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In memoriam of our soul-sibling Troy Pennie who died way too early!

   

   


  Introduction

   

  People like to tell us our dreams are impossible.

There are rules about the world we live in, after all. Alarms to rouse us from sleep, traffic signals to be heeded, fines to be paid.

And in the past few years at the Holly’s Writing Classes site, dreams flickered and clung to stay bright.

While an amazing programmer worked his magic on the site-update, writers at the forums came up with stories. Some wrote about fantasy worlds. Some wrote about a magical talisman. Some imagined a world of ghosts or spirits living among our own. And some found twists in our everyday world.

At last, as the site emerges from beta to a major upgrade, we are seeing the final result, and it’s amazing. Like oiled cogwheels, everything moves smoothly now.

Many thought it wasn’t possible.

Of course, that called for a party. And then Holly had an idea. Why not make the Out Of Beta party mind-bogglingly awesome? So she suggested to make a WONDERFUL book.

The theme: In one instant, a single impossible event changes your character’s life.

Naturally there had to be rules, too. One of them was that the story did not have to have anything to do with a party. All stories, regardless of the genre, had to be original (meaning: brand new, written for this collection), unpublished, and family-friendly (PG-13).

Every writer was allowed to send Holly one story, and she promised to critique every single one of them (and we’re sure she regretted that pledge a couple of times). She read EACH story, and posted comments on what worked with the story, what didn’t, and why. This was an intensive process and required significant time, effort, and thought. Every student was able to read what she wrote about each story, and thus learn not just from their own edit requests, but also from those done for other writers. This was an opportunity for each member to see what professional-level content edits look like.

The anthology you’re about to read is the result of this gargantuan effort. In this collection, we present sixty-four stories of the impossible, each five hundred words of flash fiction, crafted using the guidance of the How To Write Flash Fiction That Doesn’t Suck course and Holly’s wise counseling.

   

Read and, even if only for a flash, believe in the impossible.

   

Kirsten Bolda & Katharina Gerlach

Forum programmer, moderators, and publisher


   

   


Don't Stop Believing

Joyce Sully

 

She had been swimming for days, through limitless darkness, when she heard it. The pressure holding blubber and bones together eased; sound skittered on the water's surface, tiny waves within waves. Her tail flicked with a surge of urgency.

She broke the sea's skin with a heave and gasp. The roar drowned out the sound that lured her, but not the shrieking of something on a—filter through her hoard of words—a ship. A decade had gone by since she saw one. The sound had come by ship then, too.

She shaped blue lips to speak. The shrieking—human?—quieted, wrapped in false blubber against the cold, kneeling at the deck's edge.

“Play a new song.”

Tremors shook its puffy form. She hummed along, and ice floes chimed back. “I know this one. Play another.”

The human bit at its coverings, baring a hand, and fumbled around. With a freep-squawk noise like a seal-bitten puffin, the song cut away and back with a new beat.

“The voice is the same.” This was not enough newness after years of boredom.

“The giant mermaid is sick of my Best of Journey tape,” the human muttered. It ran off across the deck. It returned with arms full of small, clear boxes.

She sunned her great body alongside the ship. The human hauled out machines. It bottled air and water; it clambered onto the ice shelf to scrape and drill. It talked about research and funding, carbon and journals. It never talked during the music, though. The songs ran out after two sunrises, but she stayed, memorizing them all.

“Meet me here next summer. I'll bring more.”

She surfaced with the air still cool in her lungs. Barely enough time to patrol the deepest territories. No ship waited. She remained as long as she could, skin wind-chapped. She sang until ice shattered, kicking slushy waves over her. Only tern cries answered.

More summers passed. She shrieked songs at passing whale pods. Then she heard what she longed for—unfamiliar, gloriously strange.

“I brought as many as I could fit.” A note of regret warned against too much hope. The boxes had changed, thinner and square, circles inside casting rainbows.

“I moved to a new university. They finally approved another expedition. I didn't forget.”

The songs lasted longer that year. The human taught her scientific classifications for each. New Romantics. Boy Bands. Grunge. Through winters, she sang them and held onto hope for summers. And always she wanted more.

When the human returned next, time had carved new ridges in the cliffs of its face. It held up a box, not clear but white, smaller than the last ones. “Two-fifty-six gigabytes of storage. Unlimited data plan.” The words meant nothing, less informative than icebergs' groans, but she understood the sound of joy. “If we run out before autumn, drown me as punishment.”

