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			Dedication

			To everyone that has stood and stared up at the stars.

		


		
			Introduction

			Space, that final frontier, the great unknown, that vacuum in which no one can hear you scream, is that infinity and beyond which many believe must contain lifeforms that we could never comprehend, has drawn the attention of humanity for as long as we have been writing, and drawing, our stories. Looking up at the night sky, with its billions of twinkling, dancing lights, invokes feelings of wonderment and mystery. Even the youngest among us know that the secrets of the universe are laid out before us, begging us to explore and discover them.

			The more we discover about space, the more we realize we don’t know anything about it. We can’t help but wonder whether the “cold dark” that we see is a void in space or a being that we can’t see. As we ask questions, we apply our knowledge of life as it is here on our pale blue marble to create possible answers. Is the life out there friendly? Is it humanoid? Or is it a complex series of “vines” that control the minds of those physical creatures it comes into contact with slowly draining their life force until they are but a shell of their being?

			Perhaps the questions that we are really searching for answers to are the ones about the problems we face here on Earth. Do other planets and civilizations struggle with “civil disobedience” and factions that think that all technology is “techno babble?” There has to be more out there than selfish, angry, violence, doesn’t there? Not all other forms of life have to have wars that lead to “forbidden wastes,” mass destruction, environmental decay, and great extinctions.

			We, as a species, are looking for that small glimmer of hope in that light at the end of the cosmic tunnel, or in that silver lining on a star dust cloud floating in the vast darkness that out there, somewhere, are civilizations that are peaceful, happy, content, insert other positive word here. We aren’t hoping to find a “self-serve party” free for all in our travels, but wouldn’t it be amazing to find out that life isn’t all about the survival of the fittest, kill or be killed, eat the weak, work every day until you die existence we have all come to know?

			What if everything we think we know about life is wrong? Are there machines out there that keep the living alive, or perhaps contain life within themselves? How do the living entities around the universe get around? Do they fly through the air using wings or plane-like contraptions? Maybe we will stumble across a “railroad” that connects different planets and different systems and we will see things that are beyond the scope of human imagination.

			We may never find the answers to all the questions that the infinite expanse of space begs us to ask, but we can have hope that one day, we may uncover a few of the innumerable secrets it holds. Or, this entire anthology could just be a “eulogy of an empty stargate.”

			Who knows…

			Kris Cotter

		


		
			Self-Serve Party

			By Lori Wilkey

			Baeznor glanced at his date, Zyphira. He appreciated the way her eyes sparkled in the moonlight as he piloted the borrowed cruiser. The Earth’s Moon hovered so close to the window that he felt he could reach out and retrieve some moondust. He would give it to the prettiest girl in the universe. She currently sat beside him.

			Baeznor studied Zyphira with one eye while gazing at the moon with the second eye, and with the third, he focused on the rapidly approaching planet.

			Zyphira looked around the interior of the cruiser. “Do you always travel with a picture of your female progenitor on the instrument panel? Or do you keep it there because the color of her suckers matches the lights?” She didn’t look impressed.

			Explanations whirled through his brains. Which sounds the best? He hoped his glands weren’t emitting any odors signaling his nervousness.

			Finally settling on one explanation, he said, “I’m borrowing it from my progenitor while I wait for mine.” Phew, not a lie. She doesn’t need to know that I haven’t acquired one.

			Feeling clever, he took one tentacle off the controls and placed it on one of Zyphira’s. Her multicolored eyes appraised him. After a few moments, he felt her relax and wrap her tentacle around his. He felt his insides turn to goo at her closeness.

			“You know, my progenitor is an anthropologist. He’s told me stories about this planet and some of the best places to go to obtain the true Earth experience. I can’t wait to share them with you,” Baeznor said. He attempted to hide the nervousness conveyed by his tentacles.

			The tiny ship jounced as they entered the atmosphere. Baeznor’s suckers quivered as his stomachs did flip-flops. He retrieved his tentacle from Zyphira with a grin that he hoped didn’t look too queasy. It wouldn’t do for Zyphira to know that he was new to space travel.

