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Author’s Introduction

 

Memory can be a strange thing. When I decided to put these tribute collections together, I remembered so many of my stories being published by ProMart and the Ultimate Unknown, and while this was true of ProMart. It actually wasn’t true of The Ultimate Unknown. As it turns out, I only sold four stories to them early on in my career…even though I seem to remember selling many more. I couldn’t very well put together a collection with just four stories, so I decided to include the stories I had published through an e-zine known as Aphelion. My memory says that I only sold a few stories to them, but in actuality, I sold quite a few more. Imagine my surprise!

I think part of this is because many of the ProMart stories, and all of The Ultimate Unknown stories actually appeared in print, as opposed to the Aphelion stories, which were online only. Online zines were a very new thing at the time, so I think the fact of reading my stuff in print stuck with me more, so that explains my flawed memory…it’s not because I’m getting older, no matter what any of you might think…

Both of these zines actually played a big part in developing my writing, and hopefully you will be able to see that there has been marked improvement over the years. There are a few stories here that I’m honestly not sure how they saw publication, but the editors seemed to like them, so what do I know. At the same time, The Opium of the People, which turned into a fairly successful novel, and Sad Grey Eyes on Tharsis, which has always been one of my more acclaimed early stories also appeared in these publications.

The collection also includes the story Reality, which I’ve always thought was one of my better early stories.

No matter what I might think of these stories, I hope that you will enjoy all, or at least most of them, and I thank you for picking up this collection of my early work.

Without zines like The Ultimate Unknown and Aphelion, my career, and those of many other writers, might never have taken off.

 

J Alan Erwine

June 4th, 2026

 

 


Adrift Amidst the Cooling Fires of Creation

 

Space can be a lonely place, but for the first person to cross into the orbit of the asteroid belt, this was especially true. That man was Wilfred Stumpf, the sole survivor of a doomed mission to Mars. It had been a mission that had planned for every conceivable contingency, but as is so often the case, even the best planning can't anticipate the severity of every catastrophe. It was one of those severe catastrophes that had placed Wilfred Stumpf in a spacecraft that was now bound for the eternity of space at the same time it was bound for nowhere. This is Wilfred Stumpf's story, but it is much more as well. This is also the story of his companions; the individuals that died along the way…

The ship was the Schiaparelli and she housed a crew of four. It was a crew that had been hand-picked by the various space administrations on Earth for their abilities, physical, mental, and psychological. It of course was not a coincidence that the four crewmembers came from each of the countries that had spent the most money putting the mission together. The United States had financed more than fifty percent of the mission, so it was a surprise to no one that Elliot Jordan had been named captain. He was also a scientist aboard the mission. The pilot and chief mechanic was Natasha Vasilev. Miki Nakamura was another scientist, and Wilfred Stumpf was another mechanic on the mission. These were the four individuals that left Earth orbit in early 2015.

The first four months had passed uneventfully for the crew, not even a major fight had broken out between crewmembers. This all changed on day 127. Wilfred Stumpf was watching a message that had been sent by his parents when he was startled by the shrill cries of the alarm claxons. He momentarily choked on the orange juice he'd been drinking before he spit it out, sending small orange globules to float gracefully towards the far wall where they slowly exploded on impact, forming even smaller globules. He called up the ship's status report on the computer and was frightened to see several of the largest solar flares ever recorded hurtling through space towards them.

"Flare alert," he called over the com, sending everyone into the small room at the center of the ship. It was the only room that was built to shield them from the radiation that would soon flood the ship.

Once the doors had been sealed, Wilfred glanced at his three companions, all of them floating and drifting with no direction. The captain, Elliot Jordan, was trying to smile while he said reassuring things to the rest of the crew. His short blonde hair clung to his skull unlike any other astronaut Wilfred had ever seen. Like the rest of them, Elliot was in excellent physical condition. Wilfred thought of him as the surfer type. The surfer type that talked too much. Wilfred didn't hear Elliot's words. He'd stopped listening to the captain long ago. Jordan was a typical American in Stumpf's eyes, always quick with a joke and never really considering the gravity of the situation they were in. The laughs from the two ladies told Wilfred that Jordan was telling more jokes.

Both women looked tense. Their features were drawn, and even their ponytails drifting behind them like useless appendages seemed to be hanging in a solemn manner. Miki Nakamura was frowning, which is what Wilfred always thought she was doing. He watched, as the wrinkles around her Asiatic eyes grew deeper. She was a thin person, and seemed to be growing thinner as the mission progressed. Natasha was also frowning, and who wouldn't be, but she smiled slightly every time she caught Wilfred's eye. The fact that couples had formed was something Earth officials had hoped wouldn't happen, but four months with limited companionship could lead to anything. Wilfred was glad he'd ended up with Natasha. She was tall and muscular with a gorgeous body. She had long dark hair that would have flowed around her shoulders in gravity. Wilfred was looking forward to seeing her in gravity again, even if it was the light gravity of Mars.