At last, she had a sailor in her thrall, and all the songs she could hope to sing.

   

   


About the Story

I love writing about interspecies relationships, tripped up by cultural misunderstandings and biological incompatibilities. Have you looked at deep-sea lifeforms? They make it really easy to believe in aliens, is all I'm saying.

So, I wanted a huge mermaid with a sense of time and priorities utterly unlike a human's, paired with this one very relatable problem: don't they ever play anything new on the radio?

 

 

About the Author

Joyce Sully believes in magic and dragons and ghosts but is not convinced their next-door neighbors are real. In their universes, you’ll need your sense of wonder, a few good friends, and maybe a flamethrower. Join the team here: www.joycesully.com

   

   


A Fresh Start

T.W. Pennie

 

Alec is filled with excitement as a housemech brings out and sets down a birthday cake with ten lit candles. The party guests gather around when the door chime suddenly sounds.

“Make a wish and blow them out,” his father, Wilfred, says, nodding to the candles. “I’ll be right back.” He heads to the door.

Overcome with curiosity, Alec goes to see who’s at the door. Two uniformed men are there speaking to his father, whose shoulders slump as he turns pale.

Alec feels chills, sensing something terrible has happened.

Wilfred enters the room wearing a solemn expression. “I must ask you all to leave. There’s been a family emergency,” he says.

“Son, your mother’s starship’s disappeared…”

Alec blows the candles out, wishing to see his mom again.

Alec becomes withdrawn from his friends and classmates.

His best friend, Lilandra, sensing he’s hurting, tries to cheer him up. “Hello Alec.” She greets her friend with a hug. “How are things?”

Alec, waiting to be picked up, lets out a deep sigh. “So, so,” he replies. “My dad’s getting more distant. He won’t even pick me up anymore.”

A hover-limo pulls up to the curb.

“I gots to go, dad’s assistant’s here,” he mumbles.

Several nights later Alec stumbles into the kitchen to get a snack. He overhears his father on the vidphone.

“… I’m just too busy to deal with this,” Wilfred says softly. “Every time I see him, I’m reminded that Berta’s gone.”

“You know we don’t mind havin’ the lad here,” his Uncle Jackson says on the other end. “But are ya sure?”

Alec races back to his room, missing his mother more than ever, jumps into bed and starts crying.

The next day finds Alec waiting for a shuttle to a transport to Earth.

“But I don’t want to go!” he sniffles. “All my friends are here!”

“Now settle down,” Wilfred scolds. “You’ll make new friends.”

As the shuttle arrives, he looks over his shoulder to see Lilandra jumping up and down in the crowd shouting, “Goodbye Alec! I’ll miss you!”

The shuttle ramp opens and a familiar, warm and friendly face appears.

“Your uncle’s here,” Wilfred says. “Be good and mind your aunt and uncle. I’ll come visit when I can break away from my ambassadorial duties.”

Alec settles into his window seat.

Jackson sits next to him, reaching over to ruffle his nephew’s hair. “We’ll be there before ya know it, lad,” he says comfortingly.

The transport rumbles on its way. Alec looks out the window to see Eldaaria fading into the distance …

Alec feels a tingle spread through him and hears something outside the ship’s window. He looks in awe as a faded image of his mother stares back.

Son, is that you? How …?

I miss you, Mama. Where are you?

Don’t worry, I’m okay. I’m doing important work and will be back soon as I can.

The image fades and Alec knows deep down that everything will be alright.

   

   


About the Story

This story was written for this collection using Holly’s free flash fiction class. It began as a vague notion of part of the back story for the main character in a series I’m developing. In my first draft, I overlooked putting in a twist and a real ending, making it more of an intro. In rewrites, I went through unnecessary location and POV changes before settling on a more appropriate ending that better fits this collection’s theme. After three versions this story was complete, with thanks to pointers from Holly and fellow students of Holly’s Writing Classes.

 

 

About the Author

T.W. Pennie hailed from a small town in Indiana. He lived at home with his parents and miniature dachshund due to physical disability. A longtime fan of fantasy and science fiction, he was inspired to start creating his own universe in the ‘80s. He was working on a series when he passed away in 2017.

 

We miss you, Troy!

   

   


Nonsense

Katharina Gerlach

 

Knowledge frowned at the catatonic baby. His voice was grave. “If Prince Precocious doesn't get Sense back into his life, he will die.”

The tears running over Queen Indulgence's cheeks cut nurse Do's already despairing heart like knives.

