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			Welcome to SciFanSat’s twenty-second issue! Our theme this month may be “Disaster”, but after a flood of speculative submissions, we have no calamitous lack of science fiction, fantasy, and more to share!


			Before I give my editorial overview, the magazine has news and changes to announce. Last month, we conducted a poll asking if you would like us to release our full list of prompts for the year and open submissions to them beyond the upcoming issue. The votes are now tallied, and from a large pool of participants we have a definitive answer: 86% of respondents said they would like to see all our issue prompts for the year and be able to submit to them in advance.


			We will implement this change immediately. The list will be posted on the website, and we’ve already updated the submission form with options to select upcoming issues later in the year. It also displays that month’s theme for added ease of reference. I’m excited about opening this new option. It allows us to begin crafting issues with accepted submissions months ahead of time and therefore should reduce the severity of the production window crunch.


			Now, onto our earth-shaking collection of writing we’re releasing on this last Saturday of May!


			Like falling pebbles foretelling the start of an avalanche, we begin with microfiction and poetry from Alan Vincent Michaels, C. Oulens, Ken Poyner, Leon Stevens and others. Then, dashing for cover, a tsunami of flash fiction appears!


			Ek. A. Butakova brings us an end of the world that feels like a homecoming in “Onsra”, while Jorge Candeias’s “The Laugh” peers a bit beyond that. With “Disasterville”, Leon Stevens asks why the heck we’re still hanging around here, and Kayleigh Kitt’s “Whispers of the Scarecrow” has an answer. Penned with a dash of black humor in the mix, Marcelo Medone’s “A Matter of Scale” should be a day on the beach, but the monumental discovery isn’t the one expected. Nancy E. Dunne’s “After the Disaster” grants us a moment of shellshocked clarity, then That Burnt Writer provides a humorous respite with a group of epic heroes to save the day in “Snake Soup”... if only they weren’t total disasters themselves. Morgan RR Haze’s “A Disastrous Meeting” continues our break from gloom and doom to accompany a girl and her dragon still on the opening steps of their hero’s journey. Alastair Millar thereafter leads us to our last flash piece and into somber space with their tale, “Thrust Upon Them”.


			Six short stories have made their way to you this month through paths of misadventure. Corina Morera’s “Bonfire in the Storm” is tribulation and revelation rolled into one. Next, Samuel Clark’s “The White Flower” offers post-apocalyptic struggle and perilous adventure in an ever-twisting world. “Queen for a Day” by Shannon Frost Greenstein brings us a dystopian future that’s even more disturbing given the news headlines of today. Mario Kersey’s “…You Can’t Take the City Out of the Man” will inject a comedic debacle into your day, while Keith Parker’s mutilated landscapes and black worm infestations in “What I Found at Exit 42” will keep your long walk going. Finally, Joe Jablonski melds malignant science fiction and horror with “The Hub”, a story that contorts into an excellent, layered, and ultimately infectious tale.


			Although assembling this issue included a tiny editor’s calamity, it was only a simple setback and did not kill the joy of the task. Even in tough times when we navigate disasters large, small, and personal, it is you — the authors, the poets, and the readers — that keeps SciFanSat going and make crafting each issue a pleasure. You have our thanks and gratitude. Remain outstanding, all of you. Don’t give up on writing, creating, and supporting each other!


			I hope you enjoy the issue. And please, join us again in June, when after disaster it’s time to pack your magic swords and tricorders for our next theme of... VOYAGE!

			
			
				Jason H. Abbott

				Editor, SciFanSat Magazine
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			by That Burnt Writer
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			My eldest child
			
when they were a toddler,
			
once told me
			
with much glee
			
“You’re the purple disaster!”


			They were not wrong,
			
and I think about that
			
quite
			
a
			
Lot.
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			A Cataclysmic Reversal

			by Alan Vincent Michaels

			
					
				
					
						!
					

				

				
				
					
						B
					

				

				
				
					
						I
					

				

			

		
			
		
			So long overdue
			
The Ultimate Disaster
			
There is no sanctum


			Not borne from without
			
Rather forming deep within
			
Earth’s magnetic fields


			Earth’s poles shift wildly
			
Our civilization’s end
			
Technology’s doom


			When last it happened
			
We nestled in Earth’s domain
			
Much fewer we were


			Now, we are billions
			
Minds wrapped by technology
			
We need to survive


			Solar wind scorching
			
Failures born of our hubris
			
Our tech, our downfall
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			I can feel it seep
			
Through my boots
			
the heat
			
My skin, it crawls
			
My hair,
			
it falls
			
The pain, it lingers
			
Till I can barely feel
			
my fingers
			
Vision is weak and fading fast
			
I do not know how long
			
it will last
			
Too tired to move, I take a seat
			
Nothing left to drink
			
or eat
			
So, I leave my body and this note to be found
			
Beside this shallow grave
			
 in the rocky ground
			
And if the horror you can face
			
Please lay me in my final
			
resting place
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			The climate’s changed! and we,
			
Who laughed and mocked; we,
			
Who thought would escape, find You
			
and I engulfed in its vicious trap.
			
The earth cracks and breaks,
			
succumbed to the heat it collects;
			
murders life it bore and birthed.


			We, once unmoved by every tide;
			
That – thought frozen in space
			
and time, now melts and races in
			
abandonment – tearing You &
			
I, and love – birthed and reared.
			
The sky’s haze – a limitless shroud
			
to the dead that drag
			
on shifting ground, carrions
			
of dead weights.


			Against faded hues of hibiscuses –
			
In waning echoes of hoots, barks, shrieks –
			
In silence… You and I reminisce –
			
The burnt smell of the cake ignored
			
in the oven even as We rejoiced
			
season’s first daffodils flaring
			
our nostrils – Was it not the most
			
delicious cake we’ve
			
ever had? Was it not The
			
best cake We scooped and scraped?
			
But That – Another climate’s reverie!
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			Star Date?

			by Morgan RR Haze
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			Logs are supposed to start with a star date. But time seems to have lost all meaning.

			Memories blur, speeding away from the disaster.

			For us, time has slowed down. How many eons will have passed once we finally stop running?
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			Trust the Spectacular
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			When the asteroid hit, they were ready with their paraphernalia – cameras, binoculars, hats – out in field where it was supposed to hit the planet – to see if it would! The place buzzed like a picnic spot – youth revelled; old folks awaited the spectacular; kids scampered for glittering stones promised by grandparents; and of course, the media making an asteroid off a molehill. Only the middle-aged smirked, feigning disinterest in the brouhaha. Did Met departments forecast accurately, did politicians deliver mandates, could the gods be so kind as to erase all sufferings?

Well, the gods rose to the challenge, this time!
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			Anniversary

			by Ken Poyner
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			His hundredth year in service is ending. There would be a banner above his station congratulating him, but the electronic board has been down for forty years. Across the mall’s central court, the shebot managing the women’s lingerie outlet waves and sends out a weak beacon. Her power supply is going and when she flatlines her store will go dark and simply hum a background distress signal to the silent mall central dispatch. He edges a table closer to the walkway and places today’s sale items. Having not seen a customer in seventy-three years is no reason to be slack.
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			“Leave your shoes by the door. And your weapons. I know you have them.” A low voice rumbles behind the twisted curtain of triangular-leaved ivy. The bottle-green vegetation does a superb job concealing a slit in the rain-drizzled rock.

			I’m tracking someone who shouldn’t exist in a part of the city that doesn’t appear on any map. It’s serendipitous I know how to do this being a simple farmer, and it’s a necessity as the thief has stolen two sheep, three hens, several rows of leeks and two scarecrows — all in the same month. 

			Who steals scarecrows? 

			Pilfering is becoming more regular. Whilst I understand folk are hungry from the tightening tyrannical rule, it doesn’t condone the crime. Losing scarecrows is — awkward. They’re time-consuming to construct, let alone the springs and components being difficult to source — increasingly so. The only straightforward element is the secret of the mask. The officials term it trickery, but it’s effective if it works.

			“If it’s all the same, I’ll keep my shoes on. I can’t play the game if I don’t know the rules,” I reply lightly, shifting aside the almost black foliage with a shepherd’s crook. 

			“There are no rules.” The pale, gaunt face of a man-boy looms towards me. Instead of freezing or rearing back, I push the stout stick between us against his chest. My other hand cradles a mattock loosely. He’s either brave, stupid, or desperate.

			“You’re a thief,” I accuse.

			A strand of chestnut hair flops into his eyes and he slowly raises a hand to brush it out of the way.

			“A lowlife, scoundrel, reprobate, delinquent.” My voice cracks, eyes stinging, teetering on the edge of tears.

			“Codswallop.” There’s a glint in his eyes, which reaches a ripening smile.

			“Pardon?” I gasp, flummoxed. “Let’s get this straight. I don’t like you.” Brave, stupid or desperate?

			“Cute. You’re in denial. Who do you think keeps the vigilantes away from your farm? I just took payment owed.” There’s a movement in the shadows, as if he’s shrugged. He’s a chancer, then.

			Red rises in my chest. “I know of no such arrangement and I don’t know what your problem is, but I’ll wager it’s hard to pronounce.” My grip tightens on the crook. 

			He rests a hand nonchalantly on the staff against his sternum.

			“I really tried to behave, but there were too many variables.” He licks his lips. “Apart from you tracking me here, because now we have an issue.”

			I sniff, brushing my itchy cheek with an elbow. “You created it.” Brave, stupid, or desperate?

			“Official story is, we have a rat problem.” He suddenly tries to wrench the staff from my fingers and fails. I gulp. He’s so close we’re nearly nose to nose, and he smells of fresh work, although there’s an undertone I can’t quite identify.

			I don’t move, eyeballing him back, noticing the dark crescents under his grey-flecked eyes. His fingers travel down my arm to the mattock and he eases the implement from me. More surprisingly, I let him.

			“I asked nicely. You can’t go any further if you’re armed. You’ll scare them,” he chides gently, putting the tool to one side.

			“Who?”

			To my surprise and without permission, he grabs my hand. It’s warm, despite being able to feel his calloused palm, then breaks into a run, towing me after him. I grasp his hand firmly. I’ll never find my way back out of the labyrinth of tunnels solo. 

			Erupting into bright sunshine, he turns, taking an index finger to his lips. A giggling group of small children huddle by a scarecrow. It bobs around on the wind, surveying the straight lines of brown-tipped seedlings, before returning to face the youngsters, leering with a whitened smile, and hissing, “Behave”.

			In the background, an unusual collection of plants and unfamiliar peaks stretches out. I’ve left the city. And all the vegetation as far as I can see, is brown or fading.

			“Why’s everything dying?” I ask, referring to the wilting plant material. 

			He turns to me, his expression open. “Will you help us? Otherwise, we’re doomed.”
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			A Matter of Scale

			by Marcelo Medone

		
			
		
			After several months of traversing countless galactic portals and little-traveled wormholes, we arrived at that unexplored star system that promised to be our trophy, our passport to immortality and perhaps to riches.

			The spectrum coming from this binary system had a clear signature of transiridium, the metal most required by interdimensional technology. All we had to do was find a planet with usable deposits, which was not so easy.

			There we were, two intrepid space prospectors, ready to push our luck. Frank Feldman and Roberto Marini, alone against the universe.

			We headed for the most promising planet of the group, a small rocky planet we had named Ingravitum because of its minimal gravity. We had detected transiridium veins in the orbital readings and were excited. In addition, the low gravity was an advantage for mining operations. If we found our precious deposit, it was going to be all profit.

			We landed gently on a beach by the sea.

			We went down to explore inside our pressurized suits.

			We soon realized that the transiridium seemed to be everywhere and yet nowhere. The readings showed that in the ground there was one part in less than a trillion, which made our discovery economically unfeasible.

			The only good thing was that we were walking as if floating on a cloud of cotton, kicking up puffs of white sand with every step we took.

			Frank was as happy as a five-year-old at an amusement park.

			“Finally, we can stretch our legs! I couldn't wait for a vacation!” he said.

			“I remind you that we're here to work. We must map the terrain to see if we can find any profitable veins.”

			“That's why we have our fleet of bots; we can rest while they do the work.”

			Then, Feldman opened the bots' porthole with the remote control and our helibots flew off in all directions.

			“Relax, pal. If there's transiridium, they're going to find it,” he told me.

			“I'm worried about running into hostile life forms. We don't know anything about this planet,” I told him.

			“One thing at a time. Besides, this is the first time we've had a rocky planet with low gravity. Just enjoy the ride.”

			Feldman was passionate about the physics of exoplanets. I was always more practical, the guy who sweats to get the gold in the bag.

			“Anyway, we have to be on the lookout for the presence of complex intelligent life,” I told him.

			“I agree with you. It's all a matter of scale: the lower the mass, the lower the gravity. The lower the gravity, the more liftoff from the ground. We should find a multitude of life floating or flying. Or, at least, rising towards the sky in a way inversely proportional to the low gravitational attraction.”

			“Very nice all, Feldman, but I see no physical evidence for what you're telling me. There are no huge mountains, giant flying insects or thirty-feet tall giraffes. All I see is a white sandy beach and a sea with waves that you can't even drill into with a Styrofoam board.”

			“Look on the bright side, Marini. We are in a quiet destination, without aliens shooting at us with their laser guns or poisoned darts, on a paradisiacal beach. On top of that, we can walk on the sand without getting tired, due to the low gravity. What more do you want? Do you want me to make you a daiquiri?”

			I looked up at the sky. There were two suns high in the sky with their orange light; three moons were visible on the horizon. There were no signs of life of any kind. Our work as explorers was getting really boring and unexciting.

			We walked along the shore, the gentle waves splashing against our astronaut boots. Even the breeze blowing in from the sea smelled faintly of salt. It was a peaceful tourist postcard. Our bosses could perhaps sell the place as a tourist destination. But there were too many paradisiacal places to choose from in the galaxy, and there didn't seem to be anything new there.

			We'd have to keep checking in with Feldman, who was having the time of his life, as if he were on vacation.

			But, deep in my brain, an alarm had gone off. They say that when something comes along too well, it's the prelude to disaster. The calm before the storm. The idyllic scene in the horror movie, before the killer disembowels the innocent teenagers with his sharp scythe.

			Then, we heard squawking seagulls. I searched the sky but saw nothing resembling them.

			“There's something behind the dune!” Frank exclaimed.

			Suddenly, a feathered bipedal animal emerged, five feet tall, with two small, useless wings like those of a dodo, a long neck devoid of feathers like that of a vulture, a head with bulging eyes and a hooked beak with a pelican's crop, squawking shrilly. It was a crude caricature of a real bird.

			“Was I right or wrong?” Frank said to me. “This is an Ingravitorian penguin. Instead of being half a meter tall, it's three times as tall. The lower the gravity, the higher it is. I claim priority in naming it; I'll call it Ingravidyptes Feldmanii.”

			Truly, the critter was like a penguin, especially in its clumsy gait. But its squawking gave me a bad feeling. It sounded like a hungry chick calling for its parents.

			Then I froze. Behind Feldman, two huge penguins appeared, ten meters tall. Real alien terror birds.

			As the chick screeched, one of the giant beasts swooped down, grabbed Feldman with its hooked beak, lifted him into the sky and gobbled him up in a second, depositing him in its elastic gullet.

			I ran as fast as I could to the ship. I didn't stay to witness the giant penguins feeding their young.

			I hated to agree with Feldman, may he rest in peace.
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			Snake Soup

			by That Burnt Writer
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			“It’s always the same with you,” the priest said. “You see a demon, or a spiked pit or, in this case an impassable wall with a monster behind it in the middle of a forest, and you start catastrophizing. Everything’s suddenly a disaster.”

			“I do not!” replied the wizard. “I just think a little dose of reality about the perils we’re facing will—oh, will you shut up with that damn harp?”

			The bard stopped fal-di-rah-ing and took a deep breath.

			“This,” he said haughtily, “is not a harp, and if I don’t accompany us with a gaily skipping melody and the occasional strum, then what the point of me being here?”

			“I sometimes wonder that exact thing,” the wizard said darkly. “Listen, I came on this quest, if you can call it that, for knowledge. And it is a harp, and a bloody annoying one at that.”

			“Lyre!” the bard almost screamed.

			“I am not!” replied the wizard. “I know why you’re all here, and quite frankly none of you have noble purpose, except possibly Harald The Unwashed over there, and the only conversation we get out of him is the occasional grunt that sounds like a constipated rhinoceros, and that’s only when he’s hungry. Who knows what goes on in his head.”

			The barbarian was standing motionless, staring at the wall, one hand on his sword. He had a look of concentration on his face, as if someone had asked him to solve The Riddle of the Sphinx, or perhaps count past three.

			“I mean, look at him. It’s a wonder that he’s not wearing the loincloth on his head.”

			“Well,” said the thief, “you’re not exactly helping matters with that attitude.”

			“You’re just upset I put a charm on my purse,” said the wizard, nastily. “How is the rash these days? Still chafing uncomfortably when you walk? Still hurts when you pee?”

			“So,” said the priest, trying to regain control of the situation and holding his hands up to placate the group, “what would you, or anyone, propose we do? And don’t say ‘turn around and go home’. We need serious suggestions. That wall is two feet thick, and behind it a tiger-headed demon-snake. We’re not going to get any further without a decent plan.”

			An uneasy silence settled over the group before the bard raised his hand.

			“Yes?”

			“Well, I don’t have a suggestion, but in the spirit of trying to get along a little better, I’d like to understand what knowledge my pointed-hatted friend over there is pursuing. Oh, and if it rhymes with maiden, gold, or treasure, so much the better.”

			The wizard took a deep breath and exhaled slowly. Turning to the bard he spoke through what sounded like gritted teeth, although it was hard to tell from behind the beard.

			“What I seek is not just knowledge, it is a rare and magical thing, spoken of in only hushed tones in magical conclaves up and down the kingdom. I am after Grathiliog’s Wort.”

			“A wart?” said the bard. “Can’t you use the one you magically put on his crotch after he tried to steal your money the other night? Or maybe go find a leper? Yeah, do that and get up really close and personal with him.”

			The wizard started to turn the color of beetroot as the priest coughed hastily and interposed himself between them.

			“Not a wart, a Wort. It’s a kind of plant you use in poultices, and herbal remedies — and in some magic.”

			“Right,” said the bard, then got a faraway look in his eyes.

			“Uh-oh,” said the thief as the bard hummed a note and cleared his throat.

			“His ultimate goal was Grathiliog’s wort — it was Grathiliog, right? His ultimate goal was Grathiliog’s wart, and he said he'd given it plenty of thought, he chased this mythical plant with plenty of zeal, despite the fact he’s a total imbeci—”

			“Ok, that’s enough,” said the priest, plucking the lyre out of his hands. “Right, unless you’ve got anything helpful to say, go stand over there a moment.”

			The bard pouted, but moved away and sat on a rock as the priest placed the instrument gently against a tree trunk.

			“Useful suggestions,” the priest repeated. “Useful.”

			“Maybe,” muttered the wizard, “I should enchant his damn harp so every time he plucks a string it feels like someone’s kicked him in the ba—”

			“Useful.” said the priest firmly.

			“How about a human sacrifice?” said the druid, who up until this point had been quiet.

			The pause was slightly too long to be comfortable.

			“I think,” said the wizard, a little too exuberantly, “that I can ready a couple of fireballs. I’ll throw one at the wall to destroy it, then one at the beast behind. If you can all spread out, and do various things to distract it after the first fireball to allow me to defeat him with the second?”

			“A workable idea,” said the priest. “I shall say my devotions loudly over here, if you play your har— your lyre over there.”

			“I’ll stand over here and yell,” said the thief, “and between us we can make enough racket that it’ll be distracted and won’t know which way to look.”

			“We shall sacrifice the abomination after victory,” said the druid quietly, withdrawing a long knife from the depths of his cloak. Each of the others surreptitiously took a small step backwards.

			“Right, move out of the way,” called the wizard to the barbarian. “We’ve got a plan, and—no, move back not forwards!”

			The barbarian had slung his sword across his back, and stepped forward. He pulled his fist back and punched a massive hole in the wall, then grabbed the creature behind it and smashed its head into the rubble four, five, six times until it stopped moving. He unsheathed the blade again and decapitated it, then turned, holding its head up high. His brow furrowed in concentration.

			“Better plan,” he grunted. “Hungry. Snake soup, then treasure.”
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			As the night grew darker, despite the auroras providing some light, she got anxious to eat and find somewhere to rest. Lovely’s chirp pulled her out of her thoughts. Aisha spotted her glowing eyes above her in a tree.

			“Now you want me to climb?”

			“Chirp.”

			“Of course, tired, hungry, bruised. Should be no problem climbing a tree again after decades,” she grumbled.

			When she reached the little dragon, she was pleasantly surprised by the way the tree had grown. All the branches fanned out, making a concave “nest,” and egg sized fruit grew not far above.

			“Okay, I’ll learn not to complain so much.”

			Lovely took a bite of the fruit and then stared expectantly at her, like with the water. This time she didn’t hesitate to follow the little dragon’s lead. Like a plum, the skin was tart and the inside juicy. There the similarities ended. It tasted unlike anything she’d had before. It was sweet, but with a warming quality like ginger or cinnamon.

			As her hunger was sated, her eyes began to droop. She was vaguely aware of Lovely curling next to her, emitting a soft warmth.

			Her nightmares, or should she call them memories, were back. Watching as her mother struggled to take her last breaths. That horrible gurgle, but the worst was the complete helplessness.

			She woke with tears and Lovely rubbing against her, softly “purring.” Aisha could swear she was trying to be a comfort. But animals back home could sense emotions, couldn’t they? Why not Lovely? She seemed to comprehend so much.

			As her senses sharpened, she became aware of the smell of cooking and the crackling sounds of a fire. Carefully, she peeked below. A man was sitting with his back toward the tree, roasting something on a stick. Fish?

			“Finally awake,” his voice rumbled.

			She didn’t move, didn’t speak, barely breathed.

			“I know you are there,” he said, turning to look directly at her.

			“Who are you and do you want something from me?”

			“Griffin. The Clan Mother sent me to collect you.”

			She didn’t think he sounded completely happy with the assignment. “How do you know I’m the one you are to bring back?”

			He didn’t answer, just turned back to his food and took a bite. It smelled good and her stomach grumbled. If he heard, he ignored it. Once done, he stood and uttered one word, “Come!”

			Immediately she was irritated. Even when upset, her parents had never spoken such a command to her. She also knew nothing about him, or even much about this world. Did he not understand stranger danger?

			When she didn’t obey, he huffed, and moving much faster than expected for someone his size, was halfway up the tree, gripping her ankle. With fear and adrenaline pumping, she kicked. But what made him release her was Lovely going straight for his face. He growled and slapped the tiny dragon to the ground. He even moved to stomp on her!

			Aisha bolted down, grabbing Lovely before he could. Looking up she saw him, slack jawed. Then narrowing his eyes he demanded, “You come down to protect a pest, but refuse the order of a Clan Chieftain?”

			“You’ve done nothing to make me trust you. She helped me find food and shelter. You tried yanking me out of a tree!” She looked down and Lovely’s tweaked wing. Tears pricked her eyes as she tried to determine what she could do for it.

			“Enough!” He grabbed the arm that wasn’t cradling Lovely and started marching.

			“Let go!” she said, struggling to break his hold.

			“You will come on your feet or over my shoulders. If I throw you across my shoulder, you will no doubt drop that creature,” he threatened.

			She had no doubts that he would, or that Lovely would be hurt by the ordeal, so she stopped fighting him.

			She struggled with the terrain. He seemed accustomed to tramping through the undergrowth, but her lightweight summer clothes did her no favors with the insects and stinging vegetation. Though he did help her the few times she stumbled, he never let go of her or spoke. They simply trekked on. The sun was overhead when they crested a hill and a village came into view. It didn’t have the magic described in fairytales, but there was something otherworldly about it. He didn’t give her time to study it. He started going faster.

			At the gate, an older woman waited. Apparently, the Clan Mother.

			“Ah, Griffin, you found her!” she said with a wide smile.

			He only grunted in response. Aisha was surprised by the eye roll the woman gave him in return. Was he always like this?

			“That is no way to welcome a guest. And look at the state of her!”

			“Stinging vine. Sucker worms. Dragons. Gemma, she even brought one with her. Only way she would move!”

			“Go, Griffin. Wash, eat and rest,” Gemma said, Shaking her head. “You’ll feel better.”

			“But what about—”

			“Go!” The command was even more forceful than what Griffin had used with her. Forceful enough to cause him to bow and leave, finally releasing her arm.

			Gemma sighed and touched the now bruised skin. “Come my child. You need care and have many questions, I’m sure.”

			“What about Lovely?” she asked, presenting the dragon she still cradled.

			“Bring her. I am old enough to remember when they weren’t “pests.” Is she injured?”

			“Yes, her wing.”

			“I have salves, bandages and a warm bath. Come, we’ll get you both spriteful again.”

			“Thank you. I wasn’t expecting such kindness.”

			“Ah, well, Griffin has a way of making disastrous first impressions.”

			“My dad always warned me that first impressions last the longest.”

			“Wise words from, I assume, a wise man.”
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			“I feel them coming,”

			Thomas Grasshopper writes, then circles the phrase several times, pressing hard with a thick-tipped pen. Right next to the word “feel”, the pen pierces the paper, leaving a tiny hole, and with that, the man finally begins his work. In the room that serves as his home office, a cozy table lamp illuminates the desk, where he sits, slumped in fatigue. His fingers tap confidently on the keyboard, and the screen displays endless columns of numbers.

			Through the open window he feels the thin, rarefied air and sees the sky, gradually fading from heavy blue to grimy gray, then into black, much like the shapes he sketches in the margins of the notebook. But Thomas no longer cares about the rain; the storm warning notifications on his phone have been turned off for years. As a boy, he ran outside with the first drops of rain, clinging to his dreams and hopes, but every time, he came home soaked to the skin, his cheeks flushed from the cold, his nose runny. He used to step out at the sound of thunder in the early years of his marriage, even after his first son was born, but not anymore.

			Outside the window, a razor-sharp wind is already howling like a trumpet blast, heralding a real storm. Just like the last one, Thomas thinks, multiplying numbers on the screen.

			Sometimes he takes his eyes off the monitor to sip chilled coffee from a little squat cup with blue rings. It’s a gift from his wife — Milly. Molly? She loves those silly things cluttering the house.

			Lightning slices the sky like cracks in a giant blueberry pie. Thunder roars, spilling over the windowsill. Thomas turns, but sees only the perfectly round raindrops, and turns back to the hateful monitor. The lamp flickers once, and Thomas keeps pounding on the keys. The lamp flickers twice, and the man jabs nervously at it with his finger. The lamp flickers three times, and Grasshopper jumps up from his seat, ready to throw the worthless thing away. The idiot lamp is Milly’s choice. Molly’s.

			The lamp flashes four times and Thomas starts counting. He counts again and cries out. In disbelief, the man throws the window open wider. The giant droplets stream down his head and neck, and run under his collar. It’s no longer just a windstorm — it’s a deluge. A tempest.

			“It's the end of the world,” Thomas whispers. He hurries back to his desk and, his hand trembling with excitement, writes: “I feel them coming.”

			Thomas rushes to the door, then down the stairs, pulling everything out of his pockets — wallet, license, passport, keys and a photo of his wife. Drenched by the icy downpour, he races farther from the house. He shouts with joy, like a lost child who’s just been found. He lifts his arms, and in the light of distant, frozen planets, ascends into the sky.
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			Ontino and Havan stepped out of the house to watch the water creeping up the driveway and over the grass. The sky was dark and gray, but it wasn’t raining there. Yet. 

			The basement was empty. They had been warned not to keep anything of value there and they took that advice to heart, storing their valuables in the attic. No one mentioned the tornados, though. Now, they had no valuables. A new roof, but no valuables.

			Havan tossed the black hose into the rising water and turned on the pump. In minutes, the aqua-dam began to fill, creating a “waterproof” dyke around the perimeter of the house. There was always some leakage caused by the tremors, which cracked the soil, dry from the three-week drought.

			There was an upside to the rain. The wildfires were now under control. Only half the town was burned this time. Plus, no sun equaled no sunburn.

			“They’re back,” Ontino said as she pointed to the wheatfields on the upper terrace of the valley. A black murmuration descended down, and they could hear the hum of a million beating cicada wings.

			“Well, it’s better than the murder hornets,” Havan said.

			“Why do we live here?”

			“Low taxes,” he answered. “And look how close to the school we are,” he added as he pointed to the elementary school which had got hung up on the berm across the street.
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			The rogue gas giant didn’t care; it hung in space, its immense velocity imperceptible, as the people who had made their homes around it tried to come to terms with what had happened.

			For some it was simple: Prosperina Station catered to the premium tourist trade, big business for Dis, a planet where the nightlife never stopped because the sunlight never came. While the catastrophe might hurt visitor numbers for a while, there was no real competition. The punters would be back.

			For others, gas dredging was a way of life, the community tight-knit, and for them the loss of the dozen men and women who’d been on board the ‘Stygian Stream’ was more keenly felt.

			And for the crews sent out to deal with the wreck, it was a job – one they’d rather not do, but which still had to be done. The public, the shipowner, the insurance companies and the health and safety inspectors all wanted to know what had happened, how it could be avoided in future, and, of course, who could be blamed for what the newsies were already calling the ‘Dis-aster’.

			The ship had been trawling the planet’s upper layers for rare elements needed by Earthside industries when its supposedly state-of-the-art radiation countermeasures collapsed. Those on board had spent their brief remaining time frantically trying to reboot suddenly inoperative systems and reinstate the plasma shields, before succumbing, one by one, to organ failure and death.

			Louise and Kurt had reviewed their initially panicked, and later desperate, messages. Being reminded of how close all spacefarers were to death was harrowing.

			Now they lay a few hundred metres off the bow of the dredgercraft, while a cadre of man-sized, four-armed mechs, guided by pre-loaded schematics and their own synthetic intelligence, went through the ‘Stream’ looking for bodies. The latest one had been found down on the propulsion deck, and ’bot number 7 was bringing it up to a skiff for transport back to the rescue barque, and ultimately a lead-lined coffin and either passage home or consignment to the Void. The humans watched the feeds intently, their silent watch a mark of respect for the uncaring dead.

			So when it came, Marco’s call signal from the reception bay wasn’t just jarring, but seemed rude.

			“What?” snapped Louise.

			“We have a problem,” came the reply.
 “What kind of problem?”

			“Well, for starters the flight manifest said only twelve people were on board, but we’re about to get a thirteenth body.”

			“Stowaway?”

			“Uh, I don’t think so. I know which stiff is the odd one out. It’s the only one in what looks like a fancy kind of vacsuit.”

			“Okay, so we got an extra. The paperwork’s wrong, mistakes happen. Not our fault.”

			“Yes, but… it’s not human.”

			“What?”

			“When I opened up the suit, it had green skin and gills. Not. Human.”

			Up on the bridge, the pilots stared at the commlink. When the fraught silence had gone on too long, Marco tried again. “What do you want to do, Skip?”

			What she wanted to do was space it, get rid of the evidence. First contact wasn’t meant to happen like this, the voice in her head wailed. But while it was tempting, it would be wrong. And the secret would inevitably get out.

			“Congratulations, boys. Better make sure you look smart for the higher-ups and pretty for the press. We’re going to be famous. Hell, we might even get a bonus!”

			The tension snapped, and they all started laughing. Their lives would be changing, and it would be a long time before they got the chance again.
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			The laugh resonates in the small room. The voice of a man, sandpapery. Another voice, female but almost equally rough, comes from the next room, bringing with it equal measures of interrogation and reproach.

			“You already at that stage, Zé? Laughing on your own?”

			“I’m reading some old texts here, from the time of the epidemic.”

			“Don’t you have anything better to do?”

			“It’s fun. You should read em too. This one is by a guy that said—”

			“Zé—”

			“No, really, you’re gonna laugh. A guy was saying here that the epidemic was gonna make mankind relearn its sense of community and that each individual’s well-being always depends on everybody’s well-being. Just a bunch of big words. The individual, he goes, only makes sense as part of the collective, blah blah and fiddledeedee.” Another giggle. A pause. “You don’t think it’s funny?”

			“No. I find it depressing. Look, I’ve got a light here blinking. The filter needs replacing.”

			“Again?!”

			“It’s what it says.”

			The voice that earlier was laughing now sighs. Exasperated? Resigned?

			“OK, OK…”

			The owner of the voice gets up, heads to the shelter’s decontamination zone, puts on the hazmat suit, masks up, checks the air quality displays, frowns, adjusts the mask and taps three or four times with his finger around the area where the detectors lie hidden, shrugs, picks up the gun and checks the ammo, slings the bag with the filters and the tools, ties to the arm a cleanish party armband which, despite having been washed, still shows some signs of the latest blood stains, checks the outside through the peephole for signs of danger, doesn’t see any, seals the inner door, replaces the clean inner air with contaminated outside air, and opens the outer door.

			“Community,” he grumbles as he enters a landscape dominated by the ruins of partially submerged skyscrapers under the continuous attack of the sea waves, hazy in the distance, beyond the moat and the electrified fence. “Collective. Those people from before the Fall had such ideas…”

			And thus grumbling he heads to the filter, dragging his feet in the dust, a lonely figure in an empty world.
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			Silence. I lifted my head slowly as the blood and smoke in the air burned my nose. How was it silent? Perhaps it was my hearing. I coughed. Nope, heard that.

			I looked upward to see the sun. How long had I been in the underground city? Didn’t matter. To my right was the disaster that was the labyrinth. Molten glass. Smoldering in spots, cooling into glassy pools in others.

			I raised my arms, happy that they weren't broken. My magic was at my core, where it had always been, so I called on it to lift me - up, past the destruction and carnage and into the sweet, clean air of the forest.

			But was it over? Only time would tell. I am still here. Those I love are safe. I looked at my palms as I conjured magical flames. How quickly could we descend to chaos again?

			I can't let time make that decision. I reached for my magic again, spoke ancient words, and winked out of sight after uttering one last word…

“Home.”
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			“Welcome back the hub, and I hope you’ve all had a wonderful and productive day!”

			I stood in line for decontamination at the edge of the milk swamps, knee deep in white liquid, trying to ignore the overwhelming chill this planet took on at dusk. The padding of my suit was wearing thin, and there were still twenty people ahead of me.

			Ignore the long rod extended above us. It was just there as an anchor for the network of digital tethers connected to the back of our heads by way of implant. We breathed through it. We communicated through it.

			We’d last only minutes out here without it.

			Jerry was in front of me as always, sleeves rolled up exposing a prosthetic arm. A particle dusting from the fields covered him head to toe. He turned and opened a private channel to my implants’ personal designation.

			“Does it always have to be so damn cheerful?”

			His tether and goggles flashed blue in sync with the words. Even with the plug covering his mouth I could picture a grimace.

			I only shrugged. It was the same complaint every day. The ‘it’ Jerry referred to was the AI program that controlled all functions on the ship. Its enthusiasm was overwhelming.

			“Number 16, you did fantastic today!” the AI said to a woman entering the decontamination chamber.

			A pair of double doors slid closed behind her. That light flashing above them meant she was currently being stripped and flooded with medical nanos to flush any foreign debris from her system.

			The AI like to keep us all at peak physical health. Our reliance on the tether and the nano bath made sure no one wandered past the protection of the radiation shield overhead.

			“Check out the new guy,” said Jerry.

			An old man shivered a few people ahead in line. Head down. Both hands tucked into pockets. A patch on the back of his suit read: Carson.

			“How long do you think he signed up for?” Jerry continued.

			“Don’t know. I tried to talk to him earlier, but his channel is silenced to anything but the hub feed,” I said. “Either way, he doesn’t look so good.”

			Jerry stared him up and down. “Five credits say he doesn’t make it three days.”

			“You’re on.”

			Only seconds passed. Carson dropped to one knee, clutching at his chest.

			Blood seeped through the cracks in his mouth and nose plugs. He choked on foreign atmosphere, arms flailing in a panic. Particles in the mist clumped up around his implant.

			A crowd gathered. Mental chatter erupted over the tether network. Goggles flashed in the darkness as everyone called for help at once.

			“Oh dear,” said the AI overriding it all. “Everybody, please step back.”

			Two orbs dislodged from the side of the hub. They formed a stretcher between them, scooping Carson up and quickly rushing him into the decontamination chamber.

			The line reformed quickly as the doors slammed shut behind them.

			Over the tether the AI assured Carson everything was going to be ok for all to hear. It then sang him digital lullabies with the preprogrammed voice of an angel.

			Jerry looked back at me, a rare smile peeking behind his plugs.

			“Buy me drink later and we’ll call it even.”


			2


			That night I was in my room, a syringe in hand, body still buzzing from the aftereffects of the nano bath.

			Over the hub’s intercom the AI gave us all a daily reminder about the benefits of a good night’s sleep. At this hour it kept the lights dim.

			I was one of the lucky few with a window. Outside it, a heavy fog had rolled in, obscuring the soft purple glow of the dual moons beyond. Particles drifted above large segmented white pools covering the landscape.

			Within their shallow depths lived a fungus the company named Basidioline 2N2. When superheated within a reactor this miracle fungus achieved a new type of fusion. The hotter it burned, the faster it self-replicated, and vice versa in a never-ending loop.

			Infinite, renewable energy on command, used for everything from nanotech to hyperdrive engines.

			At night it hummed.

			I took in the beauty of the fields as I slid the syringe in my arm and pressed the plunger. Without a daily injection, I’d slowly rot away, the result of a wasting disease I picked up as kid back on my home planet.

			Not even the nanos could purge it. The only known treatment was the synthetic bacteria currently flooding my system specifically engineered to feed the disease.

			A five-year contract working the fields made sure I’d always be able to afford it.

			Over the intercom the AI thanked us for a hard day’s work. The glass of my window tinted to black. A countdown appeared on the wall.

			I pulled the needle from my arm and laid back on my mattress as a sedative seeped in from the vents.

			My lids got heavy. My limbs went numb. A mechanism on either side of the bed wrapped a blanket over me, leaving me swaddled against my will where I had no choice but to remain for the next eight hours.

			As the sedative kicked in, I drifted off to the melodic hums of the fungus outside.

			Over the intercom the AI wished us all a goodnight.
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			The next day there were whispers of a spreading sickness.

			I saw it for myself later that evening.

			It was during happy hour. Across the bar a nurse named Roger was surrounded by a crowd of people asking about Carson’s condition, his posture slouched, his gaze haunted.

			Not even nine free rounds could get him to reveal his secrets.

			Everyone backed off once the shakes began. Within an hour he was sweating profusely.

			It was the hypochondriac in me that kept me staring…


			“You’re seeing this right?” I said to Jerry as he sat down next to me. Smooth jazz played softly in the background.

			“Yeah, man. I wouldn’t get too close after what Linda said.”

			“Linda?”

			“Yeah, I just talked to her. She said med bay was in lockdown. Apparently, they told her it was just a small radiation leak but we both know that’s bullshit. The repair nanos could fix that in minutes.”

			The galaxies’ most trusted news source played on screens all over. On it a reporter stood in front of the aftermath of an explosion at a ship refueling junction. A crowd of protesters from various environmental protection groups surrounded him, holding up signs, and yelling about new legislation needed to curb Basidioline emissions.

			Jerry nodded towards the screen and leaned in close, mindlessly rubbing his prosthetic arm as he spoke. “And what about that? What have I been telling you?”

			“Oh, don’t start this shit again,” I said.

			This was all Jerry talked about.

			“What about it is shit? It was only a matter of time before they got violent.”

			“They’re harmless. Just let it go.”

			“You think it’s coincidence there’s been three explosions over that last week at various plants linked to Basidioline production?”

			“All ruled industrial accidents.”

			“And you believe everything you’re told? No, it was them. Now with this Carson shit, and the lockdown, it’s all related. I’d start to worry if I were you.”

			Across the bar Roger had grown pale. He stared into his drink. Mouth wide. Eyes listless. He didn’t react to the bartender sliding a glass of water to him.

			“Carson isn’t the first person to drop in the fields, you know,” I said. “Not even close. We’re all here for the health care. We all got our problems. It’s really not that weird.”

			“Yeah, when’s the last time you’ve seen someone that old hired though. He’s not in any condition to be out there in the first place. Somethings not right with him, can you at least acknowledge that?”

			I just sighed.

			“Whatever,” said Jerry. He stood. “I’m getting another drink. You need one?”

			“Sure.”

			Across the bar Roger was breathing heavily. There was a glow under the skin surrounding his implant. Brown fluid dripped at the corners of his mouth. The bartender stared at him as he grabbed the emergency comms.

			As I watched him a familiar fear crept up in me.

			Suddenly, Roger fell off his stool, his arms twitching violently. Patches of hair were on the floor next to him.

			Two doctors in hazmat suits slung the doors open and stomped in with a pair of medical drones in tow.

			One cut off Roger’s shirt.

			Open wounds filled with metal filings covered his torso. Roger swore they weren’t there hours ago as the two medical droids flew him from the room.

			The second spoke quickly and quietly over a comm on her wrist.

			“Confirmed. Same symptoms,” she said then nodded to the other. Both rushed out, passing two security droids now standing at the door.

			“No one leaves,” she said.

			Jerry was smiling.
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			We’d been in lockdown for hours. Tensions were rising. A crowd had formed around the two security droids.

			Jerry spasmed on the floor, tased and incapacitated at their feet next to two others.

			Over the intercom the AI let us all know just how sorry it was to have to do this.

			I stood in a corner far away from the crowd. I’d seen firsthand what comes from this kind of fear. The body language was already there. Things were about to reach a breaking point.

			“Sara, you alright?” came a voice from behind.

			I looked back. A woman on the far wall was hyperventilating. Two of her friends were slowly backing away. The left side of her face was covered in black bumps. She jumped from her chair and began clawing at them as them as more popped up. Metal and wires sprouted from just beneath the surface, their sparking tips burning the surrounding flesh.

			“Please, someone,” Sara said through gasps. She was shaking as she stumbled towards the crowd.

			A man in yellow overalls smashed a bottle on the bar and held it up towards her.

			“Stay the fuck back.”

			Sara didn’t listen. By now large tumor-like growths covered the entirety of her face.

			She screamed. The crowd parted as she ran towards the exit. Three feet away from meeting the business end of a security droids’ stunner a burst of plasma exploded from her eye.

			Sara hit the floor sliding.

			What looked like the tip of a tiny plasma relay acceptor was slowly growing from the seared brain matter within the now empty socket. A web of fungus stretched across the top glowed white hot.

			That’s when the riot began.

			The crowd erupted into chaos, overrunning the security droids in seconds.

			Screams echoed through the room.

			I ran over and pulled Jerry under a table to keep him from getting trampled.

			More security droids appeared, their stunners flashing and jabbing with wild abandoned.

			Overhead, the AI begged for order.

			Jerry began to stir. Blood dripped down the side of his head where he had face planted earlier.

			“Come on, man, sit up and put your hands on your head,” I said, tapping his face.

			His eyes rolled without focus. He groaned and drooled.

			One of the security droids approached, stunning everyone still standing on its way towards us. The order was to tase anyone not in the proper position into compliance without exception.

			The AI apologized after every single one.

			The security droid was only feet away.

			As it lifted a stun rod a man tackled it from behind. Another grabbed its head and pulled it back so hard its neck snapped. Tiny metal growths pulsated on ball joints below its chin.

			Across the room another two droids disappeared under a separate pile of lunatics. They were both ripped to pieces in seconds.

			The rioters turned their attention to the only door out, beating on it with robot parts and screaming for release.

			Fresh growths covered them all.

			The alarms sounded. A cacophony of beeps and echoes. Violent. Ear-piercing.

			The AI told us what was going to happen next was for our own good.

			It said it never wanted to hurt any of us.

			It promised when we awoke everything would be back to normal.

			The vents began to hiss as sleep sedative was pumped into the room. The rioters fought it for as long as they could before dropping one by one.

			My vision faded to black as the sedative took hold.

			Over the intercom the AI wept.
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			I only had one memory of my mother. It was from the day I left my home planet.

			I was six. Cold. Starving.

			My mother held me amongst a frenzied crowd in a spaceport. People screamed all around us.

			The last of the native crops had failed, starving everyone on planet of a special bacteria needed to keep the disease within us all at bay.

			A rescue ship hovered at the far end. It was small and heavily armed.

			Soldiers in the airlock announced they only had room for the children.

			My mother rushed to the front of the crowd and lifted me above her head. I was pulled up on board by two men in gas masks, one of the last.

			The airlock closed after three more.

			The crowd rushed the ship.

			War guns fired into the crowd as the ship took off. In seconds we cleared the hanger with 41 of my peers and enough residual bacteria to synthesize future treatment.

			Through a port window I saw my mother pulled under a wave of people chasing after us.

			I screamed and pounded helplessly on the port window until there was nothing outside but stars…


			I awoke in near darkness. Lights low. Klaxons flashing. The alarm had mercifully been silenced.

			I took a deep breath and slowly opened my eyes.

			To my left a woman’s face had grown into the floor. The tether in the back of her head was active and flashing in sync with her muted screams as she fought in vain to free herself.

			I scuddled back in horror, slamming into a downed security droid with a row of fingertips growing off its head. Hydraulic fluid dripped from fuel rod growing from its shoulder.

			A dozen bodies surrounded it.

			Jerry was nowhere in sight.

			Every part of my body hurt as I stood. It had been hours since I was supposed to have had my last injection. I could feel my body slowly deteriorating. Without medication, I wouldn’t last much longer.

			The cold metal floor sagged under my weight as I limped towards a long empty corridor leading to med-bay.

			My breathing was labored. Sweat dripped from my forehead. Every step was pain.

			On arrival most of the rooms were locked tight, all but one in back, its door repeatedly slammed into the top half of a doctor in a hazmat suit blocking its track. Her lower half had been replaced by a cluster of wires that spread across the floor like veins. The arms of her hazmat suit bulged. Her overgrown face was smashed up against the glass of her helmet.

			In the room just beyond, a heart monitor beeped.

			I pulled a holo-screen from my pocket, using it as a makeshift flashlight, and stepped over the doctors’ deformed corpse.

			The room interior was sterile and oval. Flesh writhed within the cracks of the smooth plastic walls. In the center a loose wire flickered in the darkness inches above a motionless silhouette. Head up. Eyes rolled back.

			Sparks from the wire dripped into its open mouth.

			More of its body came into view as I approached. It was impossible to tell where man ended, and machine began. Everything from the torso down was a fleshy mass covered in wire and metal, half merged into the top panel of a large powered down array of consoles.

			Brown liquid dripped from hundreds of new holes.

			The patch on its suit said Carson just above a sign dangling from his neck that read: Basidioline kills.

			Suddenly, Carson’s eyes focused. The consoles embedded in him flashed. One of them displayed Carson’s age at eighty-six.

			Just below was a diagnosis for stage 4 cancer. The first case in over three hundred years. Traces of Basidioline cells had been found within.

			“Hey, are you ok?” I said, taking a step closer. Sweat dripped from my head. The fleshy masses below seemed to recoil away from the drops.

			I touched Carson’s arm.

			He tried to look down at me, but his head was locked into position. There was a crackling sound deep within his chest. The following scream was more machine than vocal cord.

			I jumped as something grabbed my leg.

			There was a thump.

			Then a groan.

			I looked back.

			Jerry was on the floor behind me, face down in the writhing mass. He was covered in blood and mesh-fiber. Chunks of skull were on the ground next to him.

			I lifted him by his shoulders, propping his back against Carson. His eyes rolled lethargically.

			“Jerry, come on, man. Talk to me.”

			Over the intercom the AI said it needed to see me right away. Its words were glitched and chopped with static.

			I tapped Jerry’s face. He finally came to and grabbed my hand. “It wasn’t supposed to be like this,” he said weakly.

			He wouldn’t look me in the eyes.

			Above me Carson gurgled in place. Words began to type on two of the screens within his chest.

			“What’s happening to me?” said one.

			“I’m in so much pain,” said the other.

			Jerry chuckled through a cough. “Yeah, I bet you are, asshole.”

			I looked down at him. “You know something, don’t you?”

			The AI said we didn’t have time for this, its words more erratic.

			The room pulsated and flickered all around us. The growths were getting bigger. They twitched and oozed. Half a thruster engine covered in skin grew from the wall to the left.

			I remained untouched by it all.

			Carson stared at me. The wires around his head thrashed. Tears streaked through the brown liquid and blood covering his face. Fungal growth filled his mouth.

			I couldn’t look away.

			The screens lit up with words typed fast and loose.

			“I was supposed to be a hero,” said one.

			“No one wasn’t supposed to die,” said the other.

			 I froze at the implications. “Excuse me?” I said slowly.

			All this was on purpose. All the pain. All the death.

			My mother’s face flashed in my mind. The loneliness and despair of being torn from my home planet, everything I had spent years in a bottle trying to forget, came flooding back.

			I was six years old and helpless again.

			I was trembling.

			A quiet rage was building within me.

			I picked up a rod off the ground.

			The fungus in Carson’s mouth started to glow. A burst of plasma exploded, blowing off his jaw. The fungal growth within spread rapidly covering his head in seconds. The room was writhing.

			On one of the screens, Carson wrote how sorry he was about everything.

			On the other he begged me to put him out of his misery.

			I was now wrath incarnate.

			I lifted the rod. This was for me and me alone.

			Suddenly, my tether lit up.

			The AI it wanted me to know exactly what was at stake.

			I saw rapid flashes of medical records and communication feeds. I saw the reports of genetic tampering within Carson’s cancerous cells, along with the computer virus hidden within designed to hack the hubs medical nanos and override them with a new command to propagate and spread this cancer to everyone on board.

			I saw how a glitch caused the virus to jump to the hubs repair nanos.

			I saw the unchecked chaos as both executed their new prime directive with an efficiency now beyond anyone’s control.

			I saw corporate memos and encrypted messages incinerated and deleted.

			I saw the recruitment of environmental rights activists into false terror cells created and controlled by the company for just this purpose.

			I saw how they set them up.

			How the cancer and virus were their own creations.

			How getting the environmental rights groups on all terrorist watchlists would turn public support against them and stop all current legislation meant to reduce the harvesting of Basidioline from being passed.

			How crises on a shipyard, refinery, and a harvester would resulting shortages causing prices to skyrocket.

			Finally, I saw Jerry himself forging all the evidence needed for the frame job, including the writing and broadcasting of a detailed manifesto claiming complete responsibility from the biggest and most outspoken environmental groups.

			We were all expendable in service to the company’s bottom line.

			The AI then showed me the growing nano-infection in the shipping containers, and how the countdown to automated liftoff had begun. A program installed by the company wouldn’t let it interfere.

			Through the connection I could feel it glitching, along with the love it had for everyone on board, and with it its disgust at what the company had done to them.

			It wanted to make sure it never happened again.

			I was its only hope.

			Through the tether the AI showed me where to find the Hubs self-destruct button within its chamber, followed by the location of a database compiling everything it had just shown me and what channel to broadcast it on.

			I only had nine minutes and fourteen seconds to get to both.

			The tether suddenly disconnected, snapping me back to reality.

			Cason was dead in front of me, half a jaw dangling limply down just below a nose filled with tumors and fungal spores.

			At his feet, Jerry pulled himself up straighter, took off his prosthetic, and threw it across the room.

			I could only glare with pity. He was as expendable as all the rest.

			“Oh, you dare judge me? You know what happens if that legislation passes as well as I do. Entire systems will be crippled. It’d take years to recover. Not to mention we’d be out of a job. What then? My daughter has Kepler’s syndrome. Those assholes get their way, and she loses her healthcare; she dies, and for what? You really believe Basidioline emissions are as toxic as they say? Screw that. I did this for her. For you. For everyone.”

			I sighed and looked away.

			“You know I’m right,” said Jerry as I turned for the door.

			My heart was beating hard against my chest. It was getting harder to move. My insides felt like they were filled with a thousand tiny razorblades. My skin bulged with fluid. The growths on the floor parted just inches in front of me creating a bloody pathway for one.

			It was a medical exemption within the nanos database that protected me. The disease I’m infected with had long turned my cells into something beyond human, something the virus within the nanos couldn’t recognize.

			One excruciating death blocked in exchange for another. I just wanted it all to finally be over.

			I took a labored breath and limped towards the exit.

			“Hey, where are you going?” Jerry yelled from behind.

			I didn’t respond.

			“Come on, man,” he said, desperation growing with every word. “It’s me.”

			I was out of the room in seconds.

			“Well fuck you then,” Jerry erupted. “Fuck all of you. You think I’m sorry? They’re all going to get what they deserve.”

			A strange calmness took over as I found the emergency hatch with a ladder to the top inside. The AI’s chambers capped the hub. I just hoped I still had the strength to climb that far.

			The hatch opened with a twist. I grabbed the first rung. Flesh and metal writhed up the narrow corridor in both directions.

			Jerry’s screams of righteous indignation echoed through the halls as I began my climb, not stopping until the self-destruct sequence hit zero.
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			The White Flower

			by Samuel Clark

		
			
		
			His bootsteps crunched, plodding up the slate rock desert. His breath rung out in his hazmat helmet, slow and measured, fogging up the visor for a brief second. He’d been walking for hours, strange hours. Bold red lightning flashed across the night sky like veins, and the dark clouds swirled as if protesting his very presence.

			“Ha— yo— —nd on— —et?” the voice came through with a hazy crackle, fragmented and stuttering, the words falling over each other.

			“Can you repeat that? Didn’t hear you.”

			“Have. You. Found. One. Yet?”

			“No, if I had, you’d know about it.”

			“What are the poison levels li—?” His voice trailed at the last word with a crackle.

			He checked the small scanner.

			“Poison levels at “52%,” the flat automated voice said. He waited a beat, kept walking up the incline, eyes on the scanner. The levels dropped a couple of points, then flickered up again, then dropped for an extended minute. “Seems like it’s dropping.”

			“Good, good, keep walki—.”

			Thunder cracked the air, a huge boom that lingered longer than it should, shifting the slate rock chips down the slope, like thousands of cockroaches running for cover.

			“What was that?”

			“Thunder.”

			“Is it raining yet.”

			“No, not yet.”

			“And the lightning, is there lightning?” he asked his voice rising with anxiety.

			“Yes. There was flash just a minute ago.”

			“Just a sec.”

			Evan kept walking, searching the vast, darkened landscape. Mountainous slopes on both sides acting like a funnel. Green mists swept in, forever reminding him of the danger. The old hazmat suit might not be up to this. One leak, one stray chip, one fall, one erratic movement could tear the white butyl rubber. It was durable, sure, but for years, decades? He didn’t even know how old the thing was. The sell by date. Do they even have sell by dates? How much shit had this thing been through?

			“Okay,” Aster’s voice came over the comm. “If the storm keeps up you have an hour, maybe two.”

			“What? What the hell? You said I had a full day, and a few hours more.”

			“Things change. I didn’t account for the red storm to sweep in this quickly. And who knows, a more pleasant landscape might spawn in.”

			“I don’t want to be caught in it when it changes. I could have solid rock form around my legs. Or land in a giant pool of lava. Or a planet where there’s no breathable air. Most planets have that, no air. You know this. Suffocate in an instant. Fuck, man.”

			“All right, it’s all right, don’t anxiety yourself to death. You’ll paralyse yourself. Keep focused. Find a flower, get back to the tower.”

			“Find a needle in a haystack in one hour. Right. Even if I find one at this very instant, I’d need at least two hours to walk back.”

			“Walk back? Run back. And it’s downhill all the way. Slide back.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. I’ll tear the suit, poison myself.”

			“You’ll have a flower, not a problem. It should be close. The drone detected levels below 10% up there.”

			“Send another?”

			“Not in the storm. You’re the drone. Besides the storm might shift.”

			“Might? Don’t you know this with all your temporal meteorology?”

			“I’ll check it, run some scans. Run some numbers. It’s possible, but unlikely.”

			 He looked down the slope of the slate rock hill. Barren landscape spread out into a giant flat span of grassy plains at the bottom, framed by the sky and those angry black clouds. The tower stood isolated amongst it all a little further beyond where the slate rock ended and the grasses began. The sight of it gave him small comfort. In sight, not out of mind. He took a drink, sucking on the straw that fed from his pack into the suit. Then stepped onward hoping the poison levels would drop before the rains came. Navigating these rocks was difficult enough when dry. In the wet, he didn’t want to think about it. But it was definitely in the post. He trudged on.

			ii.

			Climate chaos, temporal chaos, quantum chaos. The whole business had been an assault of everything they knew to be real; it remained unexplainable and inexplicable. Snows would fall in summer. Ripping hard heat would swell in winter and everything in between. Time and space had been turned upside down. Landscapes appearing out of nowhere. Whole cities disappearing into nowhere. He was just a solider, as was Aster, but they’d managed to survive, barely. God knows what happened to anyone else. They hadn’t seen anyone in months, or years, time was hard to measure, hard to define. Clocks went wild, computers couldn’t keep track, their functions and algorithms located totally nowhere.

			The three things they did know were these:

			1 - The White flower cleansed the air within a radius of around a kilometre, give or take. They only lived for 90 days, sometimes less, sometime more, 100 at the outside. They were solitary flowers, and they could grow anywhere. Solitary in that they didn’t like company. You plant two within 100 meters of each other they went wild poisoning each other with frantic pollen releases.

			In their idle time shooting hoops or over dinner Aster had theorised that the flowers were a fast and strange evolutionary adaptation. An answer to a problem of nature. “Life finds a way,” he’d said. Evan didn’t care, he just needed to find one within the time limit. Aster couldn’t, he’d lost both legs in the war. He wouldn’t stop talking over the comms when Evan was out, checking in every ten minutes. It was understandable, if something happened to him, it happened to both of them. One could not survive without the other.

			2 - The Geiger tower protected them from temporal shifts. Built to protect the planet’s most important people, those privileged few in high ranks of power. It was developed in secret, using the ores and the planet’s natural materials that had been corrupted by the poison. The towers stood, giant and tall in the middle of grassy plains, in the middle of desert sands, in the middle of salt flats, dark green leviathans, monuments to survival. But the designated power players never got there, stricken like everyone else, by the poisoned air.

			3 - The red storms meant the landscape was about to change. Could be hours, could be minutes. The temporal changes came with the storms. Where the storms came from, they didn’t know. It wasn’t like they could stop them by being experts in temporal meteorology. All Aster could do was measure them, predict as best he could using temporal weather stations, and the few satellites that still functioned.

			iii.

			“I’m gonna go radio silent.”

			“What, why?”

			“Save on battery power and the further I get up this hill the worse the signal will be. It’s already pretty bad.”

			“I can hear you just fine,” Aster said.

			“On my end it’s kinda wobbly. And I need to focus to make this climb.”

			“All right, all right, but no more than 15 minutes.”

			He looked ahead, the hill grew notably steeper, rising up to meet the sky.

			“It’s gonna take me longer than 15 minutes.”

			“Check in as soon as you can,” Aster replied, his voice cracking with worry. “I’ll run these scans.”

			He clicked the small comms pack off and trudged forward. Limbs heavy, the weight of his own body felt like a burden, but he kept on, one laboured step at a time. As the hill got steeper, he began having to wedge his boots in the ground. And as it got steeper still, he found he had to climb on all fours. The rubber of his hazmat suit cracked and popped as he dragged himself up. The concern about one of these chips scraping against the rubber remained an ever-present threat. He ignored it, carefully making the next step.

			Should’ve brought a grappling hook, he thought.

			He’d not experienced such terrain before. Previously it had all been deserted cities, forests, or flat landscapes. There was never a need. And there wasn’t one kept in the Geiger Tower. Despite them hunting for one. He’d remember to put it on the shopping list.

			He crawled up further, another vein-like red bolt of lightning flashed in the night sky and then the rain began, pattering against the rubber of the suit.

			A lizard, black as the slate rock, with a white tail, wriggled up past him with graceful ease and he watched it disappear over the crest of the hill.

			Clawing his way up, step by step, lift by lift, little slate rock chips fell away beneath him, and he began to think he might just cause an avalanche. He took a pause, inhaling and exhaling, giving himself a micro recovery.

			There was nothing up here, just the wind.

			He remembered his training, the drill instructor balling at him from below to get his sorry ass up the hill, it was a constant, the motivation to make him stop yelling kept him going back then, his grating voice of disapproval and bald face anger practically pushing him up the hill.

			Here, he was on his own, had to motivate himself, drive himself up the hill, the motivation coming from the abstract. Do it for Aster. Do it because if you don’t, you’ll die.

			He began again, the pain, the difficulty, the effort, and the tension would be over soon. Just had to get to the top.

			“Find the flower, get back to the tower. Find the flower, get back to the tower,” he said to himself repeating the mantra with each pull, with each step. “Find the flower, get back to the tower.”

			He crawled over the crest, panting with exhaustion, his visor fogging up then quickly clearing, the anti-fog visor doing its work. He stared up at the rolling black clouds relief washing through his bones and muscle, savouring the moment of rest. Wouldn’t be long before he’d be back at the tower, shoot hoops with Aster, keeping busy, maintaining the workstations and the monitoring tech, keeping it on track, keeping going, moving forward in the hope that one day a populated city would spawn and they could immerse themselves within it.

			He picked himself up and was assaulted with howling winds and the thudding heavy rain. He flinched with panic at a localised hissing sound. Examining the suit, patting it, turning it. There could be a leak, the hissing was definitely coming from him. He slung his pack off his shoulders, crouched and furrowed through it for the small sealant gun. Found it. Placed it aside on the ground.

			He examined his leg, first the right, then the left, but couldn’t find anything. He prayed it was a tear rather than a pin-prick hole like a bicycle puncture. And didn’t even entertain the thought that it could be on his back.

			He stopped.

			Listened.

			The damn wind wouldn’t stop, a long consistent howl.

			He patted his suit again desperately listening for a strong hiss. It was slight, small and had ripped just under his knee. He sat himself on the floor, right leg extended and got to work with the sealant gun, it squeezed out as a viscous liquid a little like mercury and as soon as it hit the air it turned to a hard solid. It would hold out. He hoped.

			“Poison levels at 36%,” the scanner voice said once he’d stood up again. The flower must be close. Thunder cracked, booming, ripping the air, making the slate chips bounce across the vast plateau.

			How much of the poisoned air was churning around in the suit? he wondered. How long had he been exposed? How long till symptoms started showing- headaches, fever, delirium followed by an overwhelming surge and heart failure. It could all happen over an hour or as long as five days. Whatever the time frame the end result was the same. He switched his comm pack on again. It crackled with white noise and screeched with long high-pitched whine.

			“Evan? Come in? You there?” His voice came, it had a frantic edge, quivering with anguish.

			“Yes, yes. I’m here. Made the climb.”

			“Good, good. You, ok?”

			“Yes,” Evan replied. He chose not to tell him about the suit tear. It would just add another layer of worry.

			“That was longer than 15 minutes, you sure everything’s ok?”

			“Yeah, just took me longer to climb than I thought.”

			“All right, good, listen. This red storm doesn’t look like it’s shifting. The eye is heading right for you.”

			“How long have I got?”

			The comms pack crackled with white noise again. Evan tuned it, using the small dial and found a better signal.

			“My best guess is 45 minutes to an hour. What are the poison levels like?”

			“29% now,” Evan said.

			“Great that means you’re heading in the right direction.”

			“Woah.”

			“What?”

			“There’s an airport here.”

			He’d barely noticed his surroundings such was his frantic focus on getting the suit fixed and recovering from the climb. In the long distance was a two-storey building lit by neon yellow light strips along its edges. He couldn’t even begin to understand what the name of the airport was, the sign was written in a language entirely alien to him. Right in front of him was what looked like a runway. Six giant black pillars, three on each side carved out its long path. Red lights blinked on the top of each in a fluttering array that bounced in a cascade from pillar to pillar.

			“Is there anything useful?” Aster said.

			“Give me a minute, I’ll find out. I need to find the flower first.”

			“Of course, of course. Keep me updated. We could really use some fuel and anything else you can find.”

			The red lightning stretched across the dark sky, bolts raining down beyond the mountains. Evan stepped forward, holding out the scanner. Fifteen seconds later the thunder came again, shaking the pillars. Evan stopped in his tracks, fearfully, looking around. The boom bordered on a mild earthquake.

			He hurried forward, boots crunching in the slate rock chips, hard rain pelting his suit.

			“Holy shit,” he exclaimed.

			“What, what?”

			“It’s a spaceport, not an airport.”

			“What, like for spacecraft to come and go. Do you see any?”

			“No, just haulage vehicles and carts and Jeeps.”

			“Great, great. Do they work? You can haul ass back in one of those Jeeps, right?”

			“Not before I’ve found a flower.”

			“Of course, of cou—-” Aster’s voice became enveloped in white noise. Evan adjusted the dial, frantically trying to get the signal back.

			“Aster? Aster, can you hear me?”

			He was met with nothing but white noise. He huffed and moved on, heading straight for a weather-beaten Jeep parked up just outside the entrance, bathed in the harsh glare of the yellow neon light. He jumped in and felt at the ignition hoping the keys had been left in there. Nope. He checked the glove compartment, as best as he could, his thick gloves limited his ability to grip. He just threw everything on the passenger seat. No keys. Evan let out a heavy sigh. He reset his thinking, gazing through the small spaceport lobby window. Might as well try his luck inside and it would give him welcome shelter from the storm. He marched inside through the glass panelled doors.

			iv.

			The large lobby was empty, not even a security guard or even a baggage handler, nor a ticket teller. The bright white sheen of the floor made him squint a little. The wind ruffled newspapers and abandoned coffee cups sitting on tables and long benched seats. He strolled around and called out.

			“Hello? Hello?” But no reply came. He picked up the newspaper but couldn’t make out what the headline said or the date, and not much could be gleaned from the picture of a slender woman in an evening dress. At least she was human, he thought with relief.

			“Poison levels at 12%,” his scanner informed him. The flower must be here, he thought seizing the hope, seizing relief. He shifted quickly, scanner held aloft, making sweeps of the area, stepping forward and watching to see if the levels dropped anymore. The wind battered the window behind him and made the doors rattle. He jumped, unnerved then caught site of it.

			It was sitting in one of the planters that were dotted around making up the space between info booths, ticket machines and coffee stands.

			The flower glowed, its petals in full bloom, its glow came from within and casting an angelic hue on the area around it. Evan often imagined that there might just be a religion created around the flower, that is, if there were anyone left to do so, such was its divine majesty.

			He removed the hazmat headpiece and breathed in the cleaner than clean air. Invigorated by the pollens it released, drinking in the relief, he ripped off his gloves and tossed them aside, then rolled the backpack off his back and plucked out a special flask, air holes embedded in it, and a shallow base of soil. He began the delicate work of extracting the flower with a trowel.

			It withered a little as if protesting being tampered with. As he carefully lifted it, his comms radio made a sharp series of beeps.

			“Evan. Evan. You there?” Aster said, his voice hurried, worried.

			Evan ignored it, for the moment, his concentration completely concerned with placing the flower in the glass flask.

			“Listen. The eye of the storm is coming right on you. Five minutes. You have to get out of there. Now.”

			Evan placed the flask in his backpack and hauled it back on his shoulders.

			“Evan, you there?” Aster asked.

			“Yes. Yes. I found a flower.”

			“You got five minutes to get out of the spawn zone. Can you, do it?”

			“I think so. I’ll hotwire the Jeep.”

			“Jeep?”

			Evan ran, bolting through the door, the wind and rain smacking him in the face, his vision and orientation blurred for a couple of seconds. Red lightening blasted out of the sky hitting the field of slate rock and the runway and sent coronas of red sparks rippling outward. He jumped into the Jeep, carefully putting the backpack on the passenger seat.

			“How long have I got now?”

			“4 minutes.”

			He ripped off the plastic casing around the ignition point. Tore out the bundle of wires and twisted them together. A flurry of lights lit up the dashboard. He picked out more wires, two specifically, and flicked them together, a small spark ignited, and the engine came to life with a low growl.

			Thunder boomed, louder, covering the entire area, so loud it threatened to destroy the surrounding mountains as well as the airport.

			Evan put the car in gear and charged forward, pedal to the metal. The Jeep span in a full 180 kicking up black dust and wet rocks, the slate rock chips cracking under the weight of its tyres. Squealing, churning.

			The onyx pillars trembled in the storm. Cracked, scorched earth was coming. Chaos. Boulders rumbled and rolled, kicking bulky rocks down the mountain slopes, careening toward the runway. The black sky overhead was now fully lit with red lightning, as if the very sky itself were bleeding. The ground throbbed under the Jeep. The potential catastrophic surge about to leap out of the earth.

			Evan wrestled with the steering wheel, doing his best to ignore the chaos of the storm. Keep his sights ahead. Out and through. To safety. To stillness. It would all be over in a flash. He sweated, veins pumping raw adrenaline. The engine roared as he put his foot down and straightened the Jeep toward the hill he’d climbed. The Jeep shook, reverberations swelling through the metal. Rain smashed against the windscreen so hard, Evan feared it might break the glass. The wind swirled in large pockets, whirlwinds, and tremors, like the breath of giant primordial ghosts blasting against the Jeep.

			Evan eased off the gas some 50 yards from the hill edge, grinding to a slow trundle. Prepping for the giant launch. Gathering himself and his nerves. Focusing himself. Ignoring the storm. Ignoring the earth’s rage.

			One, two, three.

			He jammed his foot on the pedal and the Jeep surged forward.

			All the noise dropped to absolute still silence.

			The Jeep soared into the air, sailing, released from the grip of gravity. Evan was thrown into a motionless void of thought. Couldn’t control anything, couldn’t do anything except brace himself for the impact.

			His backpack jumped and hit the roll cage and rolled, somersaulting in the air as if the thing were floating in space.

			The Jeep reached the peak of the arch and dipped. Evan glared ahead through the murky windscreen and the slope of black rocks ahead giving way to flat grasslands all the way to the tower. He was going to make it.

			Jeep plummeting. Evan braced, heart in his mouth, mind almost blank. He rammed his eyes shut and bang. The front tyres hit first and burst forward through the hard rain. The back wheels followed and slipped, banking hard right, understeer, oversteer, the Jeep careening off course, twisting, taut metal lusting for a natural resting position.

			Shoulders working hard, Evan fought the steering wheel, course correcting. Dirt and rain spray and rocks kicked up in plumes. His backpack smacked back down hit the passenger seat and rolled further forward, wedging itself under the seat. The Jeep flipped out in a tailspin and did a 180, rubber squealing, the bestial engine roar splitting the air through the pelting rain.

			Evan smacked his shoulder against the door and bounced back. Energy expunged in a final release of tension, he breathed hard and fast. He sat for a moment, hands trembling, mind whirling, thoughts straightening, coming back to still reality.

			“The flower,” Evan said in an instinctive flash, and he fetched his backpack from under the passenger seat. He furrowed in the bag and lifted out the glass container.

			Still intact, still glowing, lighting up his face in cool white glow.

			He let out a breath of relief and slumped back in the seat letting the rain fall against his face. The winds eased and the storm subsided. In front of him the mountainous landscape devolved, shrinking to a central point, rocks and boulders and debris floating in mid-air for a brief second before being sucked back within the black vortex.

			Evan watched with bitter awe as the entire mountainous landscape disappeared leaving only the long flat grassy plains stretching toward the horizon.

			The flower in his lap shimmered as the sky cleared and the sun shone down on the rippling reeds.

			“Evan? You there? Did you make it?” Aster voice came.

			“Yeap. I’m all right. Got the flower, heading back to the tower.”

			“Great,” Aster replied. “Disaster averted. For now.”
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			…You Can’t Take the City Out of the Man

			by Mario Kersey

		
			
		
			The morning was one of those lazy starts where I could not keep pace with the ticking of the clock. The coffee was just the right temperature for me to hold it in my mouth before my imagination allowed me to see my saliva deconstructing it. As I swallowed, I heard Sharon’s shower end. She would be coming down for her coffee flavored non-fat yogurt.

			We had been at odds with each since I lost another job. She’d been the stable money for the past six months now. Our bedroom is as frigid as the new refrigerator I bought last week. Her fuzzy slippers muffled her coming down the stairs. She turned the corner looking withdrawn but stable. I spoke first.

			“Good morning.”

			“Hey.”

			“I made some scratch waffles for you. Actually, I made the batter for them. Didn’t know when you would be down.”

			“Will you be out looking for a job today?”

			“C’mon, you know I can do all that online.”

			She sighed loud enough for me to feel the exhalation across the counter.

			“But I don’t have to look because I have a job.”

			Her face became the text example of incredulity.

			“Fix your face. I have a job. Six figures.”

			“Not in the mood, Derrickson.”

			“And you haven’t been for weeks, but I am telling the truth.”

			“Doing what?”

			I need to be artful in how I spoke my next words, because it was too unbelievable. “I am hosting some refugees.”

			“In our home? Where?”

			I wasn’t artful enough she was about to give me one of her mercurial tongue lashings. “They’re here.” I pointed to my thigh.

			“Dammit, can you please be serious!”

			“Okay, I have done a shitty job explaining this, sorry. Look, I saw this ad about being a host to some aliens and I decided to try it since they were paying six large.”

			“And when they get here?”

			“I told you, there here in my thigh. They are microscopic.”

			“How many?”

			“I think they said it was at least a city.”

			Her face contorted in confusion like she just heard the dumbest shit in her life. “A city? Why didn’t you just let them inject with cancer?”

			“Look, I only have to do this for like six months to a year until they find a suitable location to move to.”

			“Derickson, this does not sound sane. You have put literally foreign substances in your body that will glow and possible wreak havoc in and on your body.”

			“That’s the cool part. They will monitor me.”

			“Who?”

			I had taken to long to explain all of this. The science team was knocking on our door. One of them would need to spend nights for the first full week. I would calm her down and remind her of the money problems we were having. My new job eliminated our financial woes. That was the easy part.


			2

			The first week flew by faster than both of us could have expected. Sharon’s little comment about cancer had been rendered moot when the scientist saw no expansion of the city limits of our alien guests. Oh, I forgot to mention, besides talking to you now, no one outside of the government scientists and Sharon knew about the success of this assignment. I did wonder how many people tried out for the job. They were lucky ones.

			Even after the first week, everything was normal according to the data the science team collected. I asked them what their progress was in finding a permanent home for the aliens. They didn’t like me calling the aliens, aliens. They told me they were called Orliky and they are some sneaky critters.

			It started on a routine Friday. I was just lounging in the man cave sipping some organic tea. It was a tingle in my left jaw. I massaged it, but it hurt like hell. I opened my mouth trying to work the joint and found myself kinda liking the pain. You ever done that before? Anyway, I noticed a foul smell. I cupped an exhalation of my breath and noticed it smelled like a cavity which didn’t make any sense because I was at the dentist a couple of weeks ago. Clean bill of health.

			I felt a headache coming on. I went to the bathroom to get some meds but became disoriented. I started hearing a voice saying the pain would pass. I never had a migraine, but this felt like something my mom described when she experienced them. That’s when I lost control. I mean the pain did stop, but I wasn’t in control of my body.

			Sharon came home early. By this time, I had wrecked the kitchen and the living room.

			“Derrickson?”

			“Get out of here!”

			“What are you doing?”

			Before she could move, I was upon her. My grip tightened around her arms. She kicked me in the jewels. Fortunately, I hit the floor. My head felt clear. “Get the science crew here! You need to leave!”

			She left just as I lost control. The thought coming into my mind was to leave home. I knew I couldn’t leave. I needed those damn aliens out of my head. I thought I heard footsteps but dismissed it as my imagination. Nope. Someone heard all the commotion from my rearranging the rooms and called the cops. Damn.

			The police were at my door. “It’s the police!”

			“Go away! Nothing to see here.”

			“Can’t do that.”

			I didn’t know how many were on the other side of the door, but there were some crazy thoughts running through my head. I thought I could take’em all. Hell, I even thought I was bulletproof. Those damn aliens were trying to kill me. Suicide by cop. I headed toward the door like I was trying to sack the quarterback. I smashed through the door sending the cops flying.

			I was standing feeling no pain at all. I was too distracted by what I had just done to see a cop pull his gun on me. He fired three rounds. They just left a red mark like someone smacked my arm. I heard one of them call for backup. I decided to flee.

			It was twelve hours before you guys tracked me down. I think one of you told me the damage done stood at a million but could climb higher once all the dust settled. They made me a weapon. Now you guys want to stick things in every orifice. Do you guys know how long that could take? It doesn’t matter. Gives me something to do.

			I lost Sharon, you know. When you guys were still looking for me, I called her. I tried to explain, but she said we had been drifting apart for a while. She was right. I couldn’t keep a job to save our marriage. At least she doesn’t have to have any more disasters with me.
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			Queen for a Day

			by Shannon Frost Greenstein
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			“…wishing we could make every woman a Queen, for every single day!”

			Elizabeth sighed and switched off the radio.

			“Almost the big day. Are you nervous?” prodded John. “Don’t be nervous.”

			She raised her eyes from the dial to stare him incredulously, but was saved from further comment by a weak wail from the children’s tiny bedroom.

			“Mama!”

			She gathered her skirt and rose – there was no Feminine Mystique or Problem with No Name for Elizabeth, it was simply that she was always standing up to boil water or tend to Jack or sweep grit out of the house – and rushed to Jack’s bedside.

			“Mama, I’m so cold.”

			Elizabeth dug through the hope chest at the foot of Jack’s bed, pulling out a hand-knit blanket, arranging the fabric around Jack’s atrophied legs. She paused long enough to lay a hand on the boy’s brow, smoothing his hair; then it was back to the kitchen, a bed’s worth of linen in her arms and the kettle whistling angrily with its own wants and needs.

			She knew she should feel blessed. They hadn’t lost Jack, after all; the girls had never caught the polio that crippled their brother. But sometimes, she was struck by a melancholia that rang so deeply it froze her in place, standing motionless in the midst of hanging the sheets or drying the dishes, momentarily lost to space and time. Sometimes, she pictured herself in a field of sunflowers or high on a mountaintop, far from the bustle of the city, responsible for herself and herself alone. Sometimes she wondered how that might feel.

			“By this time tomorrow, you could be Queen for a Day,” John announced as Elizabeth emerged from the tiny bedroom. “Clothing. Maybe a vacation.” He reached out and squeezed her hand as she bustled by, en route to the stove. “And Jack’s wheelchair.”

			It was a kindred moment – a precipice upon which her marriage was perched, a millisecond beyond merely trudging, a breath edging into the territory of living, even the territory of joy – and Elizabeth dared to let herself hope that things could get better, that they could all start over.

			“You know we can’t afford it any other way,” John reminded her as he headed out for a smoke, rolling the remnants of the pungent tobacco from his fingertips, and Elizabeth came crashing firmly back down into the realm of rote survival once again.

			The truth was, John was right. There was no other way. They needed this opportunity. And no matter the humiliation or shame she felt airing her ailing family’s plight, she would not fail her children.

			2

			“Would you like to be Queen for a day?” the host questioned temptingly, and the women in the audience burst into applause.

			Elizabeth shifted uncomfortably on the high stool, clutching her shabby hat with one hand, nibbling cuticles on the other.

			“We’re about to meet Miss Pearl Stevens from Claremount. But first, let’s hear from the good folks at March of Dimes. Doing great work, March of Dimes.”

			The old Applause-o-Meter stood prominently behind the microphone stand. A commercial sprang across the airways and Elizabeth tried to control her breathing. She wondered again how to possibly quantify the suffering of a child; she wondered again if she was strong enough to be the one to try.

			“…and we’re back in three, two, one…”

			Miss Pearl Stevens was introduced, perched primly before a ribbon microphone, encouraged to start speaking.

			Miss Pearl Stevens had a dying father, to the best of Elizabeth’s understanding – a rushing noise in her ears like the cadence of waves crashing on the shore was making it difficult to focus on Miss Pearl Stevens’ voice – and she was hoping for assistance with end-of-life affairs to dignify his passing.

			Predictably, Miss Pearl Stevens teared up as she spoke about the pressures of caregiving, the hard-to-find medications, the harder-to-finance treatments. According to Miss Pearl Stevens, being Queen for a Day meant her father could also be a King, thanks to the transitive property of blood and monarchy, and, boy, didn’t that rate high on the Applause-o-Meter.

			Viola Lane spoke next, a mousy waif from Roswell doomed for spinsterhood, pleading with the world to understand how desperately her cat needed gastrointestinal surgery and how she couldn’t possibly scrimp and pinch any more pennies to make it happen on her own. Her grief was real – even Elizabeth could sense the authenticity of Viola’s sobbing through her own looming dread – but the audience response was lackluster, perhaps due to humanity’s inability to tolerate the discomfort of distress; perhaps due to the nature of group psychology and the pitiful truths we would all like to avoid recognizing in our own lives.   

			Either way, the dial on the Applause-o-Meter seemed to mock Viola’s cat as she was led away from the microphone, and Elizabeth was struck by the sudden urge to plant her feet, to refuse to take one step further, to run from the studio and not stop until she found herself alone in the field of sunflowers about which she’d always dreamed.

			It wasn’t feasible, of course. She had signed a contract, and the contract was binding.

			“As always, ‘Queen for a Day’ is sponsored by Kraft Malted Milk. Quick energy, a quick treat!”

			Apparently dissociating in that sunflower patch, Elizabeth suddenly found herself before the microphone, the expectant eyes of the audience boring into her center – what had happened to the Malted Milk commercial? – and the host gesturing for her to begin.

			“Well…I’m Elizabeth. I’m here because of my son…John Green, Jr. We call him Jack.”

			Her voice stumbled over itself like an ink blot on a page of sheet music.

			“Little Jack caught Polio last summer. They had just reopened all the pools,” Elizabeth explained, willing herself to go back to those late nights by Jack’s febrile bedside, alternately praying the Rosary and cursing the God of her youth. “I’ve never seen a child so sick. He came through, thank goodness, but…this city isn’t built for a little boy with polio. He can’t get around by himself. He just wants to be normal.”

			And here came the humiliation, that dark currency upon which the entire entertainment industry has always operated, sowing the rotten seeds from which new media has always bloomed.  

			“…and we can’t afford a proper wheelchair.”

			A communal sigh went up from the women in the audience as Elizabeth’s confession – her trauma – was birthed into the ether of common knowledge. Everyone can identify with the uniquely human instinct to gather and share a story, after all; everyone loves a redemption arc. They knew what life was like these days; they understood the pressures of motherhood in a way Viola Lane – and her cat – could not possibly comprehend.

			“And what would it mean to have a proper wheelchair for Little Jack?”

			“He could be like his sisters,” Elizabeth sighed, a single tear rolling down her face. “He could play, like a child should.”

			An awkward silence followed. Then Elizabeth remembered the final step in the depraved choreography that was all reality-based programming.  

			“So as Queen for a Day, I’d love to ask for a new wheelchair for Jack. So he can start over,” she finally managed to articulate, shame hanging over her head like a holy shroud, like she had broken her son herself. “So we can all start over.”

			“Elizabeth, that is just a heartrending story,” responded the host sympathetically. “I know all of us here at Mutual Radio are praying for your boy. Let’s hear what the audience has to say.”

			Utterly exhausted, Elizabeth let out a shaky breath. She kept her head fixedly away from the Applause-o-Meter, preferring not to watch Jack’s fate decided in real time. Instead, she let her gaze wander around the studio, avoiding eye contact with the men with AK-15s at every exit.

			“And I think it might be…yes, yes, I think so! Wait for it…”

			You’d think she’d be used to the sight of automatic rifles by now – there had been men with automatic rifles ever since the war – but they always served to remind her of the nightmarish years when everything else was crashing down, too.

			“And our winner is indeed…Elizabeth Green!”

			Elizabeth heard her name and told her mouth to smile. She recalled again those late nights retracting her son from the claws of death while the military bombed its own citizenry. Then she felt rage that she should have to smile at all.

			The Second Polio Epidemic had been a civilian causality – a bastard offspring of the Principle of Unintended Consequences, just like the loss of the internet, just like the failure of the communications satellites. The fighting had always been that much more important; and the end apparently does always justify the means.

			The fire rained down. The cities burned. The crops all died. Anyone left started over on the ashes of the cities once again. It wasn’t a Civil War, per se; no one ended up winning.

			“Elizabeth, let’s hear what you’ve won!”

			Just as it once did, Pomp and Circumstance began to swell. Draped in fake roses, the velvet of the throne rubbing luxuriously against her calves, Elizabeth raised her chin to accept her crown. The women in the audience gazed adoringly at the glittering gemstones littering the tiara and forgot about the past; here at last was their martyrdom recognized. 

			“Not only will you receive a top-of-the-line credit for a new children’s wheelchair, we are happy to provide you with a vintage Chanel frock from Macy’s and a lifetime supply of Jack’s medication! No more worrying about supply-line shortages again!”

			Before, when there was an electrical grid and infrastructure and hope for the future, women had coveted trips to the seaside and trendy dishwashers and brand-new television sets to ease their Housewife’s Malaise. But now the seaside was underwater; now they’d squandered too much and waited too long; now there was no longer any fuel for things like dishwashers and television sets.

			From shirtsleeves to shirtsleeves in three generations, thought Elizabeth, laughing maniacally beneath her crown, and turned her mind away from the wails of Miss Pearl Stevens as the men with the rifles came to hustle her away.

			Elizabeth knew, dimly, the Unintended Consequences of her own win. Queen for a Day could change lives, but ultimately – it was just gambling, for those who had nothing left to lose. Somewhere backstage waited her husband and son; Miss Pearl Stevens’ father on a gurney with a state-sponsored nurse; even Viola Lane’s ailing cat. They, too, had all gambled. They had all signed the contract, and the contract was binding.

			“Queen for a Day is presented courtesy of General Jack Bailey and our sponsors at Mutual Radio! Let’s have another hand for Mutual Radio and Elizabeth, our Queen for a Day!”

			There was no pretense about this permutation of reality entertainment. It was all about Eugenics, Elizabeth knew, just like the strict reproductive laws and the disability rosters and the prohibitive cost of vaccines were all about Eugenics. Jack Bailey’s great-grandson and his monopoly of a production company had simply managed to monetize a way to cull the biggest drains on national resources for the entertainment of the masses, a win-win for rebuilding a society with fewer assets than ever before.

			But Elizabeth had vowed not to fail her family, and if protecting Little Jack took an unthinkable act of wartime triage…well, that was wartime triage, wasn’t it?

			No one ends up winning.

			“…and as always, this is General Jack Bailey, wishing we could make every woman a Queen, for every single day!”

			
		
		
			
				Shannon Frost Greenstein (She/They) resides near Philadelphia with her family and cats. She is the author of “Through the Lens of Time” (2026), a forthcoming fiction collection with Thirty West Publishing, and “These Are a Few of My Least Favorite Things” (2022), a book of poetry from Really Serious Lit. Shannon is a former Ph.D. candidate in Continental Philosophy and a multi-time Pushcart Prize nominee. Her passions include Friedrich Nietzsche, anti-racism, the Seven Summits, the Hamilton Soundtrack, motherhood, and acquiring more cats. 
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			Bonfire in the Storm

			by Corina Morera
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			The worst disasters sometimes occur in the mind, once they have frantically traversed the paths of the flesh.

			And some recipes don’t help, of course. Those that combine wine, trauma, and magic, for example. But what can we say about the first two... they’re all too common, and the third isn’t as rare as it should be.

			That night, the cauldron seemed full of ingredients.

			I remember, among images that seem to be taken from feverish dreams, an angry trotting on the cobblestone streets. The storm raged like I hadn’t seen in years, and it drove me to keep trotting with unusual energy and a calling that eluded my conscience. Yet somehow my body knew it and moved with purpose as I jumped off the horse. In front of a huge rusty gate, a large white stone house loomed some ten or fifteen meters away.

			I can’t remember how I made my way into the estate. I remember dazedly brushing against the exterior walls of the main house, polished and shiny by the water and the glow of the orange moon.

			Something inside me seemed to light up like those walls, but without truly understanding, like that frustrating feeling of having something on the tip of my tongue.

			Something was dividing me that night, between wisdom and ignorance, and I told myself it was the wine. It probably wasn’t helping.

			And that’s when I saw him, pounding on the thick wooden front door, flinging it open with a final burst of his angry hands. A round-faced teenager with dark hair, flattened by the rain, crying while seemingly holding back a scream. He was biting his lower lip as if trying to trap the sound of his anguish behind the ivory bars of his mouth.

			I was sure I’d seen him before. The merchant’s son, perhaps? Yes, yes, it had to be him. So I followed the unfortunate boy through the door which, in his haste, he hadn’t bothered to close.

			I followed him, trying not to stumble too much, still intoxicated by Meydriss’s cheap wine, and making an effort to piece a few words together in my mind before using my sleepy tongue.

			“You’re Taniss, aren’t you?” I think I managed to articulate as I reached the hearth, still behind the boy.

			Taniss didn’t flinch. He just seemed thoughtful as he turned slightly toward the fireplace, his profile now calmer. Moonlight streamed through the wide windows, like rain drenching the earth outside, and the trail of tears marked his cheek.

			Taniss pulled a shard of charred wood from the fireplace before turning his face toward me.

			“Why did you follow me? What do you want from me, Tonn son of Bladen?”

			The young man didn’t seem inhibited or frightened by my presence. Something about the scene didn’t make sense, but few things make sense when there’s more wine than blood running through your veins, right? Still, my mind clung to coherence far more than I would have thought possible and remained focused on the starlit scene.

			“I’m sorry, kid. I saw you crying and wanted to help, I guess. Are you okay?”

			“Obviously not.” Taniss gave me a small, crooked smile and sat right there on the ground before continuing. “But I didn’t remember, you know? I couldn’t remember until today, I think. I think it was this damn storm.”

			“What do you mean?” I asked, frowning.

			Taniss began to move his hands gently, and suddenly, a small spark of light formed in the air before him. An illusory spell, clumsy but alive. And in that light, a few images danced, somewhat blurry projections of those memories tormenting his soul. A man beating furiously, a shadow over a bed, a voice invoking something through gritted teeth as the child writhed.

			“He said it was a tribute,” he forced himself to suppress the new tears that were trying to spring to his eyes. “That the dark gods preferred living flesh, fresh fear, you know?”

			“Your father?” I asked, feeling a painful knot forming in the pit of my stomach.

			Taniss nodded and continued speaking of wounds on the skin and scars of the mind. Traces that had haunted him since his childhood, traces that hadn’t surfaced in his consciousness, lost among glyphs of oblivion, but that had influenced his life at every turn. He knew it, he felt it, the way many were able to feel a leg severed after a battle. They may not have seen it, but the pain still seeped into their bodies.

			“Storms were the perfect cover for his dark devotion,” he’d said, his gaze lost in thought. “They drowned out the most intense screams.”

			The thunder had brought back his memory, breaching the walls of oblivion cast by his father’s ancient spells.

			I didn’t know what to say. I just watched him, the magical illusions shattered, as he drew something on the ground with that piece of charcoal and recounted what he’d just discovered about his own story.

			His calm but firm strokes seemed to be tracing the base of some building. A house? I had to squint to try to understand what he was outlining on the already dark ground. Glyphs. I scratched at the shadow of stubble that was beginning to sprout on my face and tried to focus my impaired vision. Taniss was drawing winding glyphs around the outline of a house, finishing his intricate creation along with his story.

			“Tonn,” he said suddenly, dropping the charcoal and looking me firmly in the eye.

			“Yes?”

			“Run.”

			“What?”

			What hadn’t I seen?

			It didn’t take long before it hit me. I turned my eyes back to the black lines on the ground. Glyphs, yes. Fire glyphs.

			Fire glyphs surrounding the cursed structure of the house... Oh, by all the gods of the known world!

			“What have you done, boy?”

			Taniss smiled slightly, raising his eyebrows.

			“You have one minute to get out of here, Tonn. Run. Run and don’t forget, Tonn. You can rise from the ashes.”

			I swallowed, still staring at Taniss, who seemed to dissolve into the night like a ghost who had done his unfinished business. But Taniss wasn’t that kind of ghost.

			Taniss wasn’t even Taniss.

			2

			By the time the building burst into flames, I’d already gone far enough. Sal, with her flowing red hair, was running toward me, eyes wide open. Sal, bless her. At some point, I’d have to formalize that relationship.

			“By the Father of Flames, Tonn! What the hell happened?” Sal took a deep breath as she moved into the garden near the outer gate. “Tremin and his men told me they saw you coming here like a madman when you left the tavern.”

			I turned once more to face the flames, their intensity gradually diminishing with the rain. I gazed at the ancient structure, the great house of Bladen son of Tamir, my father; and I looked at the fingers of my right hand, still stained black from the charcoal in the fireplace. A deep sigh left me, and I smiled weakly at Sal, pulling her into a hug more to calm my nerves than hers.

			“Relax, Sal. I’ll be fine, I promise... You can rise from the ashes.”
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			What I Found at Exit 42

			by Keith Parker

		
			
		
			The cracked and broken highway glitters from broken glass strewn across the asphalt, which gives it a disturbing beauty. The fields to my right are devoid of crops and livestock, although grasses are starting to sprout in the ashes. I shift my pack and keep hiking east. I wince at the sound of thunder. Behind me, black and purple clouds continue to gather, generating unholy bolts of lightning, a stark reminder of what the aliens did.

			I shield my eyes and turn from the churn. The headaches aren’t worth looking at it.

			Exit 42’s green sign hangs from a warped metal pole. Beneath it, a pickup with blown tires rests in peace in the emergency lane, its windows shattered, its bed full of soot. I wobble over and lean against the side of the truck. It’s a Ford F-150. I remember when makes and models used to matter to people.

			I puff my cheeks and let out a long sigh. My muscles throb as if I’m in the grip of a horrible strain of the flu. I give myself a half-assed massage, but it doesn’t help. Nothing helps anymore. Nothing matters anymore, nothing other than heading east.

			2

			They came months ago. Maybe a year. Who the hell cares? They didn’t issue demands. The damn things didn’t communicate at all. Instead, they unleashed weapons that twisted our world. Literally. First, they fired on the pedestrians. With what, nobody knows (except the aliens).

			The first victim of their “ray gun” (or whatever the hell it is) was a street artist painting a picture of Jackson Square. The ray enveloped her and twisted her body like a wet washrag. Her guts exploded, splattering a tourist couple taking photos of St. Louis Cathedral. The TV networks tried to be discrete, but the footage was available on all major social media outlets. The second victim was a man named Simon Regis who was sitting on his patio in Perth, talking on his iPhone and laughing hysterically. The aliens’ ray gun pulled his body apart like taffy then twisted it into a pulpy mass. That video, which came from his home security system, did not get as many hits as the woman in New Orleans, but it generated some respectable coverage. The third was a larger demonstration of force: A freight train moving through southern Laos was ripped from its tracks and thrown across the border of Vietnam, the same border that American forces had crossed in the early 1970s. The train looked like a gigantic strand of DNA.

			With everyone glued to their phones, tablets and TVs, no one was prepared for the shockwave that came next. The individuals and the train appear to have been technology demonstrations. The aliens didn’t demonstrate after that. They attacked the cities.

			The world’s metro areas, already under enormous stress, were hit with their ray guns, causing concrete and steel to violently release stored-up energy. The cities across the planet uncoiled like torsion springs. Enormous missiles were flung across the landscape, killing hundreds of millions with every shockwave.

			Deaths eventually numbered in the billions. And not just humans. Animals were slaughtered. Hundreds of billions of animals.

			This horror was followed by the land itself, which immediately began to rot from black worms ejected from the alien vessels. The worms burrowed into the soil, burning grasslands and forests from beneath.

			2

			I hitch the strap of my rifle higher. It’s an old one, a Winchester. The ammo box says .30-30. I don’t know guns. I just know that its strap digs into my shoulder. I would simply toss it, but that seems stupid, although I don’t know why. Nothing matters anymore. Other than heading east.

			I muster my strength and turn back to the exit. The ramp pitches sharply upward past the pickup truck. At the top is a sign for County Road 23, which runs off to the east. The deformed sign for a Mexican restaurant hangs loosely from a pole. The food will be long-since eaten or rotten, but canned goods might remain.

			I grunt and begin the strenuous ascent up the ramp, only to freeze with terror at the mass of flesh lying in the middle of the roadway.

			I put my hand to my throat. It is one of them.

			It lies half-curled among the reeds shooting up from the damaged black top. I stare until the headache comes. The human eye cannot focus on these creatures. We can only get vague impressions, like this one, of orange-brown ooze pouring from a ruptured sac. I blink and then see limbs splayed at cockeyed angles. Too many joints… or is it too few?

			I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose.

			When I open them again, I can see its own eyes, large and bloated. The damn thing is still alive. I pull the rifle off my shoulder and let my backpack fall to the pavement.

			Another image flashes in my mind, that of a claw reaching out to me, grasping for mercy. It needs help.

			I am not in the mood to help.

			I raise my rifle and sight down the barrel.

			The creature comes in and out of focus. I have to shake my head to stave off waves of head pain and nausea. This monster and its kin blasted my world to rubble. Twisted my family and friends into grotesque coils of fleshly rope. I squint.

			A childhood memory surfaces, one from church in the days after the 9/11 terrorist attacks. I was bored to the point of sleep that morning until the minister elaborated on the Good Samaritan parable. He said that we Americans had no clue how much the Samaritans were loathed. He told us to imagine an American soldier binding the wounds of a member of Al Qaeda. After church, and while we were on our way to a meat-n-three restaurant, my father said that that analogy was a load of happy crappy. But whether it was or not, the story stuck with me.

			I lower my rifle.

			 My shoulders sag. Does it even matter whether I shoot? Jesus did not, to my knowledge, address the apathy that comes with a violent alien invasion.

			“I’m too goddamn tired to murder you.”

			I make a wide swath and keep moving up the ramp.

			2

			It seems like four forevers by the time I get to the top of Exit 42, where the Mexican place (“Simply the Best Chile Rellenos!”) beckons me. I stumble into the parking lot and flinch when a crow flaps by, cawing once. If the crows are still alive, maybe there’s still a sliver of a world to inherit.

			Next to the restaurant is a gas station, its windows blasted out, the pumps melted. I step carefully over blackened debris, alert for traps the aliens left behind. Ahead, past the gas station, the road stops. The asphalt has been peeled back like dead skin from a spider bite. Beyond that, a gorge gapes where a town used to be. Gray pulp remains. Wet ash. And black worms.

			I stand at the edge, my breathing shallow. I consider the alien again, and even start to turn around. But I don’t. I adjust my pack and turn east down County Road 23. I think about looking over my shoulder but resist the urge. There’s nothing behind me worth seeing.
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			About SciFanSat

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

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

			SciFanSat publishes on the last Saturday of every month. Submissions for the next issue open the moment the current issue publishes, and remain open until midnight on the next-to-last Thursday of the month.
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distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).



"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,

or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the

Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a

new environment.



"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical

writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.



PERMISSION & CONDITIONS

Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining

a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,

redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font

Software, subject to the following conditions:



1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,

in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.



2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,

redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy

contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be

included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or

in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or

binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.



3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font

Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding

Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as

presented to the users.



4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font

Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any

Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the

Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written

permission.



5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,

must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be

distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to

remain under this license does not apply to any document created

using the Font Software.



TERMINATION

This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are

not met.



DISCLAIMER

THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,

EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF

MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT

OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE

COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,

INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL

DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING

FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
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PREAMBLE

The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide

development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation

efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and

open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership

with others.



The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and

redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The

fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 

redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved

names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,

however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The

requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply

to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.



DEFINITIONS

"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright

Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may

include source files, build scripts and documentation.



"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the

copyright statement(s).



"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as

distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).



"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,

or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the

Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a

new environment.



"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical

writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.



PERMISSION & CONDITIONS

Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining

a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,

redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font

Software, subject to the following conditions:



1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,

in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.



2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,

redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy

contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be

included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or

in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or

binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.



3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font

Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding

Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as

presented to the users.



4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font

Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any

Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the

Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written

permission.



5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,

must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be

distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to

remain under this license does not apply to any document created

using the Font Software.



TERMINATION

This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are

not met.



DISCLAIMER

THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,

EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF

MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT

OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE

COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,

INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL

DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING

FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM

OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.





