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From the Editor
by J eff Georg eson

B

ack in the old times (yes, those early 00s when broadband was
at least better than dialup and phones were no smarter than
bricks), Penumbric would, once a year, have an issue including only
the work of its contributors—that is, no interviews, no article, just
stories, poems, and art. Back then, admittedly, the art was a bit
scarce, but there was more than enough prose to go round. (Plus the
magazine was quite a bit shorter lol)
I’ve decided to revive this tradition, both to feature more works and,
admittedly, to give myself a little recharge time after reintroducing
myself to writing articles and doing interviews. This also opens up
just a bit more space for acceptances, which I’m mindful of as we’re
reopening for prose submissions 15 June. More on that in a minute.
So what’s in this issue? Is there a theme?
If you’ve looked at the cover you’ll probably know that, whilst there
isn’t an article or interview tying things together, we’re featuring a
plethora of works that reminded us, in some fashion or other, of
“classic” science fiction, but with today’s sensibilities. Which, when I
first was thinking of “classic,” seemed an easy thing to define … I
mean, spaceships and aliens and invasions of Earth and funky
futures, right? But then, that really still covers much of science
fiction generally. So what specifically made “classic” science fiction
classic?
I guess by “classic” I mean very roughly the Golden Age of scifi, that
time when the stories were more about the science and less about the
people that used it, but that feels both a little unfair (I mean, those
stories did in fact have characters) and a little restrictive, as I don’t
mean only those works published prior to, say, 1959. I guess my idea
of classic scifi is based on a very generalized idea of how the stories

progressed. It’s sort of like how I felt about Star Wars and Star Trek
when I was a child. (Oh yes, I’m going there … but mind you, I like
both, with reservations.)
The first Star Wars felt to me an epic adventure film; it was full of
action and stuff happening, but not deep into character development.
Luke Skywalker follows the prototypical Hero’s Journey, from zero
to hero, and most of the people he encounters are merely bit players
in this: the wise old man, the princess, the rogue, etc. It wasn’t deeply
political, it wasn’t deep into character development. (Now, later Star
Wars filmswith some glaring exceptionsare much more than this;
I’m talking from the perspective of 1977, when there was just the
one.)
Star Trek, on the other hand, seemed like it was as much about the
various characters as anything else. Even characters not in the “top
three” could be developed; Sulu, Uhura, Chekov, and others all had
at least some episodes that developed their characters. And the show
delved into political and philosophical issues as well—albeit
sometimes ridiculously (“Yangs” and “Coms,” anyone?).
This is, of course, apples and oranges—a film doesn’t have the time
that a TV series has, and regardless a lot changed for these franchises
as time went on. Star Wars as a franchise, after some hiccups, has
gone on to have a lot more depth to its world and characters; Star
Trek, after some hiccups, has also more deeply developed. In fact, a
better comparison would be either of these franchises to itself over
time; e.g., Star Trek went from a more action and political
commentaryoriented series to a much more philosophical and even
more characterbased series in Next Generation, continuing to morph
through to Discovery (even while, oddly, replaying its own history, in
some ways rewriting itself and “updating” the original characters to
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make them fit with modern sensibilities). But that would be getting
into an entire set of essays …
What makes the works in this issue of Penumbric “neoclassic”?
They had this feel to us (OK, to me in particular) of the oldtime scifi,
of planets and worlds that could have been wrought by Asimov,
Heinlein, LeGuin and the like, but while the settings could have been
oldschool, the characters, the people and notpeople who inhabit
them, felt more developed, more real, more … now? We have
journeys through space (and character) in Laura J. Campbell’s
“Sycamore” and Peter J. King’s “Homecoming”; if you prefer to stay
on one planet (or space station), try “If You Lead an Earthling to
Water, Who Gets to Drink?” by Mary Jo Rabe, “Ruins on Korkhan”
by Jennifer Crow, “Peter O’Toole” by Monica Joyce Evans, “Triage”
by Margaret Karmazin, and “Form Follows Function” by Gustavo
Bondoni. If your preferred planet is (what might be) Earth, go for
Nathan Ahlgrim’s “A Seed Crystal of Control,” Laurence Klavan’s
“The Freelancer,” and Joe Giordano’s “Sibyl NIghtengale.” We look
at planetary/cosmic mysteries with Christina Sng in “The Eternal
Fire” and Mary Soon Lee in “How to Mourn Kepler’s Supernova,”
and we reposition our pointofview in Graham J. Darling’s “Jon
Carver of Barzoon, You Misunderstood.” We get strange with John
Grey’s “A Day in the Life of a Human Guinea Pig,” and we look
forward to our next issue with M.C. Childs’ “Dear Post Master
General of the Noosphere” (which is not exactly science fiction).
Our art this month follows a similar arc: We journey through the
cosmos with Novyl the Mysterious’ Cosmic Dance Aeternum, dance
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around the planets in Carl Scharwath’s Oumuamua, head
frighteningly close to the sun in Elby Rogers’ Next Stop, the Sun,
have a drink in Desmond Rhae’s Pastoral and a lunch break in
toeken’s Lunch 2032 (Recharge), and move out to contemplate the
universe again in Marge Simon’s ad astra. Simon’s work is also
featured on our cover this month, with Tomorrow’s Architect
dreaming up some of these fantastic worlds.
Jesper Nordqvist continues to take us into the cyberpunky world of
Mondo Mecho, whilst T. Motley whisks us through the everchanging
landscapes of The Road to Golgonooza in its penultimate episode.
After all that travelling, next issue will be a chance for us to just get
our heads round it all (and we’ll have another really cool interview!).
And, for those looking to future themes (say, for submission purposes
wink wink), in October we examine cyberpunk for the first time since
the early 2000s, and beyond that we’ll talk about virtual idols, art,
and even possibly the use of AI in music (did you know Eurovision
has an AI song contest?). We’re also hoping to see more fantasy in
our inbasket, and of course we’ll be going back to horror because,
well, we do that!
But for now … enjoy this issue! And be well!
Jeff Georgeson
Managing Editor
Penumbric

Sycamore
by Lau ra J. Cam pbel l

G

o here,” Sahlynn Slan ordered, pulling her brother into the door of
K’cir’s Café.

“Here is not a good place,” Dr. Trition Slan objected.

“Okay,” Trition acquiesced. “But we need to get to our ship very soon.
We need to get to my new job.”
He approached the bar. “Cheesechips and an orange soda for my sister,
please.”

“Here is where we should be now.”
Sahlynn looked at him with her large eyes. She had catlike elliptical
pupils, a distinguishing feature of those who had the genetic
manifestation known colloquially as Eloquence. Her ears, hidden
beneath her brown wavy hair, had points to them, like an elf. Her
cheekbones were high, her forehead broad. The Eloquent were
extremely introverted individuals, a trait associated with limited social
development. But they also possessed the ability to sense the
underlying fabric of the universe. That made them terrifying to some
people.
“A bar at a space port,” he grumbled. Not the place for his naïve little
sister.
The bartender, an android (as most space station bartenders were)
looked up at them as they entered.
Sitting near the back of the bar, a woman with long white hair and violet
eyes also noted their entrance. As did the android bouncer and a
number of unsavory looking men sitting at a table near the woman.

“And you?” the bartender, bearing a badge that identified him as
‘Horse,’ asked.
“Wine. Pinot Noir.”
“A glass?”
“The bottle.” Trition placed a credit coin on the bar.
“You strike me more as an aged scotch man,” the bartender said, getting
their order together. “I have a bottle of rare Thian Whiskey open.”
“I don’t like drinking from opened bottles in space port bars,” Trition
said.
“I find that somewhat offensive. I run a clean shop. No watering down
or slipping a mickey in the beverages. We aren’t that kind of
establishment.”
“No offense to you. I have to make sure that I can take care of my
sister.”

Trition distrusted their instant notoriety. “Here looks bad. Very bad.”
Sahlynn sat down. “Snacks and a soda,” she commanded. She looked at
the woman across the bar. The woman looked away.

Horse looked at Sahlynn. He consulted his internal databank of
knowledge. “She has Eloquence. They stay youthful and are extremely
introverted. They are called the ‘blessed,’ because they reportedly have
p sfm J u n e 2 k2 1
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the ability to see things we can’t. Not many of the blessed born due to
their perceived ‘imperfections.’”
“Sahlynn is perfect,” Trition replied. “I’m glad my parents chose to
have her, even with Eloquence. She doesn’t need any medications. She
is selfsufficient. She is love.”
“All babies with Eloquence are mandatorily aborted on Earth. Earth
wants everyone to be – how do they put it? – Functional. You have to be
on colony to bear a blessed one. Which colony are you from? You do
not look Martian. My guess would be Triton or Enceladus.”
“Enceladus.”
“A Herschel Project colony. A live free or die philosophy.”
“We Enceladans live free,” Trition noted. “We’re not into death.”

completed, I was an android with no name. So, he named me ‘Horse.’”
The men sitting at the far table began to move. They encircled the
woman with long white hair and violet eyes. She was trying to ignore
them. They became violently adamant that she leave the bar with them.
Horse noted the brewing confrontation; he looked to the bar’s bouncer.
The bouncer was already assessing the situation.
The men circling the young woman became much more aggressive
towards her. One abruptly pushed her shoulder with significant force;
another tryed to restrain her. Trition discreetly pulled a small globe out
of his jacket pocket. The globe glowed a deep oceanic blue.
Before Horse could gesture to the bouncer, one of the young men
pulled out a pistol. The weapon was old fashioned, the type armed with
bullets. “You’re just as good to us dead or alive,” the man said, aiming
the gun at the woman’s head.

“Hence your sister lives,” Horse noted.
The young man began to squeeze the trigger.
Trition looked at Sahlynn, who was immersed in her own world.
Horse took her a bowl of crispy treats and the bubbling soda, just to get
a close look at her. To acquire data to put in his files. He might never see
another like her ever again.
“You don’t seem to be planning to stay on Selenium Station long,”
Horse observed.

A wave of blue light erupted from the deepblue globe in Trition’s
hands, instantly flooding the bar in powerful illumination.
The bullet fired from the gun clattered to the floor, stopped in midflight.
The man with the pistol reacted with violent frustration.
Trition was now his immediate target.

“I’m a veterinary biologist, on my way to the Zoological Conservatory
at Eiko.”
“You’re a zookeeper?”
“Yes.” He looked at the bartender’s nametag. “How did you get your
name?”

The man aimed the gun at Trition.
The woman with the white hair jumped up, tossing a grenadeshaped
object onto the floor. Thick black smoke instantly filled the bar. Trition
couldn’t see anything.
He felt a hand slide into each of his hands.

“My primary programmer was a classical music buff who liked an old
song entitled ‘A Horse with No Name.’ When my manufacture was
4 • p sfm J u n e 2 k2 1

He could see that Sahlynn was at his left side, the woman at his right.

They started to run, pulling him along with them.

“I already have passage booked on another ship.”

The woman with the white hair led, guiding them quickly into a side
alley.

“Not anymore you don’t. You helped a pirate. That’s a crime. Whatever
you had planned is now unplanned.”

“What is that thing you used to stop the bullet?” the whitehaired
woman asked.

“I’m just a zookeeper, on my way to Eiko. I didn’t want any trouble.”

“An antipoaching device,” he explained. “Designed to stop any
projectilestyle weapon. It’s integrated into my nervous system. It
works faster than any human or android can respond. I have a
surprising amount of combat training in my profession. Who are those
guys?”
“Bounty hunters,” she answered. “My name is Alira Huntoon. I’m a
pirate.”
“A pirate?” He had heard only terrible things about pirates.
“There are video recorders in that bar. You were recorded, aiding and
abetting a criminal.” Her tone was contemplative.

Alira looked at Sahlynn. “What do you see, blessed one? Am I friend or
foe?”
“Friend,” Sahlynn beamed, hugging Alira.
“I’ve never seen her do that before,” Trition said, amazed. “She usually
avoids all physical contact with anybody.”
“We need to get to the Sycamore. Now,” Alira urged. “The penalty for
piracy is death; the penalty for aiding a pirate is twentytolife. You
have one moment, Dr. Slan, to choose between berths on a pirate ship or
spending your life locked in an eightbysix foot cell on an ice planet.
Who will help your sister then?”
*

“Then you must help us now,” Sahlynn commanded Alira. She honed
her catlike gaze on the pirate.
“Sahlynn!” Trition exclaimed. Demanding anything of a pirate could
be very dangerous. “Please excuse my sister. She meant nothing by it.”
Alira looked at Sahlynn inquisitively. “It’s a collective world, isn’t it?
The one she lives in? All those with Eloquence – they share the same
weird unseen space?”
“You are familiar with Eloquence?”
“I have heard about it,” Alira replied. “Your sister is correct. I do owe
you. You saved my life. The ship I serve on – the Sycamore – can get
you off station. Away from any repercussions you may face here. It is
the least I can offer as repayment.”

*

*

The pirate ship was clean, bright, and very modern. Not what Trition
was expecting when he thought of a space pirate vessel. Before
boarding the vessel, he had been thinking that the ship would be made
of dirt and decaying technology, filled with the smells of liquor,
overextended mechanical oils, and human sweat.
This vessel was equipped with the latest technology. It was comfortable
and welcoming. It smelled like mintscented disinfectant and lavender.
“You mentioned trouble was following you?” a man asked, greeting
them as they boarded and secured the hatch. He was fivefootnine
inches tall, just a little on the heavy side; his hair was styled in a high
andtight haircut and he had a neatly trimmed beard and moustache.
Salt and pepper liberally sprinkled his formerly black hair. His silver
eyes looked like they were carefully poured mercury.
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The man looked at Trition and Sahlynn. “And what have we here? I’ll
assume not the trouble, since you brought them aboard.”

“I have no desire to be a gehit’s payday,” the Captain replied, turning
towards the bridge.

“Dr. Trition Slan and his sister Sahlynn. They saved my life. Jehannah
and his men – they’re here and they tried to kill me.”

Alira led the Slans into a bright whitemetal walled hallway with blue
carpeted floors and soft golden lighting. The ship’s Jolly Roger – a
white sycamore tree under which a skeleton rested and sipped from a
goblet, all against a black background – was incorporated into the décor
of the corridor wall.

“Gehit,” the man spat.
Trition didn’t know the term.
“Gehit is a Thian word,” Alira explained. “It means thosemenare
lowerthanclamshit, only it takes less syllables to say. The Captain is
partThian. Hence his silver eyes.”

“’Sycamore’ hardly seems a fearinspiring name for a pirate vessel,”
Trition noted.
“Ra!” Sahlynn blurted out, her tone effervescent.

“Captain Francis L’Arrolin,” he introduced himself.

“What?” Trition asked.

“Dr. Trition Slan,” Trition introduced himself.

“The ancient Egyptians said that two sycamores were planted at the
East Gate of Heaven,” Alira replied, knowing that Sahlynn was
practicing her second sight. “They said that Ra, the Egyptian sun god,
appeared between the sycamores every morning. Did you know that
ancient Egyptian coffins were carved from sycamore wood, and
protective sycamores were planted by the tombs of the dead? We
pirates are all adjudicated dead by the Earth courts; so our ship is
figuratively our coffin. Hence our ship’s name.”

“You save a pirate’s life. All pirates are now indebted to you, Doctor.
You and your house are forever welcome aboard all of our ships, with
nary a penny to ever be paid.” He looked at Sahlynn. “She is
Eloquent?”
“Yes, sir,” Trition replied.
“No calling me ‘sir,’ Dr. Slan,” L’Arrolin replied sternly, but with a
comforting smile that dispelled any concerns about his temper. “I work
for my living.”

“The name seems darker now,” Trition said.
“Whimsy,” Sahlynn whispered. “Pro....” her voice trailed off, as she
could not find the word she needed.

“Then likewise no calling me ‘doctor,’” Trition insisted.
“Protection,” Alira finished for her.
“Done. I did not catch your specialty, Trition?”
Sahlynn nodded enthusiastically. “Protection!” she sang the word.
“He is a zoologist,” Alira answered. “A veterinary doctor.”
“I’ve never heard her this vocal,” Trition noted.
“Well, fate favors the pirate,” the Captain replied.
“We should leave now, Sir,” Alira urged.
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“She sees many things we do not,” Alira reminded him. “Had you ever
heard of the sungod Ra before today, Trition?”

“No.”

“How did members of Earth Navy end up pirates?”

“Yet your sister recognized the connection instantly. Never discount
her gifts. God and angels are visible to her. The inward sight of the
Eloquent is without our limitations. Blessed be, sister.”

“We each have our own story. The Captain, for example, got tired of
being overlooked for every promotion he was due for. Overlooked
because he was partThian. So he made himself a Captain.”

Sahlynn smiled a knowing smile. “Blessed be.”

“You have all been sentenced?”

*

*

*

Alira met Trition outside of his quarters.

“Earth has declared death penalties over all ten of us, for the crime of
piracy,” Alira replied. “If we are ever captured, Earth Navy will
recognize our prior service by allowing us to choose the method of our
execution. They’re the good guys, after all.”

“The ship is underway in neutral space,” Alira reported.
“I didn’t even notice it take off. Is Sahlynn okay?”

The Captain was waiting for them outside of a metal door. He put his
palm against a biometric reader and the door slid into its pocket in the
wall.

Sahlynn had been given her own opulent stateroom, as if she were a
visiting dignitary aboard the ship.

The smell of animals wafted from within the room.

“Your sister is fine. Do not worry. Our ship runs silent and deep. Follow
me, please. The Captain has something to show you.”

“Of all the people to send to save us, God sent a zookeeper,” the
Captain said, gesturing into the room.

As they walked Trition saw Sahlynn sitting at a large wooden table in a
briefing room. The room was edged in soft blue lighting. Her
workspace was illuminated by a golden overhead light. Sahlynn was
coloring, using crayons to cover pages of blank paper.

As he entered the room, Trition detected motion from a large glass cage
filled with verdant foliage and a small recirculating artificial stream.

“The ship’s robot is sitting with her. It will protect her and get her
anything she needs,” Alira told him.
A small boxlike robot stood sentinel next to Sahlynn.
“How many of you are aboard?” Trition asked, as they passed the room
and continued walking.
“A crew of ten. Six are in deepsleep. Currently on duty are the Captain,
me, our navigator Veserelli, and our weapons and security officer
Iniriq. All of us except Iniriq are at least part Earthling. All of us –
except Iniriq – were Earth Navy.”

Numerous small mammals – with bodies like cats and faces like mice –
ran around inside the enclosure. Their fur was dark with blotchy white
patches; they were about 60 centimeters in length, including their
bushy 20odd centimeter tails.
“Eastern Quoll,” Trition said, recognizing the animals. “Their
population has ebbed and flowed on Earth for millennia. How can you
have these on board?”
“We are fulfilling an order from a former Uoy warlord, living on a
planet called Haven, located just inside Uoy space. He is assembling a
private zoo.”
“The Uoy are our enemy. Simply entering Uoy space is a crime. As is
p sfm J u n e 2 k2 1
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transporting Earth animals without a permit – which I will assume you
don’t have.”

Alira stopped by the room where Sahlynn sat.
Sahlynn looked up for a moment, then returned to her art.

“We are pirates, Dr. Slan. Being a pirate is not all sitting around singing
space shanties and drinking rum. Breaking Earth laws – that’s a pirate’s
job.”

Alira sat next to her. “What are you drawing?”
“Present,” Sahlynn replied.

Trition watched the little mammals play in their large cage. “They seem
healthy.”
“We were given provisions for their maintenance and instructions
regarding their care. But we aren’t animal specialists. But you – you are
a veterinarian.”
“Did you set me up to force me to come aboard?” Trition asked. He felt
suddenly targeted for his expertise.
“A legitimate question,” the Captain replied. “So I will give you a
legitimate answer: No. It was divine favor. Alira has already lit a candle
and asked Saint Sir Francis Drake to take our thanks to God, both for
her rescue from the hands of the bounty hunters and for God’s
provision of a zoologist for this journey.”
A number of the Quoll ran up to the glass, looking expectantly at
Trition.