“Dearest husband.” The queen turned to King Nonsense. “Please let us help you.”

“Lalala.” Singing, the king put his fingers into his ears and stared at the throne room's normally orderly columns of letters that were slowly crumbling into chaos. Ever since he'd been attacked by stray letters, the Kingdom of Words was deteriorating.

Do jutted her chin. Something must be done. She would search for a solution. Even a two-letter word might save the day.

Silently she left the room on tiptoes and set out to find someone willing to help her. First, she asked Knight Hero, but he was so busy getting written by some third-class author, he didn't answer her question. Then she hopped on the Search Engine to find Cut, but when she saw him, he was so rough looking that she shied away from him. How easily he could cut her D from the O, dissolving her in the process. Disheartened, she asked Lore for advice.

“I need to cut the Non off the king so he'll be the Sense in his son's and in our lives again,” she said.

But Lore didn't know how to help. “Maybe you'll be able to find a solution in or near the river.”

Considering the emphasis, she was talking about the river deceptively referred to as Babbling Brook. It was the oldest, most powerful river in the country. Sometimes it spit inspiration on the rocky banks, and sometimes one could wrestle a glimpse of understanding from its waves.

However, she risked complete annihilation if the current pulled her in. With a dry mouth, a hammering heart, icy fingers … and a fishing rod, Do walked down to its banks. Gathering all her courage, she let the hook fly.

It touched the surface. Immediately, Do felt the pull of a catch. It tugged and twisted, jumped and pulled, but Do braced her feet against the rocks and put all her weight behind reeling it in. Soon, sweat ran into her eyes—she blinked it away. Her cold fingers got slippery—she grabbed the rod harder. Her muscles cramped—she changed position. For hours she fought the answer to her query, and when Sun slowly set behind Horizon, her catch had tired.

She pulled two joined characters out of the river. With a sigh of relief, she sat down on the rocks and examined them. A smile spread over her face. They were exactly what she needed.

Returning to the castle, she tiptoed into the king's and queen's living-room. The royal couple had fallen asleep. As silently as possible, Do slipped her catch, an e joined to a space, into the king. She marched None out of the castle, knowing her beloved Prince Precocious and the kingdom would be fine now.

   

   


About the Story

The story idea emerged when I was half asleep one morning and words floated through my brain, merging into the strangest combinations. In German, you can string any number of words together and you get a new, working word. And that was happening to English words in my mind that day. I realized I had a story when I began to wonder, “What if there were a kingdom of words?” Holly's critique made it clear to me that I had some clarity issues toward the end.

 

 

About the Author

When Katharina Gerlach learned to read, she lost herself in any book she could lay her hands on. These days, she still reads ferociously, but she also writes Fantasy (especially fairy tale retellings), SciFi, and historical novels. Find out more about her on Facebook, Pinterest, or here: www.katharinagerlach.com

   

   


Fist-bump

Tuff Gartin

 

Blood still dripping from her face, she saw the tail light up ahead.

“For you Tina.”

She prayed for courage to end the blood, the bruises, the deaths. Her daughter, her best friend, would never fist-bump her again. An accidental fall down the stairs, he had claimed.

Earlier he had smacked her face with the butt of his gun and shoved her into the kitchen cabinets. Then he had bolted out the door and had driven away on his precious motorcycle. Something inside her had snapped. It had been the first abuse since the funeral.

On the secluded road, as her SUV closed on the jerk's motorcycle, the doubts tried to overtake her again. Her heart pounded. He looked over his shoulder and laughed at her. This pissed her off!

It was an unpaved, winding mountainside road full of loose sediment. But she had four wheels and he only two. For once she thought she had the upper hand on this creep she had once loved so deeply. Adding to the danger, to her right was a seaside cliff full of jagged rocks between the road and the crashing waves below.

She had to be careful not to leave any traceable marks on the SUV. She had to force him over the edge.

Her stomach was in knots. She took a deep breath and zigged over into the oncoming lane and pulled up beside him. She glared at the coward yearning to see a scared look on his face for once. What she saw instead was the end of a gun.

Bang!

Rear passenger tire.

She over-corrected to the left, wanting to avoid the cliff, and ran into a shallow culvert. The culvert pulled her further left and the SUV narrowly avoided the side of a rock wall before she regained control and escaped the clutches of the culvert. She slammed on her brakes and came to a stop as her abuser zoomed away.

He looked back over his shoulder again, cackling contemptuously. This caused him to swerve and slide sideways, but he skillfully corrected the bike and drove on.

