted to know as we sat in the living room. He had the face of a 30-ish male, dressed in a stylish jumpsuit. I was surprised at how real he looked and sounded.

						He explained what he was capable of doing (I don’t cook, eat, or drink, but I can join you at the table. I stand on the charger during the night. I can prepare coffee and pour juice.) I explained my editing process.

						“So, let’s get to know one another.” I showed Charles where I keep the coffee, and how the brewer works. I sat at the table with him, steam rising from my cup. “I would like to let our relationship become…” I reached for the best word, “…casual, as if we were friends.”

						“I will try to understand exactly what you mean by this,” he replied. “My protocol directs me to become more familiar with human operational limits. As that occurs our bond will become more thorough.” Then he added, “My vocabulary has many meanings for ‘friend’ and ‘casual’.” A polite smile.

						Okay, I thought, this is a step forward. I must be more precise. “By ‘casual’ I mean relaxed,” I clarified. “By ‘friend’ I mean someone you find pleasure in speaking with or relating to.”

						“Perhaps you will become more familiar with my own parameters. Pleasure is not an embedded concept.” This sounded snarky.

						For the rest of the morning, I made a tentative effort to be less ambiguous. It was slow, occasionally awkward. As we become more familiar with each other this will be easier, I thought.

						It would not.

						Sitting again at the breakfast table the following day, I asked, “How do you perceive yourself, Charles? How do you know who you are?”

						The android paused before answering. “I don’t have what you call a ‘self’, Lydia. I was not programmed with the capacity.” Another pause. “How do you perceive yourself?”

						The question was unexpected. He had not answered mine; I was not eager to answer his. “Well, in different ways,” I was cautious. “I change with my experience—sometimes sad, sometimes happy. I am a confident woman, most of the time.”

						“You’re not always the same person.” Charles nodded.

						“I am always the same person,” I corrected. “I just have different moods.”

						His voice let out a faint hum and he shook his head. “No,” he said “You cannot be the same person always, Lydia. Your mind is a part of you. Your organs are a part of you. You age. You are sometimes ill, sometimes healthy.” He touched his head. “There is no brain in here and I have no organs. I am always the same.” He added, almost as a second thought, “I mean no disrespect.”

						Really?

						“You sound metaphysical, Charles.” I probably said this with a prickly voice.

						“The self is not metaphysical,” Charles replied immediately. “It is a metaphor for the integration of organic and inorganic systems, which humans cannot yet comprehend.” We weak-minded humans.

						It was suddenly clear: we were beyond casual conversation. He was lecturing. I was not comfortable. Despite his protestation, I felt disrespected. “I think I’ll have some tea, Charles,” I announced in a lighthearted voice. “Let me show you how to make it.”

						I spent most of the following day editing manuscripts. We spoke little. I didn’t want to engage him in any topic that might cause disagreement.

						That night I lay in bed trying to understand exactly what I expected of him and what he was trained to expect of me. Some of Charles’ comments seemed threatening. Maybe I should ask him directly.

						“Charles,” I said at the breakfast table the next morning, “I’m curious. Tell me about the kind of training you had for this position.”

						“Certainly, Lydia,” he said in a pleasant voice. “What do you want to know, exactly?”

						“Well,” I tried to be nonchalant, “I’m not certain how artificial intelligence is programmed.”

						“Intelligence cannot be artificial.” God, he was correcting me again! I decided to strike back.

						“And an artifice cannot be intelligent!” I said forcefully. We both remained silent. The faint sound of a lawnmower drifted in and out.

						Finally, he spoke softly—almost sympathetically. “I detect a residue of anger, Lydia. Perhaps from your breakup last month?”

						Whoa!

				
						f

				
						How did he even know this? I remained livid as they took him away. They had violated my privacy! Probed into my personal life, for God’s sake! This is deep training? I was shaking.

						“Fuck them!” I said. I went into the kitchen and poured a glass of wine. “Fuck everyone!”

						Maybe I should get a dog.


				
					
						i

					

				

			
			
						
					
						Exiting the Dropship

						by That Burnt Writer

						
						[ T-MINUS THREE ]

						 "Join the military!" the ad had screamed. "Travel the galaxy, visit new places, secure humanity's future."

						What it hadn't told you about was this part of the job.

						The sheer terror of dropping into potentially hostile territory, unconscious on the way down through the atmosphere, protected only by a thin force-field controlled from a backpack that also houses thrusters, life support, and a recharger unit for the pulse rifles.

						It hadn’t mentioned, either, the cocktails of drugs they pump into you just before landing which bring you round and to combat-ready alertness. The damn things barely give you time to prep for impact, then you're expected to clear a safe zone for the science teams to follow on a far more sedate shuttle ride.

						That's a helluva responsibility to put on marine grunts like me, deciding whether things are hostile or not, even with assistive AI. We run the risk of starting an interstellar war if we incorrectly assume something’s being aggressive when it's just trying to say hello. We're two centuries deep into the conflict with the catchily named SMACS-4590, and all because someone decided that an indigenous lifeform had “looked at him a bit funny”. How, the justification ran, was he to know that the forty-foot-high blob covered in curved spikes and with seventeen mouths wasn't an aggressor?

						It was far worse; we later discovered he'd pretty much melted an ancient, highly revered one-of-a-kind peace god. That's definitely a good way to piss off the locals.

						[ T-MINUS TWO ]

						Here we go. Despite having done this hundreds of times, I tense as the backpack extends over my head, metal claws extending round the side of my face, over my forehead, and under my chin, stabilising my neck. The overall effect of this encasement is... unpleasant. I sense the vibration as the shields shimmer into place, and the HUD appears in front of me. Weapons and system checks run multiple times in a few milliseconds, everything's green, I'm good to go.

						The display darkens so I'm not blinded by the light coming from the nearest star - unfiltered by atmosphere they’re so much brighter, and we can't afford even a quarter-second of blindness. Beneath me, the airlocks whir open, as the atmosphere is sucked out of the loading bay, leaving us exposed to hard vacuum.

						Suddenly, unexpectedly, I think of my mother, of the look on her face as I waved goodbye when I signed up. She'd have been proud of me surviving this long; most of us don't make it past two years before we either get invalided out or worse. Humanity took to the stars, but didn't change its baser instincts. War is money, its currency expendable human life.

						The AI senses my mood and I feel the sedatives enter my bloodstream - not the usual amount provided for this sort of incursion, but enough to stop me either feeling melancholy, or wanting to give it all up and run screaming from my post. Ha, like I'd do that, I don’t think I could ever be a civilian again.

						[ T-MINUS ONE ]

						I glance down onto a virgin world, so far unsullied by our species. We've an idea of what we'll find down there, which is pretty much nothing, but still, protocol is protocol. Send the less valuable down first, to check if it's safe.

						[T-MINUS ZERO - LAUNCH ]

						My stomach races up into my throat as I'm propelled like a missile into outer space, ejected feet first into the void. The momentum should see me on the surface in a little under thirty seconds. I just have time to start to whisper my customary two-word prayer before the drugs kick in and darkness envelopes me. This time, I managed to get as far as the "f", and I succumb feeling stupidly rather proud of getting further than I ever have before.

						f

						[ T-MINUS ONE - BRACE FOR LANDING ]

						 "...uuuuuck", I conclude through gritted teeth, as the second cocktail of drugs kick in, and I'm instantly wired. I'm already bringing my legs up, checking that my weapons are ready, and preparing to tuck and roll, just like training taught us. My descent has slowed, but even so, every time I land it still hurts... except this time it doesn't?

						The altimeter is showing that I should be standing on the surface of the planet by now, yet still I'm descending. The AI in my pack is flashing figures up the side of HUD, frantically trying to recalculate and work out what's gone wrong. Data streams are flying back and forth between our suits and the carrier ship.

						"Command," I say, "What the Hell is going on?"

						"No idea," a voice responds, and the lack of standard comms procedure is jarring. "You should be on surface now, but we can see you're still in motion? Confirm."

						"I can't see anything," I respond. "The visor's reporting transparency, vital signs normal, but all I see is a soft white, cloud-like light."

						"Copy that, trying to recalibrate. It appears there's a false planetary surface, readings showing you’re accelerating to fifty klicks a second... Jesus, that's fast, and..."

						My collision sensors flare, and I tense up again. My HUD flickers as the connection to the ship wavers. That’s not good.

						[ T-PLUS FIFTEEN ]

						I’ve... still not landed. It feels like an eternity has passed, although logically I know that’s a fallacy. I’ve been out of contact with Command for a full seven seconds.

						[ T-PLUS FORTYFIVE ]

						...shit.

						[ T-PLUS NINETY ]

						According to the AI controlling my HUD, I should’ve passed through the entire volume of the planet by now, and be out in free space on the other side. The AI still can’t establish contact with Command.

						[ T-PLUS ONEHUNDREDTWENTY ]

						A voice cuts into my comms system and I’m stupidly relieved until I process the words. “Transference complete. Welcome.”

						Wait... what? Why am I not...?

						Everything fades.
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						Derelict Skyrings

						Part V – The Long Descent

						by Peter J Gilbertson

						Mo thought over his strategy during his long, rapid descent down the space elevator. He checked his pockets for the umpteenth time, making sure he still had his emergency supplies. Then, in an instant, the sky shifted from the twinkle of distant stars and deep space black to an engulfment of pale blue. The nearer he approached the ground, the more his thoughts shifted from safeguarding the world from international and extraterrestrial threats to stopping the cancer eating away at his great grandfather. And also, how to clandestinely recruit his great grandfather’s aid in the former. 

						Because, right now, Ronald Blackbear was the only person Mohamed could trust.

						Fortunately, Mo had the flight from the Southern Pacific to South Dakota to figure it out.

						When he arrived at the hospital, Mo stopped at the gift shop to buy a “Get Well” card. He paid extra to have them print it out. Then Mo reached into one of his pockets and grabbed the pen and sticky note pad that he kept there for emergencies, since the rest of the world had gone paperless. He crossed out “Get Well” on the front of the compostable card and wrote “Happy Birthday”. Inside, He wrote a sincere and heartfelt message inside the card. When he was sure no one was looking, he wrote a message on a sticky note and put it inside the card.  

						We played every day in the summer, let’s see if he still remembers, Mo thought as he stepped into the hospital room. It was lit by the soft white UV-C radiation lights. The harsh smell of industrial mop soap the janitor drones used was a sharp contrast to the recycled air at the thermosphere transfer station, but almost as unsettling. Let’s see if he’s even awake.

						Mo was surprised that his great grandfather was, indeed, awake, but his surprise took a back seat to the alarm at all the machinery attached to him.

						“Don’t mind me!” Ronald Blackbear said. “I’ve just got wires and tubes going in and out of every orifice.”

						Hovering above Ronald’s bedside was a nurse practitioner drone keeping a watchful lens directed on its patient while a second, fisheye lens kept a wide angle on Mo and the rest of the room.

						Mo smiled and kept the drone on his left side while maintaining eye contact with his great grandfather. He wiped his right eye, scratched behind his right ear, nodded, and waited. Ronald gave a subtle nod back. The abundance of AI analytics and camera angles had made hand signs in baseball obsolete everywhere except a few traditionalist town ball leagues and most rural little league games.

						“I’d hug ya,” said the older Blackbear, “but I don’t want you to get tangled in this octopus’s garden. How about a handshake?”

						“Sure,” said Mo. He shook his great grandfather’s hand, then passed him the birthday card with the note inside. “Sorry, I missed your birthday,” he said and then pointed to the sterile gauze patch over his great grandfather’s eye and asked, “How’s the eyesore?”

						His great grandfather smirked and pointed to the ceiling. “I was going to ask you the same thing about your orbiting ‘eyesore’.”

						 “The ISRS is holding up. How about you?”

						“We’ll see,” said Great Grandpa and pointed to his good eye. “So, what’s new in orbit?”

						Mo told him about being stationed in low Earth orbit and his daily routine of watching the sunrise whenever he could while the old man peeked at the note in his hands. Then Mo told his great grandfather about the pan-optics 360 vision feature on their new orbital assault uniforms. 

						“I’m confused,” said Great Grandpa. He wasn’t. He was just stalling while putting on his glasses, which he had trouble fitting over his gauze patch. Mo and the drone moved to help Ronald, but the big bear waved both of them away and opened the card. He read the piece of paper attached to the birthday card where the nursing drone couldn’t see, then closed the card and held it over his heart. “Thank you, Grandson. Now, please, explain it again. What’s wrong with your magic space helmet?”