"Shit," Miki suddenly said as she eyed one of the monitors. "We're getting systems failures throughout the ship."

"What systems?" Jordan asked with more seriousness than Wilfred had heard in a long time. He could understand Jordan's sudden change of character.

"Life support is unaffected, so far, but propulsion has failed."

"The back-ups?" Natasha asked from where she was floating. 

"Failed."

"All the back-ups?" Wilfred asked.

Miki shrugged her shoulders, sending her gently moving away from the computer screen. "We won't know for sure until someone checks out all of the systems." She grabbed hold of the console and continued to scan the screen.

"What other systems?" Jordan asked.

"The water systems have failed, but I think we can get the back-ups running. The air filtration systems are also out. Again the back-ups might work. The communications systems seem to be fouled, as well. We're not receiving any signals from Earth, but everything looks fine from here."

"The flare might have knocked out some of the satellites back around Earth," Wilfred said.

Everyone nodded grimly. Earth satellites would be more vulnerable to flares than they were, and the flare had indeed knocked out numerous satellites around the Earth. For a culture that had become dependent on them, it was almost disastrous. Bank transfers couldn't be made for days. Many phone systems were out for nearly a week, and the entire Internet system almost collapsed. No one was sure how much information had been lost, but the best estimates were in the trillions of bits.

The damage to the ship was extensive. The Schiaparelli had lost its ability to maneuver in space. "There's no chance of inserting into an orbit," Jordan said after hours of working at his computer console. His normally annoying exuberant features were now drawn with the concern that was mirrored on everyone's face.

"What about the return module?" Natasha asked. Wilfred noticed that her accent, which was normally barely noticeable, was quite profound. "Can we boost it off the surface to meet us?"

"And do what with it? We can't use it to turn around. It would just boost us out into the outer solar system even faster," Wilfred said.

"Use it to help us insert into some kind of orbit."

Wilfred shook his head. "We'd have to jettison the aerobrake. The module has to join there."

Natasha smiled weakly. "Of course."

"Earth agrees," Jordan said. The only way to achieve orbit is by aerobraking. We knew that coming into this, and now there's no way to fire the thrusters." There was a long pause as everyone absorbed what they already knew. "We aren't landing on Mars."

"What are we going to do?" Miki asked, choking back tears.

No one answered. There was no answer anyone could give.

*

Months passed with the crew trying to figure out some way of inserting into a Martian orbit. They couldn't find a way, nor could mission control on Earth. Wilfred had spent weeks crawling around under computer panels with Natasha trying to re-wire the propulsion systems, even though they knew the problem was in the hard drives which had been wiped and refused to accept an uplink from Earth. They'd hoped to convince the systems to accept the uplink, but they couldn't. It became more and more obvious that as Mars grew from a small pinpoint of light in the portholes to a small disk, they weren't going to land, but then a horrible thought came to Wilfred.

"Has anyone checked where our current trajectory will take us?"

The others looked at him without comprehension. It was only a few seconds before a horrified expression came across Natasha's face. She propelled herself towards a computer and began typing furiously, each violent tap of a key pushing her away from the keyboard. She took a moment to strap herself down before running a program through the computer. The others drifted up behind her; each of them knowing what she was trying to find out and hoping it wouldn't mean their deaths.

Natasha let out a sigh. "We'll miss the planet by 200 kilometers."

Everyone else sighed. It was a momentary relaxing of the tension that had dominated the ship for months, but slowly that tension returned. They were still doomed.

*

They were only two days away from their closest approach to Mars. All of them spent most of their time staring out portholes at the giant mass of red iron and stone they were about to shoot past. None of them spoke. They'd given up communicating except when absolutely necessary. This didn't seem like one of those necessary times.

Decisions had been made already. Miki and Elliot had decided to commit suicide once Mars had begun to recede from view. Earth had already said there could be no rescue, and Miki and Elliot saw no reason to continue. Natasha agreed with them, but Wilfred would hear nothing of it. This was their great opportunity to explore the solar system. He thought he at least wanted Natasha to continue on with him, but lately talking to her had become impossible and the sex had left their relationship in the past two months, leaving only arguing in place of pillow talk.

"Why would you want to go on, knowing you were going to die later? Better to get it over with now?"

Wilfred sighed. It was the same argument again. Even the words seemed the same. "We're going to die in life anyway, don't you want to know what's out there?" 

He didn't get an answer. He never did. She just tried to pull away from him, which was difficult to do in the sleeping bags that were securely attached to the walls.

Wilfred listened to the relative silence of the ship. There were the subtle sounds the ship made itself, but to someone that had grown up in the bustle of Berlin, it was almost utter silence. All things considered, he was happy, although he still would have preferred to land on the surface.

*

Mars passed by much quicker than any of them had expected. The reds, browns, yellows, and the white of the polar caps raced by them with more speed than they would have liked. Still, the four passengers stared out portholes pointing
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