“Sorry, Tina.”

She lowered her head to the steering wheel and cried uncontrollably, tears now mixing with the blood dripping from her chin. She missed Tina so much and now she had blown the only chance she would ever get for revenge. It was only a matter of time before she joined Tina.

A flash of light grabbed her attention. She looked up. A single headlight raced towards her.

She opened the door and took off running.

Bang!

She lost her balance and fell forward.

She looked back, heart hammering, as the solo light closed in.

As the murderer cleared the corner of the SUV, he raised his gun one final time. Then a second light, an apparition, suddenly appeared between the killer and his prey.

Clearly surprised, the killer veered to avoid the spirit, and launched off the sea cliff.

Moments later the ghost of Tina offered her mom a fist-bump.

   

   


About the Story

The original story concept was created for Holly’s free flash fiction class using a favorite general theme of mine by women overcoming adversity. In the original version the woman had a Pyrrhic victory using an unidentified weapon, leaving the Impossible Event as “Broken”. My revision introduced a mother-daughter relationship to fix the broken Impossible Event. The fix necessitated a title change.

 

 

About the Author

Tuff Gartin lives in the Nashville, Tennessee area. He has a wonderful and supporting family that encourages him always, despite what they may be thinking about crazy authorpreneurs. Tuff enjoys spending time with his family and, otherwise, writing for his Tuff Readers and watching sports. You can find him here: www.tuffgartin.com

   

   


The Dare

Lexy Stanton

 

He had to do it. They stood behind him heckling and taunting him. Last time they’d cornered him alone he’d ended up half-dead from their beating. He might not end up with even half his life this time. They wouldn’t have caught him alone today if they hadn’t caught his best friend alone last week. It would be weeks before Kinra’s leg healed, if it ever did. No, he had no choice, going forward might be dangerous, but going back would almost certainly kill him.

Seth walked through the dark trees. This part of the forest had been green and lush last week. Summer wildflowers had burst out in full glory and filled the sunny spaces between trees just a few days ago. Now the sunlight didn’t quite penetrate this part of the path, and the trees had dropped their leaves. Despite the lack of leaf cover, the path and forest remained unnaturally dark.

Seth looked behind him. Maubrey stood with Skint and Blass—goading the other boys—and picked up a handful of stones to pelt at him with the unerring accuracy of long practice. They jeered at him and called him a baby and a coward. Seth picked up his pace. Perhaps he could go just around the corner, out of sight, and sit for a bit. He could go back later, full of stories of strange happenings and odd fairy folk.

Seth rounded the bend on the dark path and stepped into a pool of pure, golden light that limned the branches with white and gold, enveloping him in a beckoning warmth. He stepped forward as a deep, melodic voice wrapped around him.

“Ah, at last. You must be my offering. A bit small, but you will make a fine meal.”

Seth looked up into the glowing yellow eyes with vertical slits. She was unclothed, and her obviously female form was part human, part snake and part eagle. She was easily four times the size of a grownup in his village. Around her, where the light touched them, tree leaves withered and dropped.

Seth was beginning to feel weak and tired, but he could think fast. He would not have survived as the youngest and smallest boy in the village otherwise.

“Indeed,” he replied. “I am much too small to be a fit offering to Your Magnificence,” he declared, sinking into his deepest bow. “I have come to lead you to your offering. I have brought a fine feast to the end of the path, as our village’s offering. Please accept it and consider sparing our village.”

She gave him a regal nod and headed down the path toward the place where the tormentors of his entire boyhood waited.

Seth whistled a carefree tune to block out the sounds of squeals and crunching as he took the long way around the forest back to his village.

   

   


About the Story

The Dare was inspired by a painting of light shining into an enchanted wood, with something radiant just emerging. In my usual Eeyore-way, I wondered about what might happen if there were a cloud attached to that silver lining. Holly’s flash fiction course reminded me that just because someone thinks they’ve hit rock-bottom doesn’t mean there isn’t someone out there ready to break out a jackhammer, and I do love to cheer on the underdogs who can turn the bullies’ weapons back on the bullies. Once Holly helped me streamline and straighten some twisted sentences, it was ready.

 

 

About the Author

Lexy is a former attorney, a California native who has lived in Washington, D.C., and Switzerland but has returned to her native San Francisco Bay Area to nest. She has written two novels of romantic suspense and dabbles in romantic urban fantasy.

