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Author's Note




This micro-collection consists of six short-short and
flash fiction pieces. All of these stories have been previously
published - but are not readily available in their original
format.

 


I'm calling this collection "Glimpses" because of the
short length of the stories and their loose theme - all of these
stories pass the Schmidt definition of science fiction, namely, "A
story to which some aspect of future science or technology is
inherent" and they are all set on Earth, but there's no further
over-arching theme.

 


Please enjoy these stories in the spirit in which
they were written - fun speculation.
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This story was published in the April 2013 issue of
Analog Science Fiction & Fact. It has the distinction of being
one of the last stories bought by Dr. Stanley Schmidt prior to his
retirement as Analog's editor. Who would the aliens contact? And
would they be believed?

 


The
Skeptic

 


The truth was, Dana Brooks had never really been a
woman who thought about much outside her own life. Some of those
who knew her said she never thought, period.

On top of that, she was a welfare mother with three
screaming brats whom she raised as best she could while failing at
irregular intervals to keep a job. This was usually the fault, or
so she claimed, of whoever she hired to babysit.

Her own parents had died when she was fairly young,
and she had bounced from foster home to foster home. Much of her
life was governed by impulses she had never learned to control. She
slept around, bought things she could not afford, and she had a
temper you would not believe.

All of that went through Charles’ mind as he read the
report. Dana Brooks and all three of her children had vanished for
three days and then reappeared. She claimed they had been abducted
by aliens.

“So, you were kidnapped, Ms. Brooks?” That was how he
started the interview.

“They generally say abducted, but whatever, it’s two
words for the same thing, right?”

“Right.”

She didn’t strike him as a stupid woman. Maybe she
should have been put on Ritalin when she was younger.

“The odd thing was, it wasn’t anything like all those
alien stories in the tabloids. They didn’t do anything to us. I
mean, they grabbed us, but they didn’t even knock us out. Just
tugged us into a van . . . I suppose they stole it . . . and drove
us to their ship.”

“Are you sure they were aliens? I mean, as opposed to
humans in suits playing a prank on you?”

Her brow furrowed as she considered the possibility.
“I hadn’t thought of that,” she admitted.

“What did they look like?” He expected her to
describe the classic ‘gray’ which to him had always sounded like a
human in a biohazard suit. Still, debunking this one should be
easy. A van?

“They were wearing . . . suits of a sort, they only
took them off when we were inside. Blue suits, I recall. Once they
took them off . . . they were a little taller and thinner than us,
and they had feathers.”

“What color feathers?”

“All different . . . one was red and orange, another
purple and green. Very bright colors, like parrots. Their faces
were longer in front than ours . . . muzzles, not beaks. I suppose
they could have been wearing elaborate masks.”

He nodded. “Interesting.”

“Because I didn’t describe little green men . . . or
little gray ones with big eyes?”

“Yeah. What did they say they wanted?”

“To talk. I think it was an experiment, just not a
physical one. Like . . . psych stuff. They chatted with me, with
the kids.”

“Grilling you about human society.”

“Sort of. They seemed to feel sorry for me because I
didn’t have a husband.”

“Was their ship a flying saucer?”

She nodded. “Yes, sort of. It was circular, but with
no lights around the edge. Then again, I didn’t see it fly, so
maybe they were just turned off.”

Definitely some kind of fraternity prank . . . but if
so, why pick Dana Brooks? Because she was gullible?

“Can you take me to where it happened?”

Where it happened turned out to be a sort of wooded
valley that had become an impromptu local dump. Any spaceship that
landed here would have to have been fairly small. “How big was the
flying saucer?”

“Not very. I got the impression it was like, not
their real ship, but sort of like a shuttle or, I don’t know, a
tender.”

Charles nodded. “That would make sense, a ship large
enough for actual space travel would probably not be able to fly in
an atmosphere.”

That was what bothered him. Alien abduction stories
followed a standard format. This one didn’t. They were a form of
mass hysteria, and he had never met a UFO story he could not
debunk. This one . . . yeah. It bothered him.

Okay. So. If one mocked up a spaceship here . . . one
would be bound to drop some- thing. He began a quick search of the
area. He was assuming Dana was not hallucinating by virtue of the
fact that her aliens looked different. She did not have the
imagination to invent multicolored bird men.

He would not have invented them himself. However, she
had been brought here in a van; she had never seen the ship take
off. Fraternity prank. “But I think this was a fraternity
prank.”

She shook her head. “It couldn’t have been.”

“Are you sure about that?”

“It might have been a sorority prank.”

“Ah, so they sounded like women?”

She nodded, quickly, “Very high voices, and they had
accents that I couldn’t place.”

