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  Peace Is Hell

Marc A. Criley


Sooner or later every damn backwater planet starts petitioning for ‘self determination’ and independence. 
We at Imperial Central hear you.
Now having given it due consideration, here’s our offer, take it or leave it:
Terawatt lasers. Biological plagues. Nanite infestations. Annnd...dropping kilometer-sized asteroids down your gravity well. Nukes? No, perish the thought! (Fallout cleanup is a bitch!)
We’ll blacken your fields, burn your forests, poison your seas, and crack your world down to the core without breaking a sweat.
Peace is hell, motherfuckers. Watch the sky! Pax Galactica has stood for millenia and it ain't going anywhere.
Stay safe!






  
  Non-Dimensional Hide And Seek

Marc A. Criley


His second favorite thing ever was having invented non-dimensional portaling. Super cheap cargo transport made him a trillionaire. 
But his favorite thing was jerking around the corporate minions in his company’s mandatory non-dimensional hide-and-seek tournament. Winner got a triple pay bonus, the “tardy ten” got fired, all while the game’s portals degraded unless refreshed with timely transits (get too far ahead in non-space and a player could be stranded forever). This all ensured an active pursuit. 

      [image: ]It’d never taken more than twenty minutes to tag him...and it’s been almost an hour. Almost like everyone’s stopped looking?
Wait.
Oh shi-






  
  Epidermal Envoys

Marc A. Criley


“The president’s physician said it was some new variant of dermatitis. Prescribed him a cream.” 
“Did it work?”
“Eventually, though it kept moving around.”
“What kept moving around?”
“The rash. First an arm, then shoulder, neck, other shoulder, chest. He kept slathering the stuff on. It came back twice before they finally killed it.”

      [image: ]The message was broadcast in two hundred languages, across thousands of frequencies: “Three times we dispatched epidermal envoys. Three times they were hunted down and slaughtered. Your species has been judged unsalvageable.”
No one had a clue what an “epidermal envoy” was. Then everyone began scratching.






  
  Neurocrypto

Marc A. Criley


Flickering LEDs on the ranks of coffin-sized boxes softly illuminated the vast warehouse. 
“We tell them Neurocrypto utilizes the idle ninety percent of their brain--so no side effects.”
“I thought the ‘humans only use ten percent of their brain’ thing was a myth?”
“It is, but say ‘dark crypto’ and wannabe crypto-billionaires come running.”
“Okay, but where’s my company fit in? We’re medical waste disposal.”
“That ‘ninety percent’ of the brain that Neurocrypto hijacks is actually what keeps a person alive, so we need...uh...discrete biomass disposal.”
“Ah, I see... We can do that. For real money.”
“Of course.”

Previously published in Martian Magazine in 2023.








  
  Sufficient

Marc A. Criley


Hot tires buzzing. 
Backseat child whimpering.
Dead alien in trunk.
Shitohshitohshitohshit.

      [image: ]Dropped kid at my sister's, grabbed a shovel. Got the stink-eye.

      [image: ]Hours down dead desert tracks. Kill engine, pop the trunk. Grab shovel, haul the heptapoder.
Ten minutes shoveling--a shoulder poke. I turn. "JESUS CHRIST!" and fall on my ass. "It was an accident! I'm sorry! Didn't see... How...?"
Clicks and hisses, then the battered voicebox squawks, "Recuperative hibernation..." More clicks. "...requires replenishment."
"I've got energy bars," I say, sitting up.
A tentacle wraps me; I freeze, hear, "You are sufficient."
A flash, something rips, darkness. I can't breathe.

Previously published in Martian Magazine in 2018.







  
  About Marc A. Criley


Marc A. Criley avidly read fantasy and science fiction for over forty years before deciding to try his hand at writing it. He has since been published in Beneath Ceaseless Skies, The Future Fire, Worlds of Possibility, in various anthologies, and elsewhere; so rest assured it is never too late to start writing. Marc and his wife “manage” a household of cats in the hills of North Alabama and carries on about writing, space, Alabama, and other shiny things as @MarcC on BlueSky. He maintains a personal website and blog at kickin-the-darkness.com. 






  
  Dead Stars

DJ Tyrer


Far from Earth, in a peculiar region of dead space, hang dark stars that somehow seem yet to blaze. 
Ship pulled into orbit by groping gravity; sensors showing nothing – something strange – normality – nothing again. Crews’ minds’ eyes reveal more – mad shapes, contorted, longing for release – through the depthless void.
As they wait, watch, the dark star seems to snap open like a silent and lightless nova, revealing life at its heart. From within, a writhing black singularity takes form inside minds seeking to impose image, order upon something unimaginable, entirely alien.
It reaches out, desiring companionship, swallows the vessel whole.

Originally published in Stargazers: Microtales from the Cosmos (AE Scifi, 2020) 








  
  Empty

DJ Tyrer


No life detected by planetary scans, but starport’s automated systems still worked just fine, so we put in, hoping to refuel. 
Waiting for the automated fuelling rig to finish, some of us decided to go take a look about, stretch our legs. Still appeared inhabited, but with no signs of anyone alive; no bodies, either.
But, just out of sight, there’d be sounds – footsteps, doors shutting – like somebody was there.
Perhaps just robots – we saw none – but, when we lifted off, the ship’s computer kept registering empty rooms occupied and objects would move when unwatched, and I had to wonder…

 Originally published in Drabble Harvest number 9 (Hiraeth Publishing, May 2023) 








  
  Fascinating

DJ Tyrer


Twin suns shine redly upon alien towers, evidence of some ancient civilisation. 
Probe drone descends to surface to plain scattered with metallic fragments, like an elephant’s graveyard of steel bones, returns to orbital vessel with a sample.
Fascinating! Evidence of some form of robot, or even lost organism of metal.
Ship begins to suffer power failures. Subtle and sporadic at first, they spread, grow worse.
Preoccupied with outages, none notice the fragment growing, reforming, returning to life.
Power returns. Emergency over.
Something stalks the ship… Crew disappear, one by one, the explorers now subjects of study. And then, the Earth.

 Originally published in Dark Matter (Black Ink Fiction, 2022) 
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