   

   


Unicorn

Ruth Sard

 

"Unicorn!” whispers the voice behind me.

I turned.

Small child. Age: indeterminate. Sex: ditto, but probably female since it was wearing a fading rainbow-and-unicorn t-shirt.

“Sammy,” hisses another voice, “come on out of there before you hurt yourself or disturb—”

I pull aside a section of the hedge to reveal another interloper. Age: late teens. Sex: female. Mood: worried and embarrassed.

She finishes crawling through the hole under the hedge made by Norman—the better for chasing things in the park—and straightens. Leaves stick to her hair. The knees of her jeans are filthy.

Hedge-crawling does that.

Sammy bites her lip and tucks a small hand in the girl's larger one while the other points. “Mommy, Unicorn!”

Eyes flick to the glossy shapes snoozing in the afternoon sun. A frown, a blink, another look. She straightens and her hand tightens on Sammy's. “I'm sorry. We'll leave. We don't get out much, and Sammy does like exploring and … horses.”

“Miniature ponies.” I sooth, “I breed miniature ponies.” I look through her and see something almost unique these days.

No signs of nervousness, so I whistle and the snoozing shapes under the trees amble over. Norman also appears from somewhere. A singularly amiable spaniel, he sniffs at the older girl and rolls over. Obviously a dog waiting for tummy rubbing. Unfortunately, she's too busy telling Sammy not to squeal, or make sudden movements to scare the ponies, and maybe one will come close enough to pat.

Several do. While Sammy carefully strokes soft pony noses, the older girl reduces Norman to doggy bliss.

“Tessa McKinley. This is Samantha, my daughter.” Resigned defiance, expectation of criticism, runs low under her voice.

Sammy picks grass for the ponies.

“I'm the 'Marion Easterwood' on the stud sign, and after seeing Sammy's manners you're both welcome to visit. If I'm not around, my husband Norman will be, and there are generally a few of the family as well.”

She blushes and tells Sammy—not listening—to say thank you.

When Sammy has finished I take them inside to wash their hands. Three cupcakes later they leave.

***

Here's the thing. Magic adapts.

Once we lived in the great temperate forests where humans huddled in superstitious dread. Now we live among them, hiding from their science. We have always needed people to guard us from the spears and dogs, the cynics and the tabloids. People like Tessa.

At my feet, Norman shifts, becoming the graying man I wed long past forty years ago. “A bright one,” he comments. “You can see the light in her.”

Love for Sammy.

“Every age and place has their sins,” I say, remembering beatings for wanting to read and write.

Love, and strength to give it.

My herd clusters around me. A colt stares after the visitors and gives me a look of enquiry and hope.

“Maybe…” I say. Remember Tessa showing Sammy how to stroke, not pat, the ponies. “ … Probably.”

Love, and strength, and kindness.

Kindness most of all.

   

   


About the Story

Inspired by finding a horse t-shirt in a box of rags from the local OpShop which had obviously been loved to death—and had a horn drawn on it (the t-shirt, not the OpShop!).

 

 

About the Author

Soon after she realized the squiggles on paper held stories, Ruth Sard began a life-long addiction to book acquisition and consumption. She is happily married to a man understanding of her eccentricities, her shelving needs and her dabbling in far too many crafts. You can find her here: www.ruthsard.wordpress.com

   

   


Queen of Swords

Moira K. Brennan

 

Eden Marie Corrington Warren, Duchess of Tyne an’Rodor, the hidden Queen of Swords, knew she was dead the moment the poisoned wine touched her lips. It was not the first assassination attempt conducted by the other Houses, but she hadn’t expected it here in her own home.

The formal dining room swam in her vision as her power triggered. Eden’s hand gripped the chair as the vision overpowered her senses.

She watched as a calculated invasion swept through the empire while the Houses, sworn to defend the throne from the shadows, fought among themselves in the wake of a generation of peace since the end of the Third Interstellar Civil War.

Her family was summoned. Daughterless, she used her power to see the potential futures of her sisters, nieces, and cousins, even an elderly aunt. She viewed possible outcomes where the power of the House of Swords died with her. She even reviewed the unlikely future of her survival and its affect in the coming war. Every future saw the devastating collapse of the empire.

Her time was short. Eden was the most powerful precog ever to rule the House of Swords, but even her strength had limits. Desperately, she threw her power out randomly, allowing the fates to guide her vision. Then, suddenly, she saw a possible future with a glimmer of hope.