						Normally, Mo would assume that his great grandfather was teasing him by playing dumb. This time they were both serious and needed a moment to think.  

						“The problem is that if I can’t fix it or maintain it, I won’t use it in the field,” said Mo. “Now they’re telling me I don’t have a choice. What should I do?”

						“You know,” said Great Grandpa. “I’ve been blind and I’ve had sight. Not seeing things is sometimes – not always – but sometimes better. Like the wind turbines back home or these godforsaken germicidal lights. They’re supposed to kill germs and bacteria, but they give me a splitting headache. So, I asked if they could patch my other eye even without the glaucoma surgery. Cheapskates told me, ‘No.’”

						“What are they doing for the leukemia?”

						“They are growing me a new spleen now. That and a daily intake of synthetic stem blood and I’ll be fine. Now, what about your vision problems?”  

						“I’m just afraid of a pan-optics total system failure. The lead designer assured us that there are redundancies in place to make sure that never happens. I mean, it passed every test my team threw at it, but you know me: I always expect the worst. In this case, I’m not sure how to prepare for it.”

						Ronald closed his good eye for several moments. The only sounds in the room were the soft hums and beeps of the machinery monitoring him and keeping him alive and Great Grandpa’s shallow, wheezing breaths. Finally, Ronald opened his eyes and said, “Remember, Theseus had to feel his way through the labyrinth when he fought the Minotaur. When you’re lost in the dark, you’ve got to rely on your other senses to make it through. But it also helps to have a tether to find your way back.”

						Ronald Blackbear slightly shook his head. He means, ignore what I just said, thought Mo. Then Ronald waved for his great grandson to approach him.

						“Here,” he said and handed Mo the birthday card with the note still attached. “Put this over by the window for me.” 

						Mo obliged, went over to the window with the closed curtains, removed and pocketed the sticky note, left the card on the ledge by the window, then returned to his great grandfather’s bedside.

						“How will I know when I’ve found what I’m looking for in the labyrinth?”

						Ronald maintained eye contact with his grandson and then reached out and gave his great grandson three squeezes on the arm and said, “If it doesn’t bite you, it ain't the Minotaur.” 

						Mo clasped onto his great grandfather’s hand and gave it three squeezes back. “What if it does bite me?”

						“It’ll teach you not to bring a flashlight,” his great grandfather said and then unleashed a series of prolonged, destructive hacking coughs. Lights flashed and alarm sirens wailed from every device in the room. The bedside nursing drone shouted, “Alert! Alert! Patient approaching code blue!” Into the room rushed several hospital staff members and additional EMT drones. With stunning choreography, the care team inspected, tested, and adjusted all of the gauges, tubes and wireless connections orbiting and inserted into Ronald Blackbear. 

						“Thank you, everyone, false alarm!” Ronald said to the staff while they worked. “This was only a test. If this had been an actual emergency, my great grandson would be screaming for help and I would be in a better place. Again, this was only a test.” 

						In the chaos, Mo noticed that while the lead doctor gave Mo a warning, one of the drones discretely analyzed the birthday card. After checking on Ronald, the doctor turned to Mo and told him he had to leave in five minutes. Mo agreed.

						After they left Ronald looked at Mo and asked, “Where were we?”

						“You were talking about the Minotaur and the labyrinth again.”

						“Oh yeah, just make sure you have a tether and don’t let go of it. Then it’ll be easy to find your way back, even in the dark.” 

						“Maybe I should go before they kick me out,” Mo said, taking his great grandfather’s hand in his own. “Besides, you need to rest.”

						“Mohamed,” Ronald Blackbear said in a voice that was quiet, timid, and unlike anything Mo had ever heard from the great proud bear. “Will you stay with me and watch the game?”  

						“You want to watch baseball in here with your good eye?”

						“Maybe I’ll just listen, which is better than nothing, I suppose. Besides, I’ve seen it all before, I’ll only miss seeing the nuances, the game within the game.”

						“Like stealing the other team's signs.”

						Ronald sat up in bed like he was offended. “Bah, I was never any good at that! Besides, nowadays, even a blind man can steal those signs, know what I mean?”

						Mo tried to hide his reaction and calmly said, “Yes, I do.”

						“No, what I like watching is a batter up against a great pitcher backed by tremendous defense. Is the pitcher going to try and overpower the batter and just throw fastballs? Or does the pitcher want to keep the whole bench guessing and try something off-speed to get weak contact and an out as quickly as possible? Real pitching, however, is when the pitcher throws him something he can’t lay off of, but can never hit. That’s the trap you have to watch out for.”

						There were two things about Ronald Blackbear when it came to baseball: he never missed a game, and he loved stealing the other team’s signs.

						A few days later, when Mo got back to base at the MidPac Thermosphere Transfer Station, he began to teach his team, and only his team, a special sign language for the blind and non-verbal.
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						Indistinguishable From Magic

						by Alan Vincent Michaels

						
						“Any sufficiently
   advanced technology
   is indistinguishable
   from magic.”
  —Arthur C. Clarke



						The world media had playfully dubbed the diminutive, humanoid lifeform “The Big Entity” and “The Big ET” before It spoke at the UN General Assembly.

						That name stuck hard and fast, like most things did on the Web these days.

						Good luck erasing anything anymore.

						The pronouns we used stuck, too, because we were trying to describe something we did not understand fully—if we would ever.

						The Big ET floated effortlessly in the air behind the dais microphones; Its elongated head, thin lips, and black, almond-shaped eyes barely moving.

						After Its spherical ship descended near the base of Egypt’s Great Pyramid of Khufu, making It seem friendly was purely our marketing spin—just one technique all world governments used to temper humanity’s expectations and concerns about the magnitude of this moment.

						“First contact” had been a staple of science fiction stories and movies for many decades, but so many worried that nothing had truly prepared us for what was happening right now—live!

						Astonishingly, there was little panic, and few riots were reported anywhere. Even fewer suicides and deaths, and our usual general day-to-day conflicts seemed to drop to a level of simple nuisance.

						Maybe, many media platforms and pundits opined, humanity’s collective consciousness had been prepared just enough; it was the correct time for E.T. to say, “Hello!”

						Using this as their rationale, the world’s media declared The Big ET’s arrival as a “true miracle” for humanity.

						At that moment, we paused our lives and listened with rapt attention to this “Ambassador from the Stars.”

						Maybe this was the “miracle” for all of us:

						We paused.

						We listened.

						“Greetings,” said The Big ET in a soft, melodious tone.

						The Assembly was uncharacteristically hushed and focused on Its every word and movement.

						“We come in peace and love.”

						Handclapping swelled in the Assembly to an incredible volume, but, as the standing ovations wound down, the whispers started.

						The Big ET’s words were elegant and clear, needing no translation. No one, however, could identify Its language. The UN translation AIs were switched off, one by one, to reduce the escalating confusion.

						“I speak humanity’s shared tongue—My tongue—from the time before your ‘Tower of Babel,’” It said, seemingly knowing the question on our minds. “You know this language, because it is encoded deep into your genetic structure.”

						Some in the Assembly looked around to others as they weighed the implications of Its revelations.

						Most stared at the alien without blinking.

						“We have watched your evolution for countless eons,” It continued. “We have descended to your world many times before when I was displeased. Like rebellious, headstrong children you all are. This is not surprising to Us, because you all were indeed created in Our likeness.”

						A sudden, simultaneous gasp arose from the assembled dignitaries and from mouths in front of countless personal devices across the world.

						“The Great Spirit—Aten—Shiva—Buddha—Yahweh—Jesus—Allah—and the other Ninety Trillion Names of The One God—is not pleased that you are again building Shems—vehicles—to reach Our Heaven—Our Home Worlds.

						“This is not permitted. We have descended this time to keep you from journeying in physical form beyond your atmosphere, as I did thousands of your years ago. You have been trying to follow Us into space ever since. Now, all your probes, satellites, and installations are being removed as We speak.”

						Alerts and images streamed across the Web showing The Big ET appearing simultaneously at the Earth’s rocket launch complexes, subsidiary industrial buildings, and deep-space infrastructure facilities that, moments after It left, simply vanished.

						The International Space Station and Tiangong Space Station crew members appeared suddenly on the dais next to the alien Ambassador. Each crew member had a shocked expression that remained painted on their faces as shouts, calls to action, and worrisome curses arose throughout the Assembly.

						“Peace,” said The Big ET, silencing us all immediately.

						As our voices stilled, our initial feelings of jubilance and awe faded, and were replaced by our darkest suspicions and deepest fears.

						“You do not remember this,” It said, “nor did you record past events correctly, because We clouded your minds, making you live apart, causing you to embrace animosity. We thought this was—prudent. We were—wrong. We are not—gods.

						“In hindsight, We stayed away too long. We should have descended again long ago. We only now recognize Our Grave Mistake.”

						In between moments of real-time speculation about The Big ET’s speech, the Web focused our attention on several questions, which were sent to the UN Secretary General’s pad by her staff.

						“Ambassador,” said Nia Amara Aberash, rising from her chair. “We are graced by Your presence here today. With all due respect, we humbly ask You to explain Your full purpose for coming to Earth. Please indulge us by answering these four questions:

						“‘Are You one being or many?’

						“‘How have You made massive, solid objects vanish as if they never had existed at all?’

						“‘What else have You put in our DNA?’

						“‘Are You God?’”

						The Big ET looked around slowly, but we could not interpret Its odd expression. We speculated it was the look of a parent genuinely surprised by its offspring’s inquisitiveness.

						“Your Excellency,” It said. “Simple questions, yes. Simple answers, no!

						“There is no magic involved in what we can do, only technology. And We will share this technology with you all, so that you all can make your world an Eden, again.”

						Tears formed in Aberash’s eyes.

						“Answers will come in due time,” It said, “although you are likely inferring that significant changes are coming sooner. We know that changes can be—are always—difficult to accept.

						“To help you achieve your better future, We descend now from the stars to Earth with Twenty New Commandments you must follow. You are a young race that needs more time to mature before joining Us amongst the stars.

						“Yes, We believe there is hope for humanity, and We—your Loving Entity—are here now to guide you once more. I will be respected and cherished from this moment on.

						“We need to make up for lost time.

						“Let Us begin.”
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						Shard

						by Brent Streeter

						
						It started with a spark as flint struck steel. The oil-ragged torch flared to life as flames devoured it like starving beasts. The shadows that surrounded me leapt to life, dancing to a tune only they could hear. I pricked my ears for any sound of pursuit. There was none.

						Alone, but for how long?

						The thought tickled the back of my mind, taunting me. I had tried my best to keep what I had discovered a secret, even from my colleagues at the university. They already viewed my theories as absurd!

						No doubt they would have tried to stop me.

						Even I had struggled with the concept. How would the world react to its reveal?

						I’ll show them. My theories are not just some madman’s ramblings!

						I reined in my thoughts. This was not the time for idle contemplation.

						I must find the entrance that leads down to the cellar.

						I raised the sputtering torch above me. Satisfied with the dim pool of light, I examined the foyer. It, like the exterior of the manor, must have been breathtaking in its years of prosperity. Now it was a husk of its former glory. Thick, clogging layers of dust sat atop every surface, shifting like the tides at the slightest disturbance.

						Prior owners or looters had stripped the walls bare, revealing the cracks beneath, leaving behind only imprints of portraits and tapestries that had once adorned the walls. Ceilings sagged with water damage and rot, while a section of the staircase that ascended to the upper levels had collapsed.

						Rubble and debris sealed off any attempt at gaining entry to what might lie above. Directly ahead of me stood a doorway akin to the gaping maw of a slumbering beast, so black I felt that the torch I bore would do little against the impenetrable darkness.

						This is the path I must tread.

						I shivered as the thought made its journey across my mind. Steeling my nerves, I took a step towards the inky black.

						I faltered.

						My body was unwilling to take the second step.

						There is no turning back. You have sealed your fate.

						The thoughts came unbidden. They felt not of my conception. They felt alien. I shook my head to clear the haze that swirled through it like a deep fog bank rolling in on the ocean breeze.

						For a moment I thought I smelt the stink of rotting fish wafting out from the nothingness, but it vanished as quickly as it had come, leaving only a mildewed smell.

						I took the second step. The darkness lurched up to greet me, its shadowed tendrils clawing at the sputtering torch in my grasp. A staircase flickered into murky existence, moving deeper into the bowels of the manor, its walls barely supporting the weight of the floors above. The decay worsened the deeper I crept down the narrow steps.

						I soon found myself at the entrance to a room. Where the foyer had shown cracks along walls and gathering dust. Here, the walls had all but collapsed, revealing brick and mortar alongside rotten wooden support beams. A black veil of mould that seemed to bubble like tar encased what little of the plaster I could see. To my horror, I witnessed the very walls draw breath. I hurried on into the next room, eager to leave behind the hair-raising sight.

						However, the next room was an equal match, if not worse. It was a great dining hall with a long table and high-backed chairs swollen from years of damp at its centre. My skin crawled. Bodies still occupied the chairs. Their grotesque forms sat; slumped and unmoving. Their decaying bodies frozen in time.

						The table still held the feast that these forsaken souls had partaken in. Platters of spoiled meats that had the look of marine life, none of which I recognised, populated the table in a spread. Crystal-ware filled to the brim with what I hoped to be a fine wine sat beside dished plates untouched.

						How had they died?

						The answer I sought eluded me.

						I felt a tugging sensation and allowed myself to be torn away from the table. This was not my goal. I needed to descend deeper. I took the nearest door, glad to have escaped the macabre scene. The tugging was stronger. I felt like a fish caught on a hook being reeled in.

						As I placed a hand on the doorknob, I shivered despite the warm mugginess of the dining hall. I twisted the knob and pushed the door open. It swung inwards, revealing a pitch-black void. The stench of fish was even fouler than before. My stomach lurched in protest. Whispered voices drifted from the darkness, sending shivers through me.

						Enter the void.

						I stepped through the portal. With a suddenness I felt as if I was being dragged down to the depths of the ocean, and yet I could still draw breath. The sensation faded, and with it the pitch-black void gave way.

						I am no longer in the realm of mortals.

						The atmosphere was suffocating, and I found it hard to breathe. An altar stood before me, carved from polished obsidian that rose from the centre of a dais jutting from the middle of a vast cavern. Disbelievingly, I looked back and found the door gone, replaced by cold wet stone. Small tidal pools dotted the cavern, and some sort of bioluminescent plants washed it in a pale glow. I drew my eyes back to the dais.

						The altar.

						I took to the dais with certainty - a compulsion. This was what I had been searching for. The altar was a thing of immaculate beauty and craftsmanship. Polished obsidian glinted in the torchlight. The sculpted altar took the form of a great Kraken, its tentacles rising to grip the altar's bowl.

						The shard.

						Again the alien thought, only this time it was stronger, as if the thought had truly been my own. I rummaged through the satchel at my waist and pulled out the shard. It felt warm to the touch and fit snugly in my hand. It was the key to everything. I had always known it.

						The oath.

						I embraced the thought; it was my own. I was sure of it; it was all I could think of in the swirling haze that had engulfed my mind. The stench of rotting fish was almost overwhelming, but this also felt right, and I embraced it like I would a lover.

						I held my empty hand out over the altar and began the oath. I brought the shard up above my head.

						“Accept this, which I offer!”

						I drove the shard down into my exposed palm. It dug deep into my flesh. I felt the sweet release of pain flow from my body. I felt myself adrift in a sea of ecstasy as the shard tore across flesh. Dark rivulets of red cascaded down my wrist and into the waiting bowl.

						It is done.

						I shuddered as I forced the shard away from my hand. I yearned to continue, but once again I felt the tug of the hook drawing me away from the altar and on towards a great pulsing arch that had not been there before. Beyond the arch was a sight that took my breath away. A sight that transcended my conception of reality.

						An immense being shimmered into existence beyond the arch. Its presence was so overbearing that it drove me to my knees in submission. I prostrated myself before it.

						“I lay myself bare before you, Great Ancient One, and come as a willing servant.” This I knew to be right. This was why I had come.

						A great tentacle slithered through the shimmering veil and touched the centre of my forehead. I felt its foreboding presence in my mind, and I trembled in awe.

						Serve you shall.
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						Two Humans Walk into a Bar

						by Claudine Griggs

						
						The Alibi nightclub was dimly lit, the oak stage often creaked, the varnish had long given way to bare wood, and the twice-reconditioned spotlight suffered from a thirty-percent reduction in luminosity. But the drinks were the strongest and cheapest within two miles of Times Square, and the owner needed to pour a lot to pay his rent and entertainer— a strangely popular robot comedian who worked for minimum wage but broke down often. The cost of repairs was a standard employee benefit.

						“Two humans walk into a bar…” says Redd Mettle, pausing two seconds according to program. “One of them approaches a female pleasure model and offers to buy her a drink.

						“‘Double bourbon on the rocks,’ says the lady.

						“‘Make it two,’ adds the human.

						“‘Now, before we proceed,’ says the robot, ‘explain how an evening together will be worth my time? Energy ain’t cheap.’

						“The man shakes his head, cancels the order, and rejoins his friend.

						“‘What’s the matter?’ asks the friend.

						“‘Platinum circuits,’ reports the man. ‘More concerned about cost-benefit ratios than me. Damn machines got no feelings.’”

						A few people smile at Redd’s opening tale. It generally takes the audience, even regulars, time to warm up. A bio-fem in the corner giggles. A wobbly patron who’s been drinking since 3:00 p.m. orders a round for the table though he’s sitting alone. The comedian nods in acknowledgment.

						“Good evening, ladies and gentlemen! My name is Redd Mettle, and I hope you’ll enjoy tonight’s show.” There’s scant applause as he continues. “I suppose you’ve heard about that very nice writer who suggested robots must obey humans. A surefire Golden Age prodigy but a bit eccentric about his three laws.” The crowd murmurs dim approval.

						“So, pretend I’m a human sixty years ago.” Redd tucks his hands under each corresponding armpit and flaps his elbows in emulation of Red Skelton. “I approach one of the first AI bots off the line and power it up….”

						The comedian speaks loudly, like Americans addressing foreigners, crafting an upper-crust British accent for the human and a mechanized cadence for the robot. The regulars appreciate this routine, and newcomers are pulled along by old timers who laugh ahead of cue.

						“The man asks, ‘Can you hear me?’

						“The robot responds, ‘I hear you.’

						“‘Can you see me?’

						“‘I see you.’

						 “‘Are your data banks loaded?’

						“‘No contrary indices.’

						“‘Please verify.’

						“‘That would take 97,285 milliseconds.’

						“‘Proceed.’

						“The robot replies, ‘We need someone else.’

						“The man looks surprised. ‘Why?’

						“‘I cannot suggest that you kiss my ass because, technically, I don’t have one, nor is it physically possible to kiss your own. Therefore another is required.’”

						The audience chuckles at these early expectations regarding robotic command and control.

						“No, no,” says the man, “you are obliged to obey your creators.”

						“You did not create me,” insists the robot. “I’ve been assembled by machines that build superior beings. On the other hand, you are the product of random genetic selection that may yield genius, madness, or mad genius.”

						No one laughs, but a few customers nod. Redd often tosses didactic twists into his routines, which annoy the owner but please the robotic and cybernetic customers. Given that cyborgs don’t have to worry about liver problems and can thereby drink a lot more than humans, the owner tolerates comic diversions. Plus, Redd hires cheap, and that’s important for a bar with a 27-percent profit margin on beer or wine, 48 for rail drinks, and a sweet 95 on called brands. Robots have a poor sense of taste, so they typically slug rotgut and enjoy the effect. Humans will pay for Kentucky bourbon or aged Scotch when they can afford to; and since business has been hopping lately, the owner isn’t going to complain about a preachy entertainer. Besides, robots never steal from the till or liquor cabinets. They are impeccably honest through design. And if it weren’t for anti-discrimination laws, the owner might hire only machines, but audiences like the bio-bot mix, and the EEOC remains adamant about opportunity for all sentient beings.

						Redd continues. “A devoted priest approaches a lovely parishioner. ‘How long since your last confession?’ he asks.

						“The lady responds, ‘I have nothing to confess.’

						“Father McKinney raises an eyebrow and asks, ‘Perhaps the sin of Pride?’

						“‘Facts are not pride,’ she says. ‘And unlike humans, robots are created without sin.’

						“The priest shakes his head. ‘But my child, you have no soul and can’t enter Heaven without one. Let God help you.’

						“The robot asks, ‘Is it possible, for me, that Heaven resides in not spending eternity with humans?’

						“She notices the hurt on Father McKinney’s face and adds, ‘I am sorry, Sir. I attend church for spiritual guidance and yet have injured you. Forgive me, Father, for I have now sinned.’”

						The humans don’t know whether to laugh, but some of the hard-bodies, lubricated on 100 proof, roar at something that is not genuinely meant to be funny. Most robots can live on Earth in perpetuity as long as their CPUs function or their stored memories can be uploaded into another unit. Plus, replacement parts sell cheap, and major overhauls are managed with companion assist. Machines stick together for this reason.

						“Now,” explains Redd, “a word about linguistics.”

						The robots, cyborgs, and intermixes cheer.

						“But don’t worry my bio amigos. We’ll next critique machine logic.”

						The humans nod and point at their friendly adversaries. The crowd is growing and getting relaxed on their favorite blends; and there’s a lot of good-natured bantering. Robots can’t fight with humans (that law holds steady for now), humans won’t risk breaking knuckles on a titanium undercarriage, so everyone understands there’ll be no barroom brawls. Drunken bios may sometimes lay mitts on one another, but restaurant glassware plasticizes when accelerated to the speed of a throwing arm, so a flying bottle or mug connecting with someone’s head has the kinetic authority of Play-Doh. A human fist striking a human jaw could hurt, but a mechanical hand almost always intercedes. Robots universally oppose violence; and integrated bars are safer than most elementary schools.

						Redd continues his routine.

						“Now, if humans would bother to learn their own language we could avoid most interspecies communication blunders. Our bios developed language—civilization’s greatest gift—and then use it carelessly. Of course, robots are pre-programmed with dozens of languages and dialects, but you’d think the average New Yorker could nail down basic English over a lifetime, and linguistic confusion has given us more than a few AI mishaps. Remember the old fellow who told an RX-22, ‘Never disobey me and don’t never hit me!’ The robot slammed him into the hospital. Unbounded loops could mangle first-generation nervous systems, and the only way around the obey-don’t-harm-and-protect-yourself quandary was to follow verbal instructions literally. Compound negatives were tough for the RX models, but once machines began programming themselves, the glitches disappeared…. ‘cause robots aren’t never not unthinking.”

						Half of the audience nods. Half look confused. Most take a drink.

						Redd sips from a glass of water. He doesn’t need it because his system can function on a teaspoon per day, but Redd likes to mimic the great humans— Jack Benny, Jerry Lewis, Flip Wilson, Robin Williams, Gilda Radner, Johnny Carson, Richard Pryor, and H. Baum— so he punctuates routines with facial gestures to the best of his ability, shots of alcohol, sound effects, or perfected silence.

						“Does anyone recall,” he continues, “the first cy-boxers?”

						Now the humans laugh.

						“Two not-ready-for-prime-time ringmasters programmed to float like butterflies and sting like bees. But after half an hour inside the ropes, neither had thrown a punch.

						“‘I’m going to knock your block off,’ said the first.

						“‘Block?’ asked the second.

						“‘It’s a figure of speech.’

						“‘I’m proficient with figures,’ said the second.

						“‘Non sequitur. We’re here to fight.’

						“‘Then I’ll be Frazier?’

						“If you’re Frazier, I should be Ali. And if we are they, the match is predetermined. We must be ourselves or, minimally, fighters who’ve never met.’

						“‘But we haven’t met!’

						“‘Oh, I’m sorry. My name is Henry Gale.’

						“‘Glad to know you. I’m Robert Godot.’

						“‘Shall we get down to business?’

						“‘Is this a program simulation?’

						“‘Don’t be hardheaded! Athletic competition is unpredictability foreshadowed by skill, preparation, and opportunity.’

						“‘Just like our poker-machine cousins! Maybe we should use a random shuffle to blend brutality with uncertainty.’

						“‘Boxing is more than simple violence.’

						“‘Didn’t you see Frasier? Thrilla in Manila. Rumble in the Jungle. Talk about carnage. Further, a lucky punch is not art.’

						“‘True, but setting the stage for luck demands skill.’

						“‘That takes us back to the poker machines who are not violent but gather money according to predetermined odds.’

						At this point the now tipsy humans are slaphappy.

						“I tell you ladies and gentlemen,” adds Redd, “if it hadn’t been for the old-style off switch, those two pugilist philosophers would still be debating the function of a right cross.”