“Spanish? German? Eastern European?” “No. They were
having problems pronouncing m."

A foreign sorority? Did it occur to him this one
might be the real thing? Yes, but Occam’s Razor dictated that it
was a prank. So, they’d thought about accents. “Did they say how
they knew English?”

“They say they made language tapes from our
television shows.”

Stock science fiction . . . but then, it might work.
“Did they say why they came here?”

“To find out whether it was wise to make contact with
us, or whether we would try to blow them up.”

Charles snorted. “We’d try to blow them up, if they
were real. The military probably already have orders for it.”

“Cynic,” she said, softly.

“Realist.” He found himself starting to like her,
instead of dismissing her as a welfare head case. But then, he’d
found quite a few people who were totally insane whom he liked.

Something flashed in the roots of a tree. He picked
it up. A metal object about the size of a matchbox. For now, he
pocketed it. It was probably a prop. There were, after all, no real
aliens.

 


* * * * *

 


“A stage prop? No, it’s real, Charles.” Alison Palmer
regarded him. “It’s a micro-radio. Pretty standard, in fact.”

“Easy enough to make if you know how?”

“Yes, but it looks like it was mass produced, from
the way the case is sealed. I suspect it’s a security
walkie-talkie.”

“But definitely not an alien artifact?”

“There’s no way you could tell. Seriously, a
walkie-talkie would be made much the same way regardless. And
that’s what it is. It has a small speaker, a small mic, and a talk
button. It’s not even that small.”

“Maybe somebody didn’t want one too small. Harder to
lose at this size. Are you sure it doesn’t do anything else?”

“As far as I can tell, no. And it doesn’t seem to be
transmitting, either.”

“Good. I’d hate to have the space aliens listening in
on us.” He picked it up, examined it. “It can’t be alien. It’s too
big, as you said.” An alien walkie-talkie would probably be a
button clipped to the uniform and one in the ear. Un- less, of
course, they were meant to find this. Which also pointed towards a
prank.

Somebody had watched too much Star Trek. Besides, it
was useless. “It’s seriously . . . no, wait.” He set it down on the
table. “Think the mic could pick us up from here?”

She nodded. “Probably."

“It’s for conference calling.”

Alison elevated a blonde eyebrow. “You’re not just a
pretty face, Chuck.”

He scowled. “Don’t call me that.” He knew she only
did it because he hated the nickname.

“Sorry, Chuck.”

He glared at her. Okay, so, a walkie-talkie designed
so an entire group could gather around it and talk. Why not use
individual ones?

Because you meant to have people in the conversation
who might not work out how to use one, like . . . Dana and her
kids. Yeah. It had all been well thought out. “So, there’s nothing
about this . . .”

“Certainly nothing the average security company
couldn’t produce, easily.”

So, if he could find out which one had sold this,
then he would have his answer. He smiled. “Thanks, Alison.”

“No trouble. But if you ever do find an alien...”

“There aren’t any. It’s the only logical explanation
for why they’ve never come here.” He left before she could start an
argument.

It really was the only answer to Fermi’s Paradox.
Either there were no aliens, or there was no feasible way for them
to get here. And Charles chose to believe there were none. Perhaps
it was a foolish choice, but it was his choice.

He pocketed the radio as he left.

It was a sound that woke him in the early hours of
the morning. He was sure of that as he struggled up from sleep.
What the sound was, though, Charles found himself completely unable
to decide.

Had he set his alarm clock for the wrong time? It
wouldn’t be the first time.

No, the soft beeping was not his clock. It was the
wrong pitch, the wrong . . . the blasted walkie-talkie.

Well, there was only one answer to that. He picked it
up, pressed the button, and said, “Yes.”

“Who are you?” The voice was oddly accented and
definitely, to his ears, female.

“Charles Cross. Your joke was pretty funny, you know.
You scared those kids.”

“They did not seem afraid when we were talking to
them.”

Well, no. The kids probably thought it was a prank.
Or believed it, and kids that age believed in all kinds of things.
Santa Claus, the Tooth Fairy . . . “They’re still kids.”

“Children have open minds.”

“Thus, are easier to fool. Look, who are you? I’ll
gladly give you your radio back if you tell me.”

The answer was an indecipherable whistle.

He turned the thing off, got up, and stalked out.
They were apparently bent on playing this joke to the hilt. Even to
the point of making up an alien name for themselves. So, he went to
the logical place.

Back to that little valley. The roads were almost
empty. It was four A.M., and even the early commuters hadn’t quite
got out yet.

















cover.jpg
ey &

JENNIFER R. POVEY