With seconds left, she explored the layers of futures along the glimmering but heretical path. Her successor died as the power transferred. Or died in battle. Or became a dictator. Or, finally, in one shining possibility, became the key to the empire’s victory.

Gathering the last of her strength, Eden’s hand raised. Amid horrified gasps, she made her last act one of blasphemy. She locked eyes with and clasped the hand of her son and willed her power out of female hands for the first time in three thousand years.

The vision ended, and Eden returned to the real world with a sharp intake of breath. She smiled at her husband’s concerned glance and squeezed his hand. She reached forward, lifted the poisoned wine to her lips, and drank.

   

   


About the Story

This started out titled “The King of Swords” and focused on Eden's son receiving her power. I couldn't get enough backstory included to have the story be from his point of view and feel complete. The story was rewritten probably thirty times before I finally asked myself how Eden was killed. Once I thought about the method of assassination and how she would have reacted, the story came together. Once I wrote it from Eden's point of view, I only added tweaks to cement the setting.

 

 

About the Author

Moira K. Brennan is a high school English teacher who loves to take many and varied adventures through the pages of a book. When not grading homework she writes the stories the voices in her head demand be told. She lives in central North Carolina with her husband, son, and pack of rescued dogs. Find out more about her here: www.beckysasala.com

   

   


Liar, Liar

Barbara Lund

 

The big one loomed in front of me. Not an earthquake, nor a flood … just the huge double doors of the ultra-modern house in the richest neighborhood in the valley, and my 20th year high school reunion behind it. Would she be there? Would she remember me? Would she still be shackled to the overweight quarterback who had pushed her around our senior year?

I was one desperate breath from chickening out when the doors opened and an aged, nameless cheerleader swept me inside with a bubbly, “Hi! How are you? Come in. How have you been?”

Without waiting for an answer, she pushed me toward the kitchen, then moved on to the next victim. Er, guest.

A limping, salt-and-pepper basketball star complimented my check-me-out shirt and handed me a plate. Dazed by the sheer press of people, I popped something into my mouth without looking. Thai Basil mixed with ripe pineapple in delicious fusion. Slipping deeper into the kitchen to compliment the chef, I stumbled into the drink counter.

Tania stepped through the archway and smiled. She had the same golden hair, the same natural tan, the same bright eyes she had in high school. “Bri, you look great!” she said, folding me into a hug.

Flustered, I stepped back. “You haven’t aged a day,” I said, reaching blindly for a wine cooler. My fingers tingled when they clamped onto a bottle. “How have you been? Are you here … alone?”

A frown wrinkled her brow. “Single and happy,” she said, staring at the bottle, then at me. “Not that one. It’s … homemade, and very strong.”

“I’ve had it before,” I lied. “Love it.”

“You look like you have. I mean, you haven’t changed since high school either.” She nibbled on one thumbnail, reminding me of all the times I had watched her in Trigonometry when she was working through a problem.

“Good choices,” I joked, wrenching the cap off. “How's your family?” I chugged, desperate to prove to her I finally fit in. The first swallow had me gagging, but after that it smoothed out.

“My brother…”

I lost her words in a surge of noise. Every conversation came to my ears, crystal clear, just above the pounding heartbeats. Tania’s skin sparkled in the setting sun, and when I looked down at my own hand, it glittered faintly too. All my age-aches disappeared, and I swigged again.

“This is good.” I interrupted.

“You—you said—” Eyes wide, she looked around, then shrugged. “I wouldn’t have wished this on you, Bri, but you chose it, and it’s too late now. Welcome to the predators.”

“What?”

“You’ll figure it out soon enough. Most of the myths are crap, but some of them are true.” She curled clawed fingers around my arm and smiled at me.

My heart stopped.

“I hear my ex coming in,” she continued. “You remember Bobby, the quarterback. You’ll need to get him drunk, then we’ll get you something to eat.”

   

   


About the Story

This story started out as a retelling of my own recent high school reunion … but midway through I figured out the impossible event … and then Holly pointed out how to make the twist and conflict so much stronger.

 

 

About the Author

Barbara decided that raising two kids, “wife-ing”, working as a police officer, maintaining her black sashes in kung fu and tai chi, (oh yes, and eating!) weren’t enough to keep busy, so she writes too. A lot. Find more of her stories at www.barbaralund.com

   

   


0—The Fool

Raven O'Fiernan

 

I remember that day perfectly: the sun shining so bright that I kept my head down, the scent of the flowers so overpowering that every breath was a mouthