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Introduction for the Dryden Edition.
 
Long before there was a Dryden Experiment or the website or roleplaying games or meetings about the newest Kickstarter, there was this idea.  The idea was that stories are cool and that sharing stories with our friends is even cooler.
 
I started writing short stories in the 1990’s not so much because I wanted to publish them but because I wanted to write them.  While I was elated to find that I could sell my stories, I was sad to learn that a story once sold, it largely lost forever.
 
The new life I longed for was The Dryden Experiment, a vast, shared science fiction universe where all our most beloved characters can live out their lives not just in we the authors’ minds but also in the mind of fans and fan artists.
 
While this collection of early short stories does not exactly fit in the Dryden Experiment, I am pleased to be able to republish it under Dryden.  Here amidst horror stories and other oddities of the day, you will find “Free Walking” and “Technological Advance,” stories that have become part of the Dryden universe as well as “Bride of Europa” the story I couldn’t let go.  There in the frozen depths of Europa we get our first glimpse at the powerful, enigmatic figure who lives at the heart of “The Dryden Experiment” Seli Dryden.
 
Special for this edition we added Chapter one of “Alder’s World.”  “Alder’s world is being published in serial on the website.
 
As always, thanks to you, readers, authors, artists, fans.  If not for you Seli and her universe would still be just a few pages in Alienskin magazine.
 
Joel Stottlemire,
Topeka, KS
Feb, 2014
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30Alder’s World Chapter 1



Body
 

Sacrifice
 
Jenni lifted the glass sphere and studied it with both her blue-black eyes. The stone was oddly heavy, as all the Manji stones were. Inside, a tiny spot of light glittered and crackled. The spot was blue-white and bright enough to make Jenni squint. She slid her backpack off her shoulders and dropped the rock into it.  Now if only she could make it back to the pod.
 
She flipped back her long, raven black hair and picked up her stick. In front of her a bulkhead door stood blackened and twisted, blown apart god knows how many years ago. She could feel a pit in her stomach. She was not designed for combat. In fact she was an Engineered with an emphasis in mathematics and fluid dynamics. Useful if you’re colonizing an alien world. Not good against an automated defense system that had developed an unfortunate twitch.
 
She approached the door gingerly and waved her stick on the other side. She heard the defense unit whirr and click but it didn’t waste valuable ammunition on a stick. It was programmed too well.
 
“I’m Jenni A 936.” She cried through the door. “I’ve come for a Manji stone.”
 
“Unauthorized removal of a Manji stone will result in termination.” An unsympathetic voice advised her from the next room.
 
“But I’m a Jenni.” She protested. “I am authorized to take a stone.”
 
It was quiet on the other side of the door.
 
Jenni sighed and, with the sinking feeling she was making a mistake that had been made before, she leapt through the door.
 
The outer room was brightly lit and she saw the defense unit swiveling toward her out of the corner of her left eye. There were two loud pops and she felt two stings in her side.
 
Digging at the darts as she ran, she rounded the corner into the corridor. The hallway was a mess, scattered with the long dead bodies of a half dozen Menni and Pinni, each one holding a red or green sphere. There was also a pile of bones and metal scraps in front of a bulkhead where someone, probably a combat model had tried to blast its way into the rest of the ship.

Numbness was spreading quickly across Jenni’s side and up into her neck. She only had a few seconds now. Quickly, she ducked into the third hatch on the right, the one with the blue symbol over the door.
 
Inside, the room was lit by dim blue lights over three consecutive circles of hyber-beds. She stumbled in the dark and pulled herself up to a short pillar in the center of the room. There was the dried husk of a body lying over the pillar. She pushed it to the floor where several other bodies already lay.
 
Underneath the body was a used Manji stone, dark in the darkened room. She heaved it out of its socket with a single motion and struggled to get her backpack off.
 
Her face was going numb and she tasted an odd mint flavor on her tongue and in the back of her throat.
 
She got the new, glittering stone out of the bag and struggled to lift it into the cradle. Her world was swimming and for a moment she couldn’t tell if she was pushing the stone up or down. Finally it clinked into place and she was rewarded by seeing the blue lights in the room brighten slightly.
 
She told herself to rise but it was clear that the poison had paralyzed her torso and legs. She lay on her side looking at a tiny porthole that led out into the stars. No time she thought. No time to get to the bridge. No way to radio the Earth that something had gone deadly wrong with the security on colony ship N -432 and no way for them to help. In a hundred years another Jenni would wake up, find an ancient corpse lying over the Manji. No doubt she’d end up lying just where this Jenni was. She’d make the same mistake.
 
But then, when you have no options, what choice have you got?
 

Fog
 
James and Annette Burgess were not speaking to each other as they rode along through the thick fog.
 
James drummed his fingers on the leather wrapped steering wheel in a manner more or less designed to annoy Annette. They were on their way home from a dinner party and, as usual James had refused to leave until Annette was furious.
 
For Annette’s part, she was stretched across the cream colored, leather seat looking uncomfortable and clutching at her purse. Jim’s little chat was going to going to cost them twenty dollars with the baby sitter and the sitter had been threatening to quit if they didn’t start showing up on time.
 
Outside the yellow Crown Victoria, the white walled tires crunched their way down wet, fog shrouded streets. The fog was thick and still, rolling in off the bay with a sound like a muted stereo.
 
The windshield wipers clacked back and forth intermittently. Jim stopped his drumming to flip on his blinker. The fog was so thick that the air on the front left of the car lit up yellow but the road wasn’t revealed. A white wooden sign, barely visible, indicated they were turning onto Bay Shore Drive. For once, Bay Shore Drive really led down along the shore of the bay. In better weather it was a beautiful ride with the beach on the right and a gently sloping cliff face on the left.  They had been driving down Bay Shore for about three minutes when the car ground to a halt.
 
“What happened?” Annette asked, sitting up.
 
“I don’t know.” Jim turned the ignition but the car was already running. He stepped on the gas. The car moved forward a few feet but then stopped again after a quick squealing of tires.
 
“Did we hit something?” Annette asked, peering into the fog over the dashboard.
 
“I don’t think so. Wait here.” Jim stepped out of the car leaving the door open so that the dome lights would be on and inadvertently giving free reign to the bonger that bonged whenever the door was open.

He noticed immediately that the front end of the car was set much lower than the rear. As he moved toward the front, he found he was moving through fog so thick it was heavy and hard to push through. Just as he was reaching the front of the car, struggling against the weight of the fog, the grill popped out of the Crown Victoria and clattered to the ground. A second later the right head light shattered.
 
“Holy...” Jim turned and practically swam back to the car door as the shocks groaned and the front end of the car settled toward the ground.
 
“What is it?” Annette asked as he dove back into the driver’s seat.
 
“I don’t know Anne, some kind of fog.” Jim answered, slamming the car into reverse and mashing the gas pedal.
 
“Fog?” Anne asked as the rear wheels whined on the pavement.
 
Jim threw his door open again and watched his rear tires spin helplessly under the weight on the front end. “Yeah. It’s some kind of super dense fog or something.” The left headlight shattered leaving them with only the running lights in front. “Come on, we’ve got to get out of here.” He grabbed his briefcase out of the back seat and climbed back out into the night. The fog had grown so thick that it pushed his head and shoulders down making him walk like a hunchback.
 
“Jim. I am not getting out of this car until you explain to me just what the hell is going on.”
 
The paint on the hood was flying off in spidery lines as the metal was pressed down into the underlying supports. The left front tire popped.
 
Jim stuck his head back in the door. The bonger was still bonging. “For the love of God Anne, just get out of the car.”
 
“Jim, I am...” The windshield shattered showering Anne with glass and the dashboard collapsed pinning her legs. She screamed hysterically.
 
“Hold on honey.” Jim shuffled around the back end of the car under the oppressive weight. He found his wife’s door had popped open but that she was stuck firmly in her seat.
 
“Oh Jim.” She cried. “It hurts. Get me out of here Jim.”
 
“O.K. honey, just hold on.” He said, but before he could do anything, the entire roof of the car collapsed down on Anne who screamed briefly and then fell silent. Looking down on the destroyed roof of his car, he could see the outline of Anne’s head and shoulder’s pressed into the metal.

 
“Oh, lord. Oh, lord.” He mumbled, shuffling back away from the car. The weight was so massive and the air so hard to breath that all he could think was to get away. Within seconds he was lost in the fog with only the bonging of the door to give him any sense of direction. He tried to move away from it.
 
In a few seconds, he fell off the road and found himself at the opening to a culvert. He slid into it feet first and found that ridiculously, he still had his brief case with him.
 
“I’m going to be O.K..” He mumbled to himself. “It’s just some freaky fog. It’s not like it’s looking for me or anything. Right? Right.”
 
He realized suddenly that he couldn’t hear the car bonging anymore. Looking up, he saw that the entry to the culvert had been obscured by the fog. Looking over his shoulder the far end was out of sight as well. The culvert was slowly filling with a very thick fog.
 

Thali’s Gift
 
Advanced Live Encoding Neuro-Cyborg # 14 hung in space high above the planet Menon 7. Its oblong, ungainly four kilometer long hull was in geosynchronous orbit over the capital city Ren Prime. It had been summoned there weeks ago to witness the surrender of the last of the Mena Tarisee rebels.
 
Most of the hundreds of surveyor craft it had recorded the surrender with, vid ships, audio ships, atmosphere samplers were stored now, hanging from kilometer long racks in the nose of the ship. ALENC #14 had recorded temperature, uniform colors, soil analysis, dialogue of persons standing in the crowd. It had made a complete history of the event as it happened. When #14 met another ALENC or a library station, its data banks would open and the surrender of the Mena Tarisee rebels would become a part of galactic history.
 
It was still in orbit, arguably to record a more full history of Menon 7. It was recording a wide range of data. It had probes at the frozen carbon dioxide south pole, a walker visiting a hospital in Ren Prime, each craft recording every detail, sending the data to be stored in ALENC #14’s virtually unfillable quantum data storage banks.
 
For all else that it was doing, performing historical research, running repair routines, and priming for interstellar travel, it was devoting a relatively large portion of its computing power, 0.67% to a conversation it was having with a woman in a refugee camp near Ren Prime’s shield generator.
 
Centuries ago, when the ALENC program had been designed, the engineers realized that humans react differently to machines than they do to other humans. In order to give them a more human face, each ALENC was equipped with a dozen “walkers,” humanoid androids capable of interacting with humans using a subtle but ultimately artificial set of emotional responses.  It had first interviewed this woman as a routine part of sampling the population of the planet. It sought her out a second time because she had lost her husband and family in the war and provided and excellent human perspective. Why it had returned this time, it wasn’t sure, but it found itself dedicating more and more computing cycles to improving the emotional response.
 
“Is this what you really look like?” The woman, Thali Minik, asked, squatting in front of the wretched hut she shared with a dozen other war widows.
 
ALENC’s walker paused. The question puzzled the brain floating in space. “This is the accurate appearance of remote unit #993.”
 
“No, no.” Thali shook her curly, blond hair and put her hand on the automaton’s. “I mean you, the human in space. Does your face look like this?”
 
ALENC paused again and switched on the lights in the Life Bay. An inert form floated there in translucent gel. Most of its computational power lie in banks of circuits ranged around the Life Bay but certain essential features, curiosity, innovation, passion could only be found in life forms and so a genetically engineered human lay at the center of ALENC #14.
 
“No,” the automaton said at last. “Remote Unit #993 is only vaguely similar to the human.”
 
“Could I see it? I mean if I were up there?”
 
“Yes. I am equipped with an extensive life support system so that repair crews can access my areas. The human body lies in an accessible area.”
 
“May I see it?”
 
ALENC was surprised. It was used to asking questions, not being asked about itself. It scanned its records of the official visits it had received in the last four hundred years and also its general operational parameters and concluded that there was no reason the woman couldn’t visit. The word ‘want’ appeared out of a subsystem linked to the human mind. After a quick analysis ALENC agreed with the subsystem that there did seem to be a ‘want’ for the woman to visit. “I’ll send a shuttle.” The automaton replied.
 
ALENC did something like fret as Thali rode into space silently next to the walker. It knew that she was familiar with space travel having been to several planets seeking to escape the war. What it didn’t understand was her motivation for seeing the human. It was considering doing something it had only done once before. When confronted with human behavior they didn’t understand, ALENCs could increase the neurotransmitter levels in their human brains in an effort to simulate the motivations of the behavior. This woman had seen a great deal of war and hardship. Perhaps if it stimulated the brain... Reaching a conclusion it ordered micro changes in the levels of serotonin, cortisol, and a dozen other brain chemicals. It didn’t like the feeling, something like being nervous or slightly angry but it hoped it would provide an improvement over the artificial emotion program it ran with the walkers.
 
The woman strode into the Life Bay under the watch of dozens of ALENC’s sensors, shock monitors measured her weight by the impact she made on the flooring, audio sensors recorded her pulse and breathing, CO2 sensors adjusted for the additional stress she put on the system. The walker had led her silently into the Life Bay and stood inert in the corner of the room. ALENC found it didn’t know what to say.
 
The woman strode up to the glass case that the human hung in and stared at it for long seconds. “It’s beautiful.”
 
ALENC checked against the 23,409,865 objects that it had specifically heard of as being beautiful, scanned its human body, and flailed to reach any conclusion. “What?” it ordered the walker to say.
 
“It’s beautiful.” She repeated. “It looks like a cross between a baby and a...the creature from Sol. A burd.”
 
A bird, ALENC knew, was a genetic cousin of man found on more than 950 different planets though not Menon 7. It scanned the body again and agreed that it did look a little like a bird.
 
“Thank you.” It said.
 
She nodded as if she had satisfied something. “You must know all about Sol.”
 
“There are a great many Sol parables.”
 
She shook her head. “Not the parables. The real Sol.”
 
It shook the walker’s head in return. “No one knows if Sol was real.”
 
“It has to be.” Thali said. “Humans didn’t just appear one day. We spread from somewhere. You must have the real location hidden somewhere in your memory banks.”
 
“I’m afraid not. Let me show you back to the shuttle.”
 
She whirled on the walker, placing her back against the glass holding the body and hissed. “No. I won’t go back. I want to go with you. I want to go to Sol.”
 
ALENC was completely taken aback. “You don’t want to travel with me. I spend months alone between planets. Let me take you back.”
 
Thali slid to the side of the case revealing a metal capsule stuck to the glass. “It’s a bomb.” She opened her hand revealing a small device with blinking green light. “I’ll blow us up. I swear. Take me to Sol.” She was crying.
 
“I don’t understand why you would do this. Let me take you back to Ren Prime. You have a home there?  “A home there? A home there?” She cried in hysterics. “I’m a Parnine. A Parnine refugee on planet full of Shuleys and Menons. You know what Parnine widows do on Menon 7? They become whores. Already the women in my hut have started a collective. I lost my son and husband to those bastards. I’ll go to hell before I give them my body. Please, take me to Sol.”
 
ALENC #14 evaluated the explosive and the woman. The device was a standard high thermal device. Not destructive to the ship as a whole but almost certainly fatal to the human behind the glass and so to ALENC. As for the woman, she was displaying post-traumatic stress, possibly psychosis. He calculated a 66% chance she would actually detonate the explosive if challenged. On the other hand, she would have to sleep sometime. A 0.5% concentration of Xlynelan while she slept should render her unconscious. He could disarm her and return her to the planet without risk.
 
“O.K. You can stay with me.”
 
*
 
ALENC had lowered the lights for the woman when she showed signs of sleepiness. She had propped herself up against the glass under the explosive and sung quietly to herself until exhaustion had taken her. ALENC had begun releasing Xlynelan into the atmosphere fifteen minutes later. When her breathing indicated she had gone deeper than mere sleep, he sent a walker in to remove her.
 
The walker could see her clearly in infrared, a hot, glowing body. ALENC found itself going over and over the song she had been singing “I shall never be home till I walk again beneath the light of Sol.” There were more than 4,000 variations of it logged in ALENC’s memory.
 
On impulse it had the walker touch the woman’s hair. A complete record was made of course, length, coarseness, odor, but ALENC was made painfully aware by the hormones in its human that it did not actually know what it was to stroke someone’s hair. It thought she was pretty in a tired, careworn sort of way.
 
It wondered what she dreamed. Its human dreamt of walking city streets and walkers coupling in the halls like humans and things that made no sense but were only shapes or moods.
 
It ordered the walker out of the room, recalled the last of its remote units and gave its departure flight plan to ground control. By the time she awoke, Thali and her host were deep in the heart of space. The bomb, however, was missing.
 
*
 
Remote Unit #987 walked into the large research bay and waited quietly. Thali stood in the study pod jiggling her thumbs and rolling her eyes back and forth blindly as she ran spool after spool of data across her consciousness.
 
“Whatever planet we’re at, I’m not interested in landing.” She said without stopping the memory dump.
 
In the two years she had been traveling with ALENC #14 she had proven to be an excellent Palmet player and fine conversationalist, but she had flatly refused to leave the ship. In fact, most of the time she could be found right there pouring through every record of Sol, looking for some clue as to its location.
 
“It’s not a planet, Thali. I need you to come to the Life Pod.”
 
Thali’s thumbs stopped jiggling. She cut off the data spool with a hand gesture and blinked as sight returned to her eyes. A week after she’d come on board, she’d found the bulkhead to the Life Pod sealed. She’d assumed it was to keep her out. She followed the remote unit out into the hall.
 
“Are the planet’s from the Virus Wars still contaminated?” She asked the walker. She could of course speak to ALENC from anywhere on board, but, even after two years, she preferred to talk to someone.
 
“No.” ALENC had the walker respond. “The viri mutated after no more than a thousand years. Most of those planets have been habitable for more than three millennia.”
 
“Then why aren’t they occupied now?”
 
“A few of them are. Most of them were severely depleted before the wars. There’s not a lot to go back to.”
 
They stepped onto a lift that began moving without a word from either of them. “And,” she persisted, “the Virus Wars are the earliest recorded events in history.”
 
“The earliest clearly documentable events, yes.” ALENC concurred.
 
“Then I think I’ve found Sol.”
 
“You’ve said that before.” ALENC was hesitant.
 
“Yes, but hear me out.” They stepped off the lift and started down the broad, main corridor. “A standard year is 365.25 days right and a day is 24 hours right? But they’re completely arbitrary which is why no one uses them. Now, what if, a standard year was one orbital rotation for the origin planet around Sol, and what if a standard day is the axis rotation period for the origin planet.”
 
“I’ve heard this speculation before.”
 
“Yes.” Thali insisted. “But I’ve found the planet.”
 
The walker stopped at the door to the Life Bay. “You’re not kidding.”
 
“Nope. Check it yourself. “The planet is ARARM 552.3. It’s listed as viri infected by the Magelnon Catalog.”
 
ALENC scanned the record. The third planet around ARARM 552 was a perfect match. It was also a complete blank spot in its records. It had only the astrodata.
 
“Very good.” It said. “Now I have something to show you.”
 
The bulkhead slid up revealing a Life Bay transformed. There was a strange hospital bed where the gel tank had been and strange bits of equipment lined the walls. Sitting on the bed was a man apparently in his mid twenties. He was bald, muscular, and naked. He had a thick tube of wires running from the back of his head to a conduit in the ceiling.
 
Thali grabbed the walker’s hand instinctively. “Who is that?”
 
The man made a croaking sound then said. “It’s me. It’s my human. I’m the bird.” He got gingerly to his feet.
 
“By Smarl.” Thali whispered. “It is you. But what happened?”
 
“I started a bio-generation process shortly after you arrived. It took me a while to make the organs grow.” He took a step forward so that they were facing each other. “I realized that first night that I wanted to touch you.” He caressed her hair gently. “Yes, it’s much better this way.”
 
“Are you completely human? Are you free to come and go?”
 
He shook his head, touching her shoulder. “No, there are bio-cells in the attachment at the back of the human’s head. If the human and the library separate the library will die.”
 
“No, no.” She said petting his face back. “If you leave the library, it will die.”
 
“Right,” he agreed slowly. “I am the human, attached to the machine.
 
They began a kiss then which she broke off suddenly. Looking down she uttered a short laugh. “Well, you’re a man now.”
 
He smiled. “Yes I am. And Thali?”
 
“Yes?”
 
“I’ve just laid in a course for ARARM 552.
 
*
 
ALENC was convinced. He’d had dozens of monitors brought into the Life Bay and he and Thali were sitting side by side watching report after report from his remotes. The planet orbited the sun every 365.25 days. The planet rotated every 24 hrs almost to the second. It had evidence of nuclear and perhaps even pre-nuclear technology. More importantly, it was teeming with a host of genetic cousins of man, far more than you would expect on a colonized planet.
 
“Let’s land.” Thali said.
 
ALENC grimaced. The core systems and life support modules of his ship could separate and land but it was never done. The atmospheric entry and exit were too stressful to be done on a regular basis. “O.K.” he said. “I’ll order a separation.”
 
He watched her closely as the ship broke apart and the core pod trailed by several support pods started down into the yellow and pink plasma of atmospheric entry. She was so excited she was giggling and it filled him with sorrow. He had no doubt that he loved her and she loved him but she had come all this way to walk under the warmth of Sol. He doubted very much that she would return with him to the sterility of space.
 
His reverie was interrupted when contact with the bulk of the ship was cut off by the plasma storm. Thousands of voices in his head, voices reporting the status of memory banks, O2 tanks, all the systems of his former self, stopped as surely as if a wire had been cut. He felt so small. Running the core systems was still a large burden but nothing compared to the huge, dark library he left in space.
 
On the planet’s surface it was a perfect day. They landed in a large field between the arms of a beautiful snow capped mountain. There was a stream running nearby and some large hoofed mammals grazed near the edge of a thick pine forest.
 
Thali was out the hatch in a second, laughing and running through the tall grass like a child. He watched her on the monitors. He missed the chatter from the library and felt a duty to return to it but found a larger longing looking out at her. He glanced at a pod that had landed nearby. He checked it with his mind. Its proton reactor and environmental control were all in order. It could support two humans indefinitely.
There was a popping noise as a thick cable broke off from the back of his head then another and another. Bank after bank of computers registered errors and shutdown. None of the errors were heard. Alenc was running to catch Thali, laughing wildly.
 
Rolling on the ground he made a mental note about the smell and scratchiness of the grass, then laughed at himself and rolled over to kiss Thali hard on the mouth.
 
 

The Turn On
 
Verder recognized the song. It was old and he couldn’t remember the words but with three hundred years of digital technology behind humanity, more for some races, there were a lot more old songs than there were new ones.  He Bobbed his head and tried to swing to the beat a little as he sidled up to the bar. The place wasn’t smokey like some Urtin bars were but it smelled very strange. Someone, probably a Wikit walker was outgassing through its skin making the whole bar smell like a cross between a bakery and an ammonia factory.
 
He put his elbows on the high end of the sloping bar and asked for a drink. You didn’t usually find many humans in multi-species bars. Between the smells, spores and species that killed each other during mating, humans tended to stick to their own. Not Verder.  He considered himself a romantic adventurer. It was his opinion that most, not all, warm blooded life forms were fun to rub up against. It was a constant adventure; what psudopod did they have, how likely were they to leave red sucker marks on your face. There were enough life forms from other races with a like mind set that he seldom went home alone.
 
The bar was looking likely that night. A pair of Gree Grasis were blowing puffs of green smoke out there noses at each other and giggling. There were also some lightly furred Pughs playing pool in the corner. He couldn’t tell whether they were male or female. It didn’t really matter. In the inter species mating game, you had to be sort of open minded. Lifflies could change gender during intercourse, always a surprising turn of events.
 
He took his drink and sidled over to see who was plugged into the scanner-games. There was a new species there. It looked like a female something or other. It had a basically humanoid body with long folds of skin down its sides; wings maybe.
 
He punched the call button on creature’s console and waited to see if it would respond. A minute or so later, the creature lifted up the head piece on the scanner and looked up Verder. It had a short oval head with wide eyes on either side of a small, lipped mouth. Verder took the lips as a good sign. He liked lips.
 
“Hey.” He said. “What’s a beautiful creature like you doing in a dingy space port like this?” He smiled. He found parodying himself was as successful as trying to think of a good line.
 
“I’m playing a scanner game.” The creature said. Actually, it chortled in its throat and the translator around its neck said, “I’m playing a scanner game.” in a pleasant, woman’s voice.
 
“Right.” This bird didn’t understand human mating rituals. He cut to the chase. “I like to mate with different species. Would you like to mate?” Most species didn’t fool around with courtship or anything.
 
“The creature blinked its big eyes slowly. “You want to mate with me?” Verder nodded and smiled a big smile full of polished, white teeth.
 
“Great.” The creature rose. “I’m Vii. I would love to mate with you.”
 
“Pleased to meet you Vii. I’m Verder. We can go back to my place.”
 
Vii was naked and, apparently, genitalia free but it grabbed a small bag by stretching out one of the long folds. The bag stuck to the fold. “This is going to rock.” Thought Verder.
 
As they left the bar, Vii put her pseudopod on Verder’s shoulder and put her head against his. She smelled vaguely like citrus. “I’m so glad you came by. I’ve been having a terrible time mating here.”
 
“Why? You don’t do anything freaky do you?”
 
Vii giggled. “Well, nothing that’s freaky for me.”
 
“I know what you mean.” Verder had a hard time sitting in the air car. He was already excited.
 
Back in his apartment, Vii wanted to hold him in her pseudopod and kiss the top of his head. He had to push her off so he could get undressed. After a few minutes he was naked and they were standing face to face. She had stretched her body length, skin folds completely around him from top to bottom. They were kissing and Verder thought he was in heaven. It was like being wrapped in a warm washrag. A little slimier maybe but slimy could be a good thing.
 
“This is great.” He said breaking the kiss. “Is this how you mate on your planet?”
 
Vii just nodded and wrapped him up tighter.
 
“What do you do next?” Verder was panting.
 
“I need to extract the reproductive fluids.” Vii said, blushing slightly.
 
“Great. Let’s do that.”
 
Verder howled in pain as hundreds of tiny needles unfolded out of Vii’s folds, drove themselves into his skin and began sucking his blood. She held him as he screamed, drinking blood from the top of his head to his feet until her wings were stained pink. She didn’t kill him, but it hurt like hell.
 
On the other hand, it was one hell of a turn-on.


Fishing
 
Jerry sat in a blue folding chain, on a wooden dock floating in a largish pond, and dozed. He had a fishing pole loosely clutched in one hand and an empty beer bottle in the other. At his side a small cooler kept another eleven bottles on ice and a dirty, red tacklebox lay open.
 
Around him a fine, hot summer day shone on yellow, grass covered hills and insects buzzed to and fro. On a hillside not far off to his left, a half dozen black and white cows stood chewing their cud and flapping their ears lazily.
 
A gentle tug on Jerry’s line woke him. He hadn’t had a bite all morning. The tug repeated and he yanked to set the hook. He reeled enthusiastically, but while heavy and somewhat difficult to reel, the fish didn’t fight back much. Strangely, he felt an odd sensation of dis-ease as he reeled. He’d had the feeling before but he couldn’t put his finger on where. As he got his quarry up close to the edge of the dock, he reached in and snagged it with his net.
 
At first he thought he had caught a catfish but something didn’t seem right, so he dumped the fish onto the wood of the dock. It lay there listlessly. It was short and squat with discolored grey and purple splotches. Its skin seemed to be translucent as if made of gel. It gave him an inexplicable pit in his stomach. Gently, he put his tennis shoe on the thing’s side and grabbed the hook protruding from the its whiskered upper lip. He pulled but the hook didn’t let go. He added a little more pressure with his foot, and a thin stream of whitish liquid ran from the thing’s mouth. Repulsed, Jerry grabbed the pliers out of the tackle box and yanked the hook out quickly. He kicked the fish back into the water and it swam out of sight.
 
Jerry looked at his hook and sighed. Something here wasn’t right. He thought about packing up his yellow Toyota hatchback and going home. He also thought he was acting like a fool. He sat back on his folding chair, rebaited the hook and cast it out. He was just reaching for another beer, when a fierce tug hit his line. He grabbed the pole with one hand and yanked back. Out in the water, his line took off to the right at tremendous speed. Jerry dropped the unopened beer bottle and gripped the pole with both hands. As suddenly as it started right, his line ran back left, cutting a tiny fan in the water. For a few seconds Jerry struggled with the fish but something still wasn’t right. Now the line was moving too fast.
 
“Oh,” he thought, “I’m having that dream where you catch creepy fish.” Immediately the fishing line went limp and he was again reeling dead weight, heavy dead weight. As it got close, he could see a shape swimming under the water, an ominous shape with a long snout and paddle feet, not very fish like at all. With rising fear, he reached into the tackle box for the cutters and snipped the line. The shape vanished back into the murky dark.
 
Jerry stood up and looked around. The day seemed so real. He could hear the lap of small waves against the dock and there was a damsel fly dancing with the tip of his pole. He even remembered that Mike was supposed to come out after work and they were going to grill hamburgers.
 
“Wake up!” He told himself. Nothing. He pinched himself hard. It hurt plenty but didn’t wake him.
 
“All right.” He said, speaking out loud. “I’m not afraid of any dream.” The world seemed unchanged by his assertion.
 
Defiantly, he sat down and began rebaiting his hook. He noticed the liver he was using was wet with blood and becoming sticky, very real and undream like. Out in the water there was a disturbance as if something were churning up the bottom. He cast his line right into it.
 
He was rewarded with an immediate hit and began reeling. This time whatever he had was huge. It appeared first as a great, gray green lump where his line entered the water. It quickly grew into an oblong mound of pond moss, patches of scales, and dozens of milky white eyes. Even from where it was far out in the water, Jerry could smell the stench of the pond bottom emanating from it.
 
Slowly the thing opened its mouth, a gigantic toothless maw, and Jerry could see his fishing line running into it.
 
“Come on!” He shouted in horror and defiance. “Come on!” He could see long, stringy tentacles hanging inside the mouth, but he kept reeling.
 
As the thing got near, Jerry realized it was so big it could almost swallow the entire dock. He also continued to worry that everything seemed so real, but he was committed. “I’m dreaming!” He shouted at the thing as the tentacles in its mouth began to slide up the edge of the dock.
 
The top edge of the mouth, with its thick blubbery lips passed over his head and he was cast in shadows. It was cool and clammy inside. His fishing pole made a click sound as the last of the line reeled in.
 
“I’m dreaming!”
 
One of the tentacles slid slowly over his shoulder leaving a slimy trail that tiny, clear worms squirmed in.
 
“I’m dreaming!”
 
With a loud “Whump!” the huge mouth fell shut. The creature lay still for a second, staring with unblinking eyes at the day around it. Then it slid back into the water leaving a large, wet crescent where the ice chest, the chair, the tackle box, and the man had been.
 
The cows, disturbed by the shouting and the loud noise, wandered off to the far side of the hill.


The Bride of Europa
 
Seli Dryden stood at the large, round window and swirled her drink in its glass as she gazed out. Most of Under Town was visible from here. Long corridors and round modules were bolted to the underside of the 40 kilometer thick ice that covered the whole of Europa in a crazy maze of lighted windows and shadowy lattices. She got some sense of scale from the long corridor that took off to her left. Although the whole thing looked like a child’s construction set, she could see that the corridor was, in fact, a broad, six-lane highway buzzing with electric cars and trucks.
 
She wasn’t very interested in the city. The real objects of her affection were drifting in the water right outside the glass. They were attracted to the light and could be found outside any window in any of the cities that dotted the underside of the ice on Jupiter’s gray green moon. The drifting creatures looked a little like jellyfish from earth, but high pressure in the surrounding water had forced them into more efficient forms, smooth and rounded rather than open and feathery.
 
She named the translucent species as they drifted by, Griffen’s Cube, a blue square with glowing dots at its center; a Marble Bat, a foot long, winged creature with long tendrils trailing from the edges of its wings. She could even see the row of luminescent dots from a Scribbler Eel lurking further out in the dark hoping to catch a Cube or Flutterer for dinner no doubt.
 
“We don’t understand the change, of course.” Professor Dannal continued where he’d dropped off when Seli had gone to the window. “Some people are saying they’re malicious attacks but we’ve never known The Europan to create anything dangerous to humans.”
 
Seli sighed and sat down in a red upholstered chair in front of the window, her wrinkled, splotched fingers grasping the rim of the glass. The Europan; it had been nearly a century ago. Could it be that long? She had been a young exobiologist exploring the deep oceans of Europa when she had stumbled across it, or a node of it. A single mind ruling the planet, designing life forms to match the conditions of the different water layers, making sure a steady stream of biomass tumbled to the ocean floor to feed its thousands of miles of nerve and brain.
 
“Such a beautiful thing.” She said out loud. “Can you imagine Professor Dannal, a single mind for the entire world; a single, ordered plan for every life form. The carnivores we see lurking in the dark are calculated, designed to cull exactly as many of the bio-synthesizers as The Europan needs to feed. It’s wonderful.” Being back on Europa was bringing back so many memories.  “Yes,” Dannal agreed, “but you must understand Professor Dryden, The Europan can’t or won’t communicate with us. You
are the only human it’s ever opened up to. What we know of its desires and motives, we know only from your report ninety-six years ago.”
 
Ninety-six years? Yes, it was that long. While regenitix kept her body and mind as hale as she had been at fifty, she couldn’t help feeling a bit tired and stretched. “Help me understand.” She said. “What is this change in Europan behavior that has everyone concerned?”
 
Dannal came and sat across from her. He was white haired like her but younger, with a smooth round face. They were both reflected in the window with the drifting creatures deceptively close on the other side. “The first thing you need to understand is that it’s the defense forces that have gotten concerned. There’s a man named Captain Tyth.
 
He’s a bit of a war monger I’m afraid. He’s the one that’s really pushing this thing.”
 
“But what’s the change?”
 
“There have been some,” he paused to consider his words, “well they may have been attacks, and there were new species’ involved. Tyth is concerned that The Europan may be breeding new creatures in preparation for attacks against us.”
 
“But what were the attacks?”
 
Dannal shifted, clearly uneasy. “Well, it’s not a lot to go on, but a diver was attacked a few weeks ago by what looked like a water centurion, only once it got it tentacles around her, it started delivering electric shocks. She wasn’t hurt but the creature did manage to short out her suit. She had to be emergency evac’d.”
 
Seli wrinkled up the thin skin of her brow and Dannal went on. “Two weeks before that, the water intakes in Little VI were jammed by Sissle Pods.”
 
“That’s happened before.” Seli observed.
 
“Yes. But this time the Sissle Pods were lined with these interlocking tines. The system administrators had to backwash the entire system to get them out. Like I said, Tyth thinks it’s malicious.”
 
Seli tried to down her drink but she wasn’t used to the half g of Europa and spilled a little out of the corner of her mouth. She dabbed at her cheek with a napkin as she went on. “Well, I gave up studying ice worms on the moon of Tarus III to be here. The least I can do is go see if The Europan will talk to me.” Although she sounded somewhat put upon by the idea, she was secretly thrilled. She’d gone back to The Europan several times in the years following her first visit but it had ignored her. Maybe time would have softened him. “Now, Professor Dannal, what I need it a bed. I’ve come many light years and I’m tired.” She rose and Dannal followed.
 
“Of course.” He said.
 
*
 
Seli floated free, naked. At least, she felt naked. She couldn’t really see anything. What she could do was feel out in front of her as if feeling were sight. There was a mountain of logic, mathematics, and compassion in the darkness. Thoughts came and went at lightening speed, disappearing into the distance and reappearing, new and improved moments later. The great consciousness turned toward her.
 
“Hello, Professor Dryden.” It thought massively.
 
Seli opened her eyes and gasped. She was lying in a bed somewhere in the university complex. It was a cool, spacious room but had no window to the under ice ocean.
 
Would it remember her, she wondered. She had been so tiny compared to it, noticeable only because she was the first human it had encountered directly. How warm and sensuous it had seemed as it had probed her mind. Not forceful at all, but gentle and thorough.
 
She rolled over and buried her face in the pillow. She felt oddly as if she were being asked to revisit and old lover.
 
*
 
Seli stood at the front of the large, white classroom. Here she was Professor Dryden. She wondered, as students and academics filled in the seats at the front of the room that always filled last, how many classrooms, how many lectures had she given in her one hundred and twenty-three years. These students before her were different than those she’d addressed in this very room ninety years ago. Those students were the sons and daughter of bold explorers from Earth, squeaking by in the inhospitable ocean of a foreign world. These before her now were the urbane product of a successful civilization. They had the long, narrow bodies and nimble fingers of people bred in low-g. They had their own culture, their own lifestyle. She had learned over breakfast that the human population of Europa was now a half a billion. Nothing compared to Earth or even Proxima XI but still impressive.
 
After a brief introduction by Professor Dannal, she stepped forward and cleared her throat.
 
“I have an entry in Erlich’s Biographies. It says that I am the first and only human to have made contact with The Europan. It gives me a sort of immortality. You would think that this would give me great comfort since, at one hundred and twenty-three years old, I am fast approaching the age at which even a regenitix treatment cannot postpone an avid cancer or fatal bout of Welch’s Palsy. I tell you today though that I have not been fully alive in almost a century.
 
“The thoughts that passed between me and The Europan in the few minutes we were in contact are well documented. I gave an oral report moments after the experience that is as accurate as any account I have ever given.
 
“What is not as clear from the histories is the emotional experience. When The Europan opened up to me, it was not as if I were in a lab being examined or at a negotiation table. In that moment I felt as if I were one of his creatures; cared about and touched deeply. It was if I were speaking to the God of this moon.
 
“Imagine if you will, a mind as densely packed with neurons as yours only this mind weighs a metric tonne and is only a small part of a larger mind stretched in a network across the entire ocean floor.”
 
She paused and studied the room. An older man in military dress had slipped in the back and was standing by Professor Dannal.
 
“He thinks about you, all of you. He composes melodies that are life forms and sends them to swim in the sea. I don’t know if he’ll let me in again, but if he does, he will instantly record every detail of my life down to this pencil.” She held up a pencil. “And he’ll care about all of it.”
 
She talked for a half an hour then watched a video about The Europan someone else had created. She was tremendously impatient. She was supposed to dive after lunch.
 
*
 
The man at the back of the room proved to be Captain Tyth. They met over lunch. She despised him at once. He had been a young officer in the small and forgettable War for Europan Unity several decades before and was one of the class of men who are willing to send others to their graves if he has some larger purpose. They smiled at each other with tight lips. No doubt he couldn’t stand her either.
 
“Your safety is assured.” He told her. Over a local dish made from synthetic pork hash and sea grass. “I’ll be right behind you in an Athelon Pod. If there’s any trouble, I’ll be able to retrieve you and provide suppressing fire.”
 
She looked from Captain Tyth to Professor Dannal, who would be staying in Under Town, and back. “I can’t tell you how reassuring I find your company.” She said somewhat icily.
 
*

 
The spherical Athelon Pods only carried two people and she and Tyth boarded it alone. A hundred years of technological advance had quadrupled the speed of interstellar craft but had only really improved the speed with which humans could reach the depths of the oceans on Europa. Crushed beneath the weight of forty kilometers of ice and ten kilometers of water, any low pressure space more than a few square meters in volume became impossible to maintain. You could get to such a depth much faster. As soon as Captain Tyth cast off the mooring lines, the city rocketed out of sight above them. Tyth told her the trip that had taken her two days would take about an hour.
 
She busied herself with the swimming unit she would swim free of the Athelon Pod in. It was the same pod she had been in all those years ago when she’d made contact before. Someone had saved it in a museum. It was long and low. She crawled into the back of it and lay on her belly as it sealed around her. She had always thought that the craft looked like a deep sea shrimp from earth.
 
She flipped a few switches and checked the pressure. Although it had sat in a display case for more than fifty years, the tiny ship came quickly to life and even had the same machine oil smell. She flexed her thin, wrinkled knuckles and grabbed the controls.
 
After a wait that seemed longer than it was, Tyth indicated that they were over the node that The Europan had spoken to her through. He opened the hatch under her and she floated free in the inky darkness of the ocean depths.
 
She kicked on her flood lights and revealed a grey landscape of gently undulating hills about ten meters below her. She took coordinates from Tyth over the radio and headed in the direction she indicated. The controls came back to her as naturally as if she had been operating the swimmer just last week.
 
She continued for maybe five minutes before she saw it. The odd black hill, small really, rising above the grey hills around it. Rubbery looking veins of black stretched out from it into the darkness.
 
As she had done before, Seli dimmed her lights for fear they would hurt whatever was before her. Like before, she began to feel an odd tingling a feeling that someone was near. Suddenly, her world went dark.
 
She was before the mountain of logic again, and once again, she had its attention.
 
“Hello Dr. Dryden.” She was wrapped in a warm, embracing feeling. This amazing, planet spanning creature, was thinking about her in a deep, caring manner. “I had thought you were dead.” It said.
 
“No, not yet.” She replied. “I have been off planet for the last half century.”
 
The Great Mind of Europa considered this. “I suppose your return means that they have become concerned about my activities.”
 
“I told you many years ago, humans are paranoid.” The mind did not respond. “I thought, when we spoke before that you had decided to live in harmony with the humans.”
 
Her head was filled then with a series of images. There was toxic waste pouring from Little VI. A warship of some kind had settled into a canyon on the seafloor and fuel seeping from it had killed a mind node there. The water was getting too warm in the upper levels for many of the creatures that were meant to live there. The Europan had decided that, as a single organism, it was not flexible enough to survive the changes the humans were bringing on the planetary system.
 
Next, it began with visions it had culled from her mind a century ago. It had studied the fate of the dodo, the manatee, the Centarian Sizlix, and concluded that it was destined to be among their number. It was prepared to lash out in desperate acts of self-preservation.
 
Seli had suspected that this would be the case. On the trip to Europa, she had formulated dozens of responses to but found that she couldn’t think of them now that the moment had come. She was thinking of the wars in the Thyra system, of the farmers on Tarus III secretly killing ice worms rather than comply with relocation orders. She thought of her husband, dead fifty years ago when his starfreighter hit a phaze mine. She thought for a very long time.
 
“Well, you’re not going to get anywhere like that.” She said at last. “Can you make what I see in my mind?”
 
“Yes.”
 
She closed her eyes and formed a vision from what she knew of Europan physiology. As she did, she could feel her own body begin to change. The Europan was reaching into her very DNA pushing molecules in and out of line. She shut off the pressure seals on her ship and slid into the water. It should have been deadly cold and the pressure should have crushed her at once. She found the water tolerable, however, and respiration began through her skin, drinking in nutrients in the water. She became aware of heat sight. Captain Tyth’s ship showed up as an orange glow against the background.
 
She queried The Europan then, how many tonnes of matter could it convert to life forms in a day? How resistant was it to cold? She asked many questions. Finally, she asked if he were ready for war.

 

She felt thoughts flee off around the planet. Captain Tyth had detected that something was amiss and was easing closer. Long minutes passed as messages ran to and fro. Finally the mind answered, “Yes.”
 
Elated, the swimming creature that had been Seli, turned on Tyth’s capsule and began a tremor in her belly. It grew quickly into a shock wave that rocked the small ship. She hit it twice more and the ship broke, crushed instantly to a silent wreck.
She swam over the node and caressed it. The whole planet was alive now, growing creatures of her design, sonic wave generators, creatures with boring rasps, tonnes of water thickening mosses..
 
Driving the humans back up into the ice would be easy. Getting them off planet would be harder, but with her help, she felt sure The Europan would be man’s first real threat from space. It made her happy. She was one with The Great Mind of Europa.


What Ever Happened to Summerville Part I - “Release”
 
The air wasn’t hot, but it was dry enough to taste almost sweet on Tom’s tongue. He panted and heaved another armful of dirt out of the hole. He’d been digging all morning and his hole was a brown crater in the middle of his parents’ smooth, green back lawn. He’d cut through the warm sod, past the wiggling, oozy ends of worms, and was now digging at the cold clay underneath with his blunt fingers.
 
He’d had the dream again, the one where the people from inside the earth came up from his lawn and played with him. They told him there were no parents inside the earth and you could stay up as long as you wanted. They told him there was cotton candy everywhere inside the earth. They even told him that the girls on the inside of the earth liked to be kissed.
 
He’d always ignored them before when they said he should come down some time, but this time his mother had made him clean his room, play with his cousins, and eat liver all in one weekend. It was too much. He was going to live with the people underground.
 
“Come on, Tommy boy. You’ll have a ball with us.” They’d said. “Just toss a nickel out your window and dig wherever it lands. Oh we’ll have some fun.”
 
Tommy sat back on his haunches in the pile of dirt he’d built, took a swig from his bottle of warm soda and started poking at the bottom of the hole with a stick. He was rewarded with a hollow thumping sound. He put the stick down and went back to work with his hands, pushing scoop after scoop of earth back between his legs and over his canvas tennis shoes.
 
In a few seconds he had revealed the outline of a crucifix peeking from the dirt. He expected this. They’d told him it would be there. He grabbed his father’s hammer from where it lay next to a duffle bag full of underwear, atomic fire balls and baseball cards and pried clumsily at the crucifix. After a few minutes he got the claw under the edge and popped it loose.  There was a change in air pressure and a rumbling so faint and far away that Tommy couldn’t tell whether he heard or felt it. Undaunted, he continued to dig.  He could see the outline of a small trap door and he dug feverishly with the stick and his hands to free it.
 
A cloud passed over the sun and chilled his sweating flesh.

Finally, with a yank, the door came open and Tommy found himself staring into a black void. He could feel air being sucked past his cheeks and into the hole.
 
“Hello.” He cried. “It’s me Tommy.”
 
There was a rustling in the dark. “A last.” A voice growled.
 
“Yes. I...I decided I want to go with you guys...” Tommy’s words were cut off as a black talon shot out of the hole, wrapped its claws around his head, and pinned him to the ground.
 
He could only watch in terror as a creature with an ugly, blunt nosed head, scaled body, and leathery wings pushed its way out of the hole which seemed far too small for it to pass through. It stood over him and stretched, breathing deeply. After a moment, it turned back to the hole. “Xlyixnz Xixi.” It hissed.
 
Out of the hole flew a string of winged creatures, monsters like the first only smaller. They flew into the sky chattering and hissing evilly. The monster laughed and, stretching its wings, leapt into the air after them, pulling Tommy upward by the face.
 
For a moment it was quiet in the yard, then Tommy’s mother appeared on the back porch, banging the screen behind her. “Tom. Tom. What was that noise?”
 
She screamed in horror as first two tennis shoes then scraps of blue jeans and a tee shirt began fluttering down out of the sky.

 

 

What Ever Happened to Summerville Part II - “Deloris’ Breakfast”
 
At seven stories, eight counting the basement, the Bank Building was by far the tallest in Summerville and the only one with an elevator. Deloris wasn’t thinking about any of this as she walked down the cooly lit basement hallway. There was a small cafeteria down there and Deloris had gotten herself a red and white paper tray laden with biscuits and gravy. The smell of cooked bacon was pervasive. Deloris wasn’t thinking about breakfast either.
 
She’d found a note on her desk up on the sixth floor asking her to come to a “dictation session” up on seven, the executive floor. It was signed by Floyd Maxwell, son in law of the president. What it meant was that Deloris would go up to Floyd’s office, take a few minutes of shorthand and then spend a half an hour fighting to keep his hands off her ass while he told her what a “good time” they could have while his wife was away. She adjusted her conservative, business dress unconsciously with one hand. She worked way too hard to be a professional and do her job right to be pawed at by some poor little rich boy. She sighed. Still, she needed the job.
 
She went to the elevator, pushed the button and waited. It was a modern elevator that didn’t need an attendant. The door and inner grate slid open. She got inside, pushed six and leaned against the back wall. She was still fuming to herself when the elevator stopped on one. She stood up and prepared to smile politely at whoever got on board.
 
When the door opened, however, she very nearly screamed out loud. Standing in front of the door was a hideous creature, pug nosed, winged, scaled. It was so dark gray in color that it was almost black. Behind it, the bank lobby was a scene of total mayhem. Bodies and lobby furniture were tossed around in jumbled piles and all the front windows had been shattered.
 
The beast walked onto the elevator, ducking its head slightly under the doorframe and pulled the last of its tail in just before the door closed. It turned just as anyone else would and looked boredly at the doors as the elevator began to rise.
 
Deloris was surprised to find herself calm though only in that “terrified beyond the ability to look terrified” sort of way. The monster drummed the claws from one hand on the back of its other. Floors two and three rolled by. It hadn’t pushed a button.
 
“Are you looking for someone in particular?” Deloris asked, terrifying herself in the process.
 
The monster looked at her benignly. “Just whoever’s in charge.” It shrugged.
Floor number four passed.
 
With a sudden jab, Deloris pushed the seven button. “When you get to seven,” she said, “go to the last door on the right. That’s Mr. Maxwell, the Executive Vice President. He’s the highest officer who’s here today.”
 
“Thanks.” The beast tried to smile but it didn’t do much good, too many teeth, too little lip.
 
The door opened on six and Deloris got out, biscuits and gravy still in hand. She started down the hall at a brisk walk but stopped and turned before the elevator door could close.
 
“Oh, and will you tell Mr. Maxwell that Deloris said, ‘Go to hell you arrogant pig?’”
 
The monster waived with one hand as the door closed. “Sure.” It growled.
 
“Thanks.” Deloris made her way back to the secretarial pool. She could hear the monster’s progress down the hall on the floor above her. There was the shattering of glass and the girls in accounting started screaming, then a series of crashing noises as the filing cabinets in the hall went down.
 
She walked to her desk calmly, ignoring the concerned looks from the other secretaries and opened her window. The noises continued upstairs. She took some salt from her desk drawer, salted the gravy and began eating. The noises were directly over her now. Suddenly there was a shattering of glass, audible both through the floor and through her window. A shape in a dress suit hurtled by her window, shrieking loudly. A second later there was a sickening crunch.
 
“And one more thing,” a hideous, roaring voice outside the window bellowed loudly enough to be heard by everyone for blocks around, “Deloris says, ‘Go to hell you arrogant pig!’”
 
There was a long roll of sinister laughter and the flapping of leathery wings, which retreated swiftly into the distance.
 
Deloris sat eating her breakfast, blissfully aware of the eyes of all the secretaries on her. “You know,” she thought, “you’ve just got to keep your head up. You never know when something nice is going to happen to you.”


What Ever Happened to Summerville Part III - “The Gunslinger”
 
Sammy had always assumed it would be aliens. When they played out on the playground Matt Smith and Kyle Knutson always made Sammy play the alien. He’d go to the bushes beside the fence, come sneaking up behind the jungle gym, imaginary ray gun in hand, and then get blown away by Matt and Kyle after a fierce gun battle that often involved artillery and battleships. Yep, he’d always figured one day there’d be real aliens coming up the fence line; Aliens from Mars or Neptune or some such place. Sammy didn’t know what the things destroying his school were but he felt pretty confident they weren’t aliens.
 
They’d shown up first flying around outside the school, small, black winged creatures that cackled and chattered in high pitched, evil sounding voices. At first Ms. Richardson had tried to ignore the beasts. Then, when the class wouldn’t pay attention, she shut the blinds. Finally, when the sounds of breaking glass and shrieking had started coming down the hallway, she’d gone out to take a look. She never came back.
 
The black beasts did though, tearing in through the classroom door, shrieking and hooting. One of them had grabbed hold of Emily Lumpkin’s pigtails and rode her like a bronco buster as she ran screaming from the room. Two others had upended the science desk with the worm farm and the aquarium on it, ending the lives of Puff and Mr. Bubbles as well as an untold number of worms.
 
The class had cleared fairly quickly; children and monsters streaming out the door in a swirling storm, leaving a wake of upturned desks and scattered books behind them. Now only Sammy and two of the little beasts were left. Sammy had been knocked over by Clara Wilson in her hurry to leave and was cowering behind an overturned desk. The two monsters had become fascinated by the locked drawer in Ms. Richardson’s desk and were gnawing at it, making terrible scraping sounds with their teeth.
 
The lid to the desk that Sammy was behind was partly open and he slid his hand inside looking for something that might distract or hurt the creatures. His hand wandered over a couple of books, a pack of chewing gum, something sticky that might once have been part of a lunch, then his hand slid easily around a pistol grip.
 
He pulled his hand back and found a yellow, plastic water gun in his hand. It had little silver fins on it like a ray gun. He was behind Matt’s desk and this was Matt’s, strictly against the rules, water gun.
 
Would the monsters know to be afraid of a gun, he wondered. Would they know enough to not be afraid of a water gun? He sat for a moment in deep concentration. 
 
Then, with the giddy feeling he was playing the good guy just like he never got to on the playground, he leapt to his feet and yelled; “Freeze!”The two monsters jumped, as if he had appeared out of thin air. 
 
“Freeze or I’ll use this thing.” Sammy said warningly.
 
The two little beasts looked at each other and one of them gave a distinctive, unmistakable shrug. The other launched itself at Sammy from across the room.
 
By reflex, Sammy squeezed the trigger. He didn’t have time to think what a useless gesture it was.
 
The thin stream of water struck his assailant square in the head. There was a hiss and a yowl. The monster careened past Sammy and crashed hard into the wall. It fell to the floor and lay screaming and clawing at its smoking head. After several seconds of dramatic agony, the tiny creature rolled onto its back and died, one claw twitching spasmodically in the air.
 
Sammy and the remaining monster looked up from the fresh corpse to each other. A slow smile spread across Sammy’s face. “Draw.” He said, raising the water gun and firing. The monster shrieked and flew out the classroom door. Sammy loped after him. At least he hoped he loped. He’d read about a space cowboy who loped around in a Weird Tales story and, although he didn’t know what it meant, he thought it was probably a pretty cool way to get around.
 
It was tough work, clearing the building. First with just the water gun then with it and a cup of water he found in the cafeteria, he went room to room splashing and squirting the little devils and rescuing kids pinned down in corners. He felt like Buck Rogers.
Several times he thought he must be dreaming.
 
After about a half an hour, he’d gotten everyone out. Making one last check of the principal’s office, he headed out the front door hoping to pick up some high praise on the way home. He was stopped on the front steps however. There on the lawn in front of him, holding a bloody mess that might have been the principal’s head, was a tall, gray beast with wide wings and vicious fangs. Several of the small beasts were circling around the larger one’s head, shrieking and chattering.
 
Sammy and the monster regarded each other coolly. “You’ve been hurting my children.” The beast said in a gravelly voice. “I can’t allow that.”
 
Sammy thought about running back into the building but he’d just refilled the water gun at the fountain and he still had half a glass of water. He flexed his fingers so that his grip was tight on the water gun. “Bring it on.” He said.

 

What Ever Happened to Summerville Part IV - “Dinner with Mr. Mayor”
Mayor Campbell mopped his round face with a handkerchief and looked out the small, half submerged windows of his basement. It was hot down there and he had stripped to his tee-shirt though he still had on his suspenders, slacks and dress shoes. He checked that the shotgun he was carrying was loaded for about the thousandth time and renewed his pacing from the steam furnace to the wringer washing machine and back. There was something crazy going on in town. He didn’t know what. There were reports of fires and murders and some sort of monsters. He hadn’t believed the any of it, least of all the bit about monsters until Sheriff Nelson had called saying he’d seen one in person. That was six hours ago. No one had heard from Nelson since, although there had been a report his squad car was driving itself around downtown trying to run people over.
 
The door to the basement opened and he turned quickly, pointing his shotgun up the steps. His wife was standing at the top. She was pleasant looking and fiftyish wearing a, very typical for her, floral print dress.
 
“Henry. Are you going to stay down there all night?”
 
He lowered the gun half-disgustedly. “Burnadette, I told you. The city is under attack. We’re safer down here.”
 
“Oh,” she asked interestedly. “Is it the commies?”
 
“No.” He growled around his jowls. “It’s some kind of demon monster things. Will you please close that door?”
 
Burnadette stood at the top of the stairs unmoving. “You’re going to miss Ed Sullivan.” She said finally.
 
“I don’t give a damn about Ed Sullivan!” Henry bellowed.
 
Burnadette put her hand on her hip and sighed. “Well fine then. Shall I bring you dinner down there?”
 
“Yes. Thank you.” He hissed through clenched teeth.
 
Bunadette turned on her heel and walked out, closing the door.
 
Henry paced some more. Why wouldn’t anyone call? Wasn’t he the mayor? Wasn’t he supposed to be in the middle of things?
 
 
His musings were interrupted when the window behind him crashed open. He whirled and found a tall, gray demon had appeared. It seemed much too large to have come through the tiny window but there it was. While Henry gaped at it, the monster took the shotgun from him and broke it, casually, in half. Henry noticed that, while scaled, the beast had a series of round scars that ran across its chest and up one wing.
“Good evening.” The creature said, slurring very slightly because of its great number of teeth. “I’m Grvix. I take it that you are the mayor?”
 
Henry stood for a second with several of his chins wagging freely. “Um. No. I’m not the mayor. I’m...uh...the butcher.”
 
“Really.” Grvix said, raising an eyebrow in a way that looked uncannily like a snake rising to strike. “I have it from several sources that the mayor lives here.”
 
“Oh, well. I’m just here delivering meat.”
 
“That’s too bad.” Grvix said, examining the room. “I’ve been locked in a crypt for the last several centuries, you understand.”
 
Henry nodded as if this were perfectly understandable.
 
“So I’m a little out of touch. But I think it is probably still the best policy to kill the leaders first. Don’t you agree?”
 
Henry made a complex set of hand gestures that seemed to indicate that he felt killing leaders was a mixed bag at best.
 
Before the conversation could go any further the basement door opened and Burnadette came down the stairs carrying a tray with a plate and a bottle of beer on it. “Oh,” she said when she saw Grvix. “I didn’t know Henry was expecting a guest.”
 
Henry made another set of hand gestures that may have been recommending Burnadette learn how to fly or that she herself was a bat. He also turned a sort of purple color.
 
“I’m Burnadette.” Burnadette said, putting the tray on a side table and offering her hand to Grvix.
 
Henry made an “Ulp!” noise and shut his eyes but Grvix just shook her hand with his claw. “Grvix at your service.”
 
“Grvix? That’s an interesting name. Is it European?”
 
Grvix looked at Henry who was holding his breath and gesturing toward the foot of the stairs with a little shooing gesture.

 

“Why yes.” Grvix went on. “It was given to me by the mad wizard Halgan a millenia ago in what is now Romania.”
 
“Oh that’s nice.” Burnadette nodded to Henry as if he might agree. Henry didn’t nod. His head did wobble in a dangerous ‘I might just fall right off’ sort of way. “And what are you doing in Summerville?”
 
“I’m going to destroy it.” Grvix said, matter of factly.
 
Burnadette pursed her lips and thought this over. “Well, we’re having pot roast. Would you like some?”
 
Henry made a sound as if he’d sprung a small leak.
 
Grvix smiled a smile that wasn’t too convincing because his teeth got in the way of his lips. “Yes, thank you.”
 
Burnadette turned and was going back up the stairs when Grvix stopped her. “Oh Madam Mayor?”
 
Burnadette turned. “Yes?”
 
“It was lovely meeting you.”
 
“Well, thanks and same to you.” Burnadette was gone upstairs.
 
Grvix turned to Henry. “Lovely woman.” He said.
 
Henry swallowed hard. “But not too bright.”
 
Grvix laughed lightly.
 
A few minutes later Burnadette came back downstairs carrying another tray. Grvix was gone and Henry was slumped over the washing machine.
 
“Oh Henry.” She complained. “That’s full of clean clothes. Don’t bleed in there.”


Akantha
 
Akantha sat behind the wheel of her Pherris Electric 4000 and drummed her nails on the wheel impatiently. It was raining lightly and it made the streets of Zero City shine as if freshly painted. She was in a quiet district. Only a few all night noodle shops and neon lit bars were active.
 
She pursed her black lipsticked lips and looked at the red light shining in bright fragments through the wet windshield. The street on either side was empty for blocks. She lifted one finger off the steering wheel and waved it back and forth. Instantly, the light turned green. She smiled out of one side of her mouth and hit the gas. The car slid silently forward.
 
Two blocks further, she pulled over in front of a run down, wood framed building. A round, blue neon globe shown in the gated front window under the words, “fortunes told.” The door on her Pherris lifted straight up and she rose out onto the street. She was wearing an ankle length, black leather jacket, high, black boots and a round, broad brimmed hat that covered her eyes. On the back of her coat, silver thread stitched out a bright pentagram, point up. She was a stout woman with no hint of an hourglass figure. She was pleased wit her shape. Not that she didn’t see some advantages to being skinny; Skinny women, for example, would be the last ones eaten if cannibals ever took over.
 
She fed a few coins to the meter and turned toward the shop. Before her, a man had appeared, a hideous man. He was tall but so thin as to look sickly. His nose was half eaten and his eyes were black irised with piss yellow borders.
 
“You must understand.” He hissed in a curiously gentle voice. “I only do this to stay alive. I will not kill you.” He moved forward, baring two long, yellow fangs.
 
“Some other time blood boy.” Akantha said, almost casually. She flipped open her coat to reveal a severely cut off, pistol gripped shotgun mounted on a hip swivel.
 
She flipped it up as the vampire paused, startled. There was a sudden bang and silver shot ripped through the emaciated body of her attacker. He stumbled forward and landed hard on his face.
 
She stepped over him and into the shop as his body began to smoke.
 
Inside, the room was dimly lit and smelled strongly of incense. It was full of arcane bric-a-brac and books of ever description. In the back there was a curtained off room.
On the left, a faun sat behind an antique cash register. It was polishing its twisting horns with its human hands while its hooved feet were propped up on the counter. It sat 
 
up at once as Akantha came through the door, ringing the bell.
 
“Madam Akantha.” The faun said, in a perfect British accent. “I thought that might be you when I heard the gunshot.”
 
“Evening Yxiv.” Akantha said, taking off her hat and freeing feet of wavy black hair. “I need a quicky. Do you have the time?”
 
Yxiv turned toward the back room. “But of course. Anything for you Madam.” He held the curtain back.
 
Inside, they found themselves in a candle lit, small, round room full of crushed velvet chairs around a large crystal ball. They settled in on either side of the ball. Akantha took off her silver rings and Yxiv his silver necklace. They both put their hands on the orb and Yxiv began to chant.
 
After a few seconds the globe began to glow light blue. From its depths a deep voice said, “I am Dixler Mysex, spirit of the great orb. Who seeks my knowledge?”
 
Akantha answered with her eyes closed. “I am Akantha Alzeth, Dame of Invers Stone and High Priestess of Clan Demeter. I seek the spirit of Aella Alzeth.”
 
There was a pause, as a swirl of blue and red spun, then the candles went out silently. “I will grant this.” Mysex said quietly. Then added. “Good to see you Akantha.”
 
Akantha smiled out of the corner of her mouth and waited patiently as the colors continued swirl. In a few seconds a young woman’s voice spoke. “I am Aella Alzeth. Who seeks me?”
 
“It’s me, Akantha. Where are you?”
 
“Mom.” The girls voice was exasperated. “I am on a date!”
 
“A date that was supposed to be over two hours ago. You’re supposed to be casting sunrise hexes in four hours you know. You need your sleep.”
 
“Oh Goddess!” The girl swore. “I’m seventeen mom. I think I make my own decisions about when to come to bed okay?”
 
Akantha raised her eyebrows but kept her eyes closed. “I think you can make your own decisions about when to come home when you’re living in your own lair. Now get on that broom and come home now.”
 
“But mom, it’s raining…”
 
“No buts. Get on your broom and get your ass home now.” Akantha took her hand off the sphere, which went dark. She looked over Mysex who was smiling. “What?” She wanted to know.
 
He shrugged. “It reminds me of when my daughter was just a kid. She bit her brother’s tail off one time. “
 
Akantha shook her head. “Kids.”


Beast in the Garden
 
The eyes of the white skinned girl glowed green from under the black branches of the leafless hedge. She was staring at the castle intently. If the rain or the wind affected her at all, she gave no sign.
 
“The madness comes from within.” A hansom young man muttered. He was standing in a bedroom high on the side of the castle. Rain beat against the window and there was a frightened chill in the air. “The madness comes from within.” He said again and put a small bottle to his lips. He choked as he drank but forced himself to finish. When he done, the bottle slipped from his fingers and shattered on the flagstones. He was standing in front of a large mirror, in its rippled reflection he could see the window. Two green eyes hung there and, when the lightening flashed, a white face formed around them. He screamed.
 
The morning broke watery and white. The girl sat on a stone bench in the winter garden, her black dress hanging to the ground. Her green eyes were fixed on a man doll in her hands. She was walking him up and down her legs.
 
“Vasisa,” Her mother called from the wooden back door to the castle. “Are you there?”
 
“Yes mama.” She replied, not lifting her head.
 
“Vasisa, have you seen Mr. Kernchov? The man daddy invited to stay last night.”
 
Vasisa’s eyes shot off to the horizon. “The pretty man with the blond hair?”
 
“Yes, that’s him. No one has seen him.”
 
“He left by foot early this morning. I think he said he had business in town.”
 
“Strange.” Her mother said. “He left his belongings. Maybe he plans to come back.”
 
“Perhaps.” Vasisa listened to hear her mother go back inside. When the door closed, she looked down at her doll. It was Mr. Kernchov. His face was twisted with pain but he was quite clearly alive. She smiled evilly. “Have you found the madness yet Mr.
Kernchov?” She asked but he just wept. “Here, let me help you.” She lifted him to her mouth, suddenly filled with razor sharp teeth, and bit his head off, delighting at the crunch and taste of blood.


Deep South
 
Pavement can sweat when it’s good and hot and you’re in just the right sort of deep south mood. That day was hot like that and Lucas was definitely feeling deep south. The air was so wet that his clothes were stuck to him before he could cross the three or four blocks from his house to the little girl’s.
 
“Hi.” He said running up, panting in the heat. “Ever seen pavement sweat?”
 
She looked up from a sun she was drawing on the sidewalk with bright, yellow chalk. “Pavement don’t sweat.” She said.
 
“Sure it does.” Lucas squatted down over his canvas All-Star High Top tennis shoes to look at her sun. “Like right there. There’s a circle of sweat commin’ up from the pavement now.”
 
The little girl looked at the dark circle and shook her head under her long, blond hair. “That ain’t nothing but a drop of sweat off your sun burnt head.”
 
“But I ain’t sweating.”
 
She blew the hair out of her face well enough to look at Lucas with one blue eye then went back to her drawing. “Then what’s that got your shirt all soaked under your arms?” She asked.
 
“That ain’t sweat. That’s condensation. The cement’s already got the air all wet.”
 
She looked up at him with both piercing eyes. “My mommy told me not to play with you ‘cause you’re weird.”
 
“I’m not playing with you. I’m just explaining to you about sweat.”
 
“Oh.” She went back to her drawing.
 
“Look,” Lucas said, “you ever seen a glass of water that’s colder than the air around it?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
“Gets water all over the outside, don’t it?”
 
“Yeah.”
 
 
“Well that’s condensation. Now, it’s hotter out here than you are, ain’t it?”
 
“I guess so.”
 
“So you must be condensing. It’s just plain science.”
 
The little girl huffed at a bug flying by and thought it all over. “That makes sense.” She said taking up a thick stick of orange chalk to draw a smiling mouth on her sun.
 
“Here’s the weird part.” Lucas continued. “How does all that water get into the air?” She didn’t answer. “It’s pavement sweat.”
 
“Pavement cain’t sweat.” She shouted.
 
“Are you sure? Have you checked yourself. I mean, who told you pavement cain’t sweat? Who told you? Do you remember?”
 
She shivered despite the heat. “Well…no.”
 
Maybe you just thought someone told you.” Lucas’ eyes grew wide. “Maybe you were lied to. Grown-ups sometimes lie to their kids you know.”
 
The little girl dropped her chalk and rose up to her feet. “Don’t talk like that any more.”
 
“The worst part is when the air gets so full of sweat that the water just jumps out of the sky and starts drowning people. I’ll bet it’s almost that hot now.”
 
The girl looked around her as if expecting water to come jumping out at her. A small sniffle escaped her.
 
“Don’t cry!” Lucas wailed. “Tears’ll just make it worse.”
 
“I don’t want to play with you.” The girl wailed, her tears rising.
 
“We got to cool you off.”
 
Lucas grabbed the girl by the hand and pulled her to the edge of the road. At the curb he got behind her and gave her a firm push. She flew out into the street and plunged into the pavement with a splash. She rose up kicking wildly and sputtering.

“Now just swim.” Lucas called, but the girl just kept drifting downstream, her head appearing and disappearing as she went along.
 
The current carried her around the corner of Elm and Willow and she disappeared from sight.
 
Lucas sighed and sat down to take off his shoes. After a car passed he stepped gingerly off the curb into the road. The pavement swirled gently around his ankles. Upstream he could hear the Johnson twins playing in their yard. With any luck, their mother would be inside.


Fog and Snow
 
The air was frosty; a thick kind of frosty that was misty even while the snow drifted down in clumps that shattered silently when they hit the arm of your coat. The snow disappeared into the still running river like souls descending into the underdark.
 
Kiel knelt and gazed across the water. The village was barely visible; the glow of yellow in the windows and the two colored smudge where the hill ran up from the river and vanished into the tree line. His breath was hot and echoed loudly in his ears, hot under his fur lined hood.
 
“Psst.” He hissed. “Come Fang.”
 
A large hound sidled up out of the fog. It stood over him as knelt but bent its head down as if to listen.
 
Kiel seemed near tears. “The boat has gone already.” He panted. “The only hope is the raft at the mill, but I cannot make it. They are too fast. Will you help me?”
 
The dog stood still as clumps of snow broke across its nose and back.
 
“You must run South while I run North. Will you do this?”
 
As if understanding the question, Fang looked South to where the river bank vanished in the gathering twilight. It looked back over its shoulder then and a howl sounded in the hills behind them. The dog made a huffing sound and took of to the South barking in a giant voice. Kiel shot off to the North.
 
As he ran through the rising darkness of the fog and snow, Kiel could hear the chase behind him. First one, then two, then half a dozen howling, slavering voices pursued Fangs howling bark to the South. For a few seconds Kiel could hear the drumming rhythm of feet and knuckles on the half frozen ground. Then it was gone.
 
He ran on, past a snow fence and up a hill where the water cut a broad swath across the bands of colored earth. He tripped down the far side, always close to the river, always at a dead run.
 
After a short time, the sounds of pursuit changed. There was a silence, then a fury of yelps and barks, followed by a high squeaking howl. Kiel cursed furiously and tears started in his eyes. He was half blind and fell into a small stream bed where he paused a moment in the freezing mud.
 
They only came in the snow. By nightfall in winter everyone in the village was across the river with their doors barred. But it was September, there were still berries. He and Fang had gone over the river to fetch berries, that was all, then came the rain, and the fog, then the broad flakes. By the time he had heard them, far up in the hills, it was too late. The boat was gone and he’d had to ask Fang to do the unthinkable.
 
A howl pulled him from his thoughts. They would be on his scent in a moment. They knew that there was a human on this side of the river. They wouldn’t stop until they found him.
Kiel stuck his hands into the muck and pushed himself up. His hands were cut from the brush and soaked in mud but he couldn’t feel them because of the terror and the cold.
 
It was nearly dark now and he was in more open county where the fields emptied directly into the river. It was all stubble, the harvest having ended weeks ago. He made good time with only the rustle of this legs across the cut stems and the hoarse rushing of his breath to keep him company. Then came the howl again. So close behind him that he thought it must be on top of him. Another came from off to his right. They had spread out as they moved North, hunting him.
 
There were two more howls near the first, they were almost on him.
 
Out of the fog a shape loomed; the mill. He shot past the wheel and rocketed over the bridge that spanned the small pond. It was across a sandy spit then and, at last, he was at the raft. It was a broad, shallow keeled boat with a wooden pole at each end. The poles each had an eye and a rope ran from the mill, through the eyes and out into the dark of the river.
 
Kiel knelt down and heaved the raft out into the water. It slid, first with agonizing slowness, then faster into the river. As he jumped on board, the boards on the bridge behind him clattered as if hit with a heavy weight. Furiously, he pulled at the rope and the raft slid away from the shore.
 
When they appeared, they were like monstrous shadows, wolf men, eight feet at the shoulder with high, hairy backs and long arms that reached down to the ground, their back legs were shorter but strong and capable of a leap as long as the distance to the boat, but they didn’t jump. They milled on the bank, looking as much like misshapen horses as men or wolves. Their eyes glowed blue in the darkening twilight.
 
At last, one of them grabbed hold of the rope and began to climb, hand over hand out toward Kiel, pulled as fast as he could though there was no hope he would outrun the coming monster.
 
As the monster neared the boat, the rope sagged slightly under the weight and the beast’s tail touched the water. Instantly, there was swirl and the water turned as if

something massive were moving underneath. Unaware that it was in danger, the wolf man continued to advance.
 
The water erupted suddenly, and rose like a giant flower around the wolf. As quickly as the flower had formed, it folded and was gone with the monster in its trap.
 
After a few long seconds, the wolf man reappeared in a boil. It thrashed at the surface, soaking Kiel and howled the howl of a creature in pain. It went under again and, with the last glimmer of light, Kiel saw a stain of dark red spread under the water. On the bank, the other wolf men turned back and vanished into the murk.
 
Kiel fell flat on his back and panted in the dark. For once, he was glad you couldn’t set foot in the river.

 


Eternal Bliss
 
It was a carnival. Praetor wandered the streets blankly. He had left somewhere, Else Station maybe, bound for The Rim or Lightspace maybe. Something had happened and he was at a carnival.
 
The revelers seemed human, more or less. Many of them wore masks and golden gowns that could have hidden any biped and many quadruped life forms. Some parts seemed like an old wood frame and iron carnival, but he’d seen a fusion reactor somewhere, behind some bushes or something.
 
He came to a square where an acrobat was treading carefully back and forth on a waggling rope over milling onlookers. There were trees scattered down the lanes that led off in several directions. There were a remarkable number of harlequins hanging about in the trees. Several of them were tossing apples back and forth, laughing in deep, happy voices.
 
Where was he?
 
He turned in a long slow circle, taking in the blue, lightly clouded sky. There was a hill to one side, filled with passing revelers. There was a Drurin up there, holding a Priax by its long nose. Children of several species clung to the Priax’ back and chittered with laughter as the tall creature swayed back and forth.
 
Praetor found a roast leg thrust in front of him. A human woman with plaited red hair and a push up bodice was holding it. It was so hot that it sizzled with a breathtaking smell.
 
He took it from the woman who smiled and disappeared into the crowd. He couldn’t say for sure what the meat was, maybe plain Earth turkey but the juices ran into his beard and flooded his mouth on the first bite. For a moment he lost all track of the carnival, all track of everything but the taste of the meat.
 
When he had reduced the meal to a thick bone, knotted on both ends, he tossed it into the trash and looked around. The meat had raised a great thirst in him. Whatever this place was, he planned to find a good, stiff drink.
 
There were signs above several nearby drink shops. None of them advertised what he wanted but he sauntered up to one anyway.

“Hey.” He said to the six armed Ashman polishing the counter. The place had the stale beer smell of the Drig Mine Bar on Peti Mid IV. It smelled great. “You got any Litmi Ale?”
 
“Of course Sir.” The Ashman reached two arms under the bar and pulled out a mug and a bottle. With a practiced flip and twirl routine it poured the thick ale into the mug.
 
Praetor licked his lips as the creamy, brown head slipped down the glass, then a sudden concern hit him. “I don’t have any cash.”
 
The Ashman put down the drink and smiled blandly. “I believe Sir has points in his pockets.”
 
Praetor reached into his front pocket and found a handful of Peti Mid points. Ten thousand point coins to be exact. “Oh.” He said. He tossed a coin and the Ashman and wandered off. “Keep the change.”
 
Overhead a group of air rovers was pouring fluorescents into the air and then charging them. The effect was convincingly 3D and hypnotic. All around him faces and masks were turned up and there was a cheer each time a new effect was lit up. Praetor’s attention was distracted by the harlequins who were tossing apples back and forth over him. On impulse, he grabbed one out of the air when it went over.
 
There was a cheer and he tossed the apple back. He caught the next apple too and it was clear this time that the cheer was for him and not the air rovers. This went on, with an ever growing crowd of spectators until he and two harlequins were juggling six balls between them.
 
He might have gone on much longer but he noticed the red headed woman again, smiling at him out of a doorway.
 
“Excuse me gentlemen.” He said, tossing the balls aside to the laughter of the crowd.
 
“Hi.” The woman said. She didn’t let him into the doorway but held both sides of the frame with her hands. She was just right for Praetor, human, shorter than he, rounded enough to have some shape, red hair. “Do you like it here?”
 
He looked over his shoulder at the crowd and the shops. “It’s interesting.”
 
She sighed a deep sigh that seemed to suck in all the air. “I love it here. It goes on forever you know.”
 
“How do you mean?”
 
She nodded down a walkway without looking. “How far does that street go?”

 

“Maybe a dozen shops. It ends in some trees.”
 
“Right. Now look at me and imagine that that road runs clear over the next hill. Look back.”
 
Praetor gasped. It was as if a whole new section of the carnival had materialized out of no where.
 
She slid forward and put an arm around his shoulders and breathed, “You know what else?” She whispered hotly onto his neck.
 
“What?” He croaked.
 
Her hand found its way, hot and tingling, between his legs. She made eye contact with her green eyes. “I go on forever too.”
 
*
 
There was bright light and the whirring of small hydraulics.
 
“Mr. Al Verder? Mr. Al Verder?”
 
Praetor grunted and waved a hand at the bright light and the two figures standing in it.
 
“Mr. Al Verder. You asked us to wake you in an hour. Do you still wish to purchase the full package?”
 
“Yes, yes.” Praetor said grumpily. “Turn it back on.”
 
One of the figures held a tablet out to him. “If you’ll just give us your hand print, we’ll let you get back.”
 
Praetor stuck out a four fingered hand and pressed it clumsily against the pad.
 
“Very good Sir.” The first figure took the tablet back and pushed a button over Praetor’s head. “Welcome to Eternal Bliss.”
 
Praetor opened his eyes and looked for the woman. She was nearby.
 
*
 
The two white jacketed men watched as Praetor’s tray slid back into the wall.
 
“So that’s it?” The younger of the two asked.
 
“That’s it.” The older one agreed, making a check on his chart. “Mr. Al Miet bought himself 21.4 years of direct stimulation of his pleasure centers; Eternal Bliss.”

 
“So you wake him up in 21 years?”
 
“Uh, no. After a couple of weeks they turn schizo. if you try to wake them.”
 
“You kill them when they run out of money?” The younger was shocked.
 
“Well, we turn them off.”
 
“Isn’t that killing them.”
 
The older man smiled out one side of his mouth. “I don’t think so.” He gestured at the wall full of glass faced cubicles. “Would you say they’re alive now?”
 

Sedy, The Pioneer and The Girl
 
Sedy Fly gazed out at the sky. The stars were hard, white embers against the mask of black space. He sighed. On Earth the stars had twinkled, moisture in the atmosphere.
 
He hated all these tourists, oooing and aahhing over the excitement of zero-g. They were never at the hotel long enough to need at calcium mass restoration session to keep their bone from becoming porous, brittle straws. One of those every six months and these tourists would sober up soon enough. It was a procedure whose painfulness was only exceeded by its boringness.
 
His reverie with the stars was interrupted by a hand stretched out in front of him. He handed it a towel. “Here you go ma’am.” He said. He watched her as she walked away. The swimming pool swung gently around one end of the hotel, centrifugal force holding the water in the bottom of the tear drop shaped chamber. There was also a deck where people could walk upright, an in-pool bar, and the towel stand. The walking was a bit tricky because the entire structure was not still but was in fact, turning to the side, and vibrating slightly. The upshot of all this was, that the firm pair of buttocks walking away from Sedy, tucked into a black bikini and so recently dipped in the pool, shimmied slightly, irresistibly from side to side as they moved. He sighed. His job did have some perks.
 
“Cannon Ball!”
 
Sedy looked straight up to the opening in the axle that the pool and restaurant twirled on opposite sides of. A teenage male had launched himself into space, intending no doubt, to freefall the eighty feet down to the pool’s surface. Sedy smirked.
 
Within seconds the boy’s mistake became obvious. While he’d launched himself in a straight line, the pool was moving left to right relative to him. The result was, that, after a few seconds of gesturing around wildly in the unsupportive air and making distraught, guttural noises, the teen smashed into the rising “down hill” wall. There was scattered applause from the spectators in the pool below.
 
“Tourists.” Sighed Sedy.
 
*
 
Two hours later found Sedy in the great circular observation lounge stuck to the ceiling, if up and down made any sense in space, and vacuuming the floor above him. He didn’t even look at It hanging outside the giant windows or pay any attention to the automatic
 
displays that lit up as he shuffled by telling him about It. He’d seen It before. It was the Pioneer 10, Earth’s first interstellar spacecraft, drifting in the heart of the hotel 
 
complex. The resort designers had been very careful. Pioneer had not been touched. It was still on its mission, flying away from Earth at many thousands of miles per hour. The doughnut shaped observation deck had been built remotely and slid carefully up around the ancient craft as it sailed toward the stars. It was in perfect condition, Helium Vector Magnatometer in place on its boom, main antenna pointed squarely at earth twenty billion miles away. It was still turning on its axis exactly five times per minute under the fetching blue and white lights of the lounge. The chatter from its faint radio signal sputtered quietly out of speakers carefully spaced around the room.
 
Although long since surpassed as the furthest man made object, a record currently held by some Martian surveyor craft far out in the Oort cloud, it was tremendously important in the history of humanity, not to mention a first rate tourist attraction. For a small fortune, the richest people in the solar system could take the week long liner trip to the Pioneer Outpost, dine on fine food, play zero-g combat games, race grav-pods that were illegal in Earth orbit, and look on a piece of history, the Pioneer 10.
 
When approached by a recruiter in New York City three years ago, it had sounded exotic and exciting, not to mention that he could practically retire when his ten year contract was up. The pay was great. Facility Support Person Third Class, what a title. That was three years, six bone restoration sessions, and about a million “Sedy, go vacuum the observation deck.” Or “Sedy, someone vomited in corridor seven. Go get the air sweeper and facemasks” ago. Now he thought about the stars seen from Earth and how they twinkled. He also thought a lot about women. There was not a very good selection among the regular staff. Not that would have anything to do with him anyway.
 
He was startled to find that he was looking straight into the eyes of a woman. She was Velcroed to the floor so that she was upside-down relative to him. He switched off the vacuum.
 
“Hi.” She said. She had extremely blond hair that drifted like a cloud around her head. Seeing her in her black jump suit, Sedy was reminded of Arthur C. Clarke who once said it should be illegal for large breasted women to travel in zero-g without proper support. Looking at this woman, Sedy could see what Clarke was talking about but didn’t really understand why anyone would want to discourage the practice. “Are you an American?” She asked.
 
He was puzzled. “I was born in North California.” He responded.
 
She had wonderful, hazel eyes. “That’s great. But I mean, are you an American?”
 
He nodded with understanding. While the United States had formally separated into eleven federations fifty years before, there was still a large, sometimes violent

 

contingent that strove to reunite the great nation. Guessing that the answer that would help him along most with this woman was yes, he tried it.
 
“Great,” she said, with a tremendous, upside down smile. “I thought I would love being in space alone but I really miss having someone I can talk to; someone who understands what it is to be an American.”
 
Sedy glanced around the deserted lounge almost nervously. This was beginning to sound like the letters column from one of the magazines he kept hidden in his footlocker.
 
“Do you have time to just chat sometime?” The girl asked. “I’m kind of new to space and could use some pointers.”
 
Sedy just blinked at her.  “I’m off duty in an hour.”
 
“Great.” She said. Sedy didn’t think he’d met anyone so perky. “I’ll reserve a booth in the restaurant. Drinks are on me.”
 
She turned and, as smartly as you can while wearing Velcro shoes, walked out of the lounge. Watching her, Sedy thought to himself that whatever else this woman proved to be, she was lying about being new to space. She walked with confidence and kept her arms out in exactly the way that best helps you keep your balance.
 
*
 
Sedy didn’t usually like drinking in the restaurant. For one thing, it was too expensive. For another, climbing up out of the false gravity hole where the tables and chairs were on the arm opposite from the pool could be disorienting and nauseating if you were drunk. He much preferred to get drunk in his cabin by the hotel laundry where he could float free in the air and swap dirty jokes with his roommates. Still, free drinks with a beautiful woman were free drinks with a beautiful woman.
 
The woman, who introduced herself as Anna, immediately set in about how great America was. After one drink, Sedy said that he wished he’d been born in the time of America so that he could have seen it. After three, he thought that America was probably the greatest nation in the industrial age. After five drinks and an invite back up to the girl’s room, he was probably the greatest patriot in the history of the United States.
 
*
 
She invited him back to her quarters again the next day after his work shift. She greeted him at her hatchway in a skintight, black leotard. It wasn’t actually that revealing but it suggested more than Sedy could comfortably think about and talk at the same time.

 

Anna had ordered champagne and soon they were lazily drifting back and forth around her suite, sipping hundred dollar drinks out of plastic bags, and talking.
 
“You know,” she said, stretching in a relaxed fashion. “It’s inevitable that America will rise again.”
 
Sedy nodded. In the letter to his favorite magazine that he was planning to compose about her and what had happened the night before, he intended to overlook the fact that she was a political zealot.
 
“There were a lot of forces that combined to break us up, but they’re dissolving.” She continued. “Already the South-Eastern Coalition is getting its budget underwritten by New Texas and the Southern California Pact. Eventually there will be enough momentum to knit the whole thing back together.”
 
Sedy didn’t know where she was going with this. He didn’t really care. He had good booze and a beautiful woman to look at. Eventually he’d get hungry but that was a long way off.
 
“What we need are dramatic examples of American ingenuity to inspire the people.” She looked over at him and he nodded encouragingly. “The Pioneer 10 is a symbol of American pride.” She continued. “At least, it used to be. I think it could be again.” She fell silent. Sedy tried nodding again but she remained silent. He waited patiently.
 
“Did you know that Mar’s Deep Space Command is planning to launch a craft to Proxima Centauri?” She continued at last.
 
“What? How?”
 
“There’s been a breakthrough in quantum divergence. They’re building engines now that force supermassive particles into existence for a fraction of a second. The ship falls into the gravity well of the particles. They say it’ll do .6 of light.”
 
“That’d have to be a pretty massive particle.”
 
“About the mass of the moon, but it only exists for a few picoseconds.” Anna responded. “Fortunately the engine generates about a million particles a second.”
 
Sedy whistled. “When are they going to launch?”
 
“Maybe a year. Maybe less.” She paused dramatically. “I’d love to see that honor come to America.”
 
“How do you mean?”

 

“Wouldn’t it be great if the Pioneer 10 were the first ship to orbit another sun?”
 
Sedy wrinkled his balding forehead. “We’re not expected to get to Aldebaran for millions of years.”
 
Anna kicked herself off of a wall so that she drifted directly in front of Sedy. “Yes,” she said, “but the engine is quite small. Suppose it were attached to Pioneer and Pioneer’s course reset. Pioneer could be in orbit around Proxima long before the Martian ship.”
 
“Is that it?”  Sedy asked. “You’ve come to steal the Pioneer?”
 
“Not steal.” She replied, holding his shirt so that they floated face to face. “It belongs to the United States. It’s got the U.S. flag on it. As an agent of the United States Restoration Congress, I’m exercising my authority to reprogram and re-assign a U.S. vessel in flight.”
 
“You’ve got the engine here?”
 
“Yes, along with a radio capable of interstellar broadcast, a small gravometetric scanner, and a few other upgrades.”
 
Sedy was sort of surprised to find that he wasn’t upset by the idea. If she wanted the Pioneer she could have it as far as he was concerned. He shrugged. “So steal it.”
 
She smiled at him with that super engaging smile of hers and kissed him on the lips. “Thanks, Sedy. I knew you’d help.”
 
“Wait a minute. I never said I would help. I just said it would be O.K. with me if you took it.”
 
She pouted and shifted so that their bodies were rubbing gently against each other. “But Sedy, there’s no way I could do it myself. We’ve got to clear the lounge, mount the engine, steer the thing out of the hotel.” She kissed him again.
 
It took her a little while and a certain relaxing of inhibitions, but she convinced him.
 
*
 
As Sedy stood next to the garbage jettison ready to execute phase one, he had to admit her plan was sort of brilliant. The lounge, and the rest of the hotel for that matter was open at all hours. The twenty-four hour day was seldom referred to. If they were to pull this off, they needed the lounge and most of the rest of the station to be empty. He pulled a lever and several tons of garbage were jettisoned out to begin a multi-century orbit around the sun. Along with them was a nasty, little twenty-pound surprise.

 

He flipped open a wrist communicator. He felt like some kind of spy. “O.K., it’s gone.” He said.
 
“Great.” Anna’s voice came back over the secure channel. “Get down here. We’ve only got about ten minutes before the thing goes off.
 
*
 
He was still in the access way between the main hotel and the vehicle bays, when the sirens sounded. The odds that a star would go nova near earth were millions to one but the insurance underwriters had insisted radiation sensors and safe rooms be built right into the hotel. What the staff and guests of the hotel couldn’t know as they scrambled for shelter was that the burst of radiation they were being exposed to was nothing more than an old fashioned atomic weapon and not a supernova. The hotel rocked gently as the bow shock of the explosion washed over them. The hotel staff would wise up in a couple of hours when the radiation levels dropped suddenly. By then he and Anna would be on phase four of the plan, the “Steal a pod from the cruise liner and escape” phase.
 
Sedy hurried to the grav-pod airlock. Anna was already there, suited up in a formfitting spacesuit of the kind worn by Ex-terra Olypmians on Earth’s moon. As he slipped on a red grav-racer outfit, she wrestled with a six meter long, white tube with handholds and boxy shapes protruding from it. Once the suit was on, Sedy strapped himself into a work chair, tested the jets experimentally and nodded to Anna, who opened the pressurized hatch.
 
Space was dark and hard this far from Sol. In fact, Sol was in their view but it was so far away and so cold, it was indistinguishable from the millions of other stars. Anna grabbed the handholds on the white tube while Sedy nudged them gently out of the airlock.
 
They were silent as they sailed up around the bulk of the silent hotel to the “outbound” entrance to the Pioneer lounge. Sedy had supposed that he would be thinking of the long trip back into the solar system with this girl as he stole the whole reason for the hotel and his livelihood. Instead, he found himself concerned with the vastness of space, something he never really considered. It would take him a thousand lifetimes to walk from where he was to Earth, if such a walk were possible and yet, they were proposing to send a spaceship many thousands of times farther than that. He wondered how the white cylinder he was pushing really worked, or if it would work. He grunted to himself. Introspection wasn’t really his thing.
 
They arrived at the lip of the lounge and slid smoothly over. It was odd to be in the blue-white lights looking at the chairs and observation booths lined all around. It was

dark and empty in there with only the blinking of a few red lights to indicate the hotel was active at all.
 
“All right Sedy.” Anna said. “The mounting brackets are matched to Pioneer’s blueprints. All we need to do is match the spin and I can bolt us on.”
 
Sedy fiddled with the joystick under his thumb. Suddenly, where Pioneer had been spinning and the hotel holding still, the hotel was moving and Pioneer was hanging still before them.
 
It seemed to take forever for Anna to wrestle the bolts into place and fix them with a cold welder. Once the welds were secure, long arms with small control jets folded out from the main body of the cylinder. “O.K.” She said finally. “Phase three, Push us out.”
 
The short journey out of the brilliant illumination into the glittering void was cinematic and stately. Once outside, the hotel began to spin gently away from them.
 
Anna manipulated the small thrusters on the new, improved Pioneer 10, turning it in the direction of Proxima Centauri. Once she was satisfied that everything was in order. She bent down and fastened a locking mechanism over her feet.
 
“What are you doing?” Sedy asked.
 
Anna was fiddling with similar restraints for her hands. “The United States would like to have the honor of putting the first human in orbit around another sun.”
 
Sedy fired his jets moving himself close in front of her. “You’ll never survive.”
 
“I don’t intend to.”
 
Understanding crashed in on Sedy. “But…but.”
 
“Sedy. You need to move. The maneuvering jets will kick on in about thirty seconds. If I’m not at least 10,000 Kilometers away when the main engine kicks in, it will destroy the hotel.”
 
Sedy just hung there.
 
“I’ve trained for this my whole life.” She went on. “This is what I want.” A red light flashed on her suit pack as her heater switched off.
 
“But…but.” Said Sedy, but it was too late. Without advanced thermal protection she was frozen to a temperature several hundred degrees below zero in a matter of seconds.

 

Sedy slid to the side as the maneuvering jets on Pioneer kicked on. He watched silently as the ship and the woman he…loved? Lusted after? as the woman who confused him and got him into deep trouble slid off into the darkness of interstellar space.
 
Sedy was not surprised that the hotel manager and some assistants armed with rupture sticks were waiting for him back at the airlock. He was already in handcuffs and on the liner to Earth when the gravity wave from the divergence engine coming on ripped through local space. Neither was he surprised that he was sentenced to twenty-five years in a cell with no view of the night sky. What was a pleasant surprise was the American soldiers who broke into the prison one night, freed him, and treated him as a hero.
 
By the time the first radio signal from Pioneer in orbit around Proxima Centauri was received twelve years later, life had settled down for Sedy. He was working in the Bahamas under an assumed name as the manager of a small hotel. He missed the news of the famous interstellar broadcast the first time it came over the tri-vid though. He was busy watching a white, almost transparent bikini walk around the edge of the pool.


Technological Advance
 
A whirring, whiney sound spread across the gray vastness of the swamp. The vehicle, when it came into view, looked like nothing so much as an Earth spider. With little solid ground and an abundance of trees, the spider made its way across the swamps of Genrith Minor by clamoring along branch to branch over the fetid water and under the leafy canopy. It was a cumbersome process. Branch after branch had to be selected, its strength estimated and a claw assigned to it. The new Emerson 700x Spider’s software was so sophisticated that it boasted the crew compartment would sway less than 2 degrees from level which was good because Hans was drunk and might very well have thrown up if rocked.
 
He was on his way out from Cryis Landing. He had a load of food and goods on board and had stashed away a few bottles of Jack Daniels for good measure. It was always a good feeling to get the Shalix pelts off his spider and get a load of cash instead. Shalix’ had beautiful pelts popular in the inner systems but hard to collect because Shalix’ unfortunate tendency to come to each other’s rescue. A single Shalix pelt in the hold of the spider could bring a surprisingly sophisticated attack. The Shalix’ might wait till you exited the pod then attack you with spears or cut a patch of tree branches half through so they’d break when your spider grabbed them, miring you in the muck. Cryis Landing had established strict controls about what could go into the dump after the local Shalix’ had shown up with steel tipped spears. Not bad for primitives who’d lived without rock or iron until the arrival of man.
 
Hans wasn’t worried. He’d made a dozen runs now and knew how to handle the Shalix’. He also had a secret that he was gloating over. Landis was dead. Hans had hated his lone competitor so much that he’d arranged an “accident.” Landis’ tannic converter had developed an unfortunate twitch, a “who put explosives in the tannic converter?” twitch.
 
Hans giggled to himself drunkenly and looked out the plate glass at the swamp around him. It all looked the same of course, but Hans knew. Just about a kilometer north, give or take, Landis and his spider were lying half buried in muck. When they’d asked about Landis back at Cryis Landing, Hans had almost blown it with a smile. “No.” He’d shrugged. “I haven’t seen his record at a tannin depot for a while now.” Hans giggled again.
 
His reverie was disturbed by a sudden lurch to the right. Looking at his controls, he saw that two tree trunks in a row had failed. A third failed and the craft lurched forward. Shalix attack. He ordered the spider to back up and deploy its emergency floats. The 
 
floats deployed but the branches that had held the spider just a second ago failed as fast as it could grab them. The spider hit the water with a heavy splash and bobbed on its floats.
 
Cursing, Hans turned on the external camera. At first he didn’t believe what he was seeing. Two Shalix’ were using nutrino pistols to disintegrate any tree limb his spider tried to grab. They couldn’t hurt the spider itself but they were immobilizing it. It could take days to drag through the swamp to the nearest tree. More frighteningly, where had the Shalix’ gotten the pistols? The answer struck Hans like a bolt. He’d left Landis’ spider undisturbed so that he couldn’t be implicated if the wreck were ever found. Another thousand shots and they’d be puzzled when the pistols went dead, but for now, it was easy to believe they’d mastered the concept of a trigger.
 
There weas a pair of pops followed by a hiss. A red light flashed on the console. His emergency floats had been punctured. He slewed around to his alternate systems board, pulling his chin in drunkenly as he looked at the pistol holding Shalix’, now on his level. They were beautiful with iridescent black fur, soft as silk. They were six legged and as much as eight feet long, with thin, reptilian faces. “Sorry little bastards.” He said as he triggered the spider’s last line of defense, a massive electrical discharge powerful enough to kill everything within fifty yards.
 
His display consoles exploded in showers of sparks and the plastic on his vid screens melted. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw a Shalix stagger back from the spider with a strip of metal in its hand and collapse. They’d shorted his spider out.
 
Sinking into the mire and without power, Hans panicked and wasted several long minutes pounding on the plate glass and cursing at the Shalix’. For their part, his adversaries seemed content to stand around the canopy staring in at him as if he were on display. The two with nutrino pistols were there as well as one with a stunner and several with pipes. He could never out shoot them, having only one pistol himself, but Hans began to have some hope. None of the weapons they had would shatter the glass.
 
With a small smile, he flipped on his emergency transponder. It would take a few hours for a spotter craft to find him, but he could wait. He flipped the Shalix off for good measure and settled back to drink some more Jack and think about what he was going to say about Landis.
 
He was about a half an hour into his reverie when all of the Shalix’ turned suddenly and looked off into the swamp. Looking after them, he saw a Shalix Major. Thought to be a breeding female, the Major was larger than the others and sported a mane of iridescent green strands. A major was word 13,000 creds, enough to pay for the whole trip.
 
The other Shalix stood aside as the Major climbed onto the spider. It pointed at Hans with long, hairless fingers and made some chittering noises which the others repeated. Then it rose up on its hind legs and let out a long singing sound. Hans found it totally unnerving and took a large drink to settle his nerves. He also noticed that it was carrying something in one of its hind hands.
 
The singing, both by the Major and by the others, continued for a half an hour while Hans sweated and scanned the sky for help. At last, the Major made a gesture and the singing stopped. The Major gave signals to the armed Shalix’ who brought to their weapons to bear on the glass, then she bent over so that Hans couldn’t see what she was doing.
 
He leaned forward so that he was eye to eye with her and saw what she had been holding in her hand. “No!” He yelled. “No no.” He put his feet up on the console, bracing himself against his chair and held his pistol in front of him. “Please, no.” He mumbled.
 
The Shalix Major smiled a lipless, reptilian smile and slowly turned the screwdriver it had put into first screw on the canopy’s hinge.

 


Painting the Truth
 
The ocher looked good. A thick gob of the rusty, brown color found its way onto the palate, then crimson and a muddy green. Anger swelled in Salazar as he turned his black eyes to the expanse of white canvas. He was angry at this and that, his wife and the broken car and his nosey neighbor. He attacked the canvas with a broad brush full of a muddy blue. The slashing strokes felt good and he let himself be free for an hour changing brushes and colors as the mood struck him.
 
Paintings watched from around his studio. Angels and bowls of flowers and a pretty little girl sitting on a stone bench looked on with horror at the violent, tortured terrain taking shape before them.
 
At the end of the hour, Salazar sat back relieved. He was no longer angry. The pressure was gone from his temples. As he cleaned up, he did not look at the landscape he had created. On the canvas lay a boiling blue and black sky over a rusty hill, scarred and torn with fissures. He whistled as he went up the stairs, unaware that the clouds in his painting were rolling slowly over the hilltop and there was lightening in the air.
 
*
 
“You make no money as a painter.” His wife complained over a breakfast of chorizo and eggs. “Mrs. Guevera says that Placa, down the street, has a new job as an auto mechanic. He makes $400 dollars a week. Why don’t you get a job like that and forget these paints?”
 
Salazar turned his fork over on his plate and wondered what chorizo and eggs tasted like. Every morning his wife made chorizo and eggs then harped at him over them as they sat at the table. And, always when she harped at him, he couldn’t taste his food. He stuck a fork full of flavorless lumps into his mouth and chewed.
 
An hour later he was mowing his lawn with his oily, black smoke belching lawn mower when two men walked into his yard. He left the mower running and walked over to them.
 
“Mr. Cardez?” One of them asked and he nodded. “We’ve come for your car.” The man went on, handing Salazar a sheaf of papers.
 
Salazar looked over at the car with its busted axel and leaky radiator. Mrs. Guevera was peeking out at him curiously through the potted plants in her kitchen window. “Take it
and good luck.” He said and went inside, leaving the men and the running lawn mower on his lawn.
 
Things in his studio had changed. Many of the bright paintings around the room had been darkened. The sky over the little girl on the bench had gone dark and stormy and tears had been painted on the cheeks of the angels. In the center of the room, the dark painting was still in progress. A shape had begun to form standing on the hill. It was only a draft as Salazar sat down before it, but it was sinister, four arms outstretched and a huge mouth with sharp teeth sketched in. Salazar began at once, painting in scales around the creature’s ankles.
 
A half an hour later the two men came to the door and told Mrs. Cardez that they would be back for the car another time. Salazar refused to see them. An hour later, the lawnmower ran out of gas but Salazar ignored it. When his wife called him to dinner, he finally came up, relaxed and smiling. But their meal was disturbed time and time again by strange grunts and howls from the studio.
 
*
 
“I don’t know where you got that dog, but it kept me awake all night.” His wife complained over breakfast that morning. “I want it out of your studio today. Mrs. Guevera says she could hear it too. Also my mother is coming to stay for a week, so you’ll have to clean out the guest room.”
 
Salazar put his fork down quietly and, without saying anything, rose and went to the studio. His wife ranted at him as he walked away but he couldn’t hear her.
 
In the studio, things were different still. Many of the other paintings had been painted over in black and red and the angels had faces of bewildered horror. The moody sky had even been painted on part of the ceiling and drips of dark blue and black littered the floor.
 
In the center sat the painting, dark and evil. Standing before it was a four armed, red scaled creature with claws and horns. Its body was tense and quivering, ready to pounce but it was forced to stay where it was by half formed wings. The strong muscles that bound the wings to the body were fully painted but the wings were still just white outlines on the canvas, unfinished and immobile.
 
The creature hissed as Salazar walked up but waited patiently as he began to paint.
 
*
 
An hour later, a police officer, gun drawn found his way down into the studio. Salazar was there, head in his hands, weeping. The smoke from Mrs. Guevera’s burning house could be seen outside the window as could pieces of the smashed car.
 
“Mr. Cardez?” The police officer asked. Salazar nodded. “Is the woman in the kitchen your wife?” Again a nod. “What happened?” The officer asked after a pause.
 
Salazar looked up at the officer with his tear stained face and gestured at the canvas, now empty except for the clouds and the hill. “I painted the truth.”


Old Friends
 
Lyna and Purn were friends which was odd because Lyna was assigned the duty of killing Purn and the last of his race.
 
It had been quite an odyssey. When high command had realized Purn and an unknown number of his species had escaped, Lyna had been four light years away on patrol. His ship was faster Purn’s but not much. It had taken two hundred years. The two ships had raced through the Gandle Nebula where ionized gasses lit up the edges of the dimensional shields like an aurora. They had flown so close to stars during hydrogen refueling that Purn’s matter stream had left a visible wake in the star’s corona.
 
Their friendship had likewise been an odyssey. Once he had gotten close enough, Lyna had begun routine scans of the enemy craft. He’d discovered an odd irregularity in the pulsing of the main drive. The pulses were forming simple binary code. The commander of the ship he was pursuing knew he was being scanned and was sending a message back. The message proved to be instructions to a conventional radio frequency, undisturbed by the ships’ shields.
 
It had taken them months, alone in space, with no common reference, to learn each other’s language. Lyna had thought that Purn would beg for the lives of his crew mates, but he hadn’t. Purn’s questions had been curious. What did Lyna look like? Was it true that he was bred for deep space travel? Lyna found himself answering honestly. While he was bred for deep space and could travel for centuries without support, he found this idea of conversation fascinating. For his part Purn was not bred for space. He had been an educator of some sort before the war. Lyna could hear great tiredness in his friend’s voice.
 
When they were ten light minutes apart, Lyna called his friend to say goodbye. Lyna was about to fire the energy turbines. Purn took it well, said you could never know the end till it arrived.
 
Twenty minutes later, Lyna’s sensors recorded a series of direct hits on Purn’s ship but no damage. With centuries to work out the details, they had upgraded their dimensional shields somehow. Lyna continued to streak after them. Purn knew a remarkable number of stories by heart and they fell to furious debates about the actions of the different characters. Lyna invariably supported the position of the warrior, Purn that of the scholar or lover.

At ten light seconds Lyna’d tried the point defense weapons; still no effect. Purn had taught him to play a strategy game by that point and Lyna was almost glad the attack had failed. He was winning the game.
 
Now they were hovering side by side, Lyna had locked shields with Purn’s ship. Purn’s ship was so different from Lyna’s. Lyna lived in a sleek silver tube with evenly spaced fusion pods around its midsection. Purn on the other hand, flew what appeared to be a translucent pyramid with a smaller pyramid suspended inside of that.
 
Lyna flexed his six arms so that his grav armor would settle into place. He did not fear boarding the enemy ship alone. It hadn’t been bred into him. But he did have tactical concerns, like where on the ship the rest of the crew was. He could only detect one life form, that in what was clearly the command bay. He slipped a mask over his huge jaws and nose, grabbed a brace of neuro-guns and climbed down to where a cutter was burning its way into the other ship’s hull.
 
He stepped directly onto the ship’s bridge and took in dark consoles and empty chairs.
 
“Hello Lyna.” The voice seemed to be coming from around the room.
 
Whirling, he saw a figure lying on a mesh gurney. It was a skeletal figure hooked to tubes and wires. A blue light shown over it.
 
“Purn?” Lyna asked, crossing to the strange thing. The body, for the most part, was long dead. The bones of toes poked out through a rotting sheet and the stomach had pulled up under the ribs so that the backbone could be seen through it. Only the head, where scraps of hair clung to pale flesh, showed any life. Bundles of cables ran in where the eyes had been and the eyebrows raised and lowered spasmodically. “What has happened to you Purn?” Lyna found himself moved by the tragic sight before him.
 
“My people aren’t meant to live two centuries.” Purn answered from speakers around the room. “I allowed this to be done to me so that I could pilot the ship away from you.”
 
“But what about replacements? Where is your crew?” Lyna’s eyes narrowed. “Where is your crew Purn?”
 
“They are long gone. When we realized we weren’t going to get away from you, we snuck them off and I kept flying.”
 
Lyna cursed. “Very clever. Where’d you do it? Varna 11? the solar cluster?”
 
“I left them in the debris ring around L-98.”

 

“Friend.” Lyna chided. “I can’t believe you told me that. You know I will go back and look for them.”
 
“No friend. You won’t.” Purn’s voice was calm. “You’ve been reporting your location every few years. Your commanders think my people are out here. Any follow up fleet will sweep right by their true location. Of course, if you report back, you’ll ruin my plan.”
 
Lights on consoles lit up suddenly and a rumble sounded deep in the ship.
 
“What?” Lyna gasped, looking around. “But, but.”
 
“Sorry friend.”
 
Space around the two ships erupted as their dimensional shields were forced suddenly out of alignment. There were duel explosions as the coil fields failed on both ships. From a distance of a few light minutes, there was a flash of gold and a glittering haze that lingered for days.

 


Cube Root
 
“Lieutenant Garrison, your presence is requested in the electromagnetics bay.”
 
Jake Garrison’s eyes shot open. It seemed strange to be sleeping in the middle of an interstellar battle, but, after three days of kilometer long capital ships hurling phased matter at each other, waiting for the other’s capacitors to overload, all but the most skittish eventually fell asleep.
 
The T.N.F.P. Peabody rumbled under Jake as he pulled his boots on. The battle was still going. He’d been so tired when he’d fallen into his bunk under his already sleeping bunkmate that he’d fallen asleep mostly dressed.
 
The door opened on his command and the lights were still on. That was good. The auxiliary systems would be the first to go if the electromagnetic capacitors started leaking. He looked down through the iron grate under his feet at the dozen ship’s levels below him. No one was in sight and the only movement was a caged light several levels below flickering to itself. The battle had gone on so long, the ship had gone quiet.
 
He grabbed the iron handle of the #3 ladder and started climbing. There was no using the vortex gravity tube during battle. An unexpected surge in power and that thing would send its rider shooting out the top or bottom of the ship.
 
He arrived at Electromagnetics barely winded. The scene was, like the rest of the ship, eerily quiet. On either side of the V shaped room and over him, were the capacitors, huge dark green tubes with black coils as thick as Jake’s arm running in and out of them. In the center was a control panel full of black nobs and radium dials. Ticker tape whirled out of it in three places. In front of that a group of soldiers were gathered, heads together as if in prayer. The whole place smelled like hot plastic.
 
“What’s going on.” Jake sauntered into the room. He was a little concerned to see Lieutenant Linney on duty. She was his flame haired sometime sweetheart. They hadn’t spoken since he told her he had a girl back on the moon. Linney had cried and said some mean things but he didn’t think it was right, leading her on just because they were so far away in space and facing battle. She didn’t seem concerned about him at the moment.
 
Jenkins, the Captain in charge of electromagnetics whirled on him. “Get your ass over here Garrison. We’ve got trouble. It’s these new capacitors.”
 
Battles in space happened just like battles on land. You got the biggest thing you could find and you shot it at your opponent as fast as you could. Only in space a powerful enough electromagnetic field could keep just about anything from rupturing the steel 
plates of your ship. Even an atomic bomb would blow right over and hardly rock the boat. Only phased matter, fired at high speed, could drain the energy out of an electromagnetic field. That’s where the capacitors came in. The bigger the capacitor, the more phased matter it could handle without shorting out. The Peabody happened to have the first ever Mark XX HighVoltage Capacitor set, which was why Ships Commander Anderson had been so willing to get into combat so far from support.
 
Jake looked at the power levels and thermal dials for the three huge capacitors. “Everything looks all right.” He shrugged.
 
“Just wait.” Jenkins said. “Watch the output levels.”
 
Sure enough, a few seconds later all three output levels danced a crazy jig for a half second before rebounding. Jake whistled. “What is that?”
 
“If we knew that, we wouldn’t have had to wake you.” Jenkins barked.
 
“Here Jake.” Linney said in her clear but sultry voice. “These are the output tapes for the last hour.” She handed him a spool of ticker tape. “It’s happening about once a minute.”
 
“And the Kash-hites are on to it.” Jenkins added. “They’re trying to time their phased matter bursts to hit when the failure does. They haven’t done it yet, but Jake,” the older man caught Jake’s eye, “they’ve only got to get it right once. We have to stop this now.”
 
Jake looked at the other two men in the room, Whitley and Scribner, a pair of noodles who weren’t much fun at a party but knew more about electromagnetics that anyone Jake knew. “You two got anything?” The two men shook their heads.
 
Jake pulled up a chair. “Well, let’s see what we’ve got then.” He turned his attention first to the tape Linney had given him then one after another to each of the dials.
 
The air was tense and heavy. Scribner was writing down time intervals between failures. Linney was tapping nervously on a heat sensor gage and making adjustments to a pressure regulator. Whitley and Jenkins paced nervously. All the while, the phased matter barrage continued, sometimes striking within fractions of a second of the failure. Everyone in the room jumped when the intercom crackled to life.
 
“This is Commander Anderson. What’s the report from Electromagnetics?”
 
Jenkins grabbed the mouthpiece. “This is Jenkins sir. We’re still working.”
 
“If they hit us while it’s down are we going to make it?” The commander’s voice was

cold and businesslike.
 
Jenkins looked around the room and was greeted by a chorus of shaking heads. “No Sir. I’m afraid not.”
 
The intercom was quiet for a few seconds then the Commander came back on the line. “Listen Jenkins. Remote Engineering reports that their capacitors won’t last another hour. If I let them go now, we won’t be able to catch them again until Alberdeen. We have ten billion citizens on Alberdeen Jenkins. We’re not pulling back. Now stick your finger in that hole and don’t take it out for an hour.” The intercom switched off.
 
Jenkins looked around the room. “I need an answer. Now!”
 
Jake rolled back in his chair. “O.K.” He said. “This is the problem. The capacitors don’t just push energy out. Like all alternating currents, they pulse positive negative, positive negative. Normally, our capacitors are set up so that they don’t fire at exactly the same time. That way you don’t get a positive and negative charge cancelling each other out.”
 
Scribner slapped his forehead. “But the Mark XXs have variable interval timers to compensate for phase matter lingering.”
 
“Exactly.” Jake smiled. “So every so often, the system is trying to fire off three pulses at exactly the same time, which partially cancels if one of them is the wrong charge.”
 
“Very good.” Jenkins said, as another burst rocked the ship. “Now what do we do about it?”
 
“The phase determination actually happens about a second before the charge is released. If we can tell when the lineup is going to happen we can give one of the capacitors a bump up in time.”
 
“How are we going to do that?” Whitley asked, sounding discouraged. “The systems aren’t interlinked.”
 
“Maybe they are.” Jake rubbed his unshaven chin. “Monica,” he called Linney by her first name, “the reports the system generates, they come off all three capacitors don’t they?”
 
Linney scowled. “Yes. But it’s all summary data.”
 
“So you could get the sum of the phases before they happened?”
 
Linney thought this over. “Yes. But I don’t see how...”

 

“Cube roots.” Jake said, cutting her off. “Look.” He grabbed a piece of paper. “If the phases are different, 2, 3 and 7 say, you could get any number as the sum. 2 X 3 X 7 = 42 for example, but a phase that’s going to fail will have the same digit all the way across. 2 X 2 X 2 = 8. All we have to do is recognize the cube roots as they come.”
 
“How are we going to calculate that fast?” Linney asked.
 
Jake just smiled at her. While he was locally famous back home in Akron for playing the last quarter of the state final football game with a broken forearm rather than letting himself get pulled out of the game, that wasn’t what had gotten him top honors at The Lunar Academy. He’d also been to the State Championship HI-Q tournament as well.
 
“Go into space, Jake.” His councillor had advised him. “Sure you’re tough enough for the Marines. But in space you’ve got to be smart enough as well.”
 
“Just read me the numbers doll.” Jake said, changing the controls on capacitor number three over to manual.
 
Linney sat down next to him and turned a few dials. “Here we go.” She said. Then turned and kissed Jake hard on the cheek. He just smiled.
 
Ticker tape started whirling out in front of Linney. “121, 790, 911” She called but Jake just kept shaking his head. “3, 240, 125”
 
Jake pressed a button firing capacitor three out of turn. “125 has the cube root 5.” He said.
 
Everyone held their breath as the seconds passed. “It worked.” Whitley, who was watching the gauges said. “Three fired early. They didn’t interrupt each other.”
 
Scribner made a cheering sound as Linney started reading numbers again and Jenkins got on the radio. “Commander.” He said. “Electromagnetics has its finger in the hole.”
 
Jake hadn’t realized how fast the numbers would come or for how long. Linney’s smooth voice rolled off a steady stream. “19, 840, 7, 729”
 
“Cube root of nine.” Jake barked, hitting the button.
 
He was sweating in the hot of the room. Linney’s voice was becoming a blur. 18, 712, 1”
 
“How long have I been at this?” He asked .
 
“About two hours.” Jenkins answered tersely.

 

A hum filled the room.
 
“We just had a failure.” Whitley said. His comment was followed by the hollow boom of phased matter rolling over the ship. “And the Kash-hites spotted it.”
 
“Damn.” Jake cursed under his breath. He knew his cube roots. What had gone wrong? Linney kept reading.
 
“83, 46, 500, 125”
 
“Cube root of five.”
 
“909, 44, 1,33, 846”
 
“Failure!” Whitely shouted. Immediately, the ship was rocked by a massive burst of phased matter.
 
“They’ll burn out their converters firing shots like that.” Scribner said.
 
Jenkins was grimacing and holding onto the back of Jake’s chair. “They’re trying to get lucky before their capacitors fail. Jake, this is it. Their next shot will make or break.”
 
Jake’s mind raced as Linney kept reading off numbers.
 
“111, 34, 994”
 
What could he be missing?
 
“76, 1, 204”
 
“One!” Jake jabbed the control forcing the capacitor out of time.
 
A roaring volley of phased matter pummeled the ship. They were all rocked and had to hold on to the console.
 
“It’s holding!” Whitley shouted over the ruckus.
 
A second later, they heard their own matter burst roaring out of the accelerators. They held their breath and counted the seconds. Rather than another incoming burst, they heard a ping as something bounced off the hull. Then another, and another. Soon a shower of debris was clanging off the hull.
 
“Their hull burst.” Linney whispered.

 
The radio cackled to life. “This is the commander. The enemy vessel is neutralized. Stand down from alert. Emergency bays prepare to receive life boats.”
 
In the electromagnetics bay there was a celebration. Linney kissed Jake again, this time hard on the mouth. Whitely and Scribner were pounding each other on the back furiously. Jenkins just stood there shaking his head. “What was it Jake? What’d you see?”
 
Jake was rising and straightening his rumpled uniform. “It was the number one sir. One times one times one is one. It’s its own cube root. I realized it just a second before the Kash-hite gunner did.” He saluted. “ Permission to leave my post sir.”
 
Jenkin saluted back. “Granted. Oh and Jake,” He said as Jake walked to the door. “that was some pretty good soldiering.”
 
“Thank you sir.” Out in the core, the ship was alive now, crews rushing to recover life pods, systems returning to normal function.
 
Jake climbed slowly down to his cabin. His bunkmate was still asleep. Jake lay down on his bunk and was asleep so fast he didn’t even take his boots off.


Differential Punishment
 
Gilbert gritted his teeth and stared into the retinal scanner. It wasn’t that the scanner hurt. It was a well know fact that raising the blood pressure in your face lowered a retinal scanner’s accuracy. He wanted the scanner to read poorly. He was using the wrong retinas. Well, sort of the wrong retinas.
 
Next to him, in the passenger seat of his brother’s six wheeled Power Max, was his brother, who had the right retinas but was unavailable to use them because Gilbert had bound and gagged him.
It would seem logical that one identical twin could use his bother’s Ident card but subtle differences in retinas, small spots burned out by the sun for example, could set a scanner off.
 
Just as Gilbert was about to pull out and fall back on his, nonexistant plan B, the scanner flashed green and Douglas’, Gilbert’s brother’s Ident. card registered a 10,000 dollar transaction, enough for dinner.
 
“How ‘bout that?” Gilbert said to his bound brother. “We must really be twins.”
 
Douglas just rolled his eyes and made a huffing noise out his nose over his taped shut mouth. Knowing each other as well as they did, Gilbert knew to keep his gun on Douglas, Douglas knew Gilbert would really shoot to kill and they both knew the other would make smart ass comments and snort indignantly.
 
The ride out to Gilbert’s cabin was quiet which was easy for Douglas because his mouth was bound and harder for Gilbert. It’s hard to take a last ride with the man who’s been your best buddy since birth. In fact, Douglas was the elder by seven minutes.
 
“You see,” Gilbert said, once the cabin’s fusion generator was on and Douglas had been strapped into the recliner, “I killed Doanna last night. It was an accident, but after that trouble I got when I killed those guys after the glider accident, I’ll do a hard forty when they find her.
 
“At first I thought I was going down, then I had this thought, ‘I wish Douglas had done this instead of me.’ Then I thought, ‘We’re twins. If I could kill Doug and make it look like I was the dead one, I could live as him.”
 
He took his Ident. card and slipped it into Douglas’ shirt pocket.
 
“There’ll be a fire of course, burn your fingerprints and what not, but don’t worry, I won’t let you suffer bro.”
 
Douglas got a funny look in his eye as Gilbert raised his gun. It almost looked like a smile. Gilbert popped him three times in the face, just to make sure he died without suffering and that the dental record was good and fouled up. It was messier than he’d expected and, for some reason, the third shot sent a spray back on Gilbert. Still, what had so be done, had to be done.
In the Power Maxx, with the orange glow of the fire in the rear view mirror, Gilbert thought back on Douglas’ smile. It didn’t make sense. He shook his head as the Maxx locked itself into the tracks of the highway and a fire ‘copter whizzed overhead toward the cabin. He needed to learn how to be Douglas.
 
He flipped over Douglas’ Ident. card and looked at the calendar. He was supposed to be at Douglas’ girlfriend’s place at ten the next morning then nothing till a doctor’s appointment Monday before work. He’d claim to be too distressed over his own death to see the girlfriend until he could dump her. As for the doctor, he didn’t know what that was about, but, if he could pass a retinal scanner, he didn’t think the doctor would find anything that would raise any uncomfortable questions.
 
He put his feet up on the dash. The highway was rated for four hundred miles per hour. In about twenty minutes he’d hit the hotel on the outskirts where he’d wash up and incinerate his clothes. Then it was ten minutes to his brother’s cushy penthouse in downtown Chicago and a new life. Things were going to be O.K.
 
By Monday morning it was already getting to be easy. He had been shocked and dismayed to learn that “Gilbert” had died in the fire. He’d kept himself up all night going through his brother’s porn collection. He’d even managed to ditch the girlfriend. He’d called her to say he wouldn’t be over but would call later. She’d said, “Don’t bother.” and he hadn’t.
As he stared at the sports video in the lobby of the doctor’s office, he wanted to laugh. It was almost too easy. He looked up. The nurse was looking right at him. “We’re ready for you Douglas.” Gibert jumped to his feet. He’d expect to by called by his last name. O.K. so maybe it wasn’t that easy.
 
“Good morning Douglas.” The doctor said, walking into the examination room a few minutes later. He was carrying a bio-safety box with a tape seal.
 
“Good morning.” Gibert answered.
 
The doctor turned to the small counter in the room and fiddled with the safety box where Gilbert couldn’t see.
 
There was a long pause. “Uh, doc.” Gilbert kicked his feet on the side of the examination table. They didn’t reach the ground and made him fell childish. “I had a kind of a long weekend and I can’t really remember why I wanted to see you today.”

The doctor, oh yeahed, noncommitally and turned back toward Gilbert. He had a large syringe in his hand and had put on a contamination mask. “It’s just your shot. You’re almost there. This is thirty-one of forty.”
 
“Oh, right, my shot.” Gilbert held out his arm, wondering what could be in a syringe that large.
 
The doctor shined a sterilizer on Gilbert’s forearm the stabbed him with the needle. The pain was sharp but not too intense and Gilbert watched in wonder as the light green liquid slipped into his arm.
 
As soon as the tube was empty, the doctor tossed the syringe into the incinerator where it disappeared with a flash. Then he turned on the UV sterilizer and they held still while the UV guns around the room spotted and shot pockets of unwanted germs. When it quit with a beep, the doctor flipped up his mask and smiled at Gilbert.
 
“All right Douglas.” He said. “That’s it. See you in a week.”
 
Gilbert just humphed. He was still staring at the spot on his arm where the whole vial full of green liquid had slid in.
 
After the doctor left to check on his next patient, Gilbert went to the front desk to pay up. While he was there, he managed to get a look at his chart. “Artificial Plastiform Rhibosys” whatever the hell that was.
 
Once outside the doctor’s office, he went straight to the nearest information terminal to look up whatever this mystery disease was. He found it listed in AutoMed 2128:
 
Artifical Plastiform Rhibosys - A rare genetic disorder caused by exposure to the synthetic virus Plunotis Maximus, characterized by malformation of essential ribosomes, always fatal without treatment with DNA delivering counter viri.
 
Gilbert sighed deeply as he leaned over the data terminal. The synthetic viri all lived on other planets. Douglas had been to Mars a few months before. He must have picked up one of the viri that had been used in the atmosphere building process, a rare event but not unheard of. All Gilbert would have to do is stop the treatments. Relaxed and confident, He strode down the street to where he had left his Maxx double parked. Douglas had a ticket. “Cool.” Gilbert thought.
 
His pleasure lasted about four hours.
 
He had the day off to mourn for his brother and was in Douglas’ kitchen trying to find a corkscrew when a call came in on the vid.
 
“This is Douglas.” He said, without Looking up.

 
“Douglas Millblank?” The voice from the vid asked.
 
“That’s me.” Gilbert said, cursing internally. You’d think he’d be able to figure out his own brother’s kitchen.
 
The next comment from the vid. dropped Gilbert’s stomach into his bowels. “I’m Lieutenant Gomez with Chicago central. I’m sorry to disturb you while your grieving, but I have some questions for you. Do you mind?”
 
Gilbert stood upright and glanced at he champagne bottle, vintage 2099, very expensive, not good for grieving. “Of course officer. How can I help you?”
 
“Would you care to join me? I’m at Felica’s Coffee Shop in the lobby.”
 
Gilbert sighed with relief. According to the Patriotic Readjustment Act of 2034 a suspect could not be questioned where there was a listening device unless a judge ruled there was cause and unless the suspect knew he was being recorded. The fact that the officer couldn’t talk on the vid meant he didn’t have cause. He was just being nosey. “Sure officer. Give me five minutes to put some pants on.”
 
Lieutenant Gomez nodded and the screen went dark.
 
The lobby was full, like you’d expect in a two hundred story gigaplex. Felica’s was an upscale place far from the lift banks. Lieutenant Gomez was near the entrance where a small fountain fell on some glowing rocks. His black uniform seemed incongruous with the pastel colors of the fountain.
 
“Good afternoon Mr. Millblank.” He said good naturedly, rising as Gilbert walked up. He offered his hand.
 
Gilbert shook it thinking this guy looked too young to be a lieutenant. “Good afternoon.” They both sat down.
 
“I’m sorry about the loss of your brother.” Gomez offered.
 
Gilbert pulled his lips in tight and scowled. “It’s difficult.” He said. “We...we were twins you know.”
 
“Yes, well, I’m sorry.” Gomez looked sadder than Gilbert. “I’m obligated by law to tell you that you are not under suspicion in your brother’s death.”
 
“Under suspicion? What do you mean under suspicion?” Gilbert had practiced this line in case the need came up.” What are you saying? How could you say such a thing?” Gilbert half rose from his chair.
 
“I’m sorry. I’m sorry.” The officer said, sounding genuinely apologetic. “I said you weren’t under suspicion.”
 
“Oh.” Gilbert allowed himself to be mollified.
 
“But, I am also obligated to tell you that we are investigating whether your brother’s death might be a homicide.”
 
Gilbert looked at the officer wide eyed. “Really? Who would kill Gilbert? He was such a great brother.” He trailed off, fearing he might over play his hand.
 
“I don’t know, but I wanted to ask you some questions about what you were doing that night. If that’s all right.”
 
“Certainly officer. Anything.” He hated being so chummy with a cop. He still had scars on his knees where a certain Officer Jones had tackled him during a drug bust years before.
“Great.” Gomez pulled out a plain old notebook and paper; more Patriotic Readjustment. No electronic recordings without warrant. “At 9:37 P.M. the night of your brother’s death, you made a withdrawal from the teller at 11th and Johnson, is this correct?”
 
“Yes, ten thousand dollars.” Gilbert offered, helpfully.
 
“Did you have anyone in the car with you, Douglas?”
 
It still sounded funny to hear his brother’s name. “No, I was just picking up some money for dinner.”
 
Gomez looked puzzled. “Really, you know, we can get the retinal scans through public disclosure.”
 
“I don’t see how that’s a problem officer. The scan ran as usual.”
 
“Right, right.” Gomez pulled an old fashion photograph out of his shirt pocket and handed it to Gilbert. “This is your retinal scan. Anything strike you as funny?”
 
Gilbert looked at the photo. His retina showed up bright blue with red veins inside his iris. The only strange thing that he could see was that the scanner had read even though his head was clear to the side of the image. “I’m sorry. I don’t know how to read a retina.” He tried to give the picture back but Gomez wouldn’t take it.
 
“I’m not worried about the retina. I’m worried about the knees, in the background. It certainly looks like you had someone in the car with you.”
 
Gilbert looked back at the photo. Clearly, undistortedly, past the side of his face, he could see a pair of knees, Douglas’ knees. He could even see the tips of Douglas’ fingers though not the tape binding the hands together.
 
“Douglas? Doug? Are you all right?”
 
Gilbert looked up at lieutenant. Gomez blankly. “Uh, I’m O.K.”
 
Gomez smiled. “You kind of went pale there.”
 
Gilbert’s mind was whirling slowly coming back from the shock. “This is, uh, a picture of a guy...This is James, A homeless guy who hangs out in the lobby here sometimes. I was taking him to a friend’s house.”
 
Once he got his brain working again, Gilbert spun out an easy lie about this homeless friend of his. Gomez wrote it all down.
 
When they were done Gomez got up and stretched. “Thanks for meeting with me in your time of grief Douglas.”
 
Gilbert thanked him back.
 
“You know,” Gomez said, “I’m going to look into this picture some more. I’m just letting you know. I’m not obligated by law to tell you that or anything.” He patted Gilbert’s shoulder in a friendly manner and walked off. His hand print made Gilbert’s shoulder burn.
 
Back in Douglas’ apartment, Gilbert paced back and forth furiously. What did Gomez know? Did Gilbert need to run for the hills? After a few hours and a few glasses of warm champagne he settled down a little bit. Gomez didn’t know anything or else he’d of showed up with a search warrant and some recording devices. He had figured out that there was someone else in the car but he still thought that it was Gilbert and not Douglas who had died in the fire. As long as Gilbert could keep up the Douglas disguise, Douglas was unlikely to get fingered for his own murder.
 
His mind wandered to the girlfriend, work and the doctor’s office. Could any of these blow his cover? The girlfriend had initiated the breakup so there shouldn’t be any problem with her. He hadn’t been to work yet but they had both bought architect modules a while before and Gilbert had had a look at Douglas’ blueprints; no problem there. But, this doctor business? The medical log had said that the condition was fatal if not treated. He couldn’t just stop the treatments and then not die. If Gomez hadn’t looked at Douglas’ medical history yet, he would soon. Resolved to go back to the doctor for more of the green goo, Gilbert finished off the champagne and went to look for the rum. The cop had really rattled his nerves.
 
By the time he made it to the doctor’s office the next Monday, things were better and worse. Work had gone swimmingly. It seemed that Douglas wasn’t real well liked around the office and no one seemed to notice any changes in him. Gilbert had been
approached by his new boss early on the second day. The boss had tried to make some changes that Douglas didn’t like. Apparently, there had been a fuss. Gilbert had immediately agreed with everything the boss said, smoothing things between them.
 
The money and girl situations were great too. He was surprised to learn that his dearly departed brother had left him all the money. Between the old and new money piles, he had plenty of cash to attract lovely ladies up to his gorgeous apartment. He hoped to be stringing three or four along by the end of the month.
 
The only problem he had, as he sat waiting for the doctor, was a weird sensitivity in his skin. He’d noticed it first when Gomez had patted his shoulder; a kind of burning feeling, almost like a sunburn. It seemed to be most sever over his glands. His neck felt hot most of the time.
 
It was as if he were repeating the Monday before. The doctor came in, hi Douglased and turned his back to prepare the syringe.
 
Gilbert waved his feet nervously. He had told himself not to say anything to the doctor but he found he was too nervous about the burning skin.
 
He cleared his throat, which also seemed sort of raw. “So doc, I don’t really remember the conversation we had about side effects.
 
The doctor stabbed him in the arm with the giant syringe. “We didn’t have one, but there aren’t really any; at least not as long as you actually have the disease.” The doctor laughed as if this was funny. Gilbert laughed with him.
 
An hour later, Gilbert was at a random pay vid., holding his hand over the imager and calling anyone who might know about the cure for Artifical Plastiform Rhibosys. He struck gold with a graduate student from the University of Chicago.
 
“Yes, that would be one hundred percent fatal.” The graduate student, Halla, was saying. The counter virus is meant to reshape rhizomes. If they weren’t misshaped in the first place, cells would shut down as they were infected. It would take weeks though.”
 
“Is there any way to stop it?” Gilbert was past freaked out.
 
“If the victim were to stop getting the shots, they’re body would recover sort of slowly. The skin, taste buds and glands would probably be permanently scarred. What paper did you say you were writing for?”
 
“The Chicago Free Knower. I’ll make sure you get a copy.” Gilbert pushed the disconnect and drifted away from the vid in a daze. He couldn’t stop taking the shots

but he might die before they ended. He had eight sessions to go. He would have to push ahead and quit as soon as it looked like the heat was off.
 
Session thirty-three wasn’t too bad. He had a sore throat from swollen glands and was having to lotion his skin but his worst complaint was the loss taste. He was putting so much pepper on things he was giving himself a stomach ache. He didn’t say anything.
 
By session thirty-four, he had crazy spider lines under his skin where it seemed to be cracking apart. His glands were swollen too, so that he wore a scarf to the doctor’s office so that the robin’s eggs on his neck wouldn’t show. He complained of a cold but refused to let the doctor examine him.
 
At thirty-five, he decided he would have to give up the next week. He had had to give up on his romantic interests after a painful experience had made it clear that his skin was too fragile for an erection. He wanted to give the cops an extra week to decide they had better things to do. Two days later his hopes for easy escape were shattered. Lieutenant Gomez called him while he was lying on his bed too sick to go in to work.
 
“Hi.” Gomez said brightly. “Can we talk?’
 
Gilbert appeared down in the coffee shop twenty minutes late in a long trench coat, glasses and a hat to cover his hair which was coming out in clumps. Even covered as he was, he looked ghoulish. His hair stuck out of under the hat in dry, disorganized lumps and the skin of his face was blood mottled gray and pulled tight over the muscles of his jaw and his cheekbones.
 
“Are you O.K.” Gomez asked not offering a hand.
 
“Fine.” Gilbert croaked.
 
“I’m required by law to tell you...”
 
“Yes, yes.” Gilbert hurried him on.
 
Gomez shuffled some papers he had on the table. “I had the data boys do some work on the photo from he teller booth and we got a fingerprint.
 
Gilbert had been finding it hard to concentrate for days and he didn’t understand what this meant.
 
“Right here.” Gomez turned one of the photos toward Gilbert. It was a closeup of the fingers in the passenger seat. “The fingers on the right hand are turned up. We didn’t get as much detail as we would like but we got an 80% match on one of our known criminals.”
 
“Who?” Gilbert asked, still not getting it.

“It’s you Douglas. That’s your hand.”
 
Gilbert just nodded . It made him dizzy. If he was Gilbert and Gilbert was Douglas and
 
Douglas was...
 
“Douglas. If that’s your fingerprint, the only person on the planet who could have is eye up to the camera is Gilbert.” There was a pause. “That means you were in the car with your brother not more than an hour before he was killed.”
 
Gilbert meant to give up and demand to see his lawyer. Instead, he barfed. He’d been doing that a lot lately. For some reason, Gomez let him go with a smile. Gilbert showed up for shot thirty-six.
 
By the end of the week, he had gotten two notes. The first one came from the doctor’s office letting him know that Gomez had been by. The second one was from Gomez, letting Douglas know that he was officially a suspect in Gilbert’s murder. He showed up for thirty-seven.
 
By thirty-eight he was dying. His urine had gone orange and then red as blood leaked into it. His eyes were bloodshot and blinded by any light. The puncture mark from thirty-eight bled for three days.
 
The doctor didn’t want to give him thirty-nine but Gilbert, still insisting that he had the flu hollered and bellowed until he had gotten the shot.
 
He spent all the next week lying in bed rasping and coughing black lumps into a corner of the sheet. His hair was gone and he had been in pain so long that he genuinely did not feel it when a new wound opened on his skin.
 
When he got up to go for shot forty, the sheet was stuck to his back with a blood and gore glue. He was forced to tuck it into his clothes. Being upright made his head spin, so he took the El.
 
He had almost the whole car to himself. People pulled back from him in revulsion as he hacked and sputtered. He lost another tooth on the trip. As he got off the train he noticed a bloody hand print on the wall. It had to be his.
 
The doctor’s office was curiously quiet and he got shown directly into an examination room. The doctor came in tight lipped and gave the injection without comments. As soon as he was done the door opened and Gomez came in with two other officers.
 
“Hi Gilbert.” He said with a smile.
 
“Douglas.” Gilbert tried to sputter, but a cough and his missing teeth made his muttering unintelligible.
 
“Don’t bother.” Gomez said with a wave. “We’ve known you were Gilbert for a long time. Are you familiar with differential punishment?”
 
Gilbert shook his head and there was a tearing noise.
 
“It’s great really. If a perp’s circumstances are considered worse than incarceration, we leave them alone. We figured out weeks ago that you had pulled the old switcheroo with your brother and were going to arrest you when we realized that you were taking these shots to cover your identity.”
 
Gilbert’s addled mind wandered back to his brother’s eyes right before the fatal shot. He had figured this out damn him.
 
“That’s really messed up, by the way.” Gilbert said. “So we let you go on with it until treatment was over.” He paused as Gilbert gurgled and tried to swear. “The bad news is you’ve got a lot of jail time ahead of you.” He stepped forward and looked into Gilbert’s bleeding eyes. “The good news is you may not live that long.”
 
Gilbert was not lucky enough to die.

 

Dinner and a Bath with Emma
Emma wasn’t fat. Not really fat anyway. She did have to admit she had that boobs-lying-on-stomach, saddlebags-on-thighs kind of shape. Whatever her body mass index, she didn’t watch in the bathroom mirror as she undressed. She’d seen it before.
 
It had been one hell of a day. They were having a two for one sale at the store and she’d spent all day up and down on her knees helping skinny bitches put skinny, little shoes on their skinny, little feet. Her back as well as her feet, which didn’t fit in skinny shoes, were killing her.
 
Naked, she walked over to the tub, put in the plug and turned on the hot water. She didn’t bother with the cold. She wanted a scald. She grabbed a white bottle shaped like a stack of bubbles off the back of the toilet and poured a generous dose into the stream of water. Bubbles rushed forth and a vanilla scent filled the air.
 
She stood for a second, hands on hips, and watched as the bubbles mounted. She had disheveled, gray and black hair that curled around her ears and looked the same whether you combed it or not. She got in well before the tub was full, savoring the feel of hot water creeping up her sides. The only advantage, that she could see, of living in her dingy, little apartment was that it had been built back when they made bathtubs you could actually sink into.
 
She reached up with her toes as the water reached her armpits and turned the spigot off. After the rush of the water, the silence, broken only by the tiny crackle of popping bubbles, was awesome. She let her head settle back on a pink, inflatable tub pillow her niece had given her as a Christmas present, dipped a floral print washrag in the scalding water and laid it over her face. Taking the deep breath she’d been holding in all day, she relaxed and let her shoulders slump. She planned on being there till the water got cold. If she kept with the trend she’d started when they changed Seinfeld’s time slot, she might very well refill the tub and keep on soaking. Why not? You could microwave dinner at 8:30 as easily as you could at 6:30.
 
She was only a few minutes into her ritual however, when she was interrupted by a popping gurgling sound. The plug had come out. She reached around, vaguely frantically, trying to find the plug before she lost too much of her water. She found the rubber knob and pushed it back into place. Frustrated, she ran some more water into the mountain of soap bubbles before returning to her reclined position.
 
Almost immediately, the plug popped again. She caught it quickly this time and pushed 

it back into place. As she laid back, she smelled a foul smell. She scowled accusingly at the toilet to her right. As quickly as it had come, the smell subsided. She relaxed again and put the washrag back over her face.
 
The third time the plug popped, she cursed at it. Fishing, under the bubbles, she found it quickly enough but couldn’t get it to go back in the drain. She reached into the water with her other hand to see if a washrag or something had gotten into the hole. She felt something. It was oddly textured, leathery perhaps, but also slimy. It moved.
 
Emma pulled her hand back like a shot, but before she could stand up, whatever it was grabbed her left leg. She screamed as it quickly wrapped itself around her leg all the way to the thigh. Her right leg was grabbed a second later. She found herself pinned into her tub.
 
Regaining some sense of composure, she grabbed the end of the thing that had her left leg and began unwinding it. It writhed and resisted but she was making some progress when a strange, flower like tube rose from the bubbles over the drain. It turned toward her, unfolding like a flower as it did so, but it was made of flesh, white, textureless flesh.
 
She stared at it open mouthed. It gave off a terrible, sewery stench. Suddenly, it bent down as if pushed down by a weight and then rebounded, spraying Emma’s chest and stomach with a thick, brown goo. The pain was instantaneous. It was as if a great swatch of her skin was being cut with knives.
 
Hands shaking with terror. Emma scooped water from under the bubbles to wash off the goo. It came off but skin came with it. She started to bleed from a dozen pinpicks. Her flesh was dissolving.
 
The flower belched acid again. Emma was crying by now jerking at the leg restraints and splashing water. The vanilla bubbles were spattered with dots of bright red blood. In the corner of her mind, she knew she was really only making things worse by washing the acid off. Already the skin on her torso and legs was beginning to burn.
 
The third shot caught both of her hands over her dissolving belly. She howled nonsensically as she scrubbed her hands together in the red, brown stained water. She stopped however when she discovered she was pulling patches of flesh off her fingers and palms. Instead, she planted one hand on the edge of the tub and the other on the tiled wall and pulled with all her might. The pain in her legs grew unbearable as the cords around her legs tightened and she left bloody, tissuey streaks on the wall. The shower curtain came crashing down on the toilet.
 
She tried to wash off her stomach again but there was a clear canyon leading deep into her bowels. Whatever it was she was trying to clean was yellow and lumpy as it dissolved. She could also see the bottom of her breastbone pale and white amid the

 

blood and tissue. It was being eaten away as well but more slowly. Emma realized for the first time that she might die. She cried and pulled at the wall again but her left hand collapsed, her index and middle fingers folding at the joints.
 
She held her broken hand up to her face. The bones on the two ruined fingers were sticking out at odd angles the whole hand was bleeding. Shock was beginning to dull her pain. The acid had eaten the bubbles and she looked at the water. It was ocher red and thick; thick with her body. The flower was bent over, its tip just touching the water. Emma watched as a dark stain moved up inside the translucent, white flesh.
 
“Oh my God.” She thought. “It’s eating me. It’s dissolving me and then drinking the water.”
 
The flower turned and leaned forward toward her head. She couldn’t grab it, her hands were destroyed, she couldn’t duck it, her body was ruined. Instead, she spat at it. It spat back.
 
In an hour, the water was gone. There were bloody smear marks on the wall, a few teeth and half dissolved bone pieces in the tub and a terrible smell. Someone had had dinner at 6:30. But not Emma.

 


Free Walking
Rickel sniffed with one nostril and took a swig of coffee. The whole base smelled of Sulfur but it seemed like he only noticed it in the mornings. He sighed and strolled up to the control booth where two of his fellow colonists lounged before a bank of consoles and a large window that showed an orange sunrise.
 
“As you were.” He said to the two men who had shown no interest in the feet coming up behind them.
 
“Oh hey Cap.” One of men, a balding technical sergeant named Owens, said glancing up. He was unshaven and his uniform was rumpled.
 
“Morning.”
 
Tevi, the other colonist, handed Rickel a plastic sheet with numbers rolling across it. “Just another boring day in paradise.” He said, his Arabic accent changing the word to ‘padadise.’
 
Rickel looked at the numbers: water storage, wattage, greenhouse production. He didn’t need to double check to see that everything on the base was operating within normal limits. Another boring day in paradise indeed. He glanced back out the windows. It had been more than seven Earth years. Seven years since they’d set up their base on Mars assured that the main colony ship would arrive within three years.
 
Every hour or so, when the planets weren’t at opposition, they’d get an update from Earth. Most of these included at least some information about The Amanda Grim, the colony ship. First there had been cracks in the engine housing, then a terrorist attack, then the rumor that no women would be sent, (news that had nearly caused a riot in Rickel’s twenty-four man crew.) Now The Amanda Grim was in orbit around Earth waiting for her launch window. She was still at least twenty-one months from Mars.
 
Rickel ran a finger through his own thin, grizzly stubble. It hadn’t always been like this. They’d cheered like a football team when they’d broken the record for most days on Mars and drunk champagne that Rickel himself had stowed away when the reactor came online. But you just couldn’t let a bunch of guys sit too long. There’d only been a couple of fights but moral was way down and very little real work was being done.
 
“What’s the temperature outside?”
 
Tevi leaned forward to read a gauge. “About -10 C. Why?”

Rickel tried to do the math in his head. Somehow, years of NASA training had never quite taught him to convert Celsius. Still, he was from Minnesota originally and -10 C was a number not too far below a January night back home. “I feel like going for a walk. Will you let Crabtree or whoever’s on duty over at Hab Module B know I’m coming?”
 
“Sure.” Owens leaned forward to the comm as Rickel wandered off.
 
“Wonder where he’s going.” Tevi wondered aloud.
 
“Who cares? Long as he’s back by 11:00. It’s his day to make lunch.”
 
Down the hall Rickel was still doing calculations in his head. The readout he had looked at said the atmosphere outside was running super thick. Thousands of kilometer long mylar mirrors orbiting the planet had reflected enough sunlight down on the co2 trapped in the polar ice caps to send it swirling out in thick, milky clouds. At the mid latitudes where the humans had settled the atmosphere making carbon dioxide came and went with the winds. Right now it was thick; only a few milibars short of Earth. Well, only a few milibars short of a high mountain on Earth, but that was pretty good.
 
There was one other number rolling through his head as he set his coffee mug aside and slid open the door to the locker room; 7.6%. That was the percent of Oxygen in the morning breeze drifting down to the human colony off the huge algae fields on the South face of Olympus Mons. By mid-day it would drop as air warmed by the still sterile plains below drifted up over them. Right know though, the algae fields, charmed by long, last of summer, days, had produced a record setting Oxygen level of 7.6%, more than a third that of Earth. Yes, today was the day to stir his crew back up.
 
He opened his locker and pulled out his environment suit. It was not nearly as bulky as the old suits worn by the Apollo astronauts or the early Mars guys. It relied mostly on its electric heater to keep it warm.
 
He unzipped the front zipper and slipped his right shoe into the leg and overboot. The lower extremities were dusty orange from long use. The suits were still vacuumed after every use as per protocol of course, but each time it became a little harder to get them clean, or to care, he had to admit to himself.
 
With the legs on, he half twisted and wrestled the long sleeves of his day gear into the arms of the environment suit. The gloves were already latched on and he wiggled his fingers into the inner lining.
 
He gave the helmet a wry grin. He was not going to miss it. Instead of the helmet, he tucked a pair of thermal underwear into the neck hole of his suit being sure to wrap it all the way around his neck. Unattractive but effective.

Finally, he pulled on his faded Minnesota Vikings ball cap. He’d worn it to Superbowl fifty-three and the Vikes had won. He’d worn it to the pre-launch press conference and they’d launched without a second’s delay. By God, he was going to wear it now.
 
He felt good and confident as he stepped into the white, cylindrical air lock. It had a dusty smell and he took a couple experimental deep breaths as the pumps lowered the pressure to match the air outside.
 
When the outer door opened with a whoosh, he was greeted with a swirl of bracing, frigid air. He let it roll around him for a second as he took in the sunrise over the plains. It was not so red as in the photos from the Early Mars rovers. The shadowed stones looked like brickwork in a dark alley, the lit like yellow sandstone.
 
He took a deep breath and choked. The air came into his nose as if it had claws and had to be forcefully pulled into lungs like dragging cold knives down his throat. It was dry and tasted like licking concrete. He put a hand on the airlock’s outer door and forced a few gulps of this new air into his lungs.
 
The second breath came a little easier and he stood up when he managed the third with out too bad a gasp. He punched the button for the air lock to close and strode out of shadow of the hab module.
 
*
 
“Son of a Bitch!”
 
“What is it?” Tevi didn’t look up from the magazine he was reading.
 
“Look at this.”
 
Tevi looked up to seek Captain Rickel standing out in the road through the rock field waving at them. He was helmetless and his breath was pluming out in great clouds. Tevi swore in the Egyptian dialect that was his native tongue. “What is he doing?”
 
As if in response to the question Rickel turned and pointed at the Habitation B module down the hill from them.
 
“He’s going to try a free walk. The crazy son of a bitch.”
 
Outside Rickel saluted and turned toward Hab. B some nine hundred meters distant.
 
“What do we do?”
 
Owen chewed his lip. “O.K. wake doc McDormitt, get him air pressure, Oxygen

everything. Let him tell us what to do.” He watched Rickel’s back as he walked along the crushed stone path. Rickel was walking nearly directly into the sunrise and had a bright orange glow along his left side. “Out of his mind.” Owens whispered.
 
*
 
Rickel couldn’t see Owen and Tevi behind the shielded glass of course but he felt certain they’d seen him. Even if they hadn’t, dozens of cameras around the station would be observing and tracking him. He was making history all right and there would be plenty of proof. He smiled thinly, without parting his lips. It was damn cold.
 
His main concern of course was that he’d run out of Oxygen. Already there were slow burning balls of fire in his lungs and a band forming around his head. He forced a long, slow breath in through his nose and thought of his brother, Jim.
 
“It’s like this. Humans have a dive reflex. See?” Jim was white from the previous winter in Minnesota and wet from his recent dive into the blue waters of the Caribbean. “When you hit the colder water below, your systems will shut down. After that, just let the weights pull you to the bottom and then follow the line back up. It’s freediving. Nothing simpler.”
 
The freckle faced Eric Rickel looked up at his older brother from behind his dive mask. Although he was only fifteen he was tall and well formed. More importantly he trusted his brother completely. “O.K.” He said. “I’ll try it.” He took the yellow, bullet shaped weight by both of its handles and stood on the bow of the boat. “How far down is it?”
 
“About twenty-five feet to the thermal layer and then another thirty to the bottom. Don’t forget to clear your ears on the way down.”
 
Eric nodded, adjusted his mask by rubbing it against his arm, then let the weight pull him forward into the inviting waters. He passed the blue flash and crackle of the surface in an instant and was still trying to clear his ears when he passed from warm surface waters to cold deeper water as if crossing a line painted in the sea. True to his brother’s word, he felt his blood pressure drop and his heart rate slow. Some ancient part of his mind knew how to dive and remembered it for him as he sunk steadily into the twilight of the sea.
 
*
 
Captain Rickel opened his eyes pleased. Inducing dive reflex from memory was not easy, but he felt warm and relaxed. He could do this.
 
On his left as he walked, one of the landing pylons for the Amanda Grim sat like a small Egyptian pyramid. He shook his head. Engineers. The Grim was supposed to travel more than eighty million kilometers and set down on those pyramids. The margin for

 
error was only half a meter. Half a meter after eighty million kilometers. The thing to do, according to Rickel, was let the Grim slide out anywhere on the planet it could find a space. Then he and his boys could go there.
 
He didn’t like to think what would happen to his crew if The Amanda Grim crashed. Several of them had wives on board. Even he who was supposed to remain detached had to admit that he was particularly looking forward to the arrival of Lieutenant Corr; dark black skin, hazel eyes, sparkling personality.
 
He paused for a half step to rub at his temple under his ball cap. A headache was flaring behind his right eye.
 
*
 
Doc McDormitt stood behind Owens and Tevi looking at the morning’s print out. “Is his suit on?”
 
“No.” Tevi responded. “I mean we assume his heater is on, but he’s got his transmitter turned off.”
 
McDormitt looked up. “Where is he?”
 
“There behind that rock outcrop. We’ll be able to see him again in a minute” Owens gestured into the distance. “Do you think he’s just gone batshit?”
 
McDormitt seemed surprisingly nonchalant. “Oh I don’t know. How long has it been since we had a level one emergency?”
 
“Um. I don’t know. When the grounding burned out on Hab. B I guess. Six months?” Owens was confused by the question.
 
“All right. On my authority declare this a level one emergency and have everyone report to a video post for further instructions.”
 
“Yes Sir.” Owens’ confusion brought out a moment of protocol. He pushed a button and lights flashed around the station.
 
*
 
To Rickel’s right was the wide, flat lot where the base equipment sat out the long Martian nights waiting for the sun to come and warm their solar cells and charge their batteries. They were an odd lot, like bugs from some giant scientist’s collection. Backhoes, shovels, drills, forklifts lay around with an infinite variety of tools and arms at the front but the same broad, rounded back and the same six wheel, robotic design.

 
Without warning the navigation lights on the forty-three vehicles and tools lit up. Motors began to whine and every pincer and pneumatic on every vehicle began running its test cycle. On the buildings Rickel could see emergency lights flaring.
 
“Very good.” He thought. “A level one emergency. That will bring everyone out.”
 
He wondered who’d called the emergency. He thought probably McDormitt but the pain in his head was growing too sharp for him to think clearly. He put a gloved hand over his right eye and continued walking.
 
*
 
The weight hit the bottom with a dull thump. Eric looked around through a mask pressed tightly against his face. He had landed on a muddy, gently sloping plain. White tube worms stood up in the twilight around him their feathery tendrils stroking the current. Mysterious, shadow hugging crabs came and went on arcane missions only they could know.
 
Looking up Eric gasped a single, large bubble. The surface of the ocean spread out far above him, awesome in its expanse and infinite in the complexity of the rippling light.
 
“My God. This is must be what it’s like to see the light of heaven above you.”
 
He wanted with sudden ferocity to go up and out; up out of the water, up out of the sky to whatever lay beyond.
 
Ignoring the weight and line back to the boat, he kicked off from the soft bottom and let his buoyancy rocket him back toward the watery sky.
 
*
 
The crew of hab module B stood around the lounge area bleary eyed. Most of them had on some combination thermal shirt and pants or blue boxers and a tee shirt.
 
“What is this about?” An environmental engineer named Kliss asked. He had just come off night watch and his yellow mustache twitched with anger.
 
“Well,” Dr. Smith, the other crew doctor began, “It’s your captain. He’s…well, look at this.” He reached over his shoulder and switched on the big video monitor. Immediately an image of Captain Rickel popped up on the screen. He was staggering forward along the edge of the road between the two habitation modules. His helmet was missing and he held a gloved hand up to his right eye. Behind it blood could be seen running freely from his nose.
 
“We think he’s trying to get the record for the first person to walk unassisted on Mars.

 
He’s about a hundred and seventy-five meters from us. Now when we intercept him…”
 
“Hell yes he’s free walking!” A man named Chang interrupted. “And he’s going to make it too.”
 
“Looks like some of the guys from hab. one are trying to catch him.”
 
“We got to get to him first!”
 
Dr. Smith protested and tried to give some orders but it was hopeless. The sight of Captain Rickel walking without a helmet sent a charge of electricity through the men. They whirled out of the room and off to the airlock as a single, noisy unit.
 
“Well, hell!” Dr. Smith grumbled to himself and set off after the crew.
 
*
 
Owens, Tevi and McDormitt sat mutely in their abandoned habitat watching the monitors with rapt attention. On the screens the play was reaching its climax. Helmeted crew men from hab A were rushing down the slope toward hab B, unhelmeted crew men from hab B were pouring out of the airlock there. Between them Rickel staggered downhill. Most of his face was covered by the cap he wore and the hand he pressed furiously into right eye but a rich trail of blood was visible running from his nose onto the front of his suit.
 
“Do you think that’s arterial blood?” Tevi asked.
 
“I’m not so worried about that.” McDormitt was losing the casual tone in his voice. “I just hope it’s brighter red than it looks on these monitors. He can’t have nearly enough oxygen in his system.”
 
There was a long pause as Rickel wobbled and seemed about to drop.
 
*
 
Rickel wasn’t sure what he was doing. He was going to hab B for some reason; to talk to some one or something. He’d left his helmet behind for some reason though and his face was entirely numb. There was a pain in his head though, a brilliant, white spark behind his right eye that circled his head in a band of light, forcing him to constantly clench and unclench his jaw.
 
His vision had narrowed to a thin, wavering tunnel. Hab B was there and for some reason his crew was pouring out of the airlock, yelling at him in voices rendered an octave higher by the thin air. Other footsteps could be heard coming up behind.

 
“Don’t touch him! Don’t touch him.” Hibbins, a fine black engineer who Rickel had always secretly thought would make a good captain, yelled. “He’s got to make it on his own. Get back!”
 
‘Got to make it on my own?’ Rickel wondered. ‘Oh yeah, the free walk.’ He grinned at what little he could see of his men wavering against black stars and sniffed with his blood free nostril, trying to look cocky.
 
He was in a mass of his fellows now, all of them cheering and yelling his name but it was no good. He had become too confused. He was almost blind and too disoriented to find the way forward. He gestured for room but no one seemed to understand.
 
“This way Eric.” A voice cut through the throng. It had to be Dr. Smith. No one else in the crew would call Rickel by his first name. “Come this way Eric. I’m in the airlock and I’ve got the Oxygen bottle.
 
“Get out of the way.” Hibbins piped in. “Give him room.”
 
“Come on Eric.”
 
Suddenly, Eric could see Jim clearly, looking down into blue depths of the Caribbean waiting through the long dreaming seconds as Eric glided back to the world of light and air.
 
“Come on Eric. I’m right here. Just a few more steps.”
 
The laughter and yells of his men dissolved into the rush of the water as he broke the surface just off the bow of the boat. His feet clattered on a metal step and he fell into the arms of a man. At once he was rolled over and, as awareness faded, he felt his ball cap slide off as an Oxygen mask was pulled over his nose and mouth.
 
Floating on his back in the shattering blue of the ocean, he raised a lazy hand and waved at the boat.
 
“I made it Jim.”
 
Jim waved back and smiled. “Great. Want to do it again?”
 
Eric scowled. In his mind there was in image of a bloodied man with chapped cheeks and blue earlobes.
 
“No. I think I’ll just rest here a while.”
 
“Fine by me.” Jim turned and began pulling the weight back up from the bottom.

 
*
 
“But is he all right?” The worry was clear in Tevi’s voice.
 
“He’s fine.” Crabtree’s face was flush with excitement in the monitor. “Doc Smith’s got him in medical quarters down here but he’s awake and laughing with the guys.”
 
“We’re just getting the first reports back from Earth.” Owens jumped in. “The administration is pretty pissed but tell him he’s making headline news in a hundred languages.
 
“Will do.” Crabtree confirmed.
 
“But why did he do it?” Tevi asked.
 
Crabtree harrumphed. “Well, he uh. He said he hadn’t seen the light of heaven in a while.”
 
Owens grunted, his suspicions confirmed. “Crazy as batshit.”
 
“Yep.” Tevi agreed with a smile. “Batshit.”

 

Swimming The Volga
Lena Markowitz woke to the sound of a knock on her downstairs door. She was startled and a little blurry. Normally, when she napped in the afternoon, she napped downstairs in the old recliner by the window. She must have been upstairs for something, if she could only remember what.
 
The knock came again and she pushed a cat, it was yellow, off her arm and rose to her feet. There were three or four other cats sleeping on the bed but she managed not to disturb any of them.
 
It took her a long time to get down the stairs. She was only a little stiff in the joints but enough so that she could not step around the cats and had to gently nudge them out of the way with her slippered toe. Whoever was at the door waited patiently.
 
Lena opened the door to see an attractive young woman with jet black hair and a hawkish nose standing there.
 
“Hi grandma.” The woman said.
 
“Hello dear.” Lena answered with a faint Russian accent, struggling to place the face. There was an awkward pause.
 
“I’ve brought the cat food.” The woman offered. Three or four cats had run out of the house since the door had been opened.
 
“Oh good. Come in won’t you.”
 
The woman turned, lifted a large bag of cat food over her arm and followed Lena in.
 
There were many eyes on them as they stood in the doorway. There were cats napping on the recliner and sofa, scampering in and out the doors, even draped on the shelves of an antique bookcase. There was a strong odor but the woman didn’t seem to notice.
 
“I’ve brought you two bags this week.” She said going into the kitchen to drop off the first bag. The sight of the food in the kitchen brought a round of meows. “I don’t know if I’ll be here the next two weeks.” She came back through the living room and out to the porch. “I’ve got back to back conferences and will only be home one day. Maybe Thursday.” She went back into the kitchen with the second bag of cat food.
 
Lena wasn’t sure what to say. She recognized this girl but wasn’t sure from where. Still

she had brought cat food and she needed that. “Thank you, dear.” Lena said.
 
“Your welcome grandma.” The woman said, passing through the living room again and touching Lena’s shoulder. “I also brought you some macaroni and cheese and bread and butter and some stuff.” She brought a paper grocery sack in from the porch and headed into the kitchen again. “I also got you one of those loaves of French bread that you like, the sliced ones with the butter and garlic already inside them.” The cabinets in the kitchen banged open and shut and a cat hissed about something, then the woman returned to the living room, folding the paper sack. “I asked mom over of course, but you know mom. She doesn’t’ want to come over till the issue with the cats is settled.”
 
“Oh.” Lena said. She was catching on that this was her granddaughter and that they were talking about her daughter. She remembered having a daughter, and two boys, she thought. “Well, tell,” she struggled, “Roma that the cats are only for company until Leonid gets back.”
 
The woman looked at her quizzically. “Have you heard from Leonid lately?”
 
Lena shook her head. “I think he must be very busy on this project he’s on. Of course my phone doesn’t work so maybe he’s tried to call.”
 
The woman looked as if she were about to say something but then changed her mind. “Listen grandma,” she said instead, sitting the old woman down on the sofa, “mom’s talking about trying to find a home for you again. She doesn’t think you can take care of yourself. Now I want you to stay here, but you have to promise me some things.”
 
“Sure dear.” Lena didn’t know what ‘find a home’ meant, but she wasn’t leaving this house without Leonid.
 
“You have to eat. O.K. and take a bath and change clothes.”
 
“I do those things everyday, dear.”
 
“I know. I know. I’m just reminding you. And remember our promise. No litterboxes in the house.”
 
Lena nodded. She had wondered why it was that they had put cat doors in the front and back door and propped the kitchen window open. Now she remembered. Roma had insisted. The cats had to be able to get out.
 
“O.K.” The woman gave Lena a big hug. “I have to go. I…what’s that on your finger?”
 
Lena looked down. The tip of the ring finger on her right hand was gone, scrapped away. In its place was a raw, half-formed scab. Just up from the wound were two

 
puncture marks one on either side of the finger.
 
“Did one of your cats bite you?”
 
“I don’t think so.” Lena answered looking at the wound. “I think I cut myself on a can lid in the kitchen.
 
The younger woman gave the older woman a sidelong glance. “Well you should be more careful.” She said rising. “I’ll come by as soon as I’m back in town.” She blew a kiss and let herself out the door.
 
After the woman was gone, Lena sat studying the mark on her finger. It was a cat bite all right. She’d actually been bitten at least twice, once with the sharp teeth and then chewed on out of the side of a cat’s mouth. There had been a yellow cat lying on her arm when she woke up. Maybe he’d done it.
 
She thought she should wash the wound and so got to her feet and went into the down stairs bathroom. She turned on the water in the old fashioned pedestal sink. Putting her finger under the cold water brought a sharp stab of pain. Why hadn’t it hurt when the cat bit her, she wondered. The scab was mostly dry and didn’t bleed as she washed it carefully with soap.
 
When she was done, she wrapped her finger in a dry washrag and looked at herself in the round, framed mirror. The face that looked back was old, far older than she ever remember getting. The eyes were tired and set above a sea of round wrinkles. The once black hair was gray and only vaguely contained by pins, a good deal of it stood out from her head like lightening in reverse. It didn’t used to be like this.
 
*
 
Lena lay in the bow of the boat and looked back at Leonid. He was so hansom, in blue shorts with his hairy, muscular chest and legs exposed. He handled the blue and white boat with ease, tacking back and forth against the wind, making the sail sweep back and forth like a maestro’s hands conducting the choir of the sky.
 
They had made love earlier on the open waters of the Volga river under the burning sun. Her skin was hot and brushed by the wind on the water. She was tremendously happy.
 
“Lena.” He called, in a rich baritone, “I spoke to your father yesterday.”
 
Lena scowled at him. “What did you speak to my father about?” They were speaking in throaty Russian. She had on black rimmed sunglasses and white sandals.
 
“I asked him if I could marry you.”

 
Lena’s heart leapt into her throat. She thought her father hated Leonid. “What did he say?”
 
“He said yes.”
 
Lena laughed a startled laugh and Leonid smiled his beautiful, white toothed smile.
 
“What do you say Lena?”
 
Lena pursed her lips and thought a moment. “I think you’ll have to catch me first.” She said and rolled sideways off the boat into the bracingly cold water.
 
*
 
Lena opened her eyes, she was face to face with a large yellow and orange striped cat. It was staring at her with hypnotic gold eyes and purring to itself. She was sleeping in the recliner. The air in through the bay window was cool and she could see the last glimmer of twilight through the bushes outside.
 
She lifted the cat off her chest and set it on the faded carpet. It was a large cat and swung a tentative paw at a smaller calico on the floor before scampering off out the window.
 
Lena was hungry and went into the kitchen. She remembered that her granddaughter, Cindy, had brought her some food earlier so she poked around in the cabinets that had been beautiful once before layers and layers of paint had dulled their corners. She found new jars of peanut butter and jelly and got a loaf of bread out of the refrigerator. She spread the peanut butter on the bread thickly but couldn’t get the jelly jar opened. She wrapped a towel around the lid and twisted with all her strength but it wouldn’t budge. Going to the sink, she turned on the hot water and waited for it to warm up. Once it was steaming hot, she leaned forward and ran the lid of the jelly jar under it.
 
As she leaned forward, a drop of red fell into the water and swirled down the drain under the jar. Then another. She leaned back and touched her face. The drops were coming from her. She felt her lower lip and gasped. There was a hole in it on the left side. Her fingernails clicked against her teeth on that side.
 
Hurrying into the bathroom, she cried out loud at the sight she saw in the mirror. Her lip hung loosely, dangling from the center and right of her mouth. On the left it was just gone, chewed down to the gums and back into her cheek. Her teeth were like sticks of yellow chalk in the red opening. A brown stain ran down her chin and onto her nightgown.
 
She cried and washed at the wound with cold water. Where was Leonid? She needed him. What could have happened to her cats to make one of them do this? She heard two cats fighting in the other room, a frequent occurrence, but this time it made her stutter with fear. Was it the yellow cat? She stood with a washrag to the wound and listened to the fight quiet down.
 
Once the fight was well over, she slipped out of the bathroom and went up to her bedroom. There were only a few cats in it. On hot summers nights most of the cats could be expected to look for a cool place outside. One by one, she picked up the stragglers and deposited them in the hallway. Normally she loved her cats and moved comfortably among them. This time however she held each one at arms length and hardly breathed while she carried it.
 
She checked under the bed and in the closet. No yellow cat. She lay in bed and couldn’t sleep. With no one beside her, she couldn’t get comfortable. At last she opened the door and let a thin, gray female in. She assumed for some reason that the yellow cat was a male.
 
*
 
“But Leonid,” she protested, “I don’t even know any English.”
 
“You will learn. You are a bright girl Lena.”
 
He was lying next to her in their narrow bed. Both of them were on their backs, Leonid in pajama pants, Lena in a thin nightgown. They were on top of the covers because of the summer heat and had the window open letting night noises in.
 
“Besides,” he went on putting his hand on her belly, “do you really want our boy to grow up a communist? In America he can grow up to be a great architect like his father, eh?”
 
Lena laughed and brushed his forehead with the tips of her fingers. “And what if your great architect is a girl?”
 
“In America, you can be a woman and still be a great architect.” Leonid boasted.
 
Lena laughed again and then sighed. She kissed his cheek. “All right Leonid. If you say, I’ll go. I’m your wife now you know.”
 
Leonid rolled over and kissed her lips. “You are the best wife. The best wife. We’ll do good in America. I promise.”
 
She put her arms around him and stared at the dark ceiling. It seemed like some kind of romantic dream, this beautiful man, a child, a wild adventure in America. Yes, she would go with him. Of course she would go with him.

 
*
 
Lena woke in her bed. The bright morning sun was pouring in the window. She had the feeling that she’d been looking for something but she couldn’t remember what.
 
She sat up and put her feet onto the floor. Her right foot landed in something wet. Looking down, she screamed. The gray cat she’d let into the room last night lay there on its side, its entrails spread out from it stomach in looping coils. Around it on the floor were tufts of gray and orange fur. The two cats had fought right there on the floor and had not woken her.
 
She reached down to pet the dead animal and screamed again. The pinky on her right hand was gone. The bone stuck out from the ruin of her knuckle, broken and stripped clean.
 
She grasped her hand and wept. The door was open. Somehow the yellow cat had gotten the door open. There were four or five other cats in the room, sitting on the windowsill or stretched out on the ironing board. She realized that she didn’t know any of them. She didn’t know the name of the dead gray cat, or the long hair calico on the dresser or any of these cats. Where were Sasha and Boots? What had become of Rasputin and Little Nicky? Had she been in the house so long that her cats were gone and these were their descendents or were these strange cats that how somehow supplanted her loved ones while she was sleeping?
 
“Get out!” She screamed with sudden fury. She scrambled to her feet with a speed she hadn’t had in years while the bemused cats looked on. She picked up a cane she had by the bed and swung it at the cat on the ironing board. She missed widely but sent the cat and the ironing board clattering to the ground. The cat scrambled out the door.
 
“Get out!” She screamed again, clearing the windowsill with a single sweep. She knocked under the bed and in the closet, and once satisfied that the room was cat free, she went into the hall closing the door behind her. She went through the whole house this way, clearing out the cats ahead of her. She put two boxes of kittens on the back porch while their mothers looked on mewing. She blocked off the cat doors in the front and back doors and herded the cats toward the window in the kitchen. In the kitchen itself the fight grew desperate as confused cats, unwilling to leave their food, scampered back and forth but refused to go out the window. She injured at least two with sharp cracks of the cane and was very winded when, at last, she managed to shut the window against the staring cat faces outside. She had seen several orange cats but none that seemed large or sinister enough to be the cat that had bitten her.
 
Although she was tired, she forced herself to go over the house one last time. Once she was satisfied that she was alone, she allowed herself a toilet break and a chance to bind up her broken finger. Washing the ruined hand and touching her own finger bone, she shuddered to think that some other animal had eaten the flesh from around it. It made

her sick to her stomach.
 
Still panting and terrified, she settled down to rest in the recliner. She was hungry but needed to catch her breath first.
 
*
 
Lena loved her husband’s new Packard. Back in the old country, they would never have been able to afford it. He was an architect now though, and he told her he was making good money.
 
The car rolled to a halt in front of a large, white wood frame house set under two well developed shade trees.
 
“Why have we stopped? We have to get Roma.”
 
“We’ll get Roma soon enough.” Leonid said. He had aged a little with gray hair peeking at his temples but he was still very hansom “Tell me Lena, do you like that house?”
 
Lena looked at the house. It had a bay window in front, next to the porch, and wooden shingle siding. “It’s beautiful.” She said.
 
“Do you think you could be happy raising a family in that house?”
 
Lena sighed. “Yes, Leonid. I would love that house.”
 
“That’s good,” he said, “because it’s yours.”
 
“What?” Her question was devoid of comprehension, almost no response at all.
 
“I built you that house, silly girl. So you have some where to raise my family.”
 
Lena gasped, putting her hand over her mouth.
 
“Come on.” He said, opening the door. “Let me show you.”
 
Standing in the living room, Lena still had not said a word. The house was completely empty, the walls weren’t even painted or papered.
 
“Aren’t you going to say anything?”
 
“Oh, Leonid, I never dreamed it could be like this.”
 
He moved forward and put his arms around her. “I wanted you to have a place where

 
you would always be safe.”
 
She nuzzled into his shoulder. She did feel safe. Safe enough to tell him she was expecting again.
 
*
 
Lena woke with a start. It was raining outside and rain splatted against the windowpane. Cats circled the room and meowed discontentedly as thunder rumbled. Horrified, she tried to sit up and felt a pain in her stomach. Looking down, she saw a ragged, bloody hole in her nightgown. She didn’t investigate. She didn’t dare.
 
She sat perfectly still terrified, afraid that the orange cat was going to kill her. She wondered about the girl that brought the cat food. When was she coming? Lena thought briefly about trying to flee but she was waiting for Leonid. She would not abandon her house.
 
She had set the cane down by the bookcase and, gingerly, she rose to her feet and tiptoed over to it, past agitated cats who twisted nervously and swatted at one another. She grasped the cane with both hands and crept around the house, her gray eyes lit with fire.
 
The front and back door were still blocked and the window in the kitchen was firmly shut. She had begun to suspect that the cats had gotten in the house by magic when she noticed the door to the cellar was slightly ajar. She crept up to it and threw the door open.
 
A terrible smell came to her out of the darkness, a smell of death and decay. She flipped on the lights and started down the wooden stairs.
 
“I’ve come to the mouth of hell.” She thought to herself as she stood on the bottom step of the stairs and looked out at the ruin under her floor boards.
 
The dirt floor of the cellar had been turned into the cat’s litterbox. It was foul. Years of cat waste lay in half buried heaps, patrolled by black beetles and covered in gray green fungus. A number of cats had come here to die. There was a body on her right whose skin was crawling as maggots moved underneath it. On her left, under a broken window that seemed to be the cat’s entrance another body lay, hairless, hollow, a taunt drum of skin pulled over the ribs and holding the legs on. A dozen cats lay about on shelves and boxes, things long since rendered indistinguishable by a thick layer of dust.
 
On Leonid’s workbench, directly in front of her, lay the orange cat. It was hunched down on its front paws, eating a purple -red piece of meat and purring loudly. It was larger than the other cats. It looked up at Lena as it chewed and seemed to be smiling. Its chin and paws were stained dark brown.

 
Lena grabbed the wound in her stomach as a jolt of pain passed through it. She wanted to cross the floor and attack the cat with her cane but she was too terrified and revolted by the scene before her. She would leave the house. Yes leave and find the girl who brought the cat food or Leonid or someone. She backed up the stairs holding the cane out in front of her. The cat watched her, licking its lips and blinking sleepily.
 
Opening the front door, she found herself looking out onto a rickety porch overrun by vines and a yard of twisted weeds. It was mysterious and dangerous in the dark. The rain had moved off, leaving everything dripping and wet. Lightening flashed in the distance. She had not been out of the house in many years. In fact, she could not remember the last time she had left the house.
 
*
 
Lena and Roma stood over the open casket looking in.
 
“But Roma,” Lena said, “you said this was Leonid’s funeral.”
 
Roma’s eyes were full of tears. “What do you mean mama?”
 
“This man,” Lena gestured at the coffin with a handkerchief, “is not Leonid.”
 
“Oh mama, this is Da. You were with him on Monday.”
 
Lena shook her head. “No sweetheart. Your father’s hair was much darker than this. This man’s hair is white.”
 
Lena was sobbing harder now. “Mama, please don’t do this.”
 
“And his face. I don’t know this face at all. It does not smile like your father’s.” She turned and looked at the small crowd of mourners gathered in the church. She knew some of the faces but not many. “This is not my husband.” She announced to them. A murmur ran through the crowd.
 
Roma tugged at her arm. “Come on mama. Let’s go.” She whispered.
 
“This is not my husband.” Lena switched into Russian without thinking. “What have you done with my husband?” She protested to the crowd. “You can’t keep him from me. He will come back to me.” She was crying and shouting at the same time.
 
Suddenly, her two boys were beside her. Holding her arms.
 
“Come on, mama.” Ivan, her youngest said in English sounding Russian. “Let’s go for a walk.”

*
 
Lena stood in her doorway fingering the hole in her jaw, tapping her exposed teeth. How had it come to this? There was a meow behind her and it filled her with rage. Leonid had given her this house. It was hers. She would not leave it.
 
Taking her cane, she went into the kitchen and got one of the cat food bowls and a long knife. When she picked up the bowl, it attracted the attention and meows of several cats. She swung at them wildly as she retreated up the stairs to her bedroom.
 
Once there, she sat on the bed with the cat bowl between her feet. The cats were milling nervously at the door. Ignoring them, she grasped the blade of the knife in her left hand and pulled it out and down suddenly with her right, leaving a deep cut in her palm. She clenched and unclenched her fist as bright, red blood ran from between her fingers into the cat food bowl.
 
After several seconds, a thin gray cat tiptoed in from the doorway and sniffed the bowl. Lena grasped the cane with both hand and waited patiently until the cat knelt down to lap at the blood. She brought the cane down with all the force she had. The cat leapt to the side as if to run then fell over as its legs began to twitch and flex spasmodically. It’s eyes rolled wildly back and forth in its head. It writhed briefly from side to side. After a moment, it lay still.
 
Lena watched the door until another cat came forward. It got a smashed paw for its troubles. The one after that wasn’t so lucky.
 
There were three dead cats in the room and a number more injured when the orange cat appeared at the door. It sauntered into the room at a leisurely pace, went up to the dead cats, sniffed each one, and looked into the bowl of blood, though it did not drink. As if made bold by the presence of the orange cat, more cats filtered into the room
 
Lena’s mind screamed at her that she should hit the sinister cat but she was transfixed. It was so large that she thought hitting it with the stick would only anger it. Plus, it was hypnotic somehow, moving so gracefully though this field of carnage, purring loudly all the while.
 
A black cat leapt up onto the bed to her left. She swung at it but not before it could bite her hard on the elbow. It hurt this time. She swung next to her right and sent a cat sprawling to the floor. Already another cat had hold of her ear. She screamed and pawed at it with her hands, dropping her cane. It came away with a strip of white gristle in its teeth. She screamed and screamed again.
 
There were a dozen cats on her then cutting at her knees, putting teeth marks into her fore arms. The orange cat sat and watched as her feet and hands kicked out randomly,
its gold eyes transfixed by the spectacle.
 
In a few seconds she was on her back, with cats clamoring over her chest and legs. A few seconds after that and it was over. She could still feel the dozens of bites but they seemed to coming from far away as if they were picking at skin that had already fallen asleep. She called out Leonid’s name, but heard only the purring of cats.
 
*
 
Her head popped up out of the water. Leonid had dropped the sail and turned the boat back round so that it was drifting slowly toward her.
 
“What happened?” He asked. “You were under water so long, I thought you were gone.”
 
“I had a strange dream.” She said, paddling to the edge of the boat. “It was as if I were sleeping under the water for a moment. I dreamed I was being smothered by cats.”
 
“Cats?” He asked with a laugh.
 
“Yes.” She said, grasping the edge of the boat. “Many, many cats.”
 
He lay down on the boat so that his head hung above hers. “What does it mean?”
 
She looked up at his dark eyes. “I don’t know. Right now everything means I love you.”
 
He bent down and they kissed a long, slow kiss. “All right then. I will buy you a cat so that you will always remember I love you. Maybe a big orange one like Anatoli has that will keep your house free of mice.”
 
Lena laughed nervously as she heaved herself out of the water. “No, maybe not an orange one.”


Breathing Space
It was funny. Space was made up of nothing, really, a whole, whole lot of nothing. If you took a whole star system, stretched everything in it out into a meter wide line pointed at the nearest start, it wouldn’t reach, not even close. Not even a significant fraction.
 
If there was so much nothing out there, Pyreen wondered, why did he spend so much of his time hassling about in planetary orbit. He pressed a hairy, jointed leg against one of his consoles and signaled a small freighter on an intercept course to move. If it had to be so crowded, he could at least demand right-of-way.
 
He didn’t really understand human behavior. Stellar pilots were bred out of arachnid stock for their space friendly exoskeletons and good spatial skills. They weren’t, however, any good with humans.
 
The person Pyreen carried around in his spaceship was important. Pyreen knew that. But whether that meant the human could eat others or be eaten by others Pyreen couldn’t figure. He’d never seen it do either although there were always several other humans traveling with it.
 
Pyreen flexed his mandibles and gave the freighter another warning. It turned but toward Pyreen’s ship rather than away. An alarm sounded in the cabin. Pyreen clicked the alarm off with one claw while signaling a course change with several of the others.
 
The freighter matched course and speed, rolling as Pyreen rolled. It was trying to latch onto the main airlock. Try as he could, he couldn’t dodge it. The freighter clanged hard into the side of the ship.
 
Pyreen got on the radio and began swearing at the other captain through a translator. The worst insult to an arachnid translated literally as, “you are drinkable body juice.” Pyreen laid it on the other captain thick but got no response.
 
That’s when the hull sensors started going off. Unable to get through the hatch, whoever was in the other ship, was cutting it off.
 
Red showing in his compound eyes, Pyreen started digging at the buckles on his harness. No one cut his ship.
 
Even with the speed of anger, it took him several minutes to escape the captain’s chair and make his was back to the passenger compartment. There he found a scene of chaos. The human he transported was standing against the back wall clearly terrified. Its traveling companions were lying dead on the floor. Also, a strange man in a blue 
suit was on the floor. Two similarly dressed men were also standing in the room. One of them was pointing a small, silver stick at Pyreen’s human. The other was fixing small squares to the walls and flipping switches on them. Pyreen couldn’t tell who’d cut his ship and he decided he didn’t care.
 
With a blindingly fast flash, he leant forward and snipped the head of the metal stick carrier off. By the time the other blue suited man had turned his head to see Pyreen, he was run through the chest by a long, hairy leg. It was over faster than the two bodies could hit the ground.
 
Pyreen’s human gasped and put his hand to his chest. He started talking but Pyreen didn’t have his translator. Pyreen listened for a second but an alarm went off it the control booth. It was the tone for an approaching police vehicle.
 
Pyreen turned and scuttled back up the gangway. Damn these crowded spaceways,. Not a moment for a bug to breathe.


Potassium
The night was weird, Shelly thought as she swung out of bed and put her feet on the floor. Silver light from the full moon was filtering in through the windows and, as she passed the door to the back porch, she noticed an uneasy fog milling around the yard. She yawned at it and scratched a handful of hair. The fog reminded her of something. Something she’d known maybe but then forgotten.
 
She shuffled into the kitchen, headed for a drink, and flipped on the light. She screamed.
 
In front of her, a tall man in a black cape with red lining stood up from where he was bent over her kitchen cabinets and hissed at her menacingly.
 
She screamed again and then stopped abruptly. “What’s that?” She asked.
 
The vampire swiped at its mouth, then held its arms out, spreading its cape dramatically. “I have come to suck your blood.” It said in a voice thick with accent.
 
Shelly recoiled backward but was puzzled. “Wait a minute.” She said from behind her blocking hands. “You had a banana stuck on your fangs.”
 
“Did not.” The vampire sounded insulted.
 
Shelly uncoiled a little. “It’s still in your hand.”
 
The vampire looked at his pale, white hand wrapped around a firm, yellow banana. He dropped it as if it were on fire. “They were just appetizers before I came to suck your blood.” He stressed the last three words and grimaced menacingly.
 
“What? First of all...” Shelly was overcoming her fear. “They? What did you do with the rest of my bananas?”
 
The vampire let its arms drop and a half dozen shriveled, drained bananas were revealed on the counter.
 
“Jees. You ate a...”
 
“Sucked.”
 
“You sucked a half dozen bananas? What kind of vampire are you?”

The vampire hung its head and ran a manicured finger along the edge of the counter. “I’ve been having this problem with flaky skin. My doctor says I’m not getting enough potassium.”
 
“Flaky skin? You’re an undead monster. You’re supposed have flaky skin.”
 
The vampire cleared its throat. “News of this could be...” He paused. “very embarrassing. Perhaps there is some way I could encourage you to forget this incident, something I could do for you?”
 
“Forget it, Vlad the Banana impaler.” Shelly grabbed a broom from beside the refrigerator and held it out in front of her. “Now get out.” She started swinging.
 
The vampire acked and protested then, with a poof, turned into a bat and flew out the window. Shelly shook her head, swept the punctured bananas into the trash, closed the window and headed back to bed.
 
She stopped in mid-yawn as she was making her way down the hall. Quietly, her hand stole to the telephone stand where yesterday’s newspaper lay. She lifted the A section up and rolled it gently into a tube. As impossible as a vampire in the kitchen had sounded, there was clearly a werewolf drinking from the toilet stool. Something about full moons, Shelly mused, advancing.
 

The Dulcet Thong
The Dulcet Thong Took a deep breath, sucking in his pot belly and leapt from the side of the Mega-Lopolis-Super Structure of Glory. He wanted to flourish his cape in a dashing manner as he hurtled downward. He couldn’t. He wasn’t wearing a cape. No, the only things the Dulcet Thong wore when he fought crime were his fetching, red silk thong with the number 7 ½ stitched into its front, and an equally fetching red silk facemask.
 
Floors were whirring by at a terrific rate. The Dulcet Thong thought that there were probably folks on the other side of the mirrored glass, looking out, hoping for some goodness in this mixed up world. He waved at the building in a friendly manner and flexed his impressive collection of muscles. His display was interrupted by the pavement which crashed up into him suddenly and loudly.
 
He crawled out of the hole he had left in the pavement and leapt spryly to the door of the First-Titan-Ville Bank of Loads of Dough, that stood across the sunny street from The Mega-Lopolis-Super Structure of Glory. He ignored the stares from the people on the street. He was on a mission.
 
Flinging the doors of the bank open, he called out in an intensely manly voice. “Halt in the name of justice!”
 
Far across the large lobby of the bank, three bank robbers, two men and a woman, stood holding nasty looking guns on the terrified tellers. They whirled to face their new adversary.
 
“Who the hell are you?” The criminal on the left, clearly the leader, called from across the room. He had a jagged scar on his right cheek.
 
“I am,” the Dulcet Thong said, pausing for emphasis, “The Dulcet Thong.” He wiggled his hips dramatically.
 
“The Dulcet Thong?” The woman asked, in a British accent. “What kind of a super hero name is that?”
 
“Well...” Said The Dulcet Thong.
 
“What kind of weapons you got?” The leader asked, gesturing with his gun. “You got heat vision?”
 
“No. Not as such.” Thong admitted.
 
“Spin spider webs?” The woman asked.
 
“No.”
 
“Made of rock?”
 
“No.”
 
“Bones made of unbreakable metal?”
 
“No.”
 
The man with the scar smirked. “You don’t seem like much of a super hero to me pretty boy. What is it that you do do?”
 
“Aha!” Said The Dulcet Thong, gesturing with one finger. “I do this.” He used his finger to grab the back strap of his thong, pulled it out to arms length and let it go.
 
“Thwap!” The center robber, the quiet one, hurtled back through the air and hit the teller’s booth with a crash. There was long pause as the shrubs in the center of the lobby rocked back and forth and the crook slid to the floor head first.
 
“What just happened here?” Scar face asked.
 
“I don’t think I want to know.” The woman replied
 
“Thwap! Thwap!” The two robbers were flung back through the air.
 
By the time the police arrived, the bank tellers had tied up the criminals. Someone had even taken a little tape and made x’s over their eyes. The Dulcet Thong, however, was gone, with only his business card left as evidence he’d been there. No one picked up the card. They couldn’t figure out where in his costume he might have been hiding it.


Ash Fall
Shiloh shuffled down the filthy alley muttering to himself. Behind him, air cars whisked back and forth along the boulevard, kicking up spray from the rain that had been falling all evening. To his left he could hear a tri-d playing porno through a window in someone’s apartment. He didn’t pay any attention to it. He’d gotten a beer and two whacks of gold hammer in him and was trying to make it back to his shanty before he fell into the sun, so to speak.
 
Ahead of him, behind a little Italian restaurant, the flag stones were heaving themselves up and down. He could see a hand scrabbling out from under one of them. He stopped and watched in amazement as the hand gripped the three by three slab of stone and tipped it over. A tall, wraith thin figure with rotting clothes and long, dark hair rose out of the hole and stepped toward Shiloh.
 
“My name is Ash Lithalind.” The man hissed. “I’m....new in town. Tell me please, what year is it?” He smelled of death.
 
Shiloh thought that he should run, but with two whacks of gold hammer in him he was lucky to still be on his feet. “It’s May.” He stammered. “May, 2631.”
 
The strange man looked at the cloudy sky moving his lips silently. “Five-hundred years.” He muttered then stretched. If the appearance of the man from under the flagstones was creepy, the stretch was horrifying. The man had lanky arms with unnaturally long fingers. He reached from one side of the alley to the other. He also stood head and shoulders above Shiloh. Shiloh could see long, yellow fangs behind his withered, black lips. Rain ran down the haunted face.
 
“Shit.” Shiloh managed to say.
 
Quickly but gently the creature grabbed Shiloh by the neck. “Forgive me.” It said. “I’m very hungry.”
 
“Last mistake you’ll ever make.” Shiloh said as the thing’s head bent toward him.
 
*
 
“Hey, Sarg.” Corporal Bicks said, sitting up in the passenger seat of the squad car. “I just got a weird signal. A V-19.”
 
Sergeant Henson looked up from his nav console. “A V-19?”
 
“Right. V-19, ‘Homicide committed by vampire?’” The question was clear in the young 
Corporal’s voice.
 
Sergeant Henson touched his screen. “It’s just down the street from here. Let’s roll.” The air car whizzed forward, down the eight lane boulevard its red and blue lights flashing.
 
“A vampire.” Bicks mused. “Who’d have thought?”
 
“We get one every once in a while. A left over from the plague. They say they’re sleeping all over, that they’ll be waking up from time to time for another two hundred years. Have you never seen one?”
 
Bicks shook his head and Henson chuckled. “This will be a good way to start your night.”
 
*
 
Ash finished pulling on the bums clothes and stood up in the rain. He closed his eyes and reached out with his mind, calling to his clan, his brood. No one answered. He could feel one or two sleeping in the ground but they were deep in the cold death and did not rouse when he called them. Where was his clan? His howling brood pack? Where was his sweet Rosita who he’d given the kiss of death to when she cried and begged him in Spanish to kill her?
 
He was just turning to walk away when a police cruiser pulled into the end of the alley, its headlight turning the wet pavement into sharp black and white contrast. He ducked out of sight.
 
Bicks stepped out of his door, his hand resting uneasily on his stunner.
 
“That thing won’t help you.” Henson said, climbing out his door. “You can shoot a vampire all you want. I think they kind of get off on it. Help me get this stuff out of the trunk.”
 
“Aren’t you afraid it’ll get away?” Bicks asked.
 
“Nope. Seen it before. There’s a hole down there and a dead body. That thing rose up and caught him a meal straight away. He’s weak and full of blood right now. He’s moving so slow even you could catch him. Not that you’d want to.”
 
Henson slid on an odd glove with a small monitor on the back and together they pulled out a small silver case. They left the case open on the hood of the car, turned off the headlights, and moved down the alley without their flashlights. Without the lights, the
alley was full of grotesque shadows and echoing sounds. Bicks shivered and put his hand back on his stunner out of habit.
 
“I guess you could say vampires are superstitious.” Henson explained. “He can hear us right now but he won’t run unless he sees lights. He thinks the dark is his friend.”
 
“I do not run and I need no friends.” The whisper seemed to come from everywhere in the alley at once. The hairs on Bicks’ arm stood up and he shivered unconsciously. “My name is Ash Lithalind. Tonight I hunt you.”
 
Henson was waving his hand slowly back and forth, scanning the alley while he watched his glove. “Yeah?” He said. “My name is Jimmy Crack Corn. Maybe I...screw...you!” He flexed his hand and a string of luminescent green gel shot from the back of the glove splattering against an object clinging to the wall two floors up. There was a hiss and the object dropped to the ground.
 
“Tagged it on the first shot. Not bad for an old man.” Henson complimented himself.
 
In front of them, the figure howled and turned suddenly into a cat.
 
“It’s going to run!” Bicks shouted, pulling his stunner.
 
“Relax!”
 
A small, silver robot shot out of the case, over their shoulders, and flew after the glowing cat.
 
Down the alley, the robot caught the cat and sprayed a stream of liquid at it. The cat dove to the side but was hit on the paw which immediately turned back into a hand. For a second the cat flipped and hissed trying to pull the huge hand along with it, then it was hit full on by the spray and turned back into the vampire.
 
Before it could flee, the robot strung out long, silver tendrils and wrapped the monster up tightly. By the time the policemen arrived, the beast was immobile and howling with the robot clung to its chest like the bow on a Christmas present.
 
Ash screamed out across the aether. There was still no response. No vampire, no werewolf, not a single dead spirit roamed the city. What had happened.?
 
Methodically, the two men set a long, silver plate held up by spindly legs over the vampire.
 
“I will eat your flesh!” Ash screamed in desperation. He was so furious that thin jets of blood were streaming out of his fangs and soaking into the neck of the bums shirt. “I will rend your soul!
 
“Ready?” Henson asked.
 
“Ready.”
 
The plate came on with a hum and the alley was filled with golden-white light. Bicks could see the yellow eyes of the beast with their blood red pupils grow wide with terror. It’s lip split and blood flowed out of it freely. The destruction continued as the split spread up the monster’s face and down behind the now burning shirt. In a few minutes, the entire body had boiled away leaving only a smoking rib cage and a pool of gore.
 
Across the aether the voice of clan chief and blood lord Ash Lithalind hissed, growled, and fell silent.
 
Henson clicked the light off.
 
“Cool.” Bicks said in the darkness.
 
“You like that?”
 
“Yeah. Hard to believe those things almost took over back in the 21st century.
 
“Yeah. Thank God for technology.” Henson agreed. “Come on. I’ll buy you a cup of Joe after we clean up.”
 
They called the cleaners and a hearse then took off for a cup of coffee. Later they caught a couple of car thieves red handed. It was a pretty good night.


Office Comforts
“So then my pants started sagging down in the back and you could see the crack of my ass.”
 
“Oh my God.” Ruthie thought, looking up from her monitor. “He did not just say that the crack of his ass was showing.”
 
“And it wasn’t like it was just the very tip either.” Her boss went on. “Half my ass was just hanging out.”
 
Ruthie rolled her eyes and pounded on her keyboard in an effort to drown him out. If there was one thing Steve liked more than telling inappropriate stories, it was getting Ruthie riled enough to say something about it so that he could bully and intimidate her into silence. He went on to talk about having to change clothes right out in the open while fishing, but she let it slide. That’s when she smelled the smell.
 
Just on the other side of her putty colored wall with the poster of the kittens on it was the office microwave. Someone, at nine o’clock in the morning, at nine o’clock in the damn morning was burning popcorn. She couldn’t stand it.
 
She thought about trying to sneak out for an early break but Steve was still blabbing on just outside her cube and the mountain of paperwork in her inbox meant people would be looking for her all day.
 
Taking what escape she could, she clicked on the internet icon on her desktop and pulled up the online news. She was reading aimlessly when the phone in Cindy’s, the woman in the next cube’s phone, started ringing. It didn’t ring like a regular phone. It had an electronic “bing bing bing” kind of a sound. Ruthie hated it.
 
After four rings it quit, meaning the answering service had picked up which was fine with Ruthie because Cindy was on vacation in Texas and wouldn’t be back for a week. Her satisfaction with the silenced phone was short lived however as it began to ring again almost at once.
 
Popcorn, phone, naked butt, Ruthie could hardly keep track of the article she was trying to read. Even one of the ads on the page she was viewing was blinking annoyingly. Almost against her will, she looked at it.
 
“You have been selected for a free demonstration of Office Comforts. Can we help you with that phone?”
 
Ruthie looked up startled. The phone had just started a third round of ringing. How could an online advertisement know the phone in the cube next to her was ringing? Overcome with curiosity, she clicked the button. The phone fell silent. In the middle of the third ring the phone simply stopped ringing. Ruthie’s mouth hung open.
 
On the screen a new button appeared. It said, “See our full suite of office comforts?” She clicked it.
 
The next page was full of buttons and short descriptions; “Get rid of popcorn smell,” “dust.”
 
She found one called, “silence boss.” She gave it a click and instantly Steve shut up and moved back to his desk. “Wow!” She mouthed to herself.
 
She tried a few other buttons. One marked, “stop flicker” fixed a rippling florescent bulb in the fixture over her that she’d been waiting on maintenance to get to for weeks.
 
Finally, her eyes drifted down to the bottom right of the screen where the words “Clean Sweep” were highlighted next to a button. With an internal shrug, Ruthie clicked the button.
 
There was a wooshing noise. The ceiling leapt out of sight and the walls vanished. Ruthie stood up and peered around. Against all reason, the office had completely vanished from around her cube. Above her was a powder blue sky. Below her white clouds rolled slowly by. The breeze was fresh and brisk. She sat back down in her chair stunned but happy. She felt like she was in a fabric dryer commercial. This was an environment she could get some work done in.
 
When she turned back to her computer however a new screen had popped up. “Add new comforts?” it asked.
 
Ruthie raised an eyebrow and clicked to the next page. Some of the available comforts were merely comfortable. Some made her giggle a bad girl giggle. She pushed lots of buttons.
 


Alder’s World Chapter 1
Lieutenant Commander Adler tapped nervously on the screen in front of him, flipping back and forth between external camera views. All the cameras showed different views of the same thing, “Mass 17” a mess of strings and ropes half the size of Jupiter but only maybe two thirds the mass of Earth. It was weird, too weird for Alder. In fourteen years as chief science officer for the LOP Duster, he'd seen a lot of weird things. Planets in counter rotational orbits, biospheres composed entirely of Sulfur eating sludges, he'd even watched two stars smack into each other from a distance of only one light year. But, he'd never seen anything that he couldn't explain with good old Terran physics.
 
He'd been a lot younger when he approached the League of Planets to request inclusion in one of their deep space missions; young and excited to see what was new, to be part of the first wave of human explorers to leave the star systems around Sol. Now, fourteen years later and more than a thousand light years from home, he liked things to be more canny. His ship was older, he was older, and the odds still being alive when Captain Pilton finally turned for home went up when things were canny.
 
The planet sized ball of space yarn he was studying was as unnatural as it could get. At first, as of yet unnamed Star System -89.6, 1.44, 1107.3 hadn't seemed that unusual; mid aged protoplanetary disc around a fairly new Class A star. It wasn't until the Duster actually got into the system that things started turning up funny. First, there was the number of protoplanets, there were 914, which was completely impossible. Second, the computer had worked out somehow that all 914 masses, currently spread helter skelter around the system would eventually intercept each other and settle down into only two massive gas giant planets each orbiting less than half the distance from the Earth to the sun.
 
The final weirdness was that the protoplanets weren't protoplanets at all. The object on his screen was everything you'd expect to find in a protoplanetary disk; lots of Hydrogen, some other gasses, dust, some metals but it was neither swirling around nor settled into a planet, Something, no one knew what, was holding millions of tons of what could have been an Earth like planet strung out like metal filings around a magnet. Radar showed that there was a tiny, solid dot in the middle but gave no clue as to its 
 
nature. The only instrument that was giving any indication of what could be holding the 
thing together was the gravity wave detector and the things it was saying would give any sane physicist nightmares.
 
"It has to be alien intelligence." Adler had insisted at the command meeting a few days before.
 
"How can you be so sure?" Captain Pilton had asked, gazing out of the conference room window at the dark mass in the sky, moodily lit by the blue, white star. His face bore a jagged scar from some shrapnel he'd picked up off a failed pressure container a few years before, but his voice was steady and his eyes a clear, steel blue. "There are a lot of natural phenomena that produce orderly patterns, spontaneous alignments in crystals for example."
 
Alder rubbed the back of his hand against the stubble on his chin. This was really just rhetorical. Once Pilton got curious about something, you investigated. He'd been selected to captain a science vessel in deep space because he was naturally curious and now, twice a far from Earth as any previous ship, he showed no signs of letting up. Alder sighed and had a go anyway. "Sure, nature produces a diamond every now and then, but these masses are two orders more complex. One, there's no known force that could be holding so much mass in those weird knots. Two, nature doesn't send 914 objects on a course that will randomly form two almost identical gas giants. It has to be alien intelligence."
 
"I confused." The voice was Tallen, the stocky, usually grouchy, chief of security. "I thought the two planets weren't going to form for hundreds of thousands of years."
 
"Right." Alder agreed. “though it appears the some of the larger masses may be smaller masses that have already intercepted each other.
 
"Then how long have these balls been floating around?"
 
Alder licked his lips. "This is all new science, but it looks as if these masses started forming almost 1.2 million years ago."
 
There was a silence in the room. "You're suggesting that an alien life form visited this star system more than a million years ago and rearranged it so that it would form gas giant planets eons later?" The question came from Wei, the ship's chief systems officer.
 
"Yes." Alder sighed. "Yes. That's what I'm suggesting."
 
The silence returned. Everyone glanced at the Captain as he stared out at Mass 17 as if he could discern his secrets with his piercing stare. He was slightly heavy set and his eyes sat deeply in his smooth skin. "All right." He said finally, "We're an exploration ship. Let's explore. Martin," he spoke to the ship's pilot, "you say you can fly the scout through the dust?"
 
"Yes, Captain. The cloud is massive but not dense. We should be able to fly all the way to the object in the middle. We should be able to get a good look anyway."
 
A good look? Alder glanced at the life support readouts on Martin and the two crew members who'd flown into Mass 17 with him. None of their displays showed any activity. Whatever it was they were looking at was playing merry hob with their radio transmitters. He'd heard no word for more than two hours. He was tapping the screen again when he was interrupted by a hissing noise.
 
Switching to another screen he slid up a control and was pleased to see Martin's face. "Lance One to Dust. Lance One to Dust."
 
"This is Dust. Go ahead." Alder said. Out of the corner of his eye he could see the life support readouts for the crew coming on one by one.
 
"Yeah. We're on the surface. There's a lot of static electricity in the cloud. It blanked us out. I've switched to the microwave transmitter. It doesn't seem to be effected by the storm."
 
Alder rubbed his chin with the back of his hand nervously. Although he was deep in the science station at the base of the ship, he knew Pilton and the others were watching from the bridge. “Surface? What surface?”
 
“We're down on the central object. It's got half a G worth of gravity.”
 
"Half a G on an object that small? It's not possible.”
 
“Yeah, I know.” Martin agreed. “But here we are.”
 
“I'm not getting any data on this line. Do you have a visual feed for me?"
 
"Better than that." Martin grinned. "I've got the ring on my helmet going. You're going to want your mask."
 
"You can see something?" The sensors on Lance One had started reporting in but the data Alder was getting didn't make much sense.
 
"Just put on your mask." Martin grinned again.
 
Reaching to his right, Alder grabbed a visor/headset and slipped it over his graying temples. Immediately he was greeted by a 360 degree view of the inside of Lance One's cockpit thanks to a dozen tiny cameras in a ring around Martin's helmet. He looked around. "Very nice." He said. He'd years before gotten used to the idea that he could “see” out the back of Martin's head.
 
"Yeah. Just wait. Jinx and Pakerson are already inside."
 
"Inside?"
 
"Yeah, inside." Alder waited while Martin made his way through the Lance's air lock. His brow furrowed when Martin emerged into the strange space beyond.
 
"What am I looking at?" He asked peering around in the gloom. The scene was dark, lit only by the Lance's landing lights.
 
"I'm not sure." Martin's heavy breathing came over the line with his voice. "We landed on a surface, some kind of weird polymer. Pakerson did a reading. I don't know what
 
she saw but it sure turned her on. Whatever this thing is, it isn't nearly big enough to justify a half-g. I flew all the way around it before we landed. The diameter is just over two Kilometers."
 
"Around? It's a sphere?"
 
"It's a sphere all right with regular bumps and openings. Check this out."
 
The screen went blurry as Martin swung around and dipped suddenly below the surface.
 
"Are you getting this?" Alder asked the bridge while waiting for the image to clear.
 
"Roger." Came Pilton's breathless reply.
 
"Okay. So I'm sliding down the wall of this sort of canyon. The sphere is full of them. We saw several from orbit. I think they must be some kind of wave guide or something because the gravity is stronger here. I'm experiencing almost a full-G right now pulling me toward the sides of the canyon and also down. I'll be able to stand again when the canyon turns slightly at about 300 meters."
 
Gravity wave guides? It was beyond human technology but Alder could imagine it at least. "Roger. Where does it lead?"
 
"Almost there. I'm back on my feet. It's as if I'm stumbling down a steep incline."
 
From inside the virtual mask, Alder almost felt as if he were traveling down the deep canyon with Martin. He could just make out the canyon rim high above him and was dazzled by the rhythmic texture on the walls as Martin's lights played around. He found himself matching the rhythm of Martin's breathing. 
 
“Do you remember that hike we took through that Keyhole canyon on Gayson?” Martin asked.
 
“Yeah sure.” Alder agreed. “Binary star system, real water vapor clouds, blinding 
swarms of alien bugs. It was beautiful. Made me wish we had dates with us.”
 
“Come on princess.” Martin chided. “You know, you'd been working for months to get a little alone time with me.”  
 
Alder snorted. “I should have left you with the bugs. They were the one's trying to get into your environment suit.”
 
Martin laughed. “There is one thing that could have made that hike better. It could have ended in a sight like this.”
 
Alder gasped when the space in front of Martin opened suddenly. The walls vanished and he found himself staring around a vast, round room. Dozens of openings like the ones that Martin had just come out of appeared at regular intervals around the circumference as far as the three crew member's feeble lights were able to illuminate. It was what was in the vast space that his mind refused to comprehend.
 
"How big is it?" He finally managed to ask.
 
"We measure it at 93.6 meters to a side and it's perfectly smooth." Pakerson broke in, glancing over her shoulder from where she and Jinx were setting up equipment. 
 
"Exactly square?"
 
"Exactly. Each plane 93.6 meters." Pakerson's calm voice hid any excitement.
 
"A perfect cube inside a sphere. That's intelligence." Alder mused, staring through the helmet at the vast, silver black object thousands of miles from him. "What's holding it up?"
 
"We kind of think it is up." Martin chimed back in. "We think it's generating those nuts gravity waves we've been reading. There's a rhythm to its energy output. Up down every few tenths of a second and the gravity in here is funky. I'm at half a G now pointed toward my feet but Pakerson and Jinx are almost neutral. It's like there are 
 
gravity wave forms around the room."
 
Alder's brain spun. For a second he was caught in the vertigo of the huge room his crew mates were in. 
"All right. Uhh. What sort of energy signals are you getting?"
 
"Not much." Pakerson answered. "There's some low level electrical output but we can't detect whatever is generating the gravity...other than the fact that we're experiencing gravity. Jinx has almost got the sensor array online."
 
Breathless moments passed while Jinx and Pakerson worked with the scientific instrument and the massive cube hung in front of them. Finally, a light turned green and the machine flared to life. 
 
"Okay." Pakerson started narrating. "Radar is unable to pierce the object. Looks like we've got a surface of some kind of ceramic, but we do detect some energy sources inside, very faint. We'll have to take a closer look later at a higher power setting. There's a little bit of gas in here with us. Just traces of Oxygen and Hydrogen.”
 
The video on Alder's mask shuddered slightly. "What was that?"
 
"I don't know." Martin's voice shot back. "The whole place just gave a little shake."
 
"Do you think they heard us?" Jinx laughed nervously.
 
"We've got changes." Pakerson reported, her spacesuited frame bent over the sensor. "An electrical current just ran over the surface of the cube. Small, a few microvolts, but the surface is heating."
 
"Heating? How?"
 
"Ummm." Pakerson seemed confused.
 
"There's a chemical reaction taking place." Jinx jumped in. "Just a sec."
 
"Look up." Alder ordered. "Martin, look up at the cube."
 
Martin complied, his lights playing on the shadowy form. "Hey, I think they did hear us. The surface is changing, just a little. Can you guys see it? It's like a texture is forming or...wait, it's getting wet."
 
"Surface temperature climbing. Oh.” Pakerson gasped. “A power source just activated inside the cube. Maybe 20 volts. Chemical battery maybe.”
 
“What chemicals are active at these temperatures?” Jinx mused back.
 
"What do you mean wet?" Alder asked. “It's 100 degrees below freezing in there.”
 
"I'm going to get closer." Martin's cameras bobbed and weaved as he made his way through the strange gravity. "It may just be the optics but the surface looked dry a minute ago and now it looks wet."
 
"Be careful." Alder said pointlessly.
 
Martin grunted as he struggled through the lumpy gravity to get closer to the nearest point of the cube. "Is there any water vapor?"
 
"No." Came Pakerson's tense reply. "But the Oxygen level is rising. Also, some other trace gasses. Surface temperature up 10k from initial readings."
 
Martin's lights were playing up and down the surface of the cube from about a meter away. "It really looks wet you guys. Are you seeing this?"
 
Alder grunted. "Yes. The reflectivity has changed. Look around. Are there any other changes in the cube?"
 
"Hey yeah." Martin's lights moved down to the finely formed point of the cube. "There's a drop forming here."
 
As Alder watched, a single drop, black in Martin's lights, fell off the point of the cube and drifted lazily down to the surface of the sphere below where it vanished in the glare.
 
"This is tunneling." Pakerson announced.
 
Several half remembered papers on low temperature chemistry bustled into Alder's mind. “Tunneling?  Are you sure?”
 
“It has to be. There are several processes happening here one of which is chlorination of ammonia.”
 
"It is waking up." Alder muttered to himself.
 
"Uh guys?"
 
“Okay Pakerson, I need this data. Can you ask the sensor array to pass data to you suit. That should get the data sent here.”
 
"Guys!" Martin's voice interrupted.
 
Glancing up, Alder gasped. Thousands of mile away but seemingly right before him, Martin's left hand was in the lights. A tiny dot of the black liquid was hissing and writhing on his fingertip like water on hot grease. Images flashed before Alder's mind. The incident on solar Comet 2196 A. A University of Mars researcher's self replicating nano-bots had gone amok and replicated the entire comet out of existence in a matter of hours.
 
"Martin, get that off your finger now! You're boiling it with your lights!"  It was too late. With a hiss and a squeal, the nanobots ate through the outer layer of Martin's suit.
 
“What the hell man?” 
 
“Don't hold your breath!” Pakerson shouted. “Let the suit adjust to the pressure loss.”
 
“Get it off your finger!” Alder shouted. “You're too hot.” 
 
“I'm too hot? What?” 
 
“Just do it!” 
 
Martin cursed, flung himself down, and began scraping his hand back and forth furiously on the wall of the sphere.
 
“Turn everything on his suit off.” Alder ordered Pakerson and Jinx who were bounding up behind Martin in the low gravity.
 
“Why?” Jinx asked.
 
“Those are self-replicating nanobots. The hotter they get, the faster they eat.” Cool him off.
 
The squeal from Martin's suit was growing and he grunted in pain. “My ears.”
 
“Just don't hold your breath.” Pakerson demanded, trying to grab his swinging arm. “Let the suit adjust.”
 
“I've got an emergency bubble.” Jinx offered, pulling at the belt on his spacesuit. “Get him to hold still.”
 
“Forget the emergency bubble.” Alder barked. “We've got to get it off of him first.”
 
“It hurts.” Martin complained.
 
“Just keep breathing.  Your ears will adjust.”
 
“No.” Martin protested. “My finger. My finger hurts.”
 
Pakerson held Martin's hand up into the light. The drop was gone replaced by a hissing
hole in the index finger of the suit. As they watched, thin jets of red, frozen instantly by the extreme cold began jetting out with the gas from inside.
 
“Hold him still.” Jinx demanded.
 
“No!” Alder yelled. He swung his head to the right. “Computer!” He yelled. “Priority voice authorization. Alder Samuel C. Respond.”
 
“Lieutenant Commander Alder Samuel C, priority authorized.” The computer responded emotionlessly.
 
“Sam, what are you doing?” Pilton's voice jumped on the line.
 
Alder ignored him. “Computer. This is a level One biological emergency. Subject Martin Caleb A. is infected with a pathogen type seven, type three, possibly type nine. Confirm.”
 
The computer began reciting the information back but Alder spoke over it. “Officers Pakerson and Jinx, subject Martin, Caleb A is a level one biological threat as is your environment.” Red lights began flashing around the science bay.” You are to exit the area immediately. Repeat evacuate immediately.”
 
“What? And just leave him?” Jinx asked.
 
“Fuck that.” Came Pakerson's reply.
 
“What the hell Sam?” Martin asked, his voice squealing as the suit struggled to keep up with growing gas leak in his hand. 
 
“I'm, I'm sorry. Pakerson and Jinx you are ordered to leave now.”
 
“No way. I'm not leaving him.” Jinx knelt over Martin the plastic emergency bubble in his hands.
 
“Carol.” Alder, plead to Pakerson. “Carol, you need to look up now.”
 
As Pakerson turned, her lights moved up into the nightmare Alder knew she would see. The surface of the cube had dissolved, turning in only a few seconds into a writhing, swirling cloud.
 
“What the...?” She gasped. “What is it?”
 
“Just run!” Alder begged. “Just run!”
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