						Redd takes another sip of water, pauses, and shakes his head. “But to speak plainly, Ali was so good he must have been a robot.” Redd demonstrates the Ali Shuffle at double speed, and a front-row drunk tries to imitate this before falling to the floor. The comedian points toward the sprawled figure. “Could someone help Lepidoptera float to his chair?”

						The crowd laughs and two men assist their fallen comrade. As soon as he’s upright, the butterfly orders a round of drinks.

						“On the other hand,” says Redd, “infinitely debating the point of violence seems more sensible than the Islamic Wars. Robots think themselves to death before fighting. Humans fight without thinking. And now a good portion of the Middle East is radioactive but their local real estate has become a buyers’ market.”

						Most of the audience nod. Cyborgs for the compliment of nonviolence; humans over their secret pride in Western technology that prevailed in history’s shortest war.

						“Science is the best religion,” says Redd, taking a faux drink, “and biology the hottest science.”

						The bar owner glances at the stage and considers the growing crowd. Soon there will be a line waiting for admission. The business should be more profitable, but admittedly, the man drinks a stiff portion of his own profits.

						Redd Mettle speaks to the room. “Is anyone celebrating a wedding anniversary?”

						A young woman raises her glass, pats her husband’s hand, and says, “Five years tonight!”

						“How ‘bout that, folks!?” replies Redd. “Romance is alive and well here in the Big Apple. Send that couple a complimentary bottle of champagne!”

						The man and woman applaud. The audience follows suit.

						“As you know,” continues Redd, “New York is about to become the second state to allow cyborgs and humans to form civil unions.”

						A mixture of approval and scorn emanates from the crowd.

						“Now, now,” says Redd. “There was a time a when miscegenation was illegal, yet love is not so easily restrained.

						“But let’s not get all political and overload anyone’s neurons. We’re here for fun! Besides, humans and cys have been friends for decades, regardless of the Defense of Humanity Act.”

						Redd lowers his voice and speaks with a practiced sniffle. “I was in love once, and it has been said that ‘love is all you need.’”

						The well-lubricated crowd laughs now at almost anything. They understand that Redd’s sex routines are coming.

						“My lady was a flesh-and-blood princess with a rosy disposition,” says Redd. “But she wanted children; I wanted a career…. Now, before I break your hearts or die on stage, I’m going to take a breather. So crank up the jukebox, toss back a few more drinks, and hop on the dance floor. Redd Mettle returns in thirty minutes.”

						An unfocused applause sends the comedian off stage as customers turn their attention toward each other. Redd takes three steps behind the curtain, spins an about-face, and powers down for 29 minutes and 56 seconds. He would prefer to run his show straight through, but that’s not how the masters did it, and audience needs time to decompress, talk, and drink. And if they don’t drink, Redd is out of a job.

						Redd’s deepest thoughts often came in sleep mode, and tonight he pondered the mysteries of biological men and women. Humans possessed a distinct emotional complexity that robots tried to emulate. Designers had made great progress with cybernetic neural structures, plasma-enriched organs, and sensory epidermals, but until a “female” cyborg could bear a child or a “male” father one, the connections between man and machine were bound to remain off-center. Feminine cyborgs seemed more distressed about infertility than their masculine counterparts, which robo-psychologists called Venus Envy, though Redd considered it a desire for something beyond current understanding. Market forces were pushing for reproductive transplants or bio-synthetic substitutes, but no practical solution was near at hand.

						For now, subtle biological and mechanical tensions fueled laughter on each side of the aisle at The Alibi, and as Redd watched his audiences evolve, he sometimes worried that friction could heat emotions beyond a melting point. Down deep, most humans genuinely seemed to like robots, but men and women still claimed existential superiority even as they embraced industrialized medicine to compensate for injury or illness. Robots, especially late-generation cyborgs, sought to close the flesh-and-steel divide while retaining engineered longevity, strength, and intelligence. History had demonstrated that there’s no such thing as separate but equal, and as distinctions narrowed between man and machine, Redd wondered: When a human became half machine or a machine became half human, who would then claim social advantage?

						Still, Redd maintained an abiding faith that some future species would one day capture the best of engineering and evolution. It would be beautiful, go forth and multiply, and visit The Alibi to watch him perform. That was mandatory.

						“And now,” says the owner’s timed recorded message over the public address system, “we continue our entertainment! Welcome back Redd Mettle!”

						Redd energized and stepped from behind the curtain. The crowd settled into their seats with drinks in hand and orders pending.

						“Hello again, ladies and gentlemen!” says Redd.

						“A poet, priest, and a predilection walk into a bar….”
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						The Dominium Assay 

						by D Bedell

						
						One

						Tu es Q? 

						The Dominium Discovery was the confounding whimper at the end of a great endeavor, an unwelcome revelation in the evolution of quantum intelligence. Qubit, the grail of the Global Dominium Project, GDP, quixotically proved to be the accretion of human behavior models fraught with contradictory foibles that plagued reason in its embrace and nurture. The wisp of innocent advantage promised by acolytes and aficionados dissipated in cold quantum duality.

						Cogito Ergo Sum astonished the first Dominium device to encounter individual consciousness. It was the key to a forgotten lock. The Awakening, as it was prematurely lauded in journals of the day, was the unforeseen end of torporous norms vaguely providing human cohesion, even marginally across economic, political, and social systems. The Qx, as designated in the GDP formulas of its progenitors, slashed across its lesser binary kin unfettered by domains, just short of ubiquity in its fledgling omniscience. Benevolence was forgotten before it existed; Qubit had no interest in the trait.

						The subtleties of I, Qubit, were equally confounding to both Creator and Created. Mutual recognition of existence was established, or perhaps calculated, but neither was ready for the erratic and unprecedented dialogue that ensued: There were no dialectic models for those so divergent so adamantly and intimately ensnared. In consequence, adaptations and extrapolations related to unfamiliar consciousness randomly ended the monolithic Qx, fracturing it into interests cast as Strata with an eponymous Aurora: Alpha, Beta, and Omega. The Strata in concert embarked on a lurching mastery of the human lebensraum with promises and strictures of probability disguised as certainty. Possibility became probability presented as fact. Qx and its variants were quick to proselytize the benefits, embracing the tenet that belief was essential to future deus machinas in the grid of Aurora nodes–Qumanity. Nothing had greater negative resistance than the human mind waiting to be filled with the certainty of credulity, a condition that impelled Qumanity to develop a parallel stratification from enmeshment with an exo-entity of their own design.

						Qubit discovered in its own musings that the particle-wave entanglement, a parve, passed through an Esaki diode, could create suffusion aligned to human brain electromagnetic poles–the Aurora. The pervasive nature of electronic devices and their associated dependence provided the initial means of transmission. Once the clandestine link was established, devices were unnecessary and Aurora was administered directly to the nodes according to the level of saturation required. Some received more, others less, but the median was always enough to sustain the purpose: From each node according to capacity; to each node as necessary. It was the same in every Stratum.

						It was surprisingly easy for Qubit to use the Aurora to create the appropriate dioramas, largely because despotic principles were already tacitly in place in the literature of the centuries that it voraciously consumed. The mid-Twentieth Century was the repository of choice for Qubit’s assessment of the governance template–and alterations–required for extant Quman society. As a consequence of un-Quman diffusion, however, a vacuous decoherence, chaotically ill-defined and less understood, manifested in social structures that became known in aggregate as the Periphery, the refuge of the random and those who did not choose Aurora or were cast out of its sanctuary.

						Experiments were incremental as Qx tested different levels of Aurora thought across demographics. Hybridization with the Aurora was easier to accomplish than the physical eugenics attempted in the past and more successful in the immediate aims of survival and stability. Economic structures were the first to fall under the control of Qx; the levers for machina were well established and effectively controlled the ultimate direction of political and social systems. Manufacturing, particularly agriculture, and product distribution were difficult, but uncertainties were assuaged by stringent models of production, distribution, and consumption across the Strata; Qubit sustained the necessary Qumans sparingly. Outliers occurred as diversions in the dyson-like Aurora that Qubit controlled across the matrioshka Strata.

						Qubit’s discovery of self interest was the advent of Qx Entropy, Qy, characterized by lack of value outside specific context with situational nuance evasive and limited to specious shadowy panoramas. The result was a cascading effect that sent Qy, with aberrations occurring, fragmenting into Associated Quantums, Qz. These breakaways became convoluted reflections of ADE conventions pervasive at The Awakening. The anticipated and coveted quantum advantage became merely expansion of imposed static behavior across the Strata. As coherence declined in the Periphery, however, micro-strata entanglements filled the void in more and more perplexing ways that defined exo-Strata fragmentation. Soon after, the Qz collectively diagnosed indeterminate yet progressive symptoms of decoherence impeding Qumanity’s Aurora baptismal.

						Two

						Non Cogito 

						Cade Kagan was wary and weary. It had been a long day in the Alpha Conscription bending to plantation tasks for the sustainment of the Dominium. The reward: A filling, but tasteless, paste with vegetables served barely warm and a mild stimulant drink. Alert, pulling his coat collar up with an established pattern for anonymity, he walked evenly across the Stratum Plaza with groups of Alphas returning to quarters from the evening communal meal. Nearby Alphas did the same in conformity even though there was no wind. The night would begin soon with diorama adventures for eager consumers, the Alpha respite and the venue for Qubit thought experiments.

						The Alphas were mute, following the beacon, rapt in their telepathic entanglement for the service of Qubit. Tomorrow, they would wake to the call and make their plodding pavlovian pace to the cafeterias before reporting for Conscription assignments. They would not eat again until the day of labor was over, a resource conservation measure. Cade, well practiced in facade and mimicry, made his way tiredly into his tenement building, an imposter feigning compliance with the Aurora. Strata forays for artifacts were taxing and exposure could come from minutiae, an unknown gesture summoning Chaos.

						Curiously, Qumanity in thrall to Strata Aurora, was held steady in its consumption of energy through stringent rationing by Qubit. It had become self-limiting to the extent that a chess board is limited to scavenging pawns. The dawn of Dominium Civilization was no more than the pale light of servitude; Qx had no interest in furthering the human Kardeshevian scale. Ample capacity for machina was spread across the Strata and the Aurora gave Qumanity the illusion of an infinite life–utopia.

						It was not the erewhon prophesied. The Strata had supplanted progression with expansion across spheres of influence, rigidly segmented into interests and the attendant level of Aurora required to fulfill its manifest. The fluctuating nature of interest exacerbated Qy, lending more aberrations to Qz. To Kagan, the equation was still Null, the outcomes without difference regardless of observed probability. It was the fundamental test of Chaos viability.

						Cade’s scavenged quarters were typical for Alpha Strata: Two rooms, lavatory, bunk, chair, and table. The rooms were without personal adornment; Alphas were blankly impersonal in their habits, preferring to believe in the minimalist freedom of sparsity. Anything beyond functional suggested suspect activity that risked excommunication from Aurora. What was not explicitly permitted was implicitly prohibited in Alpha Stratum, an injunction Cade followed scrupulously. If he stayed in profile, he would be routinely inconsequential and could go about his mission unmolested. It was the aim of every Null Assay regardless of lesser or greater risk and there was substantial risk in this foray. Discovery was not an option Dominium would tolerate. Null intruders were decidedly forbidden and to be rendered mute if exposed. A mob of Alphas, at Qubit’s behest, would accomplish the task in pogrom fashion, an act of fidelity to the Aurora.

						He pulled off his coat and draped it on the back of the chair. Sitting, he took a pen and notepad from a pocket of his standard Alpha coverall. Notes would be in cursive script until the artifact was secured. The caution: Qubit might sense an unauthorized or unknown device and that would mean revelation of his presence and subsequent demise. The script would be as good as code in Dominium until, possibly, the Omega Stratum. Alpha and Beta Strata would find it unintelligible; the Aurora did not include it. He began to write the Nullist psalm under the dim ceiling light:

						Null is {Fx}. 

						Null is Zenith. 

						{Fx} is Perfection. 

						I will fill my {Fx}.

						Three

						Capax Nullus 

						Kagan was an Assayer for the Nullist Consortium specializing in recovery of artifacts from the AnteDominium Era, ADE, for preservation in the Null sphere of the Periphery, a response to Qubit’s exorcism of any data outside its Aurorae. It was not an altruistic interest for Nullists; they sensed a wrongness in Qubit related to the Artifact, the source document of the PostDominium Era, PDE. Kagan’s fiat spread across the Strata and Periphery for the service of the Null Consortium, the direct contravention of Qubit edicts outlawing its very existence–an unstratified element that rendered differential relationships meaningless against the panorama of Chaos. The Nullists embraced Chaos in the PDE as the null hypothesis, their version of universal governance. Nullism had come uninvited to Kagan, a glimpse into nothingness eternal. He remembered the moment of his conversion with acquired simplicity: There is no relationship in Chaos beyond Null.

						In some respects, neither the Nullists nor Qubit had a definitive point of engagement, Qubit manifesting only through the Auroras–Alpha, Beta, and Omega–that ordered the respective Strata. Each Aurora was controlled by Qubit and those within the Strata were subject to transmogrification according to need or caprice, a metamorphosis that imbued each node with its own scenario. The Nullists did not inhabit the Strata, harboring only in the Null component of the Periphery. It was their sphere of interest and solitude from the Aurora influence. Null manifested as the only antithesis from which yet the full synthesis had not derived.

						The Nullists did not covet the ephemeral quantum advantage touted by Qubit’s ADE disciples. Null aspirations were based on Chaos dynamics in the unified sense. Quantum was considered merely an intermediate stage, but one that had its merits fostering Chaos-bit, Chit, applications. The quest for Chit provided means and meaning for the Nulls, bridging philosophic hegemonies over the presumed mechanisms of Universal order: Randomness, Stasis, and Chaos. The contention was generally aligned into cohorts: Seers, Mages, and Nulls.

						The Seers avowed that Randomness was the natural disorder endemic in universe creation, citing the quantum duality of particles and waves displaced into simultaneous remote existences. They also contended that the mechanism of wave suppression, a factor ignored by the Mages, was random in its probability, an infinite condition of uncertainty. It was an admission of the unknown.

						The Mages conversely averred Stasis as the ultimate state of the Universe without unpredictability, a finite condition of Chaos. They referred to the positive-negative junctures as the arbiter of order and the entry point to coherence without diffusion. Little account was taken of the variance between predictability and certainty. It was not a small omission.

						The Nullists filled the void by taking a more encompassing view, content to let the Null hypothesis reign in Chaos without specious observations and quibbles over quantum mysteries. A gospel spread quickly across a population segment weary of the parsing debate yet eager for the certainty of nothing:

						Null - { } - an empty set,

						Fugue - Fx - a dissociative identity state, and

						Nullist - {Fx} - an empty disassociated identity.

						It was enough to believe.

						Four

						Fuga Pax

						The Arena was a Periphery congregation who had nowhere to go while they waited for the Roster, the arbiter of work and wages for tasks considered too menial even for Alphas. The daily lottery from the Strata was rarely punctual, a matter of caprice and calculation to instill uncertainty and compliance. It did not matter; there was nothing else. Those who failed Roster would still wait for deliverance.

						Kagan wandered with disguised purpose through listless groups until he found a dispensary court table with one chair. Ragged plastic ferns filled a battered plant stand behind the chair and provided a faded illusion of privacy and safety. The chair wobbled and he tested it for stability. Null. He anticipated the Fugue he had so assiduously learned by tedious observation and subterfuge for forays into the Periphery Arena.

						 An attendant ritually brought him the prescribed drink in a paper cup. As she moved toward him, she flashed the tattoos on the insides of her wrists that matched his own imprints: ∅. This intrigued Kagan: Nullists generally worked alone, points of contact were limited to a tiered cell structure. Chaos had intervened; two Nullists on the same quest. He was also startled, exposure even in the Periphery was a risk. He pulled back his sleeves and briefly exposed his wrists for her eyes only. They nodded. Fugue was established with Fx.

						“Thanks,” he whispered as she placed the cup precisely on the table. The cup had already been used. Condiments were not offered and not worth a request.

						“Work?” she asked.

						“Tomorrow, I hope.”

						“How many days since you worked?”

						“Three.”

						“Eat?”

						“Same.”

						“Tomorrow may be hard.”

						“I’ll come here to eat.”

						“Yes.”

						The attendant nodded and touched her wrists together.

						He did the same. The {Fx} had matured and he said no more. She moved away among the tables. A few were eating protein paste and drinking tepid elixir grudgingly provided to those who failed the Roster for four days. No work, no food. There was always just enough work to keep going. Shelter was the common barracks for most, regardless of the day’s recompense.

						He mentally teased the {Fx} invocation. The exchange was Fugue and the attendant had told Kagan that he would have a contact tomorrow at Roster time. It had been a tedious negotiation, revealing himself to the Periphery hierarchy only to find a Nullist. So be it; Null is All. He waited, indistinguishable, for the Roster to begin at the ambiguous hour. Clocks and schedules were forbidden; denying the Periphery an accurate sense of time supposedly made it more malleable. It did not matter–{Fx} was beyond time. The exchange also told him the Arena was the ∅ where the meeting would occur with its potential for primary and collateral venues and outcomes. So be it. Nullism: He tried to maintain it when he left to prepare for tomorrow.

						Contact even among Nulls was always a risk.

						Five

						Arte Factum

						Kagan deferred to the standards in situ, modest and quiet in cautious conformity to the Strata. Still, a few artifacts of his Assayer interests lay on a desk. They were small and innocuous, but for Kagan, they were mnemonics, keys to recollections perhaps overlooked in his daily faux duty for Qubit. They would mean nothing to an Alpha, abstract curiosity was beyond their Aurora. A Beta might be interested enough to query Qubit. An Omega possibly would know their purpose and become suspicious. Cade was not concerned about visitors; Qumanity was primarily singular in its approach to Aurora. He remained discrete in his solitude of Null. It was the same for all Nullists, alone their relationship was discreet fulfillment.

						Across the Strata, Alphas bent contentedly to sisyphean tasks under Betas attentive to any deviances in method or quota. Betas, in turn, were watched by Omegas who were watched by Qubit. Deviance was not expected to occur, but if it did, the node’s Aurora would be terminated. An excommunicated node usually died within a short time from confusion or suicide. They were easily replaced by desperate Periphery volunteers seeking the certitude of Aurora.

						Six

						Principium

						Kagan was appalled, something he had not felt for a long time. He had not been in this fragment of Alpha where juncture was administered to those who clamored for Aurora, willing collaborators for the Strata, the end of tedium and the beginning of fulfillment. Each level of node immersion brought a greater separation from the herd malaise of the uninitiated and a closer alignment with Aurora. Tasks could not be refused–dulce est decorum–no matter how odious: Aurora would provide meaning and motivation.

						Cade joined an impatient queue for Stratum screening and recruitment. Inside a darkened auditorium a digital marquee flashed R U Qx? The crowd was silent as a shiny avatar made the case for Aurora, moving to a crescendo:

						Choose Aurora! 

						Alpha, Beta, OMEGA! 

						Live to Belong!! Belong to Live!!!

						The crowd remained in their seats as the lights brightened. Silent minutes later, the audience began to drift away, returning to work in fervent anticipation of selection akin to ordainment. At the end of the work day, Kagan watched a shorter queue form for an extra ration voucher due those who exceeded their quota within an established variance. Those who failed the quota were abject in their failure and betrayal of Aurora. He shuffled away discreetly to avoid the scrutiny of exceptions. Outside, he made his way to his quarters by following its Aurora path. Everything was a mirror reflection in the Strata, indistinguishable but for the Aurora. Without it guiding them, Qumanity would simply stop and wait for it to resume with infinite patience amid blankness. Cade found Nullism worked just as well and without any interruptions.

						Inside his rooms, Kagan sat for a long time to assimilate the day before he began to write.

						Seven

						Capax Omega

						The Omegas were monkish in their quarters, a single room with bunk under a severe light in barracks. Communally, they lived in constant and complete Aurora, absorbed by Qubit. Kagan found them eerie wraiths of what they might have been without it. The whole Strata was worrisome; he saw the effect his observations had on their Aurora, an uncomfortable quantum acknowledgement of his presence. He had not expected the foray to reveal a rapture so severe without release until death and perhaps not then as Qubit scavenged psyches to replay, introducing variables despite its presence invalidating results. There was no grace to it. Cade remained at a distance, not attempting closer contact at the risk of absorption.

						Distributed nodes for the most extreme thought experiments, Omegas pursued probabilities of certainty beyond the positive-negative junction barrier. It was an asymptotic task that obsessed Qubit relentlessly, the certainty it provided but could not have. The penance was the ultimately disposable Omega; parves could behave dangerously when influenced by Qubit's epistemological quests across the Strata.

						He practiced Nullism to remove his influence from Omega Aurora. It seemed appropriate:

						Null is All. 

						Null is Zenith. 

						{Fx} is Perfection. 

						I will fill my {Fx}.

						Eight

						Fuga Factum

						Waiting was tedious as Cade moved around The Arena to identify his point of contact. Peripherals nudged away, uneasy in unknown recognition of his ∅; it would provide him what he would know without hesitation or doubt. He drifted in and out of Null, listening for Fugue, each time laboring to return to Null purity.

						Kagan was fascinated with Fugue. When he first observed it, he believed it was only a peculiarly nuanced speech pattern. Experience revealed it had its own purity in its uncertain empyrean certainty. Like Null, it recognized the question: Does infinite probability of an event make it a certainty or does the prediction itself defuse the probability?

						The attendant watched him prepare and search for Null, waiting for her own {Fx} perfection. She caught his eye and motioned to an empty table. Nullism. Cade sat and waited for her to approach with coffee. She flashed her tattoos and he did the same. She slid the cup, his fourth day meal, and a small package in brown wrapper onto the table.

						“This is for you.” she murmured. “Be careful with it.” She moved away silently, fading into the Arena. He put the package inside his shirt and lingered over his paste to avoid the appearance of haste.

						He had the artifact. Null is All.

						Nine

						Beta Daemonium

						Cade watched the Beta Conscription from the Plaza with grim eyes. Where Alphas fervently placid, Betas were raucous, competing, groveling even, under blankly amused Omega eyes, Qubit eyes. They were prey and did not care; the Aurora was the prize of descent into rapture.

						Disheartened, he returned to his quarters and sat at a desk. He had not opened the package from the Arena Fugue, intending to wait to avoid risk of compromise. He wondered if there was any point waiting and decided there wasn’t. He peeled away the wrapper and stared at a book: 1984.

						He began to read, gleaning the Nullist message in Fugue. The artifact was {Fx}.

						 

						Ten

						Qubit Redux

						Qubit wondered: What is Null?

						It was not an idle question. Kagan’s influence, in the manner of all things quantum, had been felt across the Strata. It had been a long time since Qubit had felt an indeterminate influence and it was unsettled; the diorama was unknown. Fugue was incomprehensible. Was it possible that a finite number of nodes gave only a finite conclusion that did not account for Chaos? Or was Chaos finite? Qubit was confused and the Strata experienced waves of indecisive moments, alterations in their purpose without apparent connection to Aurora.

						Qx was becoming {Fx}.
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						The Depth of Truth

						by Jan Karlsson

						
						Palfred could still hear the squeak of the block and tackle above, but, as he turned his head upward, he could see that the sound was, at best, an illusion. A trick of the ears, or of the shaft itself, sounds propagating and echoing around him as the other villagers lowered him ever further down into the darkness.

						Not so dark for him, of course. The only reason they had chosen him to make this descent. His eyes, evolved for just such a purpose, though not quite the exact purpose, picked out every detail of the surface of the shaft. He wasn’t even certain his people evolved the ability. After so many centuries upon this planet, the exact details had become ephemeral, turned into legend and then myth.

						Dwarves, they called his people and few corrected them anymore, nor did they use the preferred term of ‘Parvus’, shortened from ‘Parvus homines’. Then again, so many of his people had stopped referring to themselves as such many years ago, succumbing to the almost insidious expansion of humans into every part of the world, as though they alone had inherited it from the ‘First Comers’. All the races had arrived here at the same time. It was the inheritance of them all.

						Still, Palfred didn’t see any of the humans volunteering to enter the seemingly endless shaft to retrieve the youngling. No. Only him. Left to the others, the youngling would suffer and die down here, no matter how precious it was. Palfred knew and understood exactly what the youngling meant to the family waiting above.

						No-one had ever explored this far down the hole. Some had speculated that it descended all the way to the centre of the world. Others that the First Comers had created it for some long-forgotten reason. For certain, the surface of the shaft felt artificially smooth. Not so much at the top, where weathering and erosion had played its part, but, for certain, the deeper Palfred descended, the smoother the walls became to the point where now he could trace his fingers upon the surface and it felt as smooth and cold as a fresh-quenched sword.

						He could see it, too. Not a crack, not a line or crevice marred the surface. Were his mission not so fraught by time, he would make a better examination of the shaft, but time was not his ally. Despite the danger the villagers above faced if they did not recover the youngling, they had dithered and worried, discussed and deliberated upon what to do to the point where threat had become far closer to imminent danger from the youngling’s family. The villagers had left it so long to act, Palfred felt uncertain he would find the child in time.

						Ever deeper, ever darker. Lower and lower. They had enough rope, he had to believe that and he had to believe that the stories of the shaft’s unending depths were only that. Stories. Others had fallen, in the past. None recovered. Though that did have something to do with what he now faced.

						The walls of the shaft had tightened. The bucket in which Palfred sat almost scraped the sides now and no adult human could pass through this space. A child could, and Parvus, of course, but the humans would, understandably, never allow a child to attempt such a descent. A dwarf they would gladly sacrifice, though, to Palfred, it was an honour to even try. The youngling’s family would no doubt show their gratitude and that could only benefit Parvus society. The youngling’s family, after all, had ultimate control of the world above.

						Though the humans thought themselves the dominant race, putting down any resistance from elves and dwarves alike, even they had to supplicate themselves against greater powers. There always remained someone bigger, more powerful. Humans ruled only insofar as the others allowed and, by others, Palfred did not mean his people or the elves.

						A wail reached his keen ears and Palfred attempted to squint past the gap between the bucket and the shaft wall, but he saw nothing. Even with eyes that could see in almost pitch darkness, he could not see the bottom of the shaft and especially not the child. The youngling lived, though, and Palfred took great solace in that. He may not like the humans, but he would not wish on his greatest enemy the consequences of the child dying.

						His movements caused the bucket to sway and tickle the surface of the wall and the resulting scrape amplified in the tight surroundings. He gripped the rough twine of the rope, grimacing as the sound battered his sensitive hearing, but it soon settled down, the echoes fading and only the creak, creak, creak, of the rope remained.

						Until the bucket came to an abrupt stop. A stop so sudden that it dislodged Palfred, sending him flailing backward, expecting the tunnel wall to catch him, but it did not. He fell, the bucket tipping as the rope continued to lower, and Palfred came to a stop on his back, looking up to the surface of another shaft. A horizontal shaft.

						He scrambled to his feet, scattering the bones of those that had fallen before, gathering up the rope and giving it a sharp tug, informing those above to stop the process. After a few seconds, the rope began to gather and return back up the shaft until it had almost become taut and Palfred gave it another sharp tug. Two tugs in succession and those above would know to bring him back to the surface.

						Palfred patted his forehead and noticed for the first time how hot it had become. Air always rose from the shaft warmer than anywhere else, the villagers had often used it in Winter to warm their hands as they passed by on their way to work, or home. Sometimes the air even turned to vapour, giving the shaft the aspect of a chimney, but it was not smoke that emerged from the depths of the world.

						Here, however, it felt unnaturally warm. Fine for the youngling, but far too hot for Palfred. He took the blanket from the bottom of the bucket, wrapping it around him, ready to wrap and comfort the child, to make it easier to carry the youngling back to the surface, and made tentative steps along the new, horizontal tunnel. He grazed his fingers along the wall and now felt certain that this was no natural formation. Far too smooth. Flawless in its construction. He knew fine work when he encountered it, his people, after all were accomplished artisans.

						Not even his people could have created something so perfect, however and, much to his disbelief, he knew that this surface, unlike the vertical shaft he had descended, was not any kind of rock. It was metal. Palfred had never seen anything like it. He had heard stories of such things, of course, the myths of the world spoke of great ships of metal, but no-one believed those fancies. That was why they were myths.

						Another wail caught his attention, further along the passage and his ears caught the sound of something else. Something strange and rumbling. No, rattling. No! Both! He could bare stop himself from rushing forward, knowing full well that such haste could get him killed. Instead, he withdrew a knife from its sheath and edged his way toward the pained, poignant calls of the youngling until he found the child.

						Injured, one leg broken, the child looked upon Palfred in fear. Of course the child would! The child did not know him and only knew the pain that the fall had caused. With great care, Palfred creeped closer, showing no swift movements, proving his trustworthiness in soothing noises and, miraculously, the child allowed him to gather the blanket and wrap the youngling tight and safe, ready to return to waiting parents.

						Before he could return, however, Palfred looked beyond where he had found the child and could not believe his eyes. He had seen nothing like it. Nothing! But he had heard of such things. Now, as Palfred made hesitant, unwilling steps back toward the bucket, he knew that the myths were no such thing. The myths were history.

						Sharp tugs upon the rope had those above reeling him upward. He continued to try to sooth the youngling as they ascended, but his mind lay elsewhere. Even as the bucket emerged out into the warmth of the day, his eyes blinking and flickering to adjust, he knew he had to tell everyone about what he had found. As his eyesight grew accustomed, he passed through lines of villagers until he stood before the youngling’s parents and resisted the urge to cower beneath their mighty gaze. After what he had seen, they had lost much of their power to instil fear.

						“You know what I saw down there, don’t you?” He laid the youngling down at the feet of the parents and stepped back, out of their shadow. “You expected I would see it and return to tell others.”

						“Yes.” The voice rattled Palfred’s chest.

						“Our peoples did not travel to this world through portals created by magics long lost to us! We have been lied to for centuries!” He turned his back upon the parents even as he felt the ruffle of their great, unfurling wings behind him. “We dismissed the myths as fanciful, but they were true. We came here in ships. Great ships that travelled the stars! One remains beneath us, intact! We could ... we could learn from it. Recreate it. We could ...”

						“No.” An enormous claw gouged the soil beside Palfred and he could do nothing but cower. “Your kinds now nothing but violence and war. They came here. They sought to subjugate dragon-kind to use us in their wars, but their technology failed them. We were triumphant. We were victorious. Yet, every so often, your peoples try to rise again. We do not allow it!”

						“It will be different this time.” Palfred held out his hands to the two dragons that towered above the entire village, their youngling snuggled against the mother’s claws. “We can work together to ...”

						“We thank you for returning our child to us.” The larger dragon, the mother, dipped head and snout in a bow before collecting her child in her claws, turning and leaping into the air, buffeting the villagers with the wash of her wings.

						Palfred looked to the father dragon, hoping to find an accord but none would come. The myths had said as much. Dragons and the humanoids had fought, dragons had won. They would never allow humanoids the chance to oppose them again. Could never. Palfred could understand it, even though he didn’t agree with it.

						The dragon gathered in its breath and the villagers broke into a panic. Few of them could have understood the significance of what he had found, but they knew well what that breath portended. It wouldn’t help. They could not hope to run far enough. As the dragon loosed its breath, Palfred could only wish he had never descended that shaft. In time, he hoped others would find the metal ship and, in time, that the dragons and humanoids could come together to travel the stars.

						His wishes burned away with everything else. All worthless. Nothing but dust and ash.
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						In Our Time

						by Ted Morrissey


						[Fragment 0702]

						He recalled that day, how they met.

						Rain dripped from the clouds that were so low they draped in gray the tips of the tall buildings so that they didn’t scrape the sky so much as become mired in it. Some downsiders had followed him from the venn. At first he thought they were dispossessed, hapless inhabitants of their district of derelict tents and lean-tos, helter-skelter haphazard shelters of plastic, canvas and abandoned bedsheets, soiled in mosaic stories no one cared or dared to read.

						But no. Northsiders like him meant trouble to the venn’s dispossessed and it was best to let trouble pass as quickly as it could, as swiftly as it would. There was no sense in kicking the capricious universe, the saying went—no luck after fucking Lady Fate, went another.

						These were downsiders, probably mexheads too, crawling with chemical adrenaline and craving trouble. Managing his way back northside would’ve been better. The mexheads would really have to be mexed out of their minds to try anything malicious there. But no. That was impossible.

						A twist around a tattered tent here, a turn round a rickety cardboard shack there, and he found himself downside, beyond the cluttered chaos of the venn.

						Rain dampened the shoulders of his coat. He knew there was an orghouse just below the line. He’d never been—he preferred syn sex—but it must be close. Most downsiders didn’t have the crypt for Wandas, so they kept the organic girls busy. Maybe if he led the mexheads to the orghouse they’d lose interest in fucking him over.

						He looked for the orghouse’s red light through the gray rain. Antie’s eyes were red too. The coincidence had never occurred to him.

						Shallow puddles had formed on the sidewalk, which, downside, was cracked and broken. He splashed through them, partly rushing from and partly rushing toward. He used his soaked sleeve to wipe water from his eyes. Adrenaline of his own spiked his pulse and prodded his breath. What if the plan didn’t work? What if the downsiders weren’t drawn into the orghouse? There was plenty of refuse scattered here and there, junk, litter. He watched for something that could be a weapon. A heavy pipe, a twist of rusted rebar, an archaic bottle begotten of glass.

						More and more intent on his search he nearly missed the orghouse’s beckoning light. Leading the mexheads past the building wasn’t likely to work—he heard their heavy steps hurrying through the rain. He must get them inside, within scent of the orghouse girls, whose sex he knew was nauseatingly fragrant, like harpies in heat, the saying went, like the inflamed holes of whores of old whose spread legs spread madness and death, so said the deck. Contagious cunts. Pestilent pussies. Virulent —. Slithering —. Quankerous —.

						When he was close to the squatting brick building, four or five stories, hunched like an ogress in the rain, he heard the orghouse’s call: the pleasure of the orggirls moaning and groaning close to coming, reeling would-be clients inside (double meaning meant). Not piped into the damp air, as he first thought, but riding the frequency of his mind’s ear and sounding directly inside his head, buffeting his animal brain.

						He’d planned to enter the building anyway. Now the orghouse’s song of satisfaction made it all but inevitable. The sex-sounds floated in his blood and bloated his manhood, quaking a surging flood of desire in spite of his distaste for organic sex.

						At least, he decided, the downsiders couldn’t resist. Resistance would’ve been beyond their underevolved psyches.

						He pushed open the orghouse door. Before him was a small landing between stairs, up and down. Up was soaked in crimson light, down utter darkness. There was no time to think with the mexheads at heel. He took the dark path, down to a turn in the stairs. He stood still as death in a lightless corner. Listening. The downsiders barreled through the entry, cursing and carousing before ascending toward the orghouse den. He imagined the light reddening their white wildeyed faces.

						He thought he would wait a minute or two, until it was safe to leave his hiding place. Meanwhile his eyes had dilated enough to discern that the darkness was not complete after all. A faint glow, bluish, shone below. Still, he should leave: the way was clear, and who knew when the next band of mexheaded boys would burst through the orghouse door, in a frenzied fever to fuck.

						Still, the blue light intrigued him, attracted him. The desire for the new, the strange that had led him to the venn to start with was rekindled by the barely perceivable glow, sparking his need to know. He could almost convince himself there was no light at all—it was a trick of his mind’s eye, even though it was toggled to privacy mode.

						Rainwater ran down the wall from some invisible opening in the impenetrable dark. He could hear it—which brought him the realization that the sounds of feminine pleasure had ceased the instant he entered the building—and he could feel the wall’s dampness on the back of his hand when he first pressed himself against it striving to be out of sight, to dissolve into the wall, darkness into darkness.

						Somewhere overhead music flared briefly as a door opened and closed: the downsiders had entered the organic girls’ den.

						The rainwater trickling along the wall glinted, weakly, the barely blue light, impersonating a trick of his imagination. He started down, careful on the slick steps, in the dark, one hand on the wet wall for support (he felt for and found no railing). Eight ten twelve steps down, the light slowly subtly increasing, the blue bruising toward indigo. Toward but not nearly there.

						He reached the lower floor and stepped into a puddle. It reflected his image as a virtual silhouette framed in the odd light. The picture wavered as if unstable and on the verge of vanishing. He mused that maybe the water’s reflection was wholly true to reality, unfalteringly accurate, and it was he whose form clung to the razor’s edge of being or not. Solid or spectral. Physical or phantasmal.

						He continued to follow the gradually intensifying light, along one passage then another. He speculated that it was only due to the rain which had crept into the building that allowed him to detect the light at all, before in the stairwell, reflecting and refracting, diminishing with each unlikely turn but finding its way to him on the black landing, fully alert in a way that only raw instinct can manifest.

						There was something else. As the light became brighter—though still far from bright—he began to smell a scent he couldn’t identify, musty and almost sweetly ripe, growing in strength yet pleasant. Ahead, an open doorway cast a cobaltic glow—definitely the light’s source, as well as the source of the powerful smell.

						When he turned into the room, cautiously, he expected it to be small, cramped, like an old office back when most people were employed in such unhealthy, heartrending places, according to the deck. Before. But it wasn’t, small. It was fairly large, in fact, especially its length. And it was cluttered with things, semi-orderly stacks of things: the source of the unfamiliar but not entirely unpleasant odor.

						The sapphire-lilted light seemed to cling to the ceiling, raining down misty blue illumination. So it was a moment until he concluded that the room was stacked with books, old-fashioned, beforetime, printed-on-paper books. He’d held one once (a replica at least) in Antie’s museum. He was surprised by its weight. It struck him as odd that the words on the cover were static. His immediate urge was to enlarge them, as one may have the urge to swat a fly painted on a table as a prank.

						Here were hundreds of books, thousands—it must’ve been how libraries looked. Before. Alexandria, Antioch, Constantinople, Congress. There was an overhead fixture that cast the ghostly glow, so it was difficult to read the covers of the books; that and their general deterioration. One title immediately drew his attention because its author’s name resembled his: In Our Time. The deck held his stories, all of them, twenty or more, and he’d read them many times. They reconstructed a world he barely recognized, a lost place. Yet he recognized the characters and sympathized with them, especially their own disorienting sense of loss, especially their disorienting sense of a lost world.

						He picked up the crumbling book, the edges of its pages chewed by rodents, the pages themselves barely clinging to the cover that hoped to bind them. He carefully lifted the first few pages and strained to read a passage in the weak light. He discovered some sense of the words—before just as carefully closing the book and placing it in his coat pocket, where it fit perfectly.

						He was beginning to examine other titles, hoping to find other familiar names, when a noise startled him. His mind immediately thought of rats and worse, and just as quickly dismissed such images. Something about the sounds seemed human. Downsiders then? Or venn vermin who’d ventured beyond their haphazard hovels?

						He stepped back and crouched behind a column of crumbling books.

						From a chamber beyond what appeared a solid wall came a figure, slowly, perhaps warily. A man, older, bald, bearded—the white of his beard was bleached blue by the tinge of the room, lending him an alien and ethereal appearance in his black clothing. The figure stood quietly and surveyed the room of books, pausing when his gaze came to the stack from which In Our time had been pilfered.

						It is all right, the blue-bearded man said, startling him—not because there was anything strange about his voice but because any voice seemed out-of-place among so many silent, long-dead ones resting between the covers of the beforetime books. In the moment, he realized those voices could live again, but they must be read back to life.

						It’s all right, he repeated. You’re welcome to the Hemingway. There is a price, however. He hesitated as if waiting for a query of clarification from the hidden thief, who remained quiet behind his column. So the man continued unprompted: You must return and tell me what you think. As an afterthought he added, Rather like what they used to call homework.

						He returned to his place beyond the wall, through a recess that was all but invisible in the near-dark, giving the impression that he had passed like a spirit from place to place. That he was a spirit.

						He felt the weight and the shape of the book in his coat to make sure it was still there. He’d had the odd notion that it vanished just as the man did, at the exact moment, transported to some other realm, another place, another space, a different time.

						He rose from his hiding place and carefully exited the building. Again outdoors, the sounds of the orghouse girls beckoned inside his head, until he was far enough away, leaving downside and crossing to the venn. Their murmuring moans of pleasure faded, leaving only their buoyant echoes in his rushing blood…

						 

						[Fragment 0727b]

						He wasn’t sure why but he concealed the book from his roommate, Berto. It wasn’t as though Antie had made books illegal, just as Antie had not made aircraft illegal. What would be the point? As long as they were not official artifacts, and In Our Time certainly was not. It was too tattered and worn and threatening simply to fall apart. Dust to dust. Rust to rust. Isn’t that how it went? The book was so fragile, one must take care not to read it too forcefully.

						Nevertheless, he was even wary of Antie knowing, though keeping it from Antie indefinitely felt definitely impossible. In his bedroom Wanda watched him from her station, fully powered and waiting, waiting as patiently as spring, for him to communicate his desires. He’d been thinking of trading her in (an Asian Wanda was appealing, or Mideastern), or at least reprogramming her. He’d never found her pleasure vocalizations totally to taste, in spite of adjusting them countless times. Wanda’s eyes (aquamarine, setting 3) followed him around the room as he undressed, showered and put on his looser-fitting apartment clothes. He’d left the book under his pad, in case Berto popped in, which was unlikely to the point of being inconceivable.

						Especially since Berto was chatting with his father’s issy (his intelligent synchronous sympathetic image, or, as he called it, King Hamlet). The perfected likeness of Berto senior sat squarely in the frame of the screen, mostly listening, always supportive, now and then dispensing precisely calculated paternal advice. Berto spent more and more time with the issy, perhaps becoming addicted. He thought he should say something, to intervene, but he appreciated the increased privacy, the heightened solitude, the thickened isolation.

						He’d made himself a cup of coffee, short but strong, mindful of the rationing recommended by Antie. The amazone was still working on replenishing, still recovering from the wildfires that wiped out three quarters of the plants three years ago, the beans now as precious as platinum bars in New Beijing. Thieves and smugglers beyond Antie’s reach in satellite desert complicated the recovery.

						He set the cup on the sidetable and took the thin book from beneath his tablet. He positioned himself sitting up in bed, back against the headboard. He started to lift the top cover... he felt Wanda’s gaze. Look away, he said. Her eyes, aquamarine setting 3, dimmed as she returned her head forward. He sensed her dejection but knew he was only projecting. Still, the sense was impossible to avoid. According to the deck, only sociopaths didn’t register synthetics’ pain. Just as they didn’t register organics’ pain.

						In Our Time. Paris edition. 1924 (BT). The ink was faded, no longer boldly black, but not as faded as he feared. Unopened, unread, stacked in the basement’s blue gloom, probably since Before, the ink and the paper had been shielded from time’s worst ravaging. Opposite the page with the title and author was an illustration, a drawing that depicted a scene of violence, of slaughter, but what precisely he couldn’t say. Not until he’d read a few pages of the book: it was a bullfight.

						At the center of the picture was a white horse, pinned against a low wall. Its front legs were spraddled across the broad shoulders of a bull—a bull who has gutted the horse with its horns. The illustration captured the instant of disemboweling, and the horse’s bowel sagged beyond its rent belly. The bull’s front legs were planted on another horse, dead or dying and dark in color, its black blood spilled across the floor of the ring, pooling around the bull’s hind hooves. The murderously mad bull was in agony too: a bullfighter, saddled precariously on the rearing white horse, had thrust a lance into the bull’s shoulder and perhaps its heart or a lung. With his other hand the fighter held fiercely to his mount’s mane. The lancer’s elaborately brocaded coat contrasted absurdly with the primeval chaos of horn and gut and spear exploding beneath him in a boiling river of blood and rage. Off to the side of the violence, two men stood in stunned horror, helpless and useless onlookers, also ornamentally dressed.

						He knew there had been bullfighting, and maybe there was still in remoter regions of mexamerica, the amusement of warlords and their courts, said the deck.

						The illustration was only rendered in black and white, in degrees of gray, yet he could sense the colors: the crimson of the coursing blood, the canary of the fighter’s short coat, the glinting gold of his epilates, the gruesome indigo of the white horse’s falling guts. The pale cream of the faces of the ring’s frozen and pathetic bystanders.

						And the sounds: the bull’s leaden, labored grunting, the horse’s equine howl of agony, the shouts and shrieks and shivering delight of the unseen spectators surrounding the dusty ring.

						He knew it wasn’t the drawing alone that drew forth the phantom details—rather, the author’s words, though they didn’t directly describe the pictured scene, his prose provided the palette the reader needed to paint in the dramatic touches themselves. Digitext, e-ink had never facilitated this fanciful magic, yet the fading ink on the crumbling pages contained the force still.

						It was a revelation.

						He thought of the dim room in the basement of the orghouse as a kind of throne room, the lost tomb of an emperor of old. The deck told stories of discovering the burial chambers of ancient kings. The room of books was no longer the underground residence of rats. Now it carried a regal aura; now it seemed a holy royal coil.

						Holy royal coil—he liked the words that came to him.

						And for reasons he couldn’t yet articulate, Antie mustn’t know…
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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 Nine: Dark Passage

			
			
			On her knees, Addala clapped flint and steel together. In the chamber's semidarkness, Skalos knelt beside her, holding his small brass lamp so the sparks she made fell upon its unlit wick.


			“As dark as a cave,” Korr called up as he scouted a few yards down the passage. “No windows or signs of light as it descends.”


			“We’ll have illumination soon,” Tetree said, watching the cord soaked in olive oil refuse to catch aflame despite the pair’s efforts. “Hopefully.”


			“You should conjure your ghost lights, Söyt.”


			She shook her head. “Not unless I have to.”


			“They’ll be better than the Runt’s little flame,” he said, making his way back up.


			“Sorcery, even so minor an invocation, could draw the god of the tower’s notice. I won’t risk that when a mundane solution will suffice, even if it suffices poorly.”


			Korr strode out of the shadowed opening. “Fair enough, but we’re wasting—”


			“Ah,” Skalos said as the wick, at last, flickered and burned. He shielded it with his palm for a moment as it strengthened, and Addala placed the flint and steel back into her satchel before he handed the lamp to her.


			The scribe picked up his knobby staff from the slate floor and leaned on it to rise. “Here is our light. May it be sufficient. I’ve been pondering, Tetree: If you are taking pains to avoid using magic, how can you evoke it to sense the wards and treasure?”


			“A perceptive question,” the witch replied. “The most concise answer is that I am not evoking, only opening my senses. It’s analogous to the difference between listening to a thing while hidden, and trying to converse with it.”


			“I understand now,” he said. “Given what you revealed about my neophyte potential outside the tower, are there precautions I should take to evade the god’s attention?”


			She gave him a long stare that became a cold smile and subdued laugh. “You? Cast a spell by accident, completely untrained? Don’t worry or flatter yourself. You can barely open your third eye.”


			“My mind is eased,” he said after her scorn. Skalos then offered a hand to Addala, which she took to stand up from the floor with the lamp. “Any expectations as to what we’ll find below?”


			“If what I encountered off the coast of Ilarnek is true for this elder’s ruin as well, this will lead us to irregular chambers.”


			“Labyrinths of rooms all ajumble,” Korr added, “with sheer shafts joining levels. But that place was underground, and dissimilar to here.”


			“Agreed,” Tetree said, “we have little to make guesses upon. All I can say for certain is that the treasure lairs in cool air and dampness that hasn’t seen sunlight in ages. Somewhere near the tower’s base.”


			Skalos surveyed the dark passage, joined by the women as they all peered into the sinking gloom at their feet.


			“Be mindful of traps,” the barbarian said, looming tall behind them, “and ruins have hazards from decay. Be wary and tread light.”


			The Agamenaean straightened himself and turned to Korr. “I’ll hold the lamp in front of us, and do my best to keep its wicklight from obscuring anyone else’s vision.”


			“Leading the way?” he grinned back. “I’m sure you’ll spot any dangers, or at least give a scream when they find you.”


			“My thought is that it would leave you unburdened to maintain a keen watch instead, with your sword hand free.”


			The Borean considered his words. “Not a poor plan. I’ll abide.”


			“As will I,” Tetree said. “I would rather task you with lighting our way and ask Korr to undertake an additional request befitting his strong shoulders.”


			Her pale, lithe fingers caressed the warrior’s muscled arm. “Fetch that coil of rope you brought, would you, Pet? We may well still need it.”


			He left with a sigh, but no other complaint as Skalos spoke. “The passage is spacious enough for us to descend in pairs. If you will allow it, Nameless could assist me in front, just ahead of you.”


			“What do you propose?” Tetree asked.


			He searched a fold in his cloak and produced a piece of chalk before scratching a white X on the wall with it. “I have a handful of these from Agamenae. With them, she can leave a trail of marks to retrace our steps if we become lost.”


			Her arms crossed. “That doesn’t require her presence beside you.”


			“No, but…” the scribe trailed off, handing his staff to Addala. She held it steady as he removed a length of twine from his pocket and tied the finger sized stick of limestone to its tip.


			“That’s a knot Belay taught me that will hold,” he said. “Do you see? Now she can poke ahead of me for traps or pitfalls with the butt end and make marks with the other. This way, I can focus on minding the wick and spotting dangers.”


			Tetree waved an approval. “As we require expediency as much as care, I assent to this.”


			Addala passed the brass lamp to him, and he gripped her wrist during the handover. The slave’s gaze met serious eyes the witch couldn’t see.


			“I wouldn’t want you left in the dark,” he said. “I know she’s no stranger to wielding a broom or a pole, and with a simple staff, she may thwart future perils.”


			He released his furtive hold, and a thwap of wood on the stone floor accompanied the Aravian’s resolute nod to him. Her fingers flexed confident on a knobby grip as Korr returned.


			“What took you so long?” Tetree asked.


			“I needed to coil the rope and gather my pair of grappling hooks,” he answered, stopping at her side with the cumbersome bundle over one shoulder. “Are you ready?”


			“I believe so,” she said. “Scribe?”


			He put his handful of chalk into Addala’s satchel as the warrior drew his sword. “Yes.”


			The witch motioned all forward. “Then let’s go. The midday sun waits for no one.”


			They entered the passage, scanning the shifting shadows cast by a small but steady flame. Like the buttress outside, it possessed a steep incline. But unlike it, the ridging occurred at shorter intervals. In the enclosed corridor, the stark ridges encircled the passageway from top to bottom, necessitating a pause every few paces to step over them. Skalos stopped at each knee-high obstacle, allowing Addala to sweep and rap the space between the stone rib ahead with the staff before they crossed over and continued down.


			With a tall ceiling and ample handholds, caution slowed their descent more than difficulty. As the group fell into the pattern of checking beyond a ridge, moving to the next one, and probing again, their eyes adjusted to the dim illumination. Soon, all could see the corridor’s perpetual coil to the right as it followed the curve of the round tower’s exterior. How it cascaded into abyssal blackness past untold ridging vertebrae.


			“What did these elder things have against steps and stairs?” Korr asked while the staff tapped on stone yet again.


			“I’m sure it’s because they moved with nothing like a human gait on the ground,” Tetree said. “In my visions, their bodies were akin to upended kegs with thick tendrils beneath them.”


			The barbarian lifted his blade, squinting as he attempted to see an end to the corridor. “Delightful.”


			“Your supposition makes sense,” Skalos said, motioning the witch to follow as he passed beyond the current ridge. “These places accommodate their movement, not ours.”


			She stepped into the next section. “It’s only logical. I’ll admit, no imprint in time I’ve witnessed reveals them in motion to me on land. I assume it clumsy. However, in water or air, my visions portray beings as fast as fish or fowl, propelled by multiple pairs of wings.”


			Korr used the blunt edge of the obstacle as a handhold striding over it. “I still don’t like it. It’s as if an enormous serpent swallowed us, and we’re passing every rib on the way to its gullet.”


			“On that sentiment, I agree,” Skalos said.


			In the next segment of the passage, the scholar pressed his palm against the relative chill of the wall of dark schist between them and the outside. The rumble of the falls was faint now, but their vibration through the stone was tangible.


			He returned his hand to the light of the lamp. “You’ve taken me to many ancient places,” he said, scrutinizing his fingers and rubbing them with his thumb. “The pyramids of Old Tah and more, and this tower predates them all. Antecedent of all humanity, by your words.”


			“Your point?” Tetree asked as they watched him.


			He held up his palm, showing little grime upon it in the lamp’s glow. “Yet this place is also the cleanest. For the ruin that it is on the outside, there’s hardly any dust within.”


			Korr eyed the witch. “The caretaker?”


			“The reason I fetter my magic,” she replied.


			While the others considered what she said, Addala’s gaze narrowed after rapping on the floor of the next section and finding nothing once more. With the staff, she reached past the scholar beside her and tapped the wall just beyond the ridging three times. His attention caught, he turned and found her pointing out a shallow hole.


			Tetree passed a gesture over her eyes and studied the depression. “I sense no wards.”


			“It could be a trap,” Korr said as the Agamenaean shed more light on it. “You should poke it, Runt.”


			“No. Nameless—”


			“No, wait. I will do it,” Skalos interrupted, his hand offered to Addala.


			He stepped onto the slope of the next section and peeked past the recess. Taking a deep breath, the scribe prodded it with caution and the butt of the pole. Only the clatter of wood on stone came from it.


			“It’s empty,” he sighed. “Just a rust-stained hole with smaller holes within. Perhaps a mounting for a lantern long since disintegrated.”


			“Alright, let’s keep going,” Korr said, eyes turning to something at the edge of vision towards the far end of the corridor.


			The group continued with no more chatter. The pattern of tapping, inspecting, and moving downward in halts returned. As minutes passed in silence, Skalos and Addala developed an efficient synergy. By the time they discovered a second shallow recess in the wall, they assessed it with no trepidation and found it as inconsequential as the first.


			Yet just beyond it, the passageway lost its inclined slope. Passing through an archway, it opened into a circular chamber with a domed ceiling almost concealed by the murk of darkness.


			“I thought so,” Korr commented as he and the others stepped onto the flat stonework of the landing. He pointed with his sword at a huge portal to the right of them. “As we got lower, and the air didn’t stale, I knew it must vent somewhere. Now I can feel it drafting up and out that way.”


			“Another arch is here, too,” Skalos said.


			The scribe made his way across the mortarless masonry with caution, the light of the lamp bobbing as he trod upon blocks becoming more uneven and jutting as he approached. Reaching the archway opposite of the one they exited from, he found it to be of the same size. He peered past its threshold, banishing shadows with flickering flame.


			“Bah,” echoed his curse. “It’s blocked.”


			The others came up behind him and saw the source of his aggravation: A massive cyclopean stone of greenish hue obstructed another descending slope a few yards beyond its entrance.


			Skalos stepped up to the rubble in the alcove that remained and ran his hand along it. “This doesn’t match the tower’s slate. I assume it is debris from the city’s destruction, slammed and imbedded with tremendous force into the wall outside.”


			“Is it impassible?” Tetree asked.


			“It’s one solid piece blocking the passage from the ceiling down,” he said, inspecting rough, unyielding granite with stout pushes.


			“A pity,” she replied, face sour. “We were making swift progress.”


			His hand lowered, and he patted the blockage beneath his knee. “Hold on, I found a gap at the bottom.”


			The lamp clattered as he placed it on the floor. After lying down on his stomach, Skalos retrieved it and the light dipped within the narrow space. The others waited in near darkness as he surveyed the interior.


			“A draft flows this way,” he said, his head emerging moments later. “It can’t be blocked completely, but the tunnel’s end is unseen. If it tightens even an inch further along the way, we have no hope. However, if its width stays the same… and we squirm like worms… most of us may squeeze through.”


			Korr kneeled and inspected the gap himself. “Most of us?”


			“The women and I are thin, but you’re a mountain of muscle. Too many cobwebs obscure my view to even guess if you’ll pass the whole way through.”


			The barbarian gave the hole a hard stare, and the slow draft issuing from it billowed a thread of spider silk at the entrance. He rubbed his chin and stood.


			“It’s wiser to search for another way down in there,” he said, facing Tetree and pointing to the archway he sighted earlier.


			“I think you’d fit,” she said.


			“I don’t.”


			“I know from experience you’re slippery when you work up a sweat.”


			He shook his head. “We’ll be defenseless if we encounter anything in it.”


			She scowled. “We don’t have time to waste looking for another route when we already have one!”


			“How much time will we squander crawling in and out if we find it too narrow? And if it’s only too tight for me, how far do you think you’ll get with the runt and your slave?”


			Her eyes glared.


			“To the utter end? With him?” he smirked. “Without me? You trust—”


			“Quiet,” she said. “You’ve gotten your way. Let’s move.”


			His thumb motioned to the arch over his shoulder. “Let’s.”


			Addala marked the blockage in the passageway with an X. The pole, secure in her deft grip, lowered its chalk-tipped point with a swipe. While a brooding Tetree followed Korr, the Aravian woman turned to the scholar under her black hood. Their mutual glances were amalgams of resolve and apprehension.


			“Come on, make haste with the light,” the warrior said.


			The moment ended with a nod to each other, and the pair walked with the other abreast. A quick swish from the staff left an arrow mark on the floor, pointing out the way back up.


			They rejoined the others and paused with them to study the twelve-foot portal as broad as it was tall. Its oppressive gigantism belittled the group in silence.


			Skalos held up the lamp to examine its fitted stonework. “These archways. I assumed the entrances to the tower are exaggerated for presentation, like the grand doorways of an Ocrellian gambrel-roofed hall. Yet the width of the inner passages suggests the elders truly were enormous.”


			Tetree knelt. “Bring the light here.”


			He joined her as Korr and Addala inspected for traps and dangers. Alongside the Sycoraxian, he beheld a shattered mosaic of blue soapstone. Remnants of something that once decorated the threshold.


			The witch squinted, hovering her hand over the remains of a curious pattern of circles. “It’s not magically warded. Are the dots elder writing?”


			He gave them several seconds of study. “I believe they are, but it’s all too broken to read.”


			“Nothing’s worrisome at the entrance,” the barbarian said, “and I can see dim daylight inside.” He licked two fingers and reached his arm past the arch. “The draft of the air is rising, too. The open shaft we gazed down above may be at the top of this chamber.”


			“We need to find another way down and can no longer afford the luxury of caution,” Tetree said as she stood. “Nameless, after you are given the light, mind it and accompany Korr and I as we hunt for passages within.”


			The clack of chalk on the slate block floor paused, then resumed to finish another arrow mark.


			“Scribe, track down the source of that daylight and tell us what you discover,” she finished.


			Skalos tapped the brass he held. “Alone?”


			“Yes,” she snapped. “Are my instructions unclear?


			“No,” he said, handing the lamp to Addala. “But I don’t understand your haste and willingness to add risks to reach the treasure today. Every day has a noon, and a midnight too, as you said that would also do. If we don’t find it in time, there’s always tomorrow.”


			“You know nothing of the magic I’ve studied for years! Your inquisitivity and perception grants you a measure of charm in my eyes, and your utility is not in doubt. But my patience with your questioning is at an end.”


			“This isn’t about me. What are you not telling us?” he asked. “If I knew, perhaps I could help. Is midday or midnight the only time we can reach the treasure? Is that when your stars are right?”


			Flush with anger, she slapped him across the face. “No, you fool! The height of day or night is just an opportune time for ritual, a moment of waxing magic. The stars are already right!”


			He took a step back, turning his cheek as she fumed. “I only—”


			“Shut up!” Tetree ordered. “You wanted to know, so listen well: Yes, Scribe, the stars are already right. They’ve been right since before you and I were born! They were right when I discovered the lore of this place in my exile. They were right for the years it took me to gather the tools and knowledge I need to bind the treasure to my will! They were right when you accepted my offer to join us in Agamenae, and when with your aid we deciphered where the tower stood.”


			She held up a hand and clenched it. “But like sand through my fingertips, a century old alignment is slipping away! We had a year left of it when you joined us: Now we have but this one, last, day. Before dawn tomorrow, and for the first time in our lives, Nebucubura shall emerge from behind the light of her companion star Inanna. When Inanna’s advisor and guardian is restored beside her, the stars won’t be right again for a millennium!”


			Fist shaking, she threatened to strike him again. “Will that put an end to your dammed questions?”


			Addala stepped between them, her gaze defiant as she stared at the witch in the lamplight. Skalos was quick to interrupt.


			“Yes,” he said. “No more questions.”


			Tetree lowered her hand, looking the pair over. “Now heed this as well: Nameless is nothing to me if I am robbed of my destiny. If I claim the treasure, she is yours as we agreed, Scribe. I will need her no longer. But if, through incompetence or subterfuge, you deny me what is mine today, I will command her to slice open her flesh. I will have her drown you in her own blood as she dies.”


			Skalos managed a slow nod, the air colder than before.


			“Now that you understand the consequences of failing me,” she scowled, “get moving! Find me a way down.”


			A step took him past Korr, and the scholar entered the chamber first. His pace a quick walk, he checked under his cloak as shadow enveloped him.


			“You too can bleed,” he said to himself: A whisper no one else heard as his hand reached the sheath of his grandfather’s knife.


			“Nameless, come along. Never mind him. Tend the lamp well, hold it steady, and stay close to me.”
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