“A present for someone? For your brother?”
“No, silly,” Sahlynn giggled. “Present. Present time.”
Alira knew how uncharacteristic it was for an Eloquent to be concerned
with the present. They existed in past and future, knowing things that
others could not know about both.
Alira looked at Sahlynn’s drawing. It was a simple landscape, with a
red heart made of stars. Clouds littered the sky. A number of the clouds
drifted down to the ground, where they formed a tall arched gate. A star
was leaving from the gate, traveling upwards.
“Is that a star?’ Alira asked, pointing to the object.
“No. Stellate. Star like.”
“Why is it going up into the sky?”

“Awww. They like you,” the Captain noted. “Welcome aboard the
Sycamore, Dr. Slan. For this trip, you are an honorary member of the
crew. Who knows, you may decide you like being a pirate. I can
promise that when we finish our missions, we do indeed indulge in
singing space shanties and drinking rum.”

Sahlynn looked directly at Alira. “To find us.”
Alira’s blood froze. She quickly exited the room, communicating with
the Captain en route. “Our problem may still be following us,” she told
him.

He left Trition with the excited furry marsupials. They looked towards a
corner of the room, where numerous boxes and barrels were neatly
stacked and labeled.

“How so?”

“Guess I may as well feed you while I’m here,” Trition sighed.

“The Eloquent one – she drew a picture of the heart nebula – the
Malotte 15 cluster in Cassiopeia. And of the Flaminian Gate on Terni
V.”

*
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*

“Terni is the bounty hunters’ home base. Giving access to Hangman’s
Fold.”

“What are you drawing?” Trition asked, sitting next to Sahlynn. He
had finished feeding the quolls and was checking on his sister.

“The Hangman’s spacefolding portals are capable of transporting
ships thousands of light years in minutes. It sprawls out in all directions,
giving the bounty hunters access to almost any point in space within
7500 light years of Terni V. That includes our present location.”

She did not reply.

“What else?”
“She drew a star leaving the gate. She said it is coming to find us,” Alira
replied. “I doubt that Sahlynn Slan has ever seen a bounty hunter
Stellaram vessel. But she knew exactly how to draw one.”
“Jehannah and his gang are coming after us to finish the job they started
on the Selenium Station.”
“We are in neutral space. They can’t attack us here.”
“Neutral space means nothing to Jehannah. He will bring our dead
bodies back and say he killed us within Earth Navy jurisdictional
boundaries. Our silent mouths will be incapable of refuting his claims,”
the Captain reminded her.

“I’m sorry I dragged you into this,” he told her.
“Destiny dragged us into this,” she replied. “God orders steps. We
walk. Sometimes, we have no idea where we are going, or why we are
walking. There are strange paths. Sometimes we have to be strange
walkers.”
“Do you like it here? On board this ship?”
“This vessel carries destiny.”
“This is a pirate ship, Sahlynn,” he said. He leaned in close, conscious
of the robot in the room. “These people are criminals. They do bad
things sometimes. Do you understand?”
“We all do bad things sometimes.”
She began drawing verdant foliage, rejoicing in the variety of shades of
green supplied by the crayon box.

“Do we go to battle stations?”
“No. That might upset the Eloquent one. Give her whatever supplies
she needs. See what else she draws. For now, she is our early warning
system. Where is Dr. Slan?”
“He is the proud new papa of a dozen Eastern Quoll. He has his hands
full,” Alira added. “We are three hours out from Haven. We will be at
the Euphrates space fold in about thirty minutes. Once we have entered
the Euphrates, we’ll be safe.”
“Jehannah can use the Hangman’s Fold to get to our position in twenty
minutes,” the Captain calculated. “Time is on their side.”
*

*

*

“Have I done bad things?”
She began to draw little blotches of black and dark brown at the base of
the foliage. “Sometimes good and bad. To know which, you have to
know what you are doing and why you are doing it.”
“I wanted to save Alira from those men, back at the Station. I only saw
men who wanted to hurt her. Was that the right thing to do?”
“It was. Do not tire of doing right things, Trition. Mama told us that.”
“For in due season we will reap goodness,” he remembered. “I think it
was difficult for her, raising us on Enceladus. Especially after Dad
died.”
“Difficult because of me,” Sahlynn said sadly.
p sfm J u n e 2 k2 1
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“The only ‘because’ of you is good things. Momma loved you. Daddy
loved you. I love you. Never doubt that.” He hugged her. “You are
blessed. We are blessed to be around you.”

Sahlynn said nothing, retreating again into her quiet private world.

Sahlynn was adding white blotches to the little animals she was
drawing. They had mouselike faces and furry tails.

He sat next to his sister. She was silent and motionless. Then she turned
to him abruptly, sudden fire in her eyes. “You are needed on the
bridge.”

“Those are Eastern Quoll,” he recognized, not surprised she knew to
draw that specific animal here and now. “Do you want to see some real
ones?”

Trition gently picked up the Quoll and placed it back into the enclosure.

“Why?” he asked.
“Do not question. Go.”

“I was wondering when you would let me.”
He nodded, urged on by the stern seriousness in her catlike eyes.
“Come with me.”
*

*

*

He led her down to the animal room, where the quolls scampered about
in their enclosure. They clamored to the glass to greet the zoologist and
his sister.

“Three Stellaram,” the Captain said, gesturing to a projected screen that
indicated the location of Jehannah and his cohorts.

“Cuties!” she exclaimed.

Alira sat at her station on the Sycamore’s bridge.

Trition went to a small doorway and coaxed one of the marsupials
towards him. He gently scooped it up and closed the door. He sat next to
Sahlynn on a small bench in the room.

There were two other crewmembers manning the bridge, their
helmsman and navigator Veserelli Zea’nati and their weapons expert
Iniriq “Iri” Xeegrey. Veserelli was concentrating on evading the
attackers; his amber eyes were intent upon the threedimensional
images of three starshaped ships following them.

“You can pet it if you like,” he told her. He was not overly concerned
with the marsupial’s predatory nature; it was well documented that no
animal of any species had ever attacked an Eloquent. The Eloquent had
a calming effect on even the most vicious, frightened, or hungered of
creatures. The only creature an Eloquent needed to fear was a non
Eloquent human.
Sahlynn gently ran her fingers along the back of the animal.
“We’ll be okay. All of us. Even these.” Sahlynn nodded to the Quoll.
The Quoll and Sahlynn looked at each other. The Quoll stood up on its
hind legs and sniffed her.
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Iniriq was without gender; when necessary, Iniriq preferred the
pronoun ‘she,’ although it was merely a formality. Iniriq was from a
planet called Gauge; their appearance was similar to human, with short
black hair, gray eyes, and androgynous features.
Iniriq was focusing an external artillery piece on the closest of the
incoming vessels, named the Guinevere; Iri was a very good shot.
Jehannah and his gang knew that.
“You’re on Gun Three, Alira,” Captain L’Arrolin ordered. “Aim on the
second Stellaram, the Lancelot. The third ship, the Merlin, is my target.
Veserelli – evasive maneuvers.”

“Aye, captain,” Veserelli said, manipulating the ship into an
unpredictable course.

on the enemy vessel. Time for her fire in 18.5 seconds. It was a very
narrow window.

“Guinevere is in my sights,” Iniriq confirmed.

Fifteen seconds passed. There was a wave of energy that moved
unfettered in all directions through space as the Guinevere was
destroyed. “The drone is done,” Iniriq announced. “Alira, Captain –
you’re on.”

“The Guinevere is an armed drone,” Veserelli reported, looking at data
streaming across the displays in front of him. “Designed to draw our
initial fire – it is quite capable of taking us out, but in forcing the
Guinevere to be our first target, the Lancelot will have time to position
itself to attack our portside, while the Merlin pivots to attack us from
the rear. They are betting that we can’t take out all three of them in the
slim window we have to strike. The odds are in their favor.”

Alira aimed, anticipating the movement of the Lancelot into her sights.
Abruptly, the Lancelot stopped moving.
“It stopped,” Alira announced. “Just outside of range.”

“The Merlin is Jehannah’s ship,” Alira noted. “I have unfinished
business with him.”
“Which is why the Merlin is my business,” the Captain ordered.
“Lancelot is yours.”
“Guinevere entering weapons range,” Veserelli announced. “I’m
giving you preferential firing field, Iri. Three, two, one ...”
The stellateshaped Guinevere sent out a barrage of fastmoving hull
breeching rounds aimed at the Sycamore.
Iniriq focused their weapon and fired, sending out counterrounds to
stop the hullbreeching shots before the mines extracted their lethal
damage on the Sycamore.
Iri then directed an explosive round towards the Guinevere. Multiple
protective devices accompanied the explosive, intended to prevent the
Guinevere’s counterweaponry from destroying the detonating bomb
before it reached its target.
Alira watched nervously, as the Lancelot and the Merlin swept by,
positioning themselves for a dualheaded attack. A countdown started
on her displays: Twenty seconds until the Lancelot would have direct
firing sight at the Sycamore, and thirty seconds for the Merlin. Her own
weapons would be locked in on the Lancelot as she sighted properly in

“Our range or its range?” L’Arrolin asked.
“Both,” she reported.
“The Merlin is right behind us!” Veserelli exclaimed. The enemy vessel
had used the precious few seconds earned by the Lancelot’s sudden and
distracting stop to accelerate its attack.
“The Merlin has a lock on us!” Alira exclaimed.
L’Arrolin fired, knowing the shot was a desperate attempt and could not
impact the Merlin in time. The round exploded far short of inflicting
any damage on the enemy.
“They have us dead in their sights,” Veserelli declared grimly.
“Fellows, it’s been nice to know ya ...”
Then there was another wave of energy: An unexpected wave. The
Sycamore jostled.
The Merlin exploded, then imploded, without any immediate
explanation. A weapon fired from the Sycamore had breathed death
into the starshaped vessel.
“What the?” L’Arrolin asked, not understanding how the Merlin had
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just been destroyed.

“Long enough,” she answered, as her brother hugged her.

“Take the Lancelot out now!” Trition exclaimed, as he stood over an
open weapons console.

“The Slans are Sycamore,” Iniriq noted, facing Captain L’Arrolin.
“Their lack of intent to become pirates is irrelevant at this point. As you
mentioned, Jehannah tried to kill us twice in one day; Dr. Slan stopped
him twice in one day. Indeed, thanks to Dr. Slan, Jehannah will stalk us
no more. Dr. Slan is now my favorite pirate. Protect them, Captain.”

Alira fired her weapon on his word.
The round she fired destroyed the Lancelot.
The crew sat in silence for a moment, acutely aware that they had
narrowly escaped death.
L’Arrolin looked at Trition. “I didn’t even notice you come on the
bridge. But thank God you did. Where did a zoologist learn to fire like
that?”

“I intend to protect them,” L’Arrolin promised. “Hopefully at least as
well as they have protected us.”
Sahlynn walked with a steady, almost regal, gait towards Alira. She
stood before Alira and placed her hand on Alira’s heart. “We are safe,
sister,” she said.
“I know,” Alira replied. “Thanks to you.”

“Antipoaching training,” Trition replied.
“I wasn’t speaking to you,” Sahlynn answered.
“That was impressive marksmanship,” Veserelli noted. “You’re not a
Naval agent, sent here to bring us in, are you, Mister Slan?”

Alira’s brow crumpled into an expression of shock and grief.

“First, it’s Doctor Slan,” Trition replied. “Second, no, I’m not a Naval
agent. And third – you learn to defend yourself and your kin when you
live on a colony. Especially when your kin is Eloquent.”

“Tell them,” Sahlynn commanded Alira. “Tell them why you quit Earth
Navy. None of them know. Time to tell.” Sahlynn stood resolute, an
imperceptible font of energy feeding power into her being.

“Even if he were a Naval agent,” L’Arrolin noted, “he just destroyed a
bountyhunter’s ship to save a pirate ship and crew. That makes him a
hostile agent now. Hostis humani generis. Latin for ‘enemy of
mankind,’ so you understand the term, Dr. Slan. You’re officially crew
now.”

Alira was compelled to comply. “I am umpteenth generation Navy,”
she began. “My family’s Naval heritage goes back through Earth Navy,
Alliance Navy, American Navy, Confederate Navy, American Navy,
British Navy, Roman Navy, Greek Navy, Phoenician Navy. The Sea
Peoples, if you believe the family lore. I think my bloodline crawled out
of the deep blue sea and instantly regretted the decision. My mother
was Earth Navy. She became pregnant while she was a junior officer;
her husband, my father, was a Thian intergalactic admiralty law
specialist.”

“Your sister Sahlynn was the one who tipped us off to the bounty
hunters’ pursuit,” Alira added. “That makes her crew, too.”
“Crew,” a soft female voice said from the entry to the bridge.

“Go on,” Sahlynn ordered.
“Sahlynn!” Trition said, rushing towards her. “How long have you been
here?”
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“My mother was pregnant with twins. When I grew up they told me that
my twin had died in utero.”

“I’m sorry,” Trition offered.

“We need to warn them,” Iri stated.

The rest of the crew sat in reverent silence.

“They will not listen to the premonitions of pirates and Eloquent,”
Sahlynn said, her tone laced with finality. “But the planet you serve,
Haven, is a warlord’s reconciliation to the universe. He was compelled
to create a sanctuary as penance for his past. This ship is needed. To
smuggle those about to die to life. You had it wrong, Alira. This
Sycamore is not the guardian of the tomb. This Sycamore is the
guardian of the cradle.”

“When I was commissioned and assigned to my first ship, they gave me
an extraintensive physical examination,” Alira continued. “More
detailed than the examination of any of my shipmates. It was like they
were looking for something. I was curious, so I snuck into the medical
officer’s quarters and stole a copy of my classified medical record.
What I found out from my records was that my twin did not die – she
was selectively aborted. On orders from Earth Navy. My twin – she was
Eloquent.”
“Tell them truth. Whole truth,” Sahlynn said.
“I still feel my twin,” Alira confessed. “In my mind. In my heart. In my
soul. In my core. There is something of her, hidden deep inside of me. I
know it. That is what the Navy was looking for. My twin’s presence,
protected inside my nonEloquent body. Who knows what they would
have done if they had found that part of her, hidden inside of me. What
experiments they may have performed on me. Becoming a pirate was a
matter of selfpreservation. I wanted nothing more to do with Earth or
Earth law. Earth law had already killed a part of me. So, I found a pirate
ship of decent reputation – this ship – and signed up.” She paused,
taking a moment to reflect. “The Eloquent know things. They have
access to power that can change the very fabric of the universe as we
know it at a moment’s notice. They scare the hell out of me – and I carry
the remnants of one of them inside my own being.”
“I heard your sister’s call to me,” Sahlynn said, placing her fingertips
on Alira’s temples. “She warned me about Eiko.”

“You say this?” the Captain asked.
“Me and Alira’s sister say this,” Sahlynn informed him. “You are a
pirate, Captain. Do pirate things. Much hope has been placed in your
disdain for Earth’s laws.”
She turned around, speaking to her brother. “You are a zoologist. Do
zoologist things. Much hope has been placed in your love of all living
creatures.”
Then Sahlynn walked away, to go and sit in quiet solitude in her
stateroom.
Trition stood next Alira, still visibly distressed from her commanded
confession. It was in his nature to comfort the living. “I’ve never seen
her interact with another Eloquent,” he said.
“Another?” Alira shook her head gently. “For them, there are no
others.”
Alira felt a part of her go to sleep inside, a deep restful sleep where the
dreams of many wove one vision.

“What about Eiko?” Trition asked.
“The Uoy will burn Eiko to the ground,” Sahlynn said. “In just a few
days. An unprovoked attack on a civilian world. The spark that will
ignite a long and terrible conflict. We would have arrived just in time to
find our graves, brother.”

And she knew why Earth feared its newest children: No matter how
mighty, the tomb could never overpower the promises of even the most
vulnerable cradle.
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Cosmic Dance
Aeternum
by N ovyl the
M ysteri ou s
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How to Mourn Kepler’s Supernova
by M ary Soon Lee

Arm or you rsel f wi th am u l ets.

G o barefoot u n d er th e n i g h t.

S can th e stars n or th of S corpi u s

wh ere Oph i u ch u s g rasps h i s sn ake.

Bu ri ed between th ose m arkers

d i re rem n an ts of d estru cti on .

Th e scars too fai n t, too far

for an y eye to pi ck th em ou t.

Yet back i n Kepl er' s pri m e,

th ey were a fi ery fu n eral pyre.

An ou tpou ri n g of g ri ef so bri g h t

i t bu rn ed th rou g h d ayl i t sky.

Look u p th erefore an d weep

for wh at was ren t asu n d er.

C al l on you r g od s to ease

th e u n bi n d i n g of a star.
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Homecoming
by Peter J. Ki ng

retu rn i n g from th e fu r th est bou n d s
of wh at ou r forebears u sed to th i n k of
as a vast can al of m i l k th at spl i t th ei r ski es
we feel an u n expected tu g g i n g at ou r h ear ts

fi rst we see th e S u n
( th e on l y on e of al l we’ ve vi si ted
th at warran ts th at i n i ti al capi tal )
th en sweepi n g past th e pl an etary orbi ts on e by on e,
we catch a g l i m pse
of Ar tem i s

U ran u s

an d m ost g l ori ou sl y S atu rn
ti l l we reach ou r l u n ar star ti n g poi n t
th e C i ty of C opern i cu s

an d from th e d u sty d om es of h om e
we g aze u p at th e sph ere from wh i ch i t al l beg an
an d yearn for an i m possi bl e retu rn
to E ar th — th at brown an d am ber g l obe
wh ose d u l l y g l owi n g su rface
we can n ever tread
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Jon Carver of Barzoon,
You Misunderstood
by Graham J. Darl i ng

J

on Carver of Barzoon, you misunderstood.

The True Love whom you met in dreams was the goddess of this
planet: pluripotent relict of a vanished race, marooned here eons
before you ever were (do not doubt her love; she was made for love).
Your crashlanding awakened her to purpose. The honeyed tongue
she thrust between your lips divided to sample your every cell; while
she cradled your broken body, you and she populated an empty
world.
Its seas were modelled on your tears, and its bogs on your bile. The
waving jungles you hacked through came from your hair; the vitreous
plains you traversed, from your fingernails; the sluggoths you battled,

from your own lymphocytes; the steeds you rode, from your heart.
The warriors you led to blood and glory were your sons, working out
their destiny; the princesses you rescued, your daughters; the
Transfederation you built by the seat of your pants, already your
family (have you not wondered why they all speak your tongue?).
The caecal dungeons in bone citadels you regularly woke in and
escaped from were hospital wards, where your eyes or limbs sliced in
ivory swordplay were switched out; here they all are, mounted and
healed, looking and waving at you, in the Museum of the Man.
The Darkened Lord against whom you strove is yourself, enthroned.
We surrendered BrainPriests are your own. Here is your crown.
Please be seated. She'll be with you in a minute.
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Oumuamua
by Carl Scharwath
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Triage
by M argaret Karm azi n

D

r. Tane WuWiltshire was, at fortyfour, one of the foremost exo
infectious disease specialists in the known galaxy. He was
beloved of many, not just for his expertise but for his person, a small,
tidy individual of Maori, Chinese, and British Australian descent,
never married and his sexuality unknown. I went to work for him on
Titan station in 2147, fresh from residency as a physician's assistant.
Getting there was no picnic; four months of cramped quarters with a
scary passenger list—mercenaries, sales reps, and CIA types—and
when we arrived, all I wanted was a long hot shower and French
fries, which I got. But then, along with my fellow freshly minted PA,
Mark Gresnor, we went right to work.
"No coddling, huh?" Mark whispered.
"You'd think they'd give us at least a good night's sleep and maybe a
look around,” I said. “I’d like to see the layout of the only humanrun
space station, so I know where everything is."
But as soon as we entered Medical, we saw why there was no time
for pleasure. In our training holo, we’d viewed this area divided into
many exam and surgical arenas, but now it was opened into a giant
octagon expanse with little rooms around the border. Our sleeping
quarters were temporarily in one of these. The entire ceiling was
made to look like a changing sky running from blue with fluffy
clouds to the wild colors of a perfect Earth sunset. The room was
filled to capacity with cots occupied by the oddest assortment of
individuals I’d ever seen except in holos. We were taken to a small
office sealed off from the main room.
"What’s going on here?” asked Mark. His redhead skin had paled to
almost pure white.

The famous Dr. WuWiltshire appeared before us, as handsome as his
photos. "Call me Dr. Tane," he told them. “And this is my mother,
Sarah WuWiltshire.”
A slim, stylish, silverhaired woman of around seventy nodded and
smiled. “I won’t take your hand,” she said. “Normal precautions and
you aren’t suited up yet.”
“Mother is visiting the station for six months,” Dr. Tane explained,
“and—”
She broke in. “Though I’m a dermatologist, I also hold a degree in
internal medicine, admittedly unused for decades, but now coming in
handy.”
Clearly something big was going on. “Um,” I said, “I hate to sound
so illinformed, but—”
“Oh, I’m sorry,” said Dr. Tane. “This only began three days ago, and
the news would not have reached your ship.”
Mark and I looked at each other.
“Go back to work, son,” said his mother. “I’ll take care of these
two.”
She led us to her office through a narrow corridor. I could hear groans
in various tones, some human and others not. One reminded me of the
rumble of elephants while another was a soft, repetitive, squeak. Dr.
WuWiltshire motioned toward the two chairs facing her desk.
"Please call me Sarah. As Tane said, this hit us three days ago. The
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other space stations are light years away,” she went on, “and
communicating with them takes days even using hyperjump. Two
ships arrived from Centauri Station, one diplomatic and the other
commercial. As soon as they landed, fifteen passengers crowded into
Medical, coughing and vomiting and some, the Durlajis, dying like
flies. We had to dispatch bodies into space without ceremony. In one
day, the disease spread to humans, Zeta Whites, and Lausti. The big
red Durlajis are the ones making the low elephantine rumble. They
are highly susceptible to disease of a viral nature. Lausti are the blue,
slender ones who make squeaking noises when in pain. Their bodies
appear delicate but are wiry strong. Nevertheless, some are helpless
against this monster of a virus.”

“You have a better chance being young,” she said. “One of our nurses
has it now and is recovering.”
“Isn’t anyone immune?” I asked.
“Yes, anyone without the same ancient ancestor.”
“What do you mean?” said Mark.
“When you entered the station, did you notice any beings that
resemble large praying mantises?”
“No,” we replied.

“Please, I don’t understand,” I said. “What is this disease and where
did it come from?” Mark was leaning forward with an intense
expression on his face. I didn’t know him well, in spite of the long
trip to the station, so wasn’t sure what he was feeling. He looked
flushed. The thought streaked through my mind—was he already
infected or just worked up?
Sarah folded her hands on her desk and appeared magnificently
composed, not a silver hair out of place. “Ten were already dead on
the Centauri ships and as they disembarked, more were falling ill. In
a panic, the Durlajis did not demand their usual ceremonies for their
dead but went along with ejecting the bodies. There were originally
fortynine alive, but as of today only nineteen remain. At this point
the Laustis succumbed, though only four to date have died. The
Zeta Whites appear to do better than anyone with only one death so
far.”
“And humans?” I asked. I immediately saw any future I had planned
go down the drain. I wished I had not come; this was an empty honor
if I never saw home again.
“Well,” she said, “we’re slower to contract it, but once we do …” she
paused and looked away. “The death rate is about fifty percent.”

She stood up and motioned to the glass door. “Over there,” she said,
discreetly pointing to an individual across the vast room who was
apparently visiting someone. “That is a Parmida. They evolved in an
entirely different genetic line than the others here. Those you see on
cots and some working as medical professionals, as different as they
may look from each other, are all distantly related to each other and
to us.”
“How do you know that?” I said.
“We’ve done genetic research on the station and submitted the studies
before this virus hit. My son will go down in history whether he
survives this or not.”
“One more thing,” she said. “We’re doing triage. This medical unit is
not big enough to handle a larger influx of the sick than you see out
there now. We can fit two more, but they’re coming in at a rate of
eight per day. We have a drug, Narid, that sometimes works on some
but not others. You understand triage, right?”
I nodded.
“Have you ever had to employ it in your personal experience?”

I know she saw my face blanch. I am of mixed race and normally tan,
but when terrified, I look like death warmed over.
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“No.”

“It’s not a pleasant thing deciding who’ll live and who’ll die.”
That was the end of our conversation. Sarah suited the three of us in
the station’s purple selfsterilizing medical suits, made of a fabric that
continually cleaned itself, and we left the protected office and entered
the fray.
There was no time for introductions to different alien types. “Hydrate
those four,” ordered Dr. Tane, as he pointed at receptacles in the floor
from which I could pull up tubes that hooked into the patient’s IV
ports. My charges were one muscular, blackhaired, redskinned
Durlaji, a blackeyed Zeta White, and two Laustis with their pale blue
coloring, torsos about as thick around as my thigh, wiry arms, long
tapering fingers and large, luminous dark eyes— beautiful creatures
once you got over your shock at seeing them. Their hair was thick
and glossy brown. This one seemed young, but who knew? I asked
Dr. Tane, “What is the age of this patient?”
He was distracted but kind enough to answer. “Maybe thirtyfive.
They live to about a hundred eighty earth years, so she is very
young.” He shook his head. “She’s not doing well.”
She? I looked closer. Was the species mammalian? I didn’t see any
breasts. The facial features were delicate. As soon as I started the
hydration, the patient gasped for air and suddenly the light went out
of her eyes. Her skin paled to gray in a matter of seconds. “Doctor!” I
yelled. The ceiling above showed happy cottony clouds dancing
across a cerulean sky.
He calmly returned, took one look, pressed something on his belt and
pulled the blanket over her face. His eyes filled with tears. I loved
him in that moment. That was the beginning.

Dr. Tane moved to my side. “You’re young to have to experience
this,” he said. “What should be a slow and exciting introduction to
different species is now a circus of pain.”
“Thank you for acknowledging my feelings.”
“I need to warn you,” he added, “it’s going to get worse. My mother
probably told you that humans are more resistant. But when they do
get it, more than half die. The death rate among the Durlajis is
seventy percent, with the Lausti twentyeight percent and the Zeta
Whites eighteen. The Parmida, of course don’t catch it.”
“Sarah said that the others are related to us.”
“I was working on that study before the plague arrived. Using reverse
genetic engineering, it appears that millions of years ago, someone
seeded many planets with life, using the same genetic code. On the
seeded planets, things progressed or did not progress at their own
speed and style. Animals and plants formed, flourished and died and
were reborn. Species evolved, looking and behaving differently but
with the same genetic base until each planet produced highly sentient
beings. We cannot naturally mate with them today but probably could
with help in the lab. Beings with this same longago genetic parent
are vulnerable to this virus, which by the way, could have been
purposely created. Time will tell.”
I returned to work, which was endless and exhausting. “They’re
deathbed confessing sins I don’t even know exist,” I whispered to
Mark, who looked exhausted. “You don’t look so good,” I added.
“There was a tear in my headgear,” he said, his voice shaky.
“Did you tell Dr. Tane?”

The Zeta White struggled to sit up. Instantly, it was apparent his
mode of communication was telepathy. He filled my head. Tell my
employers, tell my egg mates, tell my ship, what is left, that I had
every intention of achieving the goals, but now see that this will be
impossible. Tell them I meant to succeed! And then he fell back and
lost consciousness.

“I told Sarah. She helped me clean up and get into a new suit.”
“No,” I wanted to shout, but kept my mouth shut. By the next
morning, Mark was on one of the cots and by day two, dead. No one
would come to replace him. Any ships heading our way were
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instructed to turn around or float in space.

ways, Zetas are superior.”

I knew that I would contract the disease. How, I’m not certain, since I
maintained proper protocol at all times, but the fact remained that the
air in the general station would contain some virus particles no matter
how often it was filtered and cleaned, and sure enough I was soon on
my own cot drenched in sweat, coughing and vomiting. Dr. Tane
tended me personally. I now understood the others’ desires for a
deathbed plea, but it would not be needed. “You’re in the good fifty
percent,” he told me two days later when my fever broke. “You will
survive.”

“Except in morality,” I snapped.

I was weak for some time after, during which I was placed in a small,
separate area with other recovering patients. A room seven by seven
meters filled with cots arranged on either side of an aisle down the
center. On the cots were humans and aliens. Some lay motionless and
stared at the ceiling, while others talked softly to each other or sat up
brighteyed, looking for something to distract them. At first, they
didn’t have their various communication devices. They were allowed
to look at holodramas on small screens and of course wore their
translators. Next to me was a Zeta White who appeared too haughty
to speak with me.

Unfortunately, he was standing on the other side of my cot and had
overheard the whole exchange. “Perhaps, PA Rey” he said, “you are
no longer ill enough to remain in this area harassing patients. If
you’re feeling vigorous enough to engage in verbal combat, you’re
probably well enough to return to duty.”

The Durlaji on his other side and a Lausti across the aisle were sitting
up and listening to this exchange with interest. I excused my behavior
by telling myself that my goal was, in addition to entertaining myself,
to stimulate them out of lethargy. I was bored and needed my device
to entertain me. But then if I had mine, they would all get theirs,
packed full of virus particles. But if we were now immune … well,
I’d need to speak to Dr. Tane about that.

I swear the Zeta White smirked.

“If a human is part of the fifty percent who survive, we recover faster
than you do. So enjoy your boring cot.” Being nasty was strictly off
limits, but he was aggravating and I had never forgiven his race for
manipulating us for centuries.

Back at work, I asked Dr. Tane how he remained healthy. He said, “I
took a very risky chance. One of the nurses who died, I took a sample
of his infection, killed it, and injected it. It was an insane move – there
was no time to work up a proper vaccine from antibodies. It was like
the days when people put cowpox under their skin and became
immune to smallpox. My plan was to inject you and my mother with it,
but you’re now immune on your own. Once I cover this end of the
room, I will inject Sarah. I haven’t tried it on anyone else and
especially not the other species. Please go to the recovery room and
ask if the others in there know anyone of their own species still healthy
who would be interested in volunteering. If so, bring them to my office
tonight. And Jasmine, I want you to be nice to the others or they won’t
help you. I understand your dislike of Zeta Whites, but you’ll find that
many of the others are quite likeable.” He smiled, crinkling his eyes,
and I thought shit, this won’t do, my intense attraction to my boss. He
had, apparently, never succumbed to engaging in serious relationships
and there was no reason to imagine he’d start now.

“Just a minor advantage,” he replied. “Considering how in all other

I returned to the recovery room and nervously stood in the doorway.

Galled, I said, “I’m one of the medical staff. As soon as I’m up and
about, I might be attending to you.”
“Assuming,” he telepathically replied, “that you are, as you put it, up
and about before I am.”
Zeta Whites had been abducting humans for generations, though
supposedly this had stopped after intersystem agreements. They
considered us far beneath them.
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Only two other humans were in there, both of them apparently asleep.
All of the aliens were wide awake and looking at me expectantly,
except the Zeta White who was working on a device I couldn’t see,
waving his hands in the air, pointing at this and that. He must have
overcome protocol and gotten his equipment in.

were large, green, and shiny. I had an urge to touch his exoskeleton,
which covered his head and thorax (what I could see of it) but not his
arms or legs. In spite of his fearsome appearance, he gave off a
companionable vibe.
“It is,” I said. “My name is Jasmine. I’m happy to meet you.”

Adjusting my translator, I cleared my throat and made Dr. Tane’s
request. A Lausti spoke up, his voice soft and melodious, unlike his
former squeaks of misery. “I can suggest one of my mates. He is the
sort who would do this if asked.”
Did he mean “mate” in the British/Australian or the wedded sense,
and if the wedded, wouldn’t he be anxious about possibly losing his
partner?
As if he’d read my mind, he said, “Our marriage is plural. Two males
and two females. Please do not imagine that I wish to rid myself of
Slaneti. I am very happy with him in our group. But I know him well
and he would be most content to volunteer. He believes in giving of
oneself for the greater good.”
A Durlaji spoke up in his bass rumble. “My assistant will do it,” he
said. “It is his nature as well.” Quickly, four more volunteered, and I
collected the names and where to find them out in the station.

“I am Grodine,” he said. “Also am pleased to make your
acquaintance. You are very charming. You remind me of a cute
animal on our world that we adore.”
“Well, thank you,” I said. Perhaps I was akin to a kitten in their
milieu?
“May I assist you in any way?” he said, his mouth moving open and
closed horizontally.
“You can if you know your way about the station. I’m looking for
these individuals.” I opened my device and showed him the list,
which was written in several languages.
“This one is on this level,” he said. “I know his quarters and office
and in fact deal with him in business.”
“What is your business?” I asked.

Outside Medical, the station was huge. Fourteen kilometers long by
six kilometers wide with rotating sections reached by central
elevators. Carts on moving belts made travel quicker horizontally in
the different sections, along with small vehicles you could borrow.
Locators were positioned on walls at intervals, which I checked to try
and find my targets. I wore a fresh, clean medical getup and people
stared. “It is that bad?” a Parmida asked me.
It was the first time I was close to one, this immune insectoid
individual from a system farther away than any of the others. He was
over two meters tall, but his head bent straight forward, which
lowered his height some. His brownstriped cranium resembled that
of a praying mantis. His tubular arms ended in sixfingered hands,
each finger bulbous at the tip except for a pointy forefinger. His eyes

“Chocolate,” said the Parmida.
“Chocolate? Other civilizations eat it like humans?”
“Oh yes,” he said. “It has caught on quite well. My family’s business
is booming.”
The station was a busy place, teeming with inhabitants and visitors
coming and going, many of them now covered in whatever version of
protective suits their particular race used. Some of these were similar
to my medical getup.
“But where do you grow the cacao?” I asked my new friend.
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“We grow it on one of the moons of our second planet called
Mawine. It is a tropical jungle, the perfect climate.”
“Do you have samples of your product?” I asked, always up for a bite
of the delicious treat.

“A little,” she said. “But these med suits can be hot.”
“No, Mother,” he said. “They are completely temp regulated. You
know that.”
She didn’t reply.

He reached into a deep pocket and pulled out a disk wrapped in
glittery blue foil. “Enjoy,” he said.
“That is an amazing wrapper!” The surface of the foil swirled and
danced, sparkles moving every which way.
“Yes, we thought the customers would like it. It doesn’t last forever,
possibly three of your months and then the paper will look like
regular foil. It’s actually covered in semiliving organisms, harmless
of course. And they don’t eat the chocolate!” He made squeaking
noises of laughter.
“So pretty,” I said and thanked him, slipping the candy into my bag.
Grodine left me soon after and it took two hours to locate the other
people, one of whom backed out. I arranged to meet the remaining
five in Medical at 19:00. Meantime, I took the pretty piece of
chocolate out to show Dr. Tane, then forgot and left it on his desk.
That evening, he had the five volunteers along with his mother lined
up in his office. After thanking everyone, he opened a tray on which
lay five injection vials. “First, I must take your temps,” he said.
Everyone passed except one. “Mother,” said Dr. Tane, “yours is
elevated.” His voice was even, and he appeared calm but by now I
knew his minute expressions. He was uneasy. “You’re normally 36.1.”
“I’m a cold fish,” she joked. “What is it?”
He hesitated. “38,” he said.

“Please sit down and let me do the others here and we’ll return to
you.”
He checked the temps of the volunteers, the Durlaji’s being normal
for beings with a high metabolism, 38.4, and the Faustis normal for
cooler beings, 35.9. No Zeta White had volunteered, and I was glad,
as just being near one ruffled my feathers.
“I want to thank all of you,” Dr. Tane said after they had received
their vaccines. “Please come in tomorrow and I’ll check your temps
and general health. If you notice anything out of the ordinary at any
time, come right back and ask for me.”
In an aside to me, he said, “May none of them need help as we have
no more beds. And it would be foolish to inject my mother now if her
temp is elevated.”
By evening, five of the beds became empty as more bodies were shot
into space. Then they immediately filled with three Durlajis, a human
from station maintenance, and Dr. Tane’s mother. My communicator
buzzed at 3:45 AM. I was back in Medical and suited up in fifteen
minutes.
“We have three injections of Narid left,” said an ashenfaced Dr.
Tane. “It has worked best on Durlajis, possibly due to their fast
metabolism.”

She didn’t reply and her face was impassive.

He was standing two cots down from his mother’s and I knew that
though his back was turned to her, she was all he really saw. I moved
around him to go to her.

“Have you been sweating?” he asked.

Sarah’s once sleek silver hair was dark with sweat. Someone had
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pinned it off her face. Her skin was ashen and shiny, stretched over
her beautiful bones, her eyes large and black in her sunken face.

and I could develop a more personal relationship. My heart sank as I
realized this would never be.

“Hey,” she whispered when she saw me. I could see that it took her a
moment to recognize me. “Tell him to remember what I taught him.
You must stress it, make him see.”

The night wore on and there would be no sleep. The four people who
had received Dr. Tane’s vaccine checked in for his appraisal and were
well. It pleased him so much that he joked with them a bit, though I
could see he was frazzled.

I wasn’t sure what she meant.
“Maybe you should sleep for a couple of hours,” I suggested.
“That Durlaji there on the next cot. Look at him.”
“I can’t.” He looked away.
I looked.
I knew what he meant.
“He is twentyfive years old.”
“Okay?” I said, still not getting her point.
“Durlajis only live to maybe fifty. They expend a tremendous amount
of energy and use it up quickly. Even with the advanced technology
they enjoy, they have only extended their lives by about eight years.
That one there is middleaged.”

“I’ll sit up with you,” I said, “but I need something to eat.” He didn’t
object, so we went to his office to use his automat and get ourselves
sandwiches and coffee. The food was created in one of numerous
kitchens on the station and sent by tubes to various receptors.
He noticed the blue foil wrapped candy bar I had forgotten on his
desk. It almost looked like it was moving.

I was beginning to see where this was headed.

“What the hell is that?” he said, picking it up to examine it.

“And you’re only what? Seventytwo? The human life span is a
hundred and twenty. You are a dot past middle age yourself.”

“Chocolate,” I said. “I wanted to show you the wrapper. Grodine, this
Parmida I met out in the station, gave it to me. Chocolate is his
business.” I told Dr. Tane about the living foil.

“I’ve had children and seen the one I love most grow into a fabulous
physician. I’ve enjoyed marriage for a while and interesting lovers,
including a most inventive Lausti. I have traveled the earth and Mars
and to this wonderful station. I’ve lived a very full life.”

“Interesting,” he said, holding it closer. He took it over to a small lab
built into one of the walls and examined it. When he looked at me, he
was wearing a strange expression. “Do you mind if I keep it for a
while?”

“He won’t let this happen,” I said.
“If he is the professional that I think he is, he will.”
I wanted to scream. In the short time I’d known Sarah, I’d grown to
greatly admire her. We weren’t friends yet; I was definitely an
underling and knew my place. But I could sense that, given time, she

“Well, I had wanted to devour it, but you may for a short bit,” I
joked.
“We’d better get back to the patients,” he said. I knew he meant his
mother.
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She was not doing well. I stood looking down at her as she lay on her
cot shivering so hard her teeth rattled. “Can’t we do anything?” I
said.

“It’s a type of proto virus. It blends with the foil surface and makes it
literally come alive. As it does, it morphs into a real virus and guess
what virus it becomes?”

“She won’t take the injection,” he said. “She insists I give it to the
remaining Durlaji.” He hesitated. “She is actually right. Chances are
high it will help him and much lower that it would her. And like she
said, their lifespans….”

“Oh my god,” I said. “No.”

He looked away. “I love her so much. More than anyone in the
universe.”

“Wait,” I said, remembering the kindness of Grodine, who had given
me the chocolate. “Why would they want to poison their own
customers? Grodine seemed very much the businessman.”

I had a selfish moment of wishing someone, especially he, would say
such a thing about me.

“Did they do it on purpose? Knowing it would only affect non
Parmidians? We need to take this to station police.”

And then, without further ado, he took the last injection from a table
and inoculated the third Durlaji, who turned his large red face to him
and groaned.

Within the hour, the station Chief had the Parmida in his office.
Grodine dwarfed the offered chair and looked terrified, his huge eyes
rolling in his head and glistening with tears. Dr. Tane and I sat to the
side of the Chief’s desk. The offending foil was safely sealed inside a
transparent bag.

Two hours later, all three Durlajis were showing improvement and
Sarah was dead. I found Dr. Tane sitting by her cot, crying like a
child. The numerous aliens and humans in the vast room had stopped
their groaning and were silent in respect, some managing to sit up.
The other medical personnel stayed at a distance and only I
approached. I pulled up a stool and sat on the other side of Sarah’s
cot. When the moment felt right, I said, “Do you want me to take care
of things?” and he nodded yes.

“Grodine, sir,” began the Chief, an imposing man composed of solid
muscle, “are you aware that you and your fellow chocolate peddlers
may have caused the deaths of hundreds, possibly thousands, and
potentially millions? What the freaking hell were you thinking when
you designed that hideous foil wrapper? I’m wondering if you were
possibly planning this massacre in order to take over certain areas of
the known cosmos? This is maybe a matter of war on human type
species?”

We had a small ceremony and shot Sarah’s body into space. Dr. Tane
retreated to his office, putting another doctor in charge of the floor.
He motioned for me to join him.

Grodine had shrunk into a hunchedover mass of exoskeleton. His
entire body trembled violently. “No no,” he said, “oh, Lords of
Wunda, what have we done? My family and I, we invented this
amazing thing, for sure an attraction to our product, the best
chocolate in the known galaxy, and we had no idea, no idea it would
hurt anyone! It is just art, that is all!”

“She is a true hero,” I said, but he shushed me.
“Sit down. I’ve discovered something awful.” His tone scared me.
“The candy wrapper around the chocolate. What makes the design
move and look alive.”
I looked at him questioningly.
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“Your world has been contacted and I will be speaking with your
ambassadors as soon as we can connect. You’ll be watched 24/7 in a
cell after being strip searched.” He nodded to an officer standing in a
shadowed corner that I had somehow not noticed.

“And suit up your crew,” the Chief added to the officer. “Confiscate
every damn piece of that candy in the station. Keep ten samples in
isolation and shoot the rest into space.” While we watched, he sent an
allpoints bulletin to every world, station, and known ships in flight,
warning of the candy and the plague.

would be your thing.”
No, it most certainly would not be. “I had no idea,” I said. “But I
imagine he just wants a bit of a fling.”
“Gigoro is already tied to two wives.”

To Dr. Tane, he expressed his sympathies at the loss of his mother
and then said, “I hear you have a vaccine. I would like to receive that
immediately.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Really? How do you know this and what
possessed you to look into it?”

“It comes with a slight risk,” warned Dr. Tane, though by now we
knew that it worked. “But yes, I will administer it. Give me an hour.”

He didn’t answer that question until the waiter set our wine on the
table. “I looked into it because I care about you.”

After months of haggling with the Parmida world government, it was
decided that Grodine and his crew had not created the killer foil as
part of any nefarious plan. The family simply wanted to succeed in
business. Grodine and his clan, as was his world’s custom when faced
with shame, committed suicide and the chocolate business on
Mawine was taken over by another conglomerate. This made me sad.

“How, like a sister?” I said sarcastically. I had by now given up on
Tane ever seeing me other than as his close assistant.

The plague died out, partly by natural course and partly from Tane’s
vaccine. After all the uproar and excitement, things seemed dull on
the station, but soon I began to enjoy learning the different alien
physiologies. New alien species visited the station occasionally, the
Hazis (insectoid like the Parmida, though unrelated) and the Yomatas,
very close to human. I had time to enjoy their company and several
volunteered to help us further our medical knowledge. In fact, one
tall and handsome Yomata named Gigoro with long, dark blond hair
he wore in a braid down his back began to woo me. What he had in
mind long term, I was not sure, but his maneuverings caught the
attention of Dr. Tane.

Long pause as he sipped his wine. “Not exactly,” he said.
We were married by the station commander two weeks later and
Gigoro left the station with his tail between his legs, figurately
speaking. I felt that I was the luckiest woman in the known galaxy
and somehow, I knew that Sarah would approve.
“Jasmine, I need you,” called Tane and I ran, a happy newlywed, to
his office where we darkened the windows and made love. Our
quarters were next door, but it felt riskysexier to do it in the office,
though no one could enter if they tried. I would probably grow old
with him on the station unless we were transferred to the new one
under construction in the Klegor system. Not humanrun, but they
wanted an exospecialist and by now Tane was number one. The
chocolate from Mawine was now universally famous (and fortunately
safe) but too expensive for our pocketbooks. We were left to
Hershey’s from Mars.

“What is this Yomata up to?” he said one evening after we cleaned up
and were heading off to get dinner. We often ate together to discuss
the day but as yet, remained in the role of doctor and assistant. “You
know they engage in plural marriage. Their current planetary leader
is known for having four hundred wives. I wouldn’t imagine that
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Dear Post Master General
of the Noosphere
by M .C. Chi l ds

D

ear Post Master General of the Noosphere:

I am writing to ask about your services. I have been unable to find an
FAQ, but I’d like to send thankyous to Phileas Fogg, Jeramiah who
was a bullfrog, etcetera and so on. Not to mention various other
inquiries and correspondences I’d like to make.
First, is postage by poetic weight, conceptual distance, or arcane
algorithm? Will a blue two pence meme be sufficient for a postcard
from North Dakota to the Narnian lamppost? Will a sou of irony
deliver a letter from L.A. to the City of Angels? What will it cost me
to invite Eloise to tea? How far does an analogy go?
Second, I’m familiar with the classic message in a bottle, but I’ve
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heard that you have new services. A friend told me I could post c/o
the dead letter office or in the comments section of online surveys.
Finally, I’m hoping you can provide return receipts. I haven’t heard
from Harvey in ages.
I’d appreciate confirmation. I’d appreciate affirmation. I’d appreciate
being noticed.
Please drop me a line,
J.W. Ogg

Next Stop, the Sun

by El by Rog ers
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A Seed Crystal of Control
by N athan Ahl gri m

D

ay 9:

My day was dominated by new hyperdimensional geometries before I
was fully awake. The deepest insights aiding my quest into my world
of data seem to come in my dreams. I now feel the interplay of nine
dimensions, and although my newfound intuition is exactly what I
want, I cannot say it does not unnerve me. My routines give me peace
as I venture deeper into hyperdimensional chaos.
Now deep into my selfimposed exile, I find the regularity of my
sanctuary to be essential in counterbalancing the abstraction of my
work. My simple black alarm clock urges me awake from its home
across the nightstand, preparing me to dive into the multiplexed data
at my desk. The vertical blinds remain fully closed to protect me from
the glaring sunlight and the world outside, letting my computer
terminal illuminate my waking hours. And when I finish this entry, I
know my vivid blue and lustrous brown quilt waits for me on the bed,
tucked in as always to secure me through another night dreaming of
new geometries.
Even in my seclusion, I have yet to find the key to mapping my
mountains of data. Each day I tweak the topography of the mobius
band to no avail. All my tinkering since Day 1 has not made the data
resonate in this topography. My dreams are telling me to diversify my
approach, but I am struggling to develop anything truly original. I
seem to have imprisoned myself in the dogma of my own ignorant
past.
From this day forward, I will start each morning afresh. I will
continue to write an account of my day—after all, I draw strength
from my routines—but I will burn each entry upon completion. I
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cannot account for the veracity of my hyperdimensional dreams, but
they are the only source of guidance. It appears that I, just like my
data, must inevitably fragment into chaos.
*

*

*

Dr. Katherine Ovebian: Lead Analyst, Project Seed Crystal
Sept. 22, 2041. Evening Report.
Dr. Sullivan remains unaware of his translocation to our secured
observation suite. My meticulous recreation of his home office has
facilitated his smooth transition into the care of Project Seed Crystal,
and the work I observed over the past day is testament to the benefits
of this Project. It could not be replicated in the civilian world. Dr.
Sullivan’s efforts in data visualization and factor mapping are
irreplaceable for the strength of our government, and Project Seed
Crystal is irreplaceable for Dr. Sullivan’s work.
Dr. Sullivan is now insisting on “starting each morning afresh,”
which is precisely why Project Seed Crystal is of critical importance.
He has already taken steps to erase all traces of his internal musings
with each passing day. It is a blessing that our cameras captured
today’s entry before it too was lost.
I know you are currently managing the outcry over Dr. Sullivan’s
sudden, and very public, removal from the public eye. That was
always a risk when such an untraditional man was made the
posterchild of government intelligence. I have confidence in your
public relations team to mitigate the media firestorm, and I have
confidence in Dr. Sullivan’s work. He must remain in Project Seed
Crystal. His project is too valuable to allow his more inconvenient
quirks to preemptively cover his tracks. Every incremental
breakthrough needs to be recorded, and we can no longer trust him to

maintain meticulous notes.

middle row of keys to catch any snoops had not been moved. I could
still get down to work.

The Project is close to bearing fruit. I know from my months working
with him during his civilian life that his biggest limitation had been
his fixation on previous models: he would tweak, but never begin
anew. He now seems committed to breaking free of what he terms
“the dogma of [his] own ignorant past,” which of course means that
we must closely monitor him inside Project Seed Crystal. I will
continue to facilitate his progress by resetting his environment to a
precise recreation of the home he knew on Day 1 of his mission. The
comfort he finds in familiar surroundings will protect against a
catastrophic destabilization of this wholly unique intellect.
*

*

A productive day it was, too. Regular patterns have started emerging
from the depths of my data. I can now draw the ebbs and flows out of
my enigmatic ones and zeros. I have always known a fundamental
topography must exist, and now it undulates in my mind. It lurks
somewhere in me, but I cannot yet pull it into consciousness. The
foundations are clear: the data resonate in a bisected twisted torus.
My earlier scribblings of a classic mobius band are a testament to my
naiveté. Today’s revelation brings me within shouting distance of the
final solution: the mobius strip is the negative space around which my
model forms.

*

Day 10:
My day was shifted five inches to the right even before I was fully
awake. Gone was the comfort of my sanctuary, my one reliable mote
of control while I am on a quest that seems to jerk me around at will.
It took me at least five swats before I pinned the alarm clock into
silence. For the first time in these ten days, the squat black box woke
me up from the far side of the nightstand instead of being seated
where it belonged, next to the headboard. I couldn’t shake the feeling
of offness all day. Katherine must have been on to something when
she said I have a paranoid personality, but I think it would be fair to
say that today, a better descriptor would be “wary,” given the
evidence surrounding me. Everywhere I looked, I found my space
subtly altered, as if recreated from an imperfect memory. The
checkered quilt comforter was the same blue and brown, but it was
tucked in at the bottom. It was not so by my hand. The vertical
blinds, which I’ve always left slightly cracked, were twisted
completely closed. Too many pieces had been altered to be
attributable to my inattention or lapse in discipline. But no change
was overt. I could easily have allowed the distraction to rule my day
with the troubling evidence and worried theorizing. Luckily, my desk
was untouched. The file cabinet at my left knee was orderly, and the
trash bin on my right had the same four papers crumpled on top of
the remnants of yesterday’s meal. The hair I had left lying over the

It is the nucleating event I still cannot stabilize. I know that some
coordinates, some trajectory, must diverge from the torus into a
nonintersecting chaos. The numbers tell me so. But the model is
beyond my grasp—for now. Still, I should congratulate myself for
progress, even if incremental. I’ve just about modelled the base state.
The long day in my wilted folding chair, my aching back, my efforts—
all are rewarded. It may even justify my seemingly endless separation
from Katherine. For progress, I can tolerate a squirmy alarm clock
and a remade bed. I hope the bed does not remain empty for too
much longer.
Tomorrow, I must build upon today’s progress. My seed crystal is
there—the pinpricks of data to nucleate the transition from torus to
chaos. Only by modeling chaos can I control it.
*

*

*

Dr. Katherine Ovebian: Lead Analyst, Project Seed Crystal
Sept. 26, 2041. Evening Report.
Dr. Patrick Sullivan has fully recovered and returned to his
extraordinary mental faculties after the destabilizing incident during
the night following my previous report. He awoke this morning after
approximately 88 hours of sedation, which was administered to coax
him out of his florid psychosis. All of Dr. Sullivan’s behavior patterns
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and habits were faithfully restored without error or mutation. Indeed,
his progress towards predictive data visualization is evidence for the
continued success of Project Seed Crystal and the continued value of
Dr. Sullivan as its architect. His brief psychic destabilization was a
mere delay, not any cause for real concern.
As Dr. Sullivan’s de facto caretaker, I am well aware of how such an
incident is perceived. Dr. Sullivan is, of course, known for equal parts
brilliance and instability. This was true even before he was brought
into Project Seed Crystal. I know you were reluctant to house him in
the isolated suite, but you accepted the consequences of that action
for the same reason you would do well to accommodate the latest
events: Dr. Sullivan’s mind is your sole source of answers.
What he obsessed over as a civilian he now abstracts into
mathematical elegance as your ward. Who else would ever conceive
of vectorizing the emotional swells of a crowd into a
hyperdimensional twisted torus? I do not pretend to understand the
incomprehensible, brilliant mind working below me. I barely
understood it during the life we shared before he was disconnected
from reality by his fragmented topographical dreams. The goal is not
to understand him, but to enable him to understand those seed
crystals, the inciting incidents that make the difference between an
inconvenient protest and a violent uprising.
The growing abstraction of his thoughts is why I will no longer
include snapshots of his journal entries in my reports. Such musings
are now only understood by him and hold no consequence to the
Project’s progress. His results speak for themselves. Yes, it would be
easier in the short term to parade him in the public eye as a shining
example of how the government honors its most gifted minds. That
would be myopic. Think to the future. The outcry will die out; you do
not want to share that fate. His visions are worth accommodating.
*

*

*

Day 11:
My day was shifted and recolored even before I was fully awake. The
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alarm clock blared as I swatted at it in vain, eventually pinning it into
silence on the far side of the nightstand, where it had no right to be.
That was the first hypersaturated resident of my suite to inform me
of some malevolent meddling of unknown origin. My familiar and
reliable grey clock is now black. The checks on my quilt similarly
announced an invasion. I now will sleep under vivid sky blue and
bronze, no longer the faded denim and sand of the quilt Katherine
and I had shared.
I should have investigated the matter further. Interfering parties could
ruin everything. But I had awoken from hyperdimensional dreams,
and my desk remained pristinely my own. Thus, on this eleventh day,
I found respite in work.
My pencil diligently transcribed my dreams, illuminating the patterns
I had previously neglected in my haste. I did not stop to contemplate
the consequences of my scribbling until I rendered four images which
manifested the first nine dimensions. My long soughtafter nucleating
event, the phase space through which my regularized torus would
diffract, appeared to me. I flipped through the dimensions to
illuminate the answer as an animator might have flipped between
frames to breathe life into a previously static Snow White. Like those
early animators, I too am ushering in a new era.
In doing so, the critical confluence of the second, fifth, and seventh
dimensions became clear. And yet, I was unable to capitalize on the
revelation. Even as I write this, rogue shapes of all dimensions
bombard the page, dancing across my vision and resonating through
my auditory perception. I might blame these phantoms on a lack of
adequate food, but my stomach has yet to protest my avoidance of the
pantry.
It is not a loss. Today’s breakthrough earns me an early recess, even if
that recess is forced upon me. Another inspired dream, and I may yet
catch my white whale. I only hope the dreams of Katherine’s face
when she hears news of my triumph will not usurp the visions I need
to achieve it.
*

*

*

Dr. Katherine Ovebian: Lead Analyst, Project Seed Crystal
October 2, 2041. Afternoon Report.
The now obligatory and lengthening periods of sedation do not
appear to have any negative effects on Dr. Sullivan’s progress. He
awoke from a fiveday sedation with no lapse in concentration,
seemingly unaware of the passage of time. Again, all behavior
patterns and habits were fully reinstated without error or mutation.
Although Dr. Sullivan’s output is, if anything, accelerating, I
recognize that the window of his stability is narrowing. I have
therefore elected to modify his treatment strategies to accommodate
his shrinking periods of wakefulness. All relevant changes have been
noted in the most recent medical log. The new protocol of
administering highdensity nutrition while he is sedated maximizes
his wakeful hours by eliminating the need for mealtimes.
Additionally, I have taken to collating and organizing the notes on his
desk from his previous working day before he wakes. I have, of
course, a unique ability to recreate his work environment from before
his periods of instability and time in Project Seed Crystal, thereby
triggering his most productive habits. All indications are that he
responds positively to both interventions.
I take this example as an opportunity to remind you how valuable my
supposed “conflict of interest” is to the Project. Without my unique
personal connection to Dr. Sullivan, the products of his brilliance are
both fleeting and incomprehensible.
Most importantly, I would like to highlight the momentous
breakthrough Dr. Sullivan achieved in his six hours of lucidity. In his
words, he has now mapped “the critical confluence of the second,
fifth, and seventh dimensions” as the necessary conditions for a
nucleating event. Put plainly, specific levels of a dissident’s family
cohesion, choice of attire, and peculiarity intersect to reliably identify
those individuals as the instigators of chaotic events. Dr. Sullivan has
now offered a coarse profile of those individuals who trigger unrest,
the people who act as seed crystals and shake a docile crowd out of
their predictable ebb and flow and throw them into rebellious
violence. As he stated in his last publication before he was brought

into Project Seed Crystal:
Like supercooled water, a crowd can remain peaceful even when
every member of the mob harbors violent intent. However, a single
nucleating incident—a bottle thrown, an epithet spewed—will
invariably trigger a violent phase transition. You do not need to sway
the will of the crowd to maintain order. You simply need to remove the
individual seed crystal bent on nucleating violence.
Project Seed Crystal is on the verge of delivering on its promises.
Public focus has already shifted away from Dr. Sullivan’s
disappearance to the horrific news of violent crackdowns abroad, and
will soon fully slip from the news cycle. The fruit of the Project is
imminent: a country that never again is under threat from a
disgruntled populace. Dr. Sullivan’s model offers you the opportunity
to selectively target the troublemaking seed crystals. Once his model
is refined, you will be empowered to remove the handful of
provocateurs that would trigger thousands to devolve into violence.
Public perception is everything, as you well know with the backlash
following the removal of Dr. Sullivan from the public eye. The
provocateurs identified by his model are anonymous, which is what
makes his model so invaluable to your continued success. Your
targets will be nobodies. Surgical and preemptive peacekeeping
measures that remove these seed crystals will never be visible enough
to spur public outrage. But for you, declawing the mob in this way
will guarantee continued stability and security for your
administration.
*

*

*

Day 12:
The alarm buzzer invaded my ears the way hyperdimensional
geometry now invades my vision. I am not supposed to wake with a
clock. I wake with the Sun. Or I did before today. Someone has
locked me in a cell, a mockery of the place I used to call home. A
stranger’s quilt lies wadded in the far corner. In a righteous frenzy, I
took the rogue alarm clock to the slats of the blinds—the blinds now
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covering the window that was always bare before today. Shards of
vinyl lay strewn about me. They are oddly comforting in their two
dimensional simplicity. Higher dimensions encroach from all sides. I
fear the blood still oozing from the scratches I obtained in my attack
will leave an enduring blemish on today’s correspondence.
I write this from the floor, as my desk looms over the center of my
cell. My captors—my tormentors—must have taken great care in
recreating this one reliable facsimile of my earlier life. What care
they must have taken to pluck a single hair from my head in my sleep
and placed it just so on my keyboard. The extent of their surveillance
is evident. I could not work today. I have been thrown into a chaos
more profound than any I have modeled on the computer pretending
to be mine.
I close my eyes and see Katherine’s face shattered among eight
dimensions. My visions, be they from Heaven or Hell, have now
stolen her from me as well. But even now I am driven to find the
pattern in the chaos. Surely by understanding the chaos I can prevent
it. I need to believe it is possible.
*

*

*

Dr. Katherine Ovebian: Lead Analyst, Project Seed Crystal
October 28th, 2041. Morning Report.
The patient is stable, and all factors are once again under control.
Damage to Dr. Sullivan and his surroundings were minimal and are
easily rectified. Project Seed Crystal will still pay dividends. If
anything, the recent coup that unseated our allies to the south should
promote the Project to the highest priority in your administration.
What would have happened to the Drohiba regime had their
executives been empowered to remove the seed crystals from that
mob? Would the last remnants of the regime be strung up over their
Revolutionary Plaza had those chaotic spasms of violence been
shunted? I am not so foolish as to suggest you face such threats at
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home. Yet administrations more popular than yours have been
toppled by the type of seed crystals which surely reside among your
people at this very moment.
I will reset him and his environment. He is now dependent on my
care to complete the Project. What is good for him is good for the
country. Surely the security of your administration is worth the
investment.
*

*

*

Day 13:
I renounced my comforting routines before I was fully awake. I woke
early, unplugging the alarm clock hours before its scheduled
proclamation. Its shape in hand was a comfort. The squat black box
seemed purposebuilt to hammer my computer into submission. I am
sitting in a placid sea of papers expelled from my file cabinet, writing
what will doubtless be my final entry to this ephemeral journal. I
have no further reason to pursue my hyperdimensional white whale.
My twisted torus encapsulated order and sanity, but I now see that by
striving to maintain order I shunned a treacherous paradise for a
reliable purgatory.
There is beauty in chaos. It is the nucleating event I had worked so
hard to avoid that elevates the data to even higher and more elegant
dimensions. Oh, Katherine, I only hope you can forgive my
dangerous naivete.
I should never have sought to avoid the seed crystal. Nucleation frees
my data from the twisted torus. The seed crystal frees the data from a
safe and imprisoning path. It will free the people. It freed me.
I fear I have already empowered my captors to eliminate their seed
crystals. Katherine, please help me. I must nucleate my own chaos. I
cannot do it from here.
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Ruins on Korkhan
by J enni fer Crow

O u r d re am s we re e sp e ci al l y cru e l : sai l
th e sol ar wi n d s to n ew worl d s, p l an t fl ag s,
p re te n d n o on e exi ste d b e fore u s.

We woke to ch aos: D om e s l i ke cracke d
e g g sh e l l s, road s sh atte re d i n to j i g saw p ath s,
bl acke n e d d u st u n d e r ou r e n g i n e s.

S om e ru i n s are ol d , som e n ew. We l e ft
d e stru cti on i n eve ry footste p, cl ai m i n g
th e d e ad to p u t th e m i n g l ass case s.

O u r te n ts fol d e d u p, cru m p l e d ori g am i h op e s
tosse d asi d e by th e fi rst stron g wi n d .
We wan te d a h om e p l ace, a g ard e n

for ou r roots to tan g l e. We cl e are d
th e ru bbl e i n sp re ad i n g ci rcl e s
on l y to fi n d ou rse l ve s b ack

i n th e ce n te r, l ost i n th e se arch ,
sti l l d re am i n g ab ou t ou r d e sti n ati on .
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If You Lead an Earthling to
Water, Who Gets to Drink?
by M ary J o Rabe

H

aving just taken off her cooking cap, Emma Brooks Baxter
checked her short, white, wavy ― not curly ― hair in the
mirror on the door and looked around her currently empty cafeteria.
She resisted the urge to run her stubby fingers through her hair; after
all, she was still on the job.
It was dark outside, but she could still see the silhouette of Pavonis
Mons off in the dusty distance. As so often when it came to her job,
she had been absolutely right to insist on having the cafeteria up on
the surface of Mars in a circular structure complete with a panorama
view through clear but radiationresistant plastic window panes. It
may have been costly, but it gave the community a place to gather
and remember why they all wanted to come to Mars.
Occasionally she felt a little crotchety with her thirtyeight Martian
years (certainly one reason to come to Mars ─ having your age sound
younger) and noticed that she didn't move her short and stocky bulk
around as quickly or gracefully as she once did. However, one glance
out the window, and the dusty, red surface told her that her second
chance at life was just beginning.
The cafeteria, as she insisted, never closed. Emma preferred to do the
cooking and baking in the morning, then trust customer service to her
capable staff, go back to her apartment for a needed nap, and
afterwards hang around for the evening and night shift when all the
scientists and engineers came looking for something to eat while they
brainstormed. Although she appreciated the compliments for her tasty
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food, she enjoyed their expert and informed speculations even more.
Emma worshiped the astronomers. In her mind there could be
nothing more important than learning just how this universe was put
together. However, she was also convinced that serious researchers
could only rid themselves of their earthbound bias by leaving their
home planet.
That's why she was so fond of the engineers who made human
habitation on Mars possible. Emma did her bit by keeping the
colonists fed, but it was the engineers who kept everyone supplied
with necessities like breathable air and sufficient water.
Speaking of whom, her friend Dr. Ruthie Sandcorn and team chose
this moment of reflection to open the door from the passageway to
the underground sections of the habitat and dash into the cafeteria,
still tapping at the communicators in their hands.
"Emma, we're starved," Dr. Sandcorn said. "What do you
recommend?"
"Martian lasagna with garlic bread, all ingredients coming from the
surface greenhouses and fields," Emma said. "But if not all of you are
that hungry, Ruthie, I can make you sandwiches or soup."
"We are that hungry," Dr. Sandcorn said. "Start dishing out your
fantastic food and we'll get in line to carry it to the tables." Ruthie

was a tall and deceptively slender woman with welldeveloped
though almost invisible muscles. With her habitat nickname of Red
Ruthie based on her thick mane of uncontrollable curls, she was
famous for her arm wrestling victories.
Emma darted back to the serving line, slapped on a serving cap, and
started dishing out the lasagna. She allowed herself some feelings of
culinary pride. Not every cook could prepare a lasagna from purely
vegetable sources that tasted like the memories the colonists had from
their Earth restaurants.
As she handed them the plates, she saw that Ruthie was first in line,
followed by her eager, somewhat hyperactive secondincommand,
Dr. Blake Behla. Emma couldn't help admiring Ruthie's patience with
the man.
"We're celebrating," Dr. Behla shouted. "Bring out your best wine."
He was a short, wiry, little man, always jumping up and down for
whatever or no reason. This was perhaps cute when he was a
teenager but was wearisome now that the good man was visibly
middleaged.
Emma tried to move her facial muscles into a neutral smile. She
never lied to her customers, but sometimes it was better to sugarcoat
the truth a little. "Farmer Oscar has made genuine progress with his
grapes, and I think you'll find this wine a definite improvement over
last year's," she said.
Then of course it occurred to her that she had missed the more
important message. "What's the occasion?" Emma asked.
"We did it!" Dr. Behla shouted. "We found enough water to keep this
settlement on Mars supplied forever."
Ruthie smiled patiently as she carried her tray effortlessly with one
hand over to the largest table. "We'll all be going out to check for
ourselves tomorrow," she said. "But it does appear that our little robot
excavators have plunged into an underground lake that has enough
volume to flood the entire northern hemisphere many times over."

"And besides providing enough water to maintain human life, there is
more than enough to release for hydrogen for any other purposes the
settlement can come up with," Dr. Behla piped up.
Emma sat down at their table. "You've been looking for water for a
long time," she began.
"Yes," Ruthie said. "But so far we've always only found tiny
underground ponds. It's hard to find definitive evidence of water
supplies from the surface, and trying to penetrate the Martian surface
itself is like digging through cement with a plastic spoon."
"We didn't make any progress until the authorities let us use nuclear
power to blast some deep holes and then drill from there," Dr. Behla
added.
"Yes," Emma agreed. "I remember the decision was somewhat
controversial, and there were even some protesters among the
settlers."
"All idiotic Luddites," Dr. Behla said. "Compared to the cosmic
radiation that beats down on Mars every day, the minor
contamination from our nuclearpowered blasters and drills was
negligible."
"No, no," Ruthie said. "I'm grateful when people question decisions.
It's good for the whole community when people insist on protecting
the settlers from their own enthusiasm. Still, I am so relieved that we
have finally found enough water. Now the fun part starts, figuring out
the nuts and bolts of getting the water to the settlements and keeping
the supply steady and reliable."
Emma smiled. "I would have thought that was the dull part, no
different than what you could do on Earth," she said.
"I guess I'm still just a plumber at heart," Ruthie said. "My degree
might say hydraulic engineering, but what I always loved most was
twisting pipes, attaching hoses, and plunging drains. It is neat to do
this on Mars, though. The challenges, temperature, rock contents,
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surface air pressure, are all very different."
"So what do you do now that your drilling robots have discovered the
water?" Emma asked.
"We have excellent mapping programs," Dr. Behla interrupted. "We
need to determine where pipes of which length need to be laid, where
they need to be insulated against the surface temperatures, and then
send off an order to the Stevensen Plastics factory to get our pipes
molded. Then we order more robots to get the pipes connected
underground."
"There is one more formality," Ruthie admitted. "The drilling robots
have sent a sample of the water to Doc Brach for testing. We need to
use this water, but it might be good to know ahead of time what
precautions we need to take when we release it for human use."

healthy and fit. Spin had almost beaten Red Ruthie at arm wrestling
once and probably would someday.
These young people, eight to ten Martian years old, were the fearless
rocket pilots who made transportation possible on Mars. Emma was
always relieved when they showed up alive, having heard too many
believable accounts of how they flew.
"All yours," Emma said as she pointed to the full bin of cookies. "Did
your last trip wear you out?"
"We never wear out," Spin said as he and the others, five young men
and two young women, stuffed their hands into the cookie bin. "But
we had a few interesting excursions up and over the mountains
tonight."
"And down into the valles," one of the young women added.

"Well, good luck with everything. I hope everything goes smoothly
from here on in. Where will you be setting up your engineer's camp?"
Emma asked.

"Well, don't make them too interesting," Emma said. "I need live
people to eat my cookies."

"We already have a tiny research habitat at the Vastitas Borealis,"
Ruthie said. "We'll go there and decide whether to set up operations
there or somewhere else." She and her group then wolfed down their
food and left, still tapping at their communicators.

Spin laughed and the group wandered back to the exit. Like every
evening, Emma hoped their competence would continue to be equal
to their confidence. Buzzing around a dusty planet was never without
its unique surprises.

After Ruthie's group was gone, Emma allowed herself some jubilation.
A safe and reliable water supply would be very helpful for the cafeteria.
Ever since she got to Mars, she had managed to run the place
successfully despite the various water restrictions, but now she would
have one thing fewer to worry about. She could expand the drinks she
offered; she could save time and energy with respect to hygienic
activities. Emma could only hope that Ruthie and her team worked fast.
Assuming that that had been the excitement for the night, Emma was
surprised when Spin and his troop of equally adolescent pilots
ambled into the cafeteria. "Any cookies left, Emma?" Spin asked.
He was a nice boy, tall and skinny like most of the Martianborn, but
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A Martian month later Emma was preparing to make chocolate chip
cookies in her dust free ─ due to the impermeable seals around all
exits ─ kitchen when she heard some shouting coming from the
eating area. That was decidedly inconvenient. She was just at the
point of determining whether the substitute cooking oil and sugar
mixture was now creamy enough for her to add the substitute vanilla.
This was a fairly critical point in the process and determined just how
soft and chewy the cookies would be after they were baked.
She strained to recognize the voice and then wished she hadn't. To
her honest regret, Emma had never had much interest in the work of

the astrobiologists. Maybe she was prejudiced, but she pretty much
doubted the existence of extraterrestrials since none had bothered to
show up so far in her cafeteria. Nonetheless she tried to be a good
listener whenever Barbara Cohan came around complaining. No one
else had any patience for the poor woman.
Barbara was young and passionate about her work, to the point of
suspecting that everyone else wanted to prevent her from discovering
anything. In Emma's opinion, her billionaire brother Ned had let far
too many only marginally sane colonists come to Mars. And yet here
they were, and Emma felt she should do her bit to integrate them into
the habitat community since they weren't capable of it on their own.
Maybe it wouldn't do any permanent harm if she refrigerated her
cookie dough for a few moments and went to talk to Barbara.
Emma waited until she was outside the kitchen area before she pulled
off her head covering that bore some resemblance to what religions
on Earth had demanded of women worshipers. Hers, though, was
literally taped around her hairline and included a huge, stiff collar
bent upwards. Emma only wore it because it was perfect for keeping
any kind of biological droppings from entering the cafeteria food
chain.
Before Emma had pulled off all the tape, Barbara came running over
as fast as her chunky, short legs could manage the short distance. "I
found them," she shouted, clearly out of breath. "They're here, just
like I said they would be."
"That's nice, dear," Emma said. "Who's here?" Much as she enjoyed
people eating her cafeteria food with obvious pleasure, every now
and then Emma thought she should encourage people like Barbara to
eat a little less. Barbara's puffy face didn't look at all healthy, but
maybe that was due to the oily, long, darkbrown hair that bordered it
like greasy theater curtains. Well, as soon as the new water supply
was available, everyone could shower more often.
"The microbes," Barbara yelled. "They found living microbes in that
new lake that Dr. Sandcorn's robots discovered. Doc Brach called me.

I rushed over to his infirmary where he fortunately does have
adequate laboratory facilities and looked at the creatures in the water
myself.
"There are Martian microbes in the water, and most of them are alive.
I did a quick analysis of one of the dead ones, and its DNA is
completely foreign to ours. We can forget all the silly panspermia
theories. Planets develop their own, unique life forms; we just still
don't know how yet. I sent the data back to Earth and just got my
confirmation from three different exobiologists. We have discovered
extraterrestrial life forms."
Emma wasn't sure what to say. Barbara was always extremely
sensitive. "I'm happy for you, dear," she came up with. Surely that
sounded positive without a hint of criticism.
"I need to celebrate," Barbara said. "Join me in one of your monster
sized chocolate milkshakes, please!"
Emma was briefly sad that she was the only friend Barbara had to
celebrate with. Still, she could try to make this minimal celebration
pleasant.
"Certainly, dear," Emma said. "Would you like some chocolate
meringue pie with it? That's your favorite."
"You're a mindreader," Barbara said, hugged Emma, and walked
over to the serving area.
Emma brought two milkshakes and two pieces of pie over to the
table. Barbara still looked unusually happy. "What happens now,
dear?" Emma asked. "Will more astrobiologists be coming here to
examine the microbes or are you going to send a water sample back
to Earth?"
Barbara chewed her pie, smearing some of the chocolate filling onto
her cheeks. "Actually," she said, "that is the bad news for us. All of us
Earthlings will have to leave Mars. It would be immoral to endanger
Martian life forms. They were here first. We are the invaders, and
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now that we know there is a native population, we have to leave."
"Isn't that a little drastic, dear?" Emma asked, knowing that her
brother Ned would use all his monetary resources to keep the Martian
colonies up and running. "Couldn't we stay if we took care not to
bother the microbes?"
"Think Murphy's Law," Barbara said. "Too many things will go
wrong. The engineers want to pump this water up to human habitats
and purify it for human use. Purifying it can only mean killing off the
microbes."
"Not necessarily," Emma said. "Surely there must be a way to filter
out the microbes and leave them underground."
"No," Barbara said firmly. "The water that human beings use would
be contaminated by this use and eventually find its way back to the
lake where the microbes live. We can't risk that."
"Hmm," Emma said noncommittally. "You think all of us have to
return to Earth? I'm not sure my old bones and muscles could manage
that. I've gotten used to this pleasant Martian gravity."
"It's the only way," Barbara said. "I've given notice to all possible
authorities. The latest Earth treaty on space travel specifically states
that alien life forms must not be endangered."
"You think that microbes are more important than human beings?"
Emma asked.
"All life forms have an equal right to exist," Barbara said firmly. "We
already have our planet. The microbes deserve to keep theirs."
Emma didn't really listen to the rest of Barbara's diatribe. She
wondered what would happen if all human activity on Mars had to
stop. As soon as Barbara left, she put in for a video call to Ned. That
call was short and curt. Ned said he was busy but that nothing would
come from Barbara's fanatical demand. Apparently he had already
begun diverting resources to influence the necessary committees.
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As Ned predicted, business continued more or less as usual. There
were habitat meetings where Barbara screamed that they were all
microbe murderers, but authorities on Earth and Mars determined that
the correct course would be to take all possible measures to protect
the habitat of the microbes while also diverting the water from the
underground ocean to the surface for human use.
Barbara came to the cafeteria over and over again to vent. She never
tried to get Emma to do anything, maybe because she thought the
cafeteria cook wasn't a person of power ─ not everyone knew that the
billionaire "owner" of the Martian project was Emma's brother.
However, soon Emma was the only person who was willing to listen
to Barbara at all. No one else was willing to sacrifice the settlement
on Mars for some singlecelled microbes.
As a concession, Barbara was given access to as many robots as she
needed to monitor the living conditions of the microbes throughout
the underground ocean. This did keep her occupied and out of the
cafeteria for several months.
Ruthie and her group of engineers made astoundingly rapid progress.
Soon the pipes were mapped out and laid, pumps installed and tested.
Doc Brach developed a filter he said would keep most of the
microbes from being pumped up to the habitats. A celebration of
opening the first water connection from the underground ocean was
to be broadcast live to Earth, despite the unavoidable time delay.
Emma was in her kitchen preparing cinnamon rolls and watching the
broadcast when the explosion took place. Just as Ruthie moved her
gloved hand toward the symbolic faucet underground, there was a
suspicious clicking noise. Then the video feed stopped. Seconds later
all that was visible were the inert bodies of the engineering team
lying around the pipes. It looked like Ruthie had thrown herself onto
the clicking noise in hopes of saving the others. Unfortunately the
bomb was stronger.
Emma dropped the bowl of dough, which, being made of durable
plastic, didn't shatter but just bounced and rolled away. She waited
for any kind of explanation on the audio feed, but no one had

expected anything other than a pretty ceremony for turning on the
water to the habitats. There were no security or medical teams
present. All she heard were screams.

Spin's face looked slightly surprised. "Sure," he said. "But you'll have
to keep her distracted. People tend to notice when we land our
rockets in their vicinity. The rockets are small but not invisible."

A different video appeared on her communicator lying on the counter.
Barbara was wearing a surface suit and seemed to be standing at the
top of Pavonis Mons. "I did it, Emma," she said. "I protected the
microbes. My robots have placed the bombs all over the planet
wherever there are human beings. The bombs will go off and kill
everyone here."

"You do your job, and I'll do mine," Emma said. "And there will be
extra cookie rations for all of you when this is over with."

Emma tried to keep her voice even and neutral as she spoke into the
communicator. "Surely you don't want to kill me, dear," she said.

"I'm still trying to reach everyone," Emma said. "But it's very chaotic
right now. Please give me a little more time. If people have to die,
they deserve time to send off final messages to their loved ones."

"I don't want to kill anyone," Barbara said. "But I have to protect the
microbes. This is their planet, not ours. I tried to get the human
beings to leave voluntarily, but they didn't. So I had no choice. It was
the microbes or the humans, and I chose the microbes.
"However, I am willing to give most people a little time to prepare
before I send off the code to activate my bombs. Now they have to
realize that I mean business. Please broadcast my message through
the habitat system. I can't override the video feed coming from
underground."
"Give me a little time, dear," Emma said. "You know I'm not very
good with technological things. It is good of you to give us a chance
to do what we need to do. I want to leave a message for my
grandsons on Earth. I want them to know that their grandma loves
them."
Hoping that Barbara would refrain from sending any commands to
her bombs in the meantime, Emma sent off a general alert to the
habitats explaining the situation and recommending that everyone get
into a surface suit. She inquired as to whether habitat robots could be
sent to prevent the bombs from going off. She sent a more specific
message to the group of adolescent rocket pilots. "Spin," she said.
"Get your friends up to the top of Pavonis Mons and overpower the
woman there who plans to kill us all."

Emma wanted to mourn Ruthie, one of the genuine friends she had
made here on Mars, a kind and tolerant soul. However, there was
truly no time for that. She called Barbara on her communicator.

"I realize that," Barbara said. "I'm sorry it had to come to this. I tried
to get people back to Earth peacefully, but I failed."
"You are a good person, Barbara," Emma said. "Do you really want
to kill us?"
"I don't know what else to do," Barbara said. "No one took me
seriously, and I'm the only protector the microbes have. Then the
settlement gave me the robots and I realized what I had to do. I
equipped them with explosives and sent them off to their locations.
The televised explosion showed that my plan will work."
"Yes," Emma said sadly. "Ruthie and her team are all dead. Barbara,
what good can come of this?"
"The microbes," Barbara answered. "Let me tell you what I already
know about the microbes."
"All right," Emma said. "You do that. Tell me absolutely everything
you know or even suspect about the microbes. But first let me pick
up the bowl I dropped when you called. I'll be back to you in a
second."
It took a little longer than that, since Emma first notified security that
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the bombs were all attached to the robots Barbara had been assigned.
It could be possible to locate and perhaps even isolate them, or so
Sheriff Curtis assured her when she told him.

Father Greeley even managed to generate some understanding for
Barbara, while insisting that passion for an ideal must always be
tempered by compassion for others.

Fortunately Barbara was eager to talk about her microbes. When
Emma called her back, Barbara started babbling nonstop about what
she knew about the microbes, what she suspected, what others
speculated, getting more passionate by the minute, so passionate that
she didn't notice the little transport rockets landing on the rocks
behind her or the spacesuited young people who tackled her and
disconnected her oxygen supply.

Afterwards people came to the cafeteria and exchanged memories
about Ruthie and Dr. Behla. Emma couldn't really join in. Suddenly
she just felt old.

"Sorry," Spin said through his suit communicator. "We couldn't risk
her giving out any voice commands. I'll take responsibility ..."
"No," Emma said. "Any actions you had to take to protect our lives
here on Mars have already been approved by the sheriff. You have
saved us all. There is no way we can ever thank you."
"Good to know," Spin said, this time sounding disconcertingly adult.
"We'll be back as soon as we can."

The assembled clergy held an emotional memorial service for the
engineering team, a moving celebration of Ruthie and the others.
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Spin walked over to the serving area where she stood alone. "Like
you always told us," he said to Emma. "It's part of growing up when
you realize that there are no easy answers. But none of us really ever
grows up." He squeezed her hand.
Emma smiled. Trust these kids to figure things out. Human beings
would continue to explore this universe, and the Martian microbes
would get a fair chance to survive and develop. Life forms were
always endangered but also tenacious. You couldn't ask for more than
that.

A Day in the Life of a Human Guinea Pig
by J ohn Grey

H e re, th e b ri g h te r th e l i g h t,
th e ch i l l i e r i t fe e l s,
a swarm of p u rp ose l e ss col ors
i m p re g n ati n g th e p al e l i stl e ss face s.

We al l l ook wi se
i n a m orose way,
ch e e ks l i ke p i n k sl op e s of p ai n ,
m ou th s, a h ol e i n th e g re e n
sl owl y op e n i n g ,

S m oke h an g s bl u e i n th e room .
H ai r th re ad s tog e th e r i n to rop e s of bl ood .
E ye s are d on e stari n g
at th e d an ci n g ske l e ton s.
A sp e ck i n th e m i n d
take s ove r for a wh i l e.
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Sibyl Nightingale
by J oe Gi ordano

I

’m going to tell you a secret.” The nurse leaned forward, and her
tone was conspiratorial. “I’m from the future.”

Had Marta not been intubated, lying in an ICU hospital bed, stricken
with COVID19, feeling like a hippo squatted on her chest, she
might’ve gasped. High fever jumbled her consciousness, and her face
showed doubt if she’d heard correctly. The woman’s words were
partially muffled because she spoke through a mask and face shield
revealing only green eyes. Shapeless in blue scrubs, her nametag read
“Sibyl.”
The nurse smiled. “I can see that you don’t believe me.”

went to the Miracle Market.” She chuckled at the memory. “In the
cheese section, a woman stared at the offerings and my brain played a
grainy movie of her selecting a chunk of mozzarella.” Sibyl smacked
the bed. “And she did. Well done Karnack. Driving home, a doe shot
in front of my car, but I'd braked, anticipating her appearance and
avoiding an accident.”
Marta’s breathing quickened.
“Playing poker with the nurses, I won so much money, they accused
me of cheating. More disbelievers,” Sibyl said with a frown. “They
won’t play with me anymore. Well,” her eyes turned evil, “their day
will come.”

Marta raised her palms in protest.
Marta began to wheeze as she labored for oxygen.
“Don’t be concerned.” Sibyl sighed audibly. “It took me a while to
understand my condition.” Her gloved hand took one of Marta’s, and
she said, “I’m not upset by disbelievers,” even as her grip tightened.
With a plastic tube down her throat, Marta could only return a
nervous nod.
Patting Marta’s hand, Sibyl said, “I understand. Having your nurse
declare herself to be from the future disquiets you.” She pressed
Marta’s shoulders back onto the bed and said, “Why don’t I tell you
how I discovered my situation.”
Helpless, Marta blinked a few times.
“Things came into focus after my car accident. My head struck the
side window and I was unconscious for three days. When I awoke, I
didn’t immediately notice anything special,” Sibyl paused, “until I
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Sibyl ignored Marta’s distress and continued. “I had to prove a point,
so the next day I went to the racetrack. To avoid betting favorites, I
didn’t check the odds, instead imagining a movie of each winning
horse crossing the finish line before making a bet. I celebrated my
winnings at the best restaurant in the city, then posted a beaming
selfie on social media. All the nurses were jealous. To hell with
them.”
Marta’s eyes darted about the room and Sibyl took notice, saying,
“There’s no call button. If you’re watching the clock, my shift won’t
change until morning. All the doctors and nurses are scurrying to
attend to the spike in new patients. Bed space in the ICU is critical.”
She squeezed Marta’s hand again. “I’m the only person you’ll see for
the rest of your life.”
Marta gulped and attempted to sit up, butSibyl tucked the sheets

tightly around Marta’s shoulders, swaddling her.

can’t tell anyone. Plus, I’ve seen your future.”

Sibyl continued. “I’m not some sort of narcissist ready to assign
myself extraordinary powers. I consulted the doctor who treated me
after the accident, but he saw nothing in the Xrays that would
explain my phenomena, saying only that coincidence does not imply
causality.” Sibyl shook her head. “Another disbeliever. Don’t some
people possess incredible abilities, the geniuses, or the athletes
performing at superhuman levels? Then, it hit me. I wasn’t predicting
outcomes, the movie replay in my head proved I’d already seen the
result, which could only occur because I came from the future.”
Sibyl’s green eyes brightened, recalling the selfdiscovery. “People
who’ve been reincarnated recall previous lives. I’d been transported
to an earlier existence.”

Marta became agitated, gesturing under the sheets, and Sibyl
understood she wanted to communicate, so she withdrew a pad and
pen from her scrubs and freed Marta’s hands to write.

Marta continued to squirm, trying to free herself.
Sibyl tucked her back in, saying, “Marta, you have a secret also,
don’t you?”
Marta froze.
Sibyl continued. “Before you contracted the disease, you faked
having COVID. All that sympathy from neighbors and acquaintances
made you feel special, less alone. You even got them to shop for you,
cook for you.” She shook her finger. “Naughty girl.” Sibyl leaned
back. “They found out you were faking, and they shunned you. Then,
you really got sick, and here you are alone again. Even if we allowed
visitors, nobody wants to see you. You only have me as you die in a
hospital bed. Ironic, don’t you think?”
At the word “die,” Marta’s eyes widened. She’d already sweated her
sheets dank, and a wave of trembling overtook her.

Please don’t hurt me. I want to live.
Sibyl read the words and sighed. “Sorry,” she said in a sympathetic
tone, “you can’t control your destiny.”
You’re insane.
Sibyl blew out a frustrated breath, again swaddled Marta so she
couldn’t move, then reached for the oxygen valve. “I knew you were
a disbeliever.” Her tone became stern as she shut the flow. “There’s
no point in prolonging the inevitable.”
Marta tried to cry out without success.
“Don’t you see?” Sibyl asked, as she watched Marta struggle to
breathe. “There’s no point denying others this bed when I’ve seen
your fate.”
As Marta choked on her last breaths, Sibyl held her down until she
stopped struggling. The monitors attached to Marta screamed with
alarm that her heart had stopped. Sibyl stepped aside as a doctor and
nurse rushed in and applied paddles, trying in vain to revive Marta.
When the doctor declared her dead, he ordered Sibyl and the other
nurse to move the body so another patient could be accommodated.
Sibyl observed the look of pain frozen on Marta’s face and sighed at
a thought. Being from the future wasn’t always a gift.

“You’ve guessed why I told you my secret. You’re intubated and
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Pastoral
by Desm ond Rhae
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Peter O’Toole
by M oni ca J oyce Evans

T

here’d been a mixup at the hub, they said, and the whole group
had gone sixteen light years in the wrong direction. Somebody
was fixing it, and somebody else had been fired, but they were still
stuck on the wrong Orbital for at least one rotation, with no resources
and no booking, and everybody was mad about it. No one would take
them in until the station manager forced Jilly to do it. Now she had
six of them shuffling around her café, driving off her few remaining
regulars and not ordering anything. Six Pneumostomes. Dregs of the
universe. And they were getting slime on things.

running out of things to clean behind the bar. There would be more
than enough slime later. “Can’t clean it up, though,” she said to
herself. “Not while we’re open.”

At least they were trying not to. Every now and then they’d try to
push their trails into a little pile, which mostly spread it farther
around. They were having trouble with their translators, filling Jilly’s
café with their own loud, garbled language. Elsewhere, someone was
hastily converting an empty storage bay to fit them as best they
could. Not that there was a lot of extra space on Orbitals, but Jilly
didn’t see why they had to stay with her until then. Slime was hard to
clean. And nobody would be getting any sleep, not until the next
transport came and they all left.

A small screen behind the bar flickered with images of British
soldiers in the sand, courteously discussing tactics. Jilly didn’t have
many human customers. It helped to have the sound of her native
language in the background, without the whine of the translator, and
pronounced correctly. The alien had turned his wide head toward the
screen as if he was watching, even without eyes. Maybe he registered
the flickering motion, or the radiation. Maybe it smelled good to him.
You never could tell what others would find soothing.

Jilly was wiping down sauce bottles, only three of which were edible
to her – and none of which were edible to Pneumostomes – when one
of them, the leader, she thought, squelched over to the bar and sat
down. Sort of.
“Getcha anything?” she said.
He gestured to his translator, tied back with a thin cord and blinking
faintly. Broken. His eyeless stalks swung sidetoside, which she
interpreted as a no.
“Fair enough,” she said, and went back to her wiping. She was

The leader shifted slightly. He hadn’t understood her, Jilly thought,
not with a broken translator.
“And it dries,” she said, making sure to keep her voice pleasant and
low. “I get that everybody’s different and everything, but really.”

“You like that, huh?” she said to him, half over her shoulder. His
companions were sliming their way across one of her better tables,
and she gritted her teeth. “I’ve got a thousand of ’em on loop. That’s
one of my favorites, though.”
The alien turned toward the sound of her voice. “When I was a boy,”
he said slowly, and she almost dropped the glass in her hand, fumbled
it to the bar top. He tipped one of his stalks toward her, like a smile.
“Apologies,” he said. “To startle.”
“You were never a boy,” she said.
“No. When I was a young. Younger,” he corrected himself. “We used
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to have your music. Movies. On the screen.”

“Match trick,” he said.

“You learned English?” Jilly’s eyes widened. “Nobody speaks
English on this station. Hindi, sometimes. A little Mandarin.”

She nodded excitedly. “Right. He puts a match out with his fingers,
and the other guy says it hurts, hey, what’s the trick. Great scene.”

“English,” the alien said. “Mandarin, Hindi, Spanish. Bantu.
German.”

They talked for a bit about motorcycles and long shots of desert
vistas and the expense of stunt camels, until one of the others came
up and touched stalks with him. “Time to go,” he said, sliding up and
out of the bar stool. Hesitantly, he drew a little bottle of fluid from his
folds. “Foam, then wipe,” he said. “When it dries. We are sorry.”

“German?” Jilly whistled, long and low. German was all but a dead
language. “That’s something.”
“A gift,” he said. His voice was resonant and rich with a timbre like
an old movie star, incongruous coming from the flat, heavy head.
“My people. Good with languages. Diplomats.” He tugged on the
broken translator. “Now, no need. No use.”
Jilly nodded. Her grandparents had been heart surgeons. She was
going to be a surgeon too before the Orbitals, before the influx of
species and technologies made Earth’s medical knowledge obsolete.
Anybody with a core spanner could do in five minutes what her
grandparents took a lifetime to learn. Now she owned a café.
“Nobody wants specialists anymore,” she said. “But English! I
haven’t heard it without translators in years.”
He tilted his stalks toward the British soldiers and the sand. “That
one,” he said. “I know it.”
“You’ve seen this movie?” Jilly put the bottles down and leaned both
elbows on the bar top.
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Jilly winced, then flushed. “I don’t mean to complain,” she said.
“Worse with stress,” he said. “We try not to stress.”
“Well,” Jilly said. “Thanks.” She stopped short of saying that they
were welcome in her café anytime, because she knew they’d never
come back to her outoftheway Orbital. “I’m sorry,” she said
instead.
“Is fine.”
It’s not, she thought, but they were already leaving. “How do you
manage?” she said at last, as he passed through the door. “The way
that…” That we treat you, she thought. “The way things are?”
He turned, leaving another trail behind him, and thought for a
moment. “The trick,” he said, in a perfect imitation, “is not minding
that it hurts.” Then he was gone.

The Freelancer
by Lau rence Kl avan

R

anger noticed the other boy there, but he didn’t think much of it.
There were occasionally kids around the office, what was the
big deal? Still, he didn’t go out of his way to be the boy’s pal or
anything. Fuck that—why? He ignored him.
“I’m Trey,” the kid said, having no choice but to volunteer the
information and so seeming weak, like he couldn’t take the silence.
Ranger nodded, not saying his own name, being withholding, that’s
what they called it. He shook the hand offered quickly—not weakly,
not like limply, firmly but fast, forcing the other boy to come up with
the question.
“And your name is … ?” Trey omitted the “what is” part, the “what is
your name?” part, because it was too exposing, like a dog showing its
belly. The kid made it a statement, an inquiry that needed an ending,
because an actual question would have been enfeebling—a question
mark was cowardly, Ranger thought, not really knowing why.
Anyway, it was a smart move by Trey; because of it, he respected the
new kid and responded.
“Ranger.” He only had the one name, which pegged him as an orphan
and dared the other boy—any boy, actually, but this one at this
moment—to comment on it, which Trey didn’t do. He just nodded
and started out of the office, as if on an assignment, which bugged
Ranger, for where did that leave him? Anyway, it could have been
worse—another boy had once barked when he heard “Ranger,”
because it sounded like a dog’s name, which bought the kid a beat
down, even though he thought it funny, he had to admit. In Ranger’s
world, everything was turf, how you walked, what you wore, even
the words that came out of your mouth, and you had to protect that
turf or concede it to someone else.

Now that Ranger thought about it, though, he realized Trey hadn’t
said his last name, either. So maybe he was an orphan, too, which
made sense. Brenda preferred to hire them and send them out, felt
they had less to lose—so was that what she’d done today, hired and
sent out Trey instead of him? Why? What had he done wrong?
Feeling angry, because it was less weak than feeling hurt, Ranger
looked inside the office for the older woman who was his boss.
He found Brenda faced away, at her desk, talking on some new
device Ranger couldn’t afford and which only older, rich assholes
had. Maybe when she wasn’t looking, he’d take it; that would teach
her for dicking him around and making him uneasy. He was her best
boy. Not that he had to hear her say it, he wasn’t weak like that, but—
Brenda ought to know Ranger knew his own worth and wouldn’t put
up with any shit.
Still, it took her forever to turn and see him and even then she just
raised her eyebrows once, as if telling a delivery boy to wait, she’d be
off in a second, and swiveled back the other way. Ranger wasn’t used
to this kind of treatment—who she did call day and night and know
would accept any assignment? Him! Until recently, anyway, and not
because of anything he’d done; he’d been more active and aggressive
than ever, scouring sites for remains and such. But Brenda had let
him go two whole days without a call and then, well, what was that
Trey piece of shit doing there, anyway? What gave?
Brenda hung up—or got off or blinked off or whatever the hell you
did with that device; Ranger would find out when he stole it. She
turned and took him in with just the merest of glances, the way girls
sometimes avoided his stares on the street—not all girls, don’t fool
yourself, plenty smiled at him, because he was goodlooking, getting
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to be, anyway, fifteen was the start of a long and happy love life, he
had no doubts at all in that department, believe me.

at least it felt normal.
“No. What, you got a worm in your head?”

“What’s up?” she asked, and her voice was flat.
“What do you mean?”
Ranger couldn’t help asking. He hated that sound in her voice, that
“get it over with” sound at which Brenda was so good; he’d heard her
use it on lots of people but never with him. Someone told him that
Brenda had once been a big blogger, a gossip blogger, like she had
posted stupid shit online about celebrities that people supposedly paid
to read, subscribed to read, that was the way it had been said to him,
paid every month to read, like money was something they couldn’t
wait to get rid of and so would use to buy any stupid old shit in order
to have less of it, like money was poison in a snakebite you sucked in
and spat out (he’d seen a TV show once about that over someone’s
shoulder on the train). Anyway, Brenda had done well at it until her
site went under and she got fired and went to work for the Muth Co.,
where she sent out kids like him—not like him, him, until today!
“I mean,” Brenda said, “what do you want?”
Now her tone had turned nasty instead of indifferent, which at least
gave him something to work with. Ranger could fight, spent half his
day doing it, in one way or another. So he preferred Brenda being
pissed at him; it was the ignoring, the backturning, the giving up on
him that he couldn’t take. He answered, with a similar air of anger,
“To work—what else?”
Brenda looked confused. “Didn’t I just give you something?”
Brenda had backslid into the dismissive territory that made him so
unsettled. It was like she thought Trey had been him or hadn’t cared
what boy had gone out. Look, maybe she’d barely even met the other
kid; maybe Trey had come around looking and gotten nothing from
her, and that’s why he had left. Ranger didn’t want to deal with it any
more, it was driving him crazy. So he kept the edge in his voice, for
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It wasn’t witty, but it got his point across—he’d insulted Brenda,
which meant he wasn’t afraid of her, he was tough, which she’d
always admired, for she was tough, too, and mean, and that’s why
they’d gotten along. (Ranger sensed that, as an adult, Brenda could
always be meaner than him; he was fifteen and fifteen was, at this
moment in this world, still not grown. Ranger may not have wanted
to know the whole story yet, for—even though he longed for the
sexual love that would mean he was a man—he’d have to leave a lot
behind to grow up, and that made him afraid.)
“All right,” Brenda sighed, and logged back onto her new device in a
weird way, for she made no move but look down. Was she trying to
get rid of him? Ranger felt so shaky he was interpreting everything
negatively, and he hated that. Anyway, she was about to throw him a
job, and that was good.
“There was a nightclub opening last night,” Brenda said, “and some
sortof stars were there.” She scribbled on a piece of paper, an archaic
custom she’d maintained, which gave her a timeless quality, as if
she’d been sent there from the past or was maybe just aging slower
than everyone else. Ranger thought she dressed like a younger
woman, too, with her white buttoneddown shirt stuffed into her tight
skirt and unbuttoned halfway down, exposing freckled breasts that
Ranger didn’t want to see but couldn’t stop staring at, surprised he’d
give a shit, since she was old enough to be his, what, great
grandmother, but knowing he had sex on the brain all day every day
being fifteen, and also feeling bad because Brenda represented
someone he wasn’t supposed to desire, even though it was really all
right, they weren’t related—anyway, she tore it off, the piece of
paper, and pushed it across her pristine black desk to him.
“That’s the address.”
After reading it: “Where is that?”

Brenda looked at him—what was the word?—witheringly, as if to
say, do I have to do everything? This was not okay but at least not
unprecedented. “Use your thing, for Chrissake.”
She meant Ranger’s pocket GPS gadget, the Beamer or whatever it
was called, that got him to and from the blast sites—he’d forgotten
for a second that he’d been issued one. Brenda had reminded him as
if telling him to wipe his nose or do his homework, like—oh, why not
come out and say it, stop being cute, he thought—the mother he
didn’t have and never had had.
“Okay.” Ranger said, apologetically, which was a departure, given his
typical toughness. Maybe he’d intentionally forgotten about the
Beamer, in order to be reminded by Brenda in that motherly way. In
any case, he felt better, being berated by her. And that was enough for
today, he thought: he’d gotten all he needed from her, a job. He
turned away—but Brenda had already done the same thing first,
which was weird.
Using the Beamer, Ranger took the train to the bus to the bustrain
and back to the trainbus (or the Trus and the Brain, as other orphans
called it). They let him out in the assend of town, at the site of the
club Brenda had mentioned. It was now a skeletal and rickety frame
helpless to protect a smoldering pile of wood, steel and rocks. The
explosion had taken place last night, and the minor celebrities in
attendance had been from the music business, low level wankers who
sang and danced. It was Ranger’s job to get past the police and
confiscate any items that might retain the DNA of these Dlisters
blown to bits, taking from the skin, intestines and other organs now
scattered upon, dripping from or wetly decorating the wreckage.
And this was his particular gift, his specialty, weaving in and out
even when the cops told him to get lost, which they usually did.
Ranger was almost like a rat (he didn’t mind the comparison—rats
were cool) that could shrink to slide under doors. Some cops
compared him to smoke, wafting here and there before disappearing
altogether. They said it with reluctant admiration, even though he
fucked with their crime scenes. Was it that they didn’t blame him

entirely, because he was only a kid and a kid without any family or
permanent home (he was currently sleeping on a cot in a disfigured
building that once had been a church—whatever that was). Or was it
that there was a kind of weird connection between cops and crooks,
because one in a way defined the other by being its opposite, the way
you were defined by those you loved and hated? It was the closest
Ranger had come to being known by anyone, except for Brenda, who
hired him and sent him out.
“Hey!”
Today the cop had to yell—not because he was infuriated or even
annoyed but to show his superiors that he was doing his job. In any
case, Ranger whipped by him, went under the crime scene tapes, both
actual and laser, to scoop up whatever pieces of furniture or floor
might hold the most and least melted remains.
He had a plastic bag over his shoulder, like—what was the name of
that bitch somebody mentioned used to exist?—Johnny Appleseed,
but Ranger plucked and picked up, didn’t put down and plant. He’d
even worn his grooviest gloves, which were black leather but super
thin and close to the bone, like a second skin. Today his job was
made easier by the sun, which shined on and made sparkle what the
elderly called bling, vestiges of chains, bracelets and earrings that
drooped on door frames and toilet stalls, like in—again, who was the
dude?—a Dali drawing, retaining aspects of beings. The sun was like
his spy, working for him, because he was as big a badass as the Earth!
In his element, Ranger was now snapping off and stuffing down so
fast, it was like he wasn’t even stopping, like he was simply
swallowing stuff, and you didn’t stop to do that, did you? You did
not.
Then Ranger did stop, screeched to a halt, that was the expression
(he’d been taught to read by an old bum, but he had to break it off
because of what the guy really wanted from him, and Ranger had
been just a little boy, Jesus fucking Christ, whoever he was). He
planted himself intentionally in anger the way someone else might
mistakenly in mud.
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Trey was there.

vital in a new and awful way.)

The little asshole from the office had gotten there ahead of him—this
was where he’d been going when he left, he had been assigned by
Brenda! Hadn’t he? How else was he doing this now, yanking and
placing bits of broken glass and black charred wood in his bag? It
was a better bag, too: was that a new, more opaque plastic? Why
didn’t Ranger have that?

Wiping his cheeks, Ranger staggered from the site with no
destination in mind, checking over his shoulder to see if Trey was still
there. The bastard was, yanking shards from the shattered site and
pressing them deep into his better bag, looking like a slave, picking
cotton for his masters (Ranger had seen a music video about that
once). Yeah, well, what did that make him? Ranger was simply
competing to be the best scavenger, the finest stealer of cells, nothing
for which a person should be proud, orphan or not.

Ranger felt as if something was painfully hanging from and falling
off his chest, like bricks breaking off a building on fire and landing
on the ground. Suddenly, he wasn’t so concerned about what he’d
collected: it all seemed puny, secondrate, and superfluous (though he
didn’t know that word, only knew it was unnecessary). Even the
money he would make was minor compared to the betrayal he was
enduring; one thing could not compensate for the other; it was like
being offered a blow job for a bullet wound, you know? (He had to
couch it in vulgar terms because his need for tenderness was so great
and too embarrassing, offered him up to the vultures, coyotes, and
crows in the steel forest where he lived.)
So Ranger upended and emptied the bag, scattering the last evidence
of those stupid failed singers and dancers—those human beings—
making it unlikely they would ever be reborn. (He knew what the
stuff was used for, what Brenda had been hired by the Muth Co. to
hire him to do: retrieve and sell the DNA of nearnobodies, that was
the best they could get these days, once their celebrity business
collapsed; he wasn’t stupid, just uneducated). Then he fled the scene,
the crater that had been a club until just a few hours ago, until some
psycho with a religious or political reason had turned it and everyone
in it and himself into just vestiges of themselves, suitable for
scavenging by the likes of Ranger.
He retraced his steps and passed the first cop again—who didn’t care,
maybe had never cared—going like in reverse, except nothing was
rewound and came to life again. In fact, everything seemed deader
than when he’d arrived; Ranger, too, felt less alive. (That wasn’t true:
because of Trey, tears were now jumping from his eyes as if escaping
his burning building. His face was as hot as his heart, and that felt
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But you know who was the worst? Brenda, because she was older
and should have known better; she had sold celebrities before and
was now selling losers when they were nothing but smears and slime
and ripped ribbons of themselves. It was over, Ranger thought, he
was through working for Brenda, picking up his pace as if actually on
his way somewhere. Then, of course, he slowed and stopped because
he was lost.
Ranger patted his back pocket, expecting to feel the familiar bulge of
his Beamer, but he only touched his ass. The device had fallen out—
or been swiped by the cop as Ranger sped past him, stranger things
had happened. Instead of increasing them, desperation dried his tears
now; and he looked every which way, with the world fiercely in
focus. He saw closed stores and abandoned construction sites, no
people—except, wait, there was a girl his own age standing on a far
corner, tentatively raising her hand, either to swat something away or
wave, he wasn’t sure.
Ranger decided she was waving. He waved back, his fingers curled,
seeming to scratch his nails on the chalkboard of a school he’d never
attended. She smiled, which was his signal to cross; he was fifteen
and still learning how it worked. She’d done her job, now he had one
to do. It was a relief, and he did not delay, for she looked like the
future and was not far away.
When he reached the other side, Ranger saw how small she was—
everything about her was short, including her hair, which was in a
buzzcut. In fact, she looked a little like him, only her face was softer;

his was growing harder and darker every day, as if being cooked by
the flame which was the time since he turned twelve. She had on a T
shirt and khaki shorts, so was a like a ranger, too.
“Are you lost?” she asked.
“Yes.”
He had just blurted out the answer, because who had ever asked him
such a thing, ever asked him anything about how he felt? It was like
that “maneuver” where they hold you hard and the chunk of food
choking you popped out; she’d held him that way for a second.
“I lost my …” Suddenly, he couldn’t remember the name of the
stupid device; he tried to form its nebulous shape with his fingers,
then gave up.
“Where are you trying to go?”

squint and seem even more uncertain. The sun was again giving him
a hand as it had when it exposed the remains; now it said, show her
how unsettled you are, go on, don’t be embarrassed, she’s here to
help you—or so he imagined the sun said, still anthropomorphizing
nature like a child.
“Where do you live?” She was grilling him—and literally, too, for the
sun was extrahot, assisting him.
Ranger had been honest with her the whole time and would not stop
now. His voice sounded steeped, moist. “Nowhere.”
The girl nodded and asked one more thing—“Hungry?” Before he
could reply, assuming his answer, she turned to go. She was way
ahead of him—not actually, they went side by side.
“I’m Shane,” she said.
“Ranger,” he said, and both their names were like places or positions
or inanimate objects, something else they had in common.

“I wasn’t,” he said, again ultrahonestly. “I was working.”
Then he saw where she lived.
“Where?”
He nodded at the ruins, which from across the street looked like a
castle leveled centuries ago, an impossible place to do anything.
The girl was baffled. Then she shook her head, slowly and
meaningfully, his occupation becoming clear. “Oh. Right.”
“But I just quit,” he said, half because of how she’d said it and half to
see how it would sound. It sounded good, but a little unnerving, like
the click when you close a door behind you without the key.
“What will you do now?” she asked, seeming to approve of his
decision (or maybe he was just imposing this and she meant nothing
by it and was simply making conversation; it wasn’t clear; he hadn’t
talked much to girls).
Ranger shrugged. Coming from behind a cloud, the sun made him

It was a real house—with a front door and working windows on its
several floors. It had even been painted sometime in the last century
or some other time Ranger couldn’t understand. It was completely
isolated on its block, where only suggestions of once towering, now
obliterated structures were scattered on its either end.
“Come on,” Shane said and took his hand, a touch which while
innocent (and he had removed his gloves), at fifteen sent a shiver
through him.
The two went through the front door, and it was immediately cool
inside, though he heard no hum of air conditioner or fan. The house
was sparsely furnished, with worn pieces that appeared to have been
picked off the street, some even charred or hobbled from their own
explosions. Ranger smelled a weird and dizzying mix of baked bread
and—was it steak or chicken? He had had so little meat in his life that
he couldn’t tell.
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“You’re just in time for dinner.”

“Like the neighborhood was coming back.”

It was a woman’s voice. Emerging from around a corner was in fact a
woman, probably as old as Brenda but looking older because she was
unadorned. Her hair had gone gray (Brenda kept hers the color of
fire) and she was soft and billowing where Brenda was hemmedin
and taut. Maybe it was her sort of sack dress, which moved here and
there, relaxed and playfully indifferent, as she came forward, unlike
the military stiffness of Brenda’s shirt and skirt. In her ovenmitted
hands was the bread Ranger had thought was there, smoking
benignly and in a basket.

“Right. But no.”

“I brought a guest,” Shane said.
The woman stopped and looked at Ranger. For a second, her face
registered confusion; this was quickly replaced by an expression he
took to be welcoming but had seen rarely and not recently at all.
“Okay,” she said. “I’m Marilyn. Shane’s mother.”
Ranger didn’t answer, surprised. He thought Shane’s not saying her
own last name meant that she was orphaned. Now he knew it was her
just being easy, friendly, and informal.
These qualities were present in the way they ate, too: sitting at a big
table in a dining room with open windows on every side. Somewhere
else, Ranger might have felt on display, imprisoned, and judged. Here
he sensed they were hiding nothing, were celebrating themselves, and
offering up places for still others to take.
“This is delicious,” he said, chewing—steak, it turned out—
deliberately, to appreciate each bite. The conversation was casual and
considerate—no one asked him prying questions; it was as if he were
a soldier and they didn’t wish to remind him of the carnage he had
witnessed or caused. Still, they didn’t avoid the issue altogether.
“It’s so sad about the club,” Marilyn said.
“It seemed hopeful that they’d built it on that block,” Shane added.
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“It turned out to be just another target.”
Shane and Marilyn had a rapport that fascinated Ranger. They didn’t
quite finish each other’s sentences, but their words were connected,
as if holding hands; he was embarrassed to imagine such a corny
thing, but they’d inspired it. What most impressed Ranger about the
meal (besides the food, of course—and that included the homemade
dessert of some kind of fruit pie; he wasn’t familiar enough with fruit
to know which one it was) was Marilyn’s focus on him. When she
wasn’t overtly observing him, she was sneaking peeks at him from
across the table. Ranger had always been studied with suspicion by
others to, say, see he didn’t steal (which he sometimes did, of course).
But this woman watched him with worry; her glance was the
equivalent of someone kissing his forehead for a fever, something no
one had ever done. He could not help leaning in to catch more of her
concern, as if it were the spray of the sprinkler that had cooled down
orphan kids when he was little (sometimes increasing until it was
strong enough to wash them all away; it had been a trick to flick them
off a street). Marilyn meant for him to be bathed in it, he could tell;
this time he wasn’t making it up or misinterpreting, as he did so often
other people’s intentions, unused as he was to and craving as he did
human kindness. When she cleared the dishes and left the room,
declining his help, acting as if he had exerted himself enough today, it
was as if the room grew dark and dull without her.
“You’re staying over, right?” Shane asked, but it wasn’t a question, a
doublecheck.
Later, Ranger lay on a big bare mattress in an otherwise empty room
on the ground floor. He curled up there like a baby too young to have
a blanket, not strong enough to keep from suffocating beneath it.
Shane brought him a thin sheet, decorated with lambs and a female
shepherd he didn’t know was named Bo Peep. She draped it over him
solemnly, the way you would a human sacrifice, which made them
both laugh.

“I don’t usually use one,” she said, “but you might get cold.”
Lying face down, already almost asleep, he felt the mattress shake.
And Ranger understood: this was where Shane slept, too.
The bed was big enough that he barely knew she was near him, and she
didn’t pull on or ask to share the sheet. Still, with the filmy fabric over
his ears, he could hear her breathe. He glanced down at the foot of the
mattress and saw her shoes, shorts and shirt piled on the floor, a pair of
white underpants on top, like the scoop of vanilla ice cream that had
been on the pie for dessert. He had removed his own clothes already.
Ranger curled into a smaller ball, bent on creating more distance
between them. Yet he couldn’t keep from getting hard, his penis like a
rock between his thighs with which he couldn’t help but hit someone.
This shifted the sheet, exposing a shoulder, and Shane lifted and
placed it back on him, as a sister might. It fluttered there like a tongue
and, helplessly, he ejaculated, careful to catch the cum with his thighs
so as not to stain the sheet before he passed out again. The next thing
he knew he was on his back, his legs completely spread, the sheet
kicked to his feet, hot wet sunlight pouring on him like concrete, and
Shane was gone.
Ranger moved into the house. Whatever stuff he had in the church
didn’t matter—he kept most of what he needed on his person, and the
Beamer had been lost. He did chores around the place; even the
nearly empty areas needed cleaning. Sometimes he was given money
by Marilyn for food and ventured out to the few stores open in the
neighborhood; other times, he negotiated with people on the street
who hoarded goods. There were neighborhoods like Brenda’s that
had good security and so had not been devastated, and he would
secretly travel there to bring back better things. Whenever he
returned, Marilyn gave him that worried look he loved.
At night, they would gather around Shane’s small device and squint
to watch films or TV shows. Neither woman asked him anything
about his life; they still treated this time as his convalescence. In fact,
Ranger was so exhausted he slept long hours, often with Shane
beside him, on the bed bare but for the sheet. He did not consciously

touch her, but sometimes he would wake up wet again and wonder
what had happened. One morning, he found a pubic hair (not his
own) in his mouth, and Shane again was gone. They didn’t say
anything about it but blushed when they were alone, doing the dishes
or something.
Ranger noticed that he looked older now. He soon found shaving
equipment and a deodorant left for him on the glass ledge beneath the
bathroom mirror. He taught himself how to use the razor and cut his
nose, lip, chin, and cheek, which made the woman both sympathize
with and laugh a little at him.
Occasionally, in one of his shallower sleeps, he would hear what he
believed were bomb blasts from blocks away, reduced to dull thuds in
the distance. If he remembered in the morning, he would check news
sources and read about another event or upscale venue successfully
targeted. Ranger would bitterly wonder who Brenda had sent out to
scour it—Trey? Was that that little weasel’s name? Then he forced
himself to forget.
Sometimes, he would open the door to strangers seeking Marilyn
who had no interest in talking or even leaving a message with anyone
else. One of these people smelled of sulphur and another was out of
breath. There were calls, too, and texts for her that Ranger answered
or by accident intercepted.
“I forgot to mention,” he began to say, one night in bed. Then he told
Shane about such a visitor. Lying beside him, Shane didn’t answer for
a second, and Ranger almost fell asleep before she did.
“Did they say anything?”
“Who? Oh. No.”
“You take a message?”
“Sorry. Should I have?”
“No. It’s fine. Forget it.” And her last two words didn’t seem a
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suggestion but something stricter. This was another time that Ranger
woke up feeling he’d experienced an exciting event while asleep—
his skin was tingling—and wasn’t sure if it had been a dream.
*

*

*

Then Marilyn apparently decided she had left Ranger alone long
enough. At their next dinner, she asked him questions. They felt to
Ranger like she was opening his Army backpack, trying to get a sense
of what was inside, the way a mother would want to know how far in
deed and feeling her soldier son had gone from her.
“You used to work for someone?” she asked, passing delicious
mashed potatoes to soften him up.

“You tell her why?”
“No.”
“Just walked away?”
“Yes.” He didn’t mention Trey; that might make him seem small.
“Have you been in touch with her since you left?”
Ranger looked up, pressing a piece of bread into gravy as a child
would his boot into a puddle. The inquiries were starting to annoy
him. “Of course not. You’ve been here. You’ve seen me.”
“Maybe you should let her know you’re okay.”

Ranger nodded, giving himself a scoop of the creamy, highly buttered
stuff.

“No. How could I do that?” It was the first “attitude” he had shown
since coming, a sign that he was either more at ease or suddenly
threatened. Either way, it surprised him to hear.

Ranger didn’t reply. Marilyn’s tone was the aural equivalent of her
worried looks; there was a warmth to it that he was unfamiliar with.
Yet he didn’t delight in it as he did her glances, which he still sought
out. The questions made him realize her attention could be rigorous,
her love (and he knew that’s what it was, he wasn’t stupid) required
things of him; it didn’t allow him everything. He didn’t like that. When
you were neglected—dismissed, even loathed—you were left alone.

“Who was it? Brenda?”

“Why don’t you go see her?” she said.

Ranger had just slapped potato on the piece of steak he was about to
stick in his mouth, so it looked like a white toupee on top. Now it slid
a little down the side as the question made him stop. “Yeah.” He
popped it into his mouth, making it impossible for him to say more.
How’d she know about Brenda?

Ranger wanted to tell her to stop, stop pressing me, let me eat in
peace, just—look at me, that’s all I want. Instead, surprising himself
even more, he blurted out, “Because she’s finished with me, that’s
why.”

“Not for yourself?”

“Right,” she said, as if it was obvious. “Did she fire you?”
“No. I quit.” Are you kidding me? he wanted to say, but kept his
head.
Marilyn nodded, as if having figured that much, he was glad to see.
Her tone changed as she herself stopped eating and watched him.
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He was quiet after this and done with his dinner, pushing away his
plate. He knew this contradicted what he’d said before, that he’d quit.
But he didn’t mean it literally: Brenda had let him go, not fired him,
there was a difference. And now he spat out a sudden cry that was
like rotten wet meat choking him, covered his face with his hands,
sticky from the buttered bread, and wept.
Marilyn let him; she didn’t interrupt. When he could cry no more, he

realized his moans had silenced all other sounds. His ears cleared, the
way they do when you descend from a great height. He heard
Marilyn sigh, with compassion.

looked at him as if he’d been a child when he left and was no longer.

“I’m sure,” she said, “that that’s not true.”

Ranger didn’t know how to reply: her tone was as closedoff and
hardboiled as ever, and allowed him no way in. And her look, unlike
Marilyn’s, didn’t land on him like a soothing hand but went through
him without stopping and hit the wall at his back.

Marilyn made and packed him a lunch, which she amusedly said she
wanted to wrap in a napkin and put on a stick at his shoulder; but
he’d never read Tom Sawyer or any similar story, so he didn’t reply.
She wrote a note, told him, “This is for Brenda, not you,” folded it
twice and placed it in his back pocket, where the Beamer once had
been. He would have to find his way there and back on his own.

“Look who’s here,” she said.

“Can you do that?” she asked.

He waited, wondering if she might communicate with him as she
always had, by sparring and giving him a job. But she only blinked,
expecting him to say the next word or make the first move. The
situation was both the same as when he’d left and worse, for he’d
hoped it would be different.

“Yes,” he said, without thinking.

He threw the note on Brenda’s desk.

Ranger looked for Shane to say goodbye, but she wasn’t around, and
she’d already been asleep when he’d come to bed. He had a funny
feeling she was avoiding him, he didn’t know why. He remembered
that he had been recently interpreting things negatively, so he
stopped. Still, it felt as if Shane had done her job, the way a worm is
finished when a fish hangs on its hook. Ranger hated the image, but
he had it in his head, he couldn’t help it.

“What’s that?” she said.

He retraced his steps to Brenda’s. This time, there was more life the
longer he went in reverse: buildings were reconstructed, people
existed again. When Ranger entered her office, he expected to see a
crowd of new kids there—conscripts, he now considered them; this
was how Marilyn and Shane had made him feel. But the waiting area
was empty and, though Brenda’s door was open, he heard nothing
from within. Ranger advanced and stepped onto its threshold as if
approaching a precipice.
Brenda was behind her desk, staring right at him. Her new device—
was it one even newer?—lay discarded on the reflecting surface of
her black desk, as if having revealed something she’d rejected.
Suddenly, he couldn’t remember how long he’d been gone, a month?
Six? Brenda appeared older, but maybe it was he who had aged. She

It was weird: each woman communicated in this archaic way, which
was both personal and perishable, a form that highlighted one’s
handwriting with all its looping and stabbing idiosyncrasies that
could be removed and never recovered, unlike a computer file or a
person whose DNA he scooped up. It was as if both Brenda and
Marilyn knew their relationship with him was temporal and would
exist longer in his memory than in any other way.
“See for yourself,” he said.
She looked at him as if he knew what it contained. Yet Ranger had
obeyed Marilyn and not read it.
Brenda unfolded the paper and didn’t blink for the short time it took
her to take it in. Then she closed and placed her hand upon it, not
letting Ranger have it, keeping it between the two of them, Marilyn
and her.
Ranger had assumed the note was an explanation—even an apology—
for why she’d kept Ranger so long, where he’d been, what he’d done.
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Yet it was too short to have said all that. And Brenda’s expression had
if anything hardened; if she understood anything better now, the
knowledge hadn’t made her more compassionate.
“Thanks,” was all she said.
Ranger waited and kept waiting, but she wouldn’t be the one to break
the silence or crack a smile. He knew he was stronger than when he’d
left and swore he would not be the one to weaken first. Yet Ranger
also knew that Brenda was still better at this than he. Helplessly, he
exhaled and in the breath came his capitulation, a question released
like a dead rat flushed from a drain pipe.

seen it, hurting when it hit his face, like a door opening on him again
and again. Ranger hadn’t brought an umbrella; that was for
weaklings and anyway would have done nothing in a deluge. The
water soaked then melted away his shirt; he peeled it off in pieces
and made his way to Marilyn’s in shorts, looking at last like
someone’s diapered child.
Yet he couldn’t get inside. A pair of policemen stood guard,
preventing anyone from approaching.
“What’s going on?” he asked.
One cop looked at him with the usual contempt and didn’t answer.

“You got anything for me?”
“I got to get in,” Ranger said.
There was silence again. Ranger’s heart sped up. A smirk came onto
Brenda’s mouth, lifting the right side of her upper lip, plumping her
cheek and closing one eye: everything connected, nothing accidental;
dismissing him was an instinct. Then she stopped, as if it were petty—
unprofessional—to take pleasure in his defeat.

“Why? There’s not a lot to steal.” Snide: hurtful.
“Because I live there now, that’s why.”
Now the cop didn’t find him funny. “Go away.”

“No,” she said. “Sorry.” And she reached for her device—to, what,
call another kid?
Ranger left, his face burning, lacerated by losing to her once more
when he’d been most determined to win. He rode the trainbus and
bustrain, the Trus and Brain, back to Marilyn’s, the journey more
than memorized, now second nature. He was never going back to
Brenda, that bitch, whom he hated now; he had not been able to even
think the word before.
As he went, the landscape was again stripped of features; there was
less and less to look at. He saw the bones of buildings, only parts of
people, and felt this was his future, where he belonged. Goodbye to
Brenda, that bitch, whom he hated. He had a real home now and was
almost there.
When he got on the street again, rain fell, as hard as he had ever
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While Ranger was technically retired, it did not mean he had lost his
skills. He quickly employed a move that was part limbo dance, part
sliding into home, though he had never heard of either thing. Before
the cop realized it, he was inside.
In the few minutes he was free, Ranger saw no evidence of anyone
living there; and in the skewed position of his mattress, the broken
cups in the kitchen, and—unless he was hallucinating—the small
bloodstains on the wall, signs of a struggle that had ended badly.
There was a faint aroma of baking bread, but he thought it might
have been his imagination.
This time, the police were not jaded about his escape but made to
apprehend him.
“Where are they?” Ranger asked, as they held his arms so he

Ranger slept in the hall, for the door was locked. He had escaped the
police and didn’t want to lose any time before finding the person he
thought responsible.

After she had finished yelling—calling him every name for “fool,”
whacking him back and forth with both hands, as Ranger covered his
face and sank to his knees, not fighting back—she picked up the
piece of paper given him by Marilyn. She dropped it on him as if it
were a final, crushing stone. It fluttered from his face to his feet.

Waking him, Brenda’s door opened.

“Read it,” she said, panting, “for God’s sake.”

Had she slept there, as he had? Did she always stay in the office, have
no other home? Was there even more they had in common? Brenda
looked down at him as if at the delivery of something she had not
ordered. Then, saying nothing, she turned and went back in.

At first, Ranger didn’t move, shaken as much by his own reaction to
Brenda as Brenda’s to him. Sniffing back a drowning wave of salty
water, his fingers trembling, he reached for the note, opened it, and
did as he was told.

Ranger stumbled after her, sick with fatigue. Never facing or
addressing him, the older woman opened her blinds and let in the
rude morning light. For a second, he understood and marveled at the
fact that she worked there alone, except for freelancers, was the only
permanent person. When everything was exposed, she moved toward
her desk.

Ranger was just a good enough reader to get the gist. It was an offer
from one woman to the other. Marilyn said that she knew when
bombings occurred because they were done by her people. If she
shared this information with Brenda, her freelancers could arrive on
the scene before anyone else and give the Muth Co. first dibs on the
remains. An arrangement could be worked out between them and
relayed by Ranger, who could be their carrier pigeon. There was no
mention of alerting the authorities and stopping the bombings before
they took place.

wouldn’t hit them anymore.

“What,” Ranger said, “were you jealous?”
“Me? Of who?” She took no time to consider the question.
“Did you make up some story? Tell the cops a stupid lie about her?”
Before she could answer, Ranger started screaming: How much he
had always hated her, how he hated her so much now, he would kill
her if he could. Because Brenda wouldn’t have him but wouldn’t let
anyone else. He had no control over what he said. Ranger couldn’t
stop and soon was unable to express any words. He was in pieces, his
heart on a spike like those remains at the club.
When Brenda hit him, it wasn’t to stop him, to slap sense into him,
like an actor in an old movie he hadn’t seen. Brenda didn’t seem
motivated by helping him with tough love or whatever was the
ancient expression. She seemed spurred on by anger alone, by the
need to shut him up.

Ranger dropped the paper on the floor, where it lay open. He
imagined fumes flying from it, smoke the result of pestilence, the
steam off shit. He looked up at Brenda and felt it was fitting that she
loomed above him. She was better than Marilyn, whom she had
punished. In the world in which he lived, Brenda was good. She had
tried to protect him. It was the most and only love he would ever get.
“Now go to sleep.” Brenda nodded at the couch in the corner, before
leaving the room. “You don’t want to fuck up your next job.”
Ranger lay down on the lumpy couch. He slowly became
unconscious, curled like an infant, with stubble on his face. Ranger
would be sixteen in a month. He would never leave Brenda again,
and she would never again hire any other boy.
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by toeken

Form Follows Function
by Gu stavo Bondoni

T

heated by the tidal forces of nearby Jupiter, was supposed to be
teeming with life.

“I never know whether I should hug that thing or toss it out the
airlock,” Wendy García said with a shudder.

Except it wasn’t. Water samples had all been negative. The view the
submersible revealed in its floodlights was clear and crystalline,
without evidence of any kind of sedimentation or organic matter. The
science outpost on the surface, far from being abuzz with world
shaking biological discoveries, was all gloom and doom except for a
couple of planetary physicists watching the other moons of Jupiter.

he humaniform robot, Honda logos resplendent on its head and
torso, brought beverage packs to the two submersible operators
illuminated only by the glow from their screen. They watched it
leave.

Her companion, Igor Golovkin, smirked. “If you throw it out, it will
just stand around on the ice until we let it back in.”
“Or its battery freezes again. I don’t even know why they bothered
to send it along. It weighs a ton and it can’t do much more than a real
human. Hell, it can barely walk any better than we can in this crappy
gravity.”
“Yeah, well, I’m glad it’s here. I really hate having to suit up to go
outside the habitat to pick up the thermometer rods. Better to send
Bobby.” The crew had voted and, of course, the name Robbie had
won. But then, by tacit agreement, they’d changed it to Bobby.
They turned back to their task. The torpedoshaped submersible was
operating nearly a kilometer below the surface of Europa’s frozen
ocean, at the end of a long monofilament and fiberoptic tether. The
crew they’d relieved had informed them that they’d seen a whole
bunch of nothing. Which is the same thing that every other piece of
equipment had found. Already, the mission was being hailed as the
greatest disappointment in the history of space exploration. And the
most expensive.
Europa was supposed to be the place. The vast ocean of liquid water,

So the second eighthour stint watching the empty ocean go by had
immediately been passed to the two juniormost members of the
mission. From what Wendy could hear, the rest of the exploration
team, senior scientists, grizzled astronauts, and respected veterans of
the Mars missions, were drinking themselves into a disappointed
stupor.
They took turns watching the screen as the probe went deeper and
deeper into the dark water. Whenever Wendy felt her eyes glazing
over, she would ask Igor to relieve her, and he would do the same.
“Man, this is boring,” Igor said.
“What did you expect?”
“I don’t know… something. I mean we’re farther from Earth than
anyone ever imagined people would get…. I wasn’t expecting to be
bored out of my skull. First six months in space and now this.”
Wendy chuckled. “If you wanted excitement, you should have gone
into real estate.”

p sfm J u n e 2 k2 1

• 67

Suddenly Igor’s attention snapped to the screen. He pointed. “Look,
do you see something?”

have been explained by a rising bubble of warmer water. They
flipped back to the visible spectrum.

Wendy looked. “No. What was it? Do you need relief?”

The next flash of motion was slower. There was definitely something
dark in the water… but it was moving much too fast to see clearly.

“Yeah, I suppose so. I was sure there was something there.” He
peered at the watery void again. “I guess not, though.”
Wendy concentrated, but she couldn’t see anything either.
And then she did.
couldn’t be certain.

It was so quick, such a brief flash, that she

Something was passing them by at high speed.
Out of nowhere, a shape materialized in the beam of the
submersible’s light. A long shape, with flippers and…. “Is that a
head? That’s definitely a neck,” Wendy said.

“Wait. There.”

“Don’t read too much into …” the object in their view rotated and the
light was reflected back. “I think it’s made of metal.”

“Get closer.”

“And it’s hollow. Look, you can see through it there and there.”

They maneuvered the submersible to a small smudge that turned out
to be a tiny network of bubbles.

“Those are cables, that looks like a servo …”
“What the hell is it?”

“Where did those come from?” Wendy asked.
“Damned if I know. We need to call the captain.” Igor stood.
“I don’t know. Maybe from below? Steam from contact with the
molten rock through cracks in the ocean floor?”
“Yeah, that might be it,” Wendy replied dubiously. “But I could have
sworn I saw something else.”
Another flash. “There!”

“No. Don’t leave me here alone here in the dark with that thing.
We’re getting a recording. We can show him in a while.”
“What do you think it is?”
“It looks like one of those water dinosaurs. A plesiosaur, I think
they’re called.”

“I saw it, too.”
But when they approached, only the same bubbles greeted the
submersible’s cameras.

“Plesiosaurs are reptiles, not dinosaurs,” the biologist replied
automatically. He was staring at the screen.
“Well, that’s a water dinosaur.”

“Is there anything on IR?”
The switch to heatsensing infrared cameras showed them a slightly
warmer patch in the blue of the frozen depths … which might easily
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“A metal one. I wonder how they get it to float.” He moved closer to
the screen, then said. “Here. That’s got to be some kind of buoyancy
bladder.”

“Well, it’s big, that’s for sure. Must be fifteen meters long.”

“Bobby, go get the captain,” Igor said. “Tell him it’s important. As
in really important.”

“I wonder who put it there,” Wendy said.
“What do you mean?”

Wendy, in the meantime, had ordered the submersible to withdraw
back to where the netting that could hoist it back to the surface
waited.

“I’m thinking the Chinese.”
*
Igor shook his head. “You know as well as I do that nothing that size
was launched here by people from Earth. There would have been no
way to cover it up. We’ve been watching Europa with everything we
have for the past twentyfive years leading up to this mission.
Everyone would have seen the launch.”

*

*

The champagne—two bottles that had been all the weight allowed by
the expedition—disappeared at high speed, but Wendy just sipped
hers.
The Captain raised an eyebrow. “What’s up?”

“It’s there. Someone sent it.”
“It’s the submersible we saw.”
“Not from Earth they didn’t.”

“Maybe the natives built it. All I know is that thing didn’t evolve by
itself.”

“What about it? It’s proof there’s life here. Not just life, intelligent
life. We’ll be famous. Tickertapeparade famous. Everyone from
the Secretarygeneral to the Pope has already sent us their
congratulations. We have made the most important scientific
discovery in the history of humanity.”

“Natives? This ocean is sterile.”

“I suppose…”

He shrugged.

“Come on, out with it.”

“And besides, that’s some kind of Loch Ness monster seadinosaur
thing. Why would native Europans build it to look that way?” Wendy
insisted.

“It’s that submersible.”

“So, who else would you say it might have been?”

“Excuse me,” a metallic voice interrupted, making them both jump in
the dark control room. “Would you like any further refreshments?”
They both looked at Bobby and the same thought hit them. Igor got
it out first. “Because it looks like them?”

“A beautiful piece of engineering,” the captain said. “I can’t wait to
get down there and meet the builders.”
“Did you see that it didn’t have a tether?”
“So what? They’re probably controlling it via some other means.”
“Through hundreds of kilometers of water?”

A long silence fell over the gloomy room as they thought about the
implications. The robot turned to go.

“Maybe it has an AI.”
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“Would you let Bobby roam that far away?” Wendy asked. By now,
the stateroom was quiet; everyone had abandoned the ebullient
revelry to listen to the conversation.

to their expedition. Losing it would end the mission just as it was
getting good.
“Where was it located when you lost it?”

“What’s your point?” the captain asked.
“In the net, five meters under the surface.”
“I’m worried that whatever is down there is more advanced than we
are.”
The Captain laughed. “Don’t be silly. They’re just clever at building
swimming drones. If they were advanced, we’d have seen signs from
them. Radio signals or something. Hell, don’t you think they’d have
come out to see what’s on the surface of their own planet?”
“That’s the whole point. The fact that they haven’t explored, that we
haven’t seen them might simply mean that it never occurred to them
that there might be something out here.”
“Well, they sure as hell know now,” the captain said. Then his smile
faded. “Damn.”
“Exactly. Now they know. We’ve given an advanced species, a
species that builds robots in the shape of attack predators, the
knowledge they need to come out here and get us.”
“Now you’re just being silly. A species with no concept of space?
What can they do to humanity?”
“I don’t know. It’s not like we can send a large force up here to hold
them back. Besides, it’s not humanity I’m worried about … just us.”

“All right. See if you can reset it. If not, we’ll have to hoist it to the
surface and do an inspection. García, Suzuki, suit up. If the restart
doesn’t work, I want you outside in fifteen minutes. You can take
Bobby with you.”
The two crew members went into the suit closet and Igor found
himself displaced by two more senior technicians who keyed
commands into the terminal, commands that would be relayed to the
submersible through the umbilical cord.
Wendy watched, but didn’t participate in any of the preparations. She
didn’t think there was anything she could do. In fact, she believed
that the submersible wasn’t merely malfunctioning … in her mind, it
was lost, consumed by a robot horror from the depths, sinking until
the pressure crushed it.
The rest of the crew moved frantically, trying to bring the
submersible back online. She couldn’t share her feeling with anyone;
she was too terrified of what could happen next.
Truthfully, she had no idea of what that might be, but it would be
awful.
The entire complex shook, knocking people to the ground.

“We’ll be …”
“What the hell was that?” someone shouted.
“Captain,” Igor interjected, “the submersible just went off line.”
“Icequake?”
Everyone was suddenly all business. While it was fun to celebrate
and interesting to speculate about what might be under their feet, the
submersible was a billiondollar scientific device, and it was the key
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“The ice was stable. And besides, look at the vibration detectors.
That was a vertical vibration, not one of the horizontal ones we get

when the ice plates grind.”

The third broke through the floor and Wendy saw Igor disappear into
the hole in the metal plates.

“It’s like something hit us from below …”
The pandemonium continued as half the crew attempted to make
sense of the motion while the other half kept trying to talk to the
submersible.
Wendy, though, was at peace. Now she knew what was coming, she
could accept it.

The fourth impact broke the floor beneath her, and tore her body to
pieces. She watched a metallic tendril wrap itself around her waist.
It began to pull her into the hole.
The very last thing she saw was Bobby trying to get back to his feet
as water spewed in from a different hole in the floor. He was slipping
in the icy puddle, his form singularly unsuited for the environment
around him.

The second blow, easily identified as coming from below, knocked
everyone to the ground.
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The Eternal Fire
by Chri sti na Sng

I

t is time.

With one eye on the rapidly setting sun, Hestia races to the Great Library and finds the
ancient tome right where she hid it, behind a hollow brick in the Archives wall.
She opens the old leathery book to the spell page, summoning a shimmering bright
portal and leaping in before it abruptly snaps shut.
Moments later, the Resident Archivist finds the tome face up on the ground. Curious,
he bends down to pick it up, reading the open page:
"Offer your Soul and Live Forever.
The Cost: Your World in Eternal Fire."
Astonished, he realizes he’s found it: Darkst Magiks, the lost grimoire he's searched
centuries for! Now, he will live forever.
Before he can recite the spell, the sky abruptly darkens and the sun vanishes behind a
wall of clouds. Hellfire rains down from the heavens, incinerating everything.
The ground has not stopped burning on Venus.
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by J esper N ordqvi st

Notes

I'm Jesper Nordqvist, aka 'Ragathol', a
comic artist and illustrator from
Sweden, specialized in fantasy and SF
comedy and drama. Mondo Mecho was
my first longer drama comic, published
as a web comic between ca 20062009.
It was supposed to be a long epic story,
but sadly couldn't be finished due to
other things coming in between, like
getting a contract to make another
Science Fantasy comic for publication.
That was TANKS, and although it's
only published in Sweden, I've been
making a lot more comics since then,
most of which are available at
gumroad.com/ragathol.
Mondo Mecho was a lot of fun to work
on, and I learned a lot — which you'll
be able to see clearly as it goes on. I
hope that I'll be able to pick it up again
(or rather, to remake it) some day. I hope
you'll enjoy it — although it's a bit silly
in the beginning, it picks up a bit as it
progresses. Thank you for reading!
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Notes
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Notes
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