			He brought the cruiser down outside of a small-size town. Reaching underneath the control panel, one of his tentacles rifled about, finally encountering a switch. When he flipped it, a low-grade hum whirred through the vehicle. The viewport wavered as the re-imaging shield engaged. “I’ve disguised our cruiser to look like a standard Earth vehicle,” he explained.

			The teen rummaged in a storage compartment, shoving assorted Earth artifacts out of the way. Zyphira peered over his tentacle, commenting about the objects. “Ooo, what is that?” she asked, pointing to an artifact that was two small, darkly translucent discs connected to each other with a tiny piece of wire. Slightly longer wires stuck out on either side of the flat discs.

			“That’s a laser inhibitor. The humans place them over their vision orifices to prevent lasers from shooting out.”

			Zyphira covered her mouth in delighted horror. “Is it safe for us to be here?”

			“Sure! Only a few have the lasers. My progenitor showed me a human document with pictures of surgery done to their vision orifices. I can translate a few words of their language, but the pictures were explicit.”

			While searching in the storage cabinet above Zyphira’s seat, Baeznor leaned close to her; his olfactory organ smelled her pungent stench. The suckers on the tip of his tentacle quivered with excitement. At least she is too distracted to see my attraction.

			“I found it!” His triumphant voice echoed in the confined space. He held a small, computerized box in his tentacle. Baeznor’s tentacle pushed a couple of buttons. “This will cast a re-imaging shield over anyone of our species within 10 meters of the box.”

			“I’ll just have to stay close to you,” said Zyphira, leaning closer to him.

			“We look like humans now. How do I look?” he asked her.

			“Hideous!”

			Baeznor smirked, started up the vehicle again, then headed toward town. They drove past a thinning forest that gave way to fenced-in fields. The cruiser crept along. The slow speed allowed them to observe the native inhabitants.

			They spotted a brown four-legged, two-headed animal contained within the enclosure. Fur covered the lower part of the body, including the lower elongated head. Fabric wrapped the upper half of the animal. This appeared to be a good idea to Baeznor, since he could see no fur on the upper portion of the creature except for the top of its head. The animal ran around in large circles, occasionally jumping over small obstacles. They heard strange sounds coming from the lower head.

			“Neigh!”

			The teens looked at each other, then back at the beast.

			“What is it?” Zyphira asked in wonder.

			“It must be a human-animal hybrid. See?” Baeznor pointed to the odd creature. “That top half looks humanoid.”

			Zyphira agreed.

			The two tourists then continued their sightseeing at a crawl.

			As they approached the town, more vehicles joined them on the roadway. The commotion outside the cruiser grew. Loud blasts emanated from the transportation conveyances behind them.

			“What is that noise?” Zyphira asked, her ear stalks twitching.

			“They are giving us a standard Earth greeting,” Baeznor informed her. “They are a fascinating species. My progenitor told me many stories about them.” Here Baeznor continued with human trivia, hoping to strike a knowledgeable tone. “Did you know that they willingly jump into enormous holes in the ground filled with water? They then traverse from one side of the hole to the other and back again, never seeming to find a way out.” They both pondered the absurdity of these inhabitants.

			They continued toward town, marveling at all the unique sights. Human vehicles continued to greet them the entire way. A smattering of buildings sprouted near the roadway. Humans strolled beside the road, a few alone, some in pairs, others in groups.

			“The inhabitants seem to be friendly,” Zyphira observed. Almost all the natives pointed and waved in their direction.

			Baeznor guided the disguised cruiser over to a nearby building. He stopped in front of the building’s large windows. “Let’s explore a little.”

			“If you think it’s safe,” Zyphira undid her seat restraint and bumbled out of the cruiser. Baeznor hurried behind, never letting her from his sight.

			“Look! That’s what our cruiser looks like.” They both peered at the reflection in the window. The tube-shaped vehicle was a riot of muted color. Painted flowers haphazardly decorated the body. A large “VW” glyph graced the front below the window. Rust flaked off from several worn patches.

			Zyphira tilted her head as she evaluated their vehicle. Finally, a satisfied smile spread across her face. “Very human.”

			They wobbled as they walked. Neither had yet acclimated to Earth’s gravity.

			Zyphira attempted to walk straight forward but instead toppled into what she thought to be a human male.

			“Sl- slorry,” she slurred, her mouth not familiar with human speech. She placed her tentacle, which the re-imager disguised as a human hand, onto their cruiser.

			“Don’t you think it’s a bit early to be drinking?” the human laughed. “You look about as trashed as your ride.”

			Confused, Zyphira glanced at Baeznor. He smiled at her and bobbed his head.

			“Yes. Our ride is very trashed. Thank you. Just another ordinary Earth transportation conveyance,” Baeznor said, patting the cruiser.

			“Dude!” said another human to the first. “They are out there! That hippie van of theirs suits them. Let’s go.”

			Baeznor leaned over to Zyphira and whispered, “Did you hear that? He liked our vehicle! They liked us! We passed as human!”

			Gaining their Earth footing, the visitors ambled toward the building. Victory fueled their steps. Observing through the windows, the teens watched humans meandering amongst shelves containing Earth items. Individuals picked objects up and walked over to a computerized machine and waved the items over a square glass plate. Then the humans stuck a plastic card into a box for a few seconds. After retrieving their card, they exited the building. The visitors did not observe an attendant. The humans conducted all transactions in silence.

			“We have seen that the humans can be quite boisterous. Think about how enthusiastically they greeted us. Perhaps they are not permitted to speak inside the building,” noted Baeznor.

			“That seems like a good deduction.”

			Baeznor’s stomachs gurgled. “I’m feeling depleted. What about you?”

			Zyphira nodded, then asked, “But where do we attain sustenance?” She swept her human-looking arm toward the building in front of them.

			They looked toward the building beside the one they currently faced. They saw a sign perched atop a tower of round rubber tubes next to a large grease-streaked door.

			“Somewhere here,” he indicated the sign.

			Michelin Tires

			“I can’t decipher the entire thing, but my progenitor told me that first glyph refers to high-quality sustenance. The second glyph must refer to a type of nourishment, but I don’t know what kind.”

			The two alien teens turned away from the building. They saw rectangular metal tanks with a black hose attached to the right side in the paved lot in front of the building. They looked remarkably like the nourishment tubes back home. Baeznor and Zyphira made their way over to the tanks, wobbling between the slowly moving vehicles. More humans delivered enthusiastic greetings.

			“Humans are strange creatures,” Zyphira said. “Look how they bring their vehicles with them to the nourishing tubes.”

			Baeznor laughed with her.

			“I don’t see any servers. It must be self-serve,” Zyphira observed.

			With a gallant sweep of his human-looking arm, he picked up a hose. “Allow me.”

			“How thoughtful you are.”

			He held the nozzle to Zyphira’s mouth. When he pulled the trigger, liquid gushed into Zyphira’s mouth and into her empty stomachs. Baeznor sensed the attention of the nearby humans. He looked away from his lovely date, despite her bizarre human appearance, and saw the locals pointing toward them. Human mouths opened wide and harsh noises spewed out. The high decibels made his ear stalks twitch. This must be how the humans greet visitors outside of their vehicles. He opened his mouth and imitated the human clamor to the best of his ability. He waved and turned his attention back to Zyphira.

			Once she had had her fill, Baeznor took his turn at the nourishment center. Some liquid dribbled down his chin. Embarrassed, his limbs twitched. He used his camouflaged tentacle to wipe his face clean.

			“Don’t concern yourself. It’s difficult to not make a mess using these dispensers. Ours are designed for our anatomy. These, not so much. Besides, look at what the crazy humans are doing with this sustenance.”

			Baeznor and Zyphira observed the humans place the hose into an opening of their vehicles, then depress the trigger and wait while the nourishment flowed into their vehicles. They replaced the hoses onto the tanks and departed.

			“How silly these humans are! Why washte,” Zyphira hiccupped. “Excuse me. Why waste something- hic- something, so tashty on a… on a vehicle? Wow! This liquid is powerful!”

			By this time, a small crowd had gathered around the disguised aliens. Several individuals raised small handheld devices in their direction. A couple held these same devices to their ears. A discordant cacophony assaulted the teens’ ear stalks.

			“This musht be what is called a ‘party.’ My pro- hic- my progenitor told me about these; loud noise, losht of humans crowded together, and tashty sustenance,” Baeznor slurred. “He also said that it ish polite to gyrate when attending a party.”

			The aliens staggered closer to the encroaching humans. The liquid that the visitors had ingested rapidly affected their systems. They twirled and whirled, stumbled, and careened. They chortled and surrendered to the festive atmosphere.

			After imbibing at this Michelin nourishment center, Baeznor lacked inhibitions. He retrieved the re-imager from his pocket; it looked nearly identical to the devices the humans held. Wanting to blend in, he mimicked the humans and held it high. Then he grabbed Zyphira and swirled her around.

			In the background, blaring, high-pitched whines added to the cacophony. Distant flashing red and white lights contributed to the sense of revelry. The humans pointed at the teens and laughed. Encouraged, Baeznor spun with his date faster.

			Suddenly, he tripped, unable to understand Earth’s gravity in his current state of mind. The re-imager flew out of his tentacle, smacking a human on the tip of its olfactory organ. The human rubbed its organ while stepping forward. The human’s foot, encased in heavy rubber and leather, crushed the re-imager.

			Baeznor and Zyphira’s human images flickered and disappeared. Their tentacles no longer restrained, they gyrated with reckless abandon. Their six leg tentacles moved in intricate steps. Eventually, they noticed profound silence. The humans stared, mouths agape.

			A wail pealed out of a human’s mouth. Then pandemonium ensued. Humans shouted and ran in various directions. Several individuals hopped into their personal transportation devices and sped away. The human operating the vehicle closest to Baeznor and Zyphira departed so quickly, it forgot to replace the nourishment hose. Fluid spurted out from the nozzle, dowsing the ground and the two aliens. Within moments, the teens stood alone.

			“I guess the party’s over, hic.” Zyphira swayed on her tentacles. “We should probably go home. My stomachs are rumbly. I don’t think my system is ushed to such fancy nour- hic- nourishment.”

			“I’m so sorry!” Baeznor blurted in a panic. I hope this doesn’t mean that she won’t go out with me again. He placed a tentacle on hers and guided her toward the cruiser.

			“Don’t be! This wash the best first date ever!”

			A long red vehicle accompanied by a couple of noisy blue and white vehicles, all with brilliant party lights rotating atop their roofs, arrived as Baeznor and Zyphira entered their cruiser.

			“Don’t forget to secure your restraints,” Baeznor reminded Zyphira, the inebriating effects of their sustenance now rapidly dissipating. “Since the re-imager broke, they know we are not from Earth. I will turn off the ship’s re-imaging shield and conserve energy. That will make it easier to lift off.”

			By the time he had finished starting the engine, several humans in identical blue uniforms had tumbled from the vehicles. They surrounded the alien’s cruiser. When Baeznor flipped the switch deactivating the re-imaging shield, the humans began shouting and waving. A few even gesticulated with black curved pipes they held in their hands.

			“Look! They came to say goodbye!” Zyphira exclaimed, waving her tentacles in glee.

			The small ship rumbled and hovered for a few moments. Baeznor and Zyphira observed the humans one last time, reluctant to leave. The humans really knew how to party! Lights from inside the ship illuminated the occupants of the cruiser.

			The humans gawked at the visitors. Some dropped their arms and froze; others waved more enthusiastically.

			Zyphira and Baeznor peered out the window at the humans.

			One human writhed with extreme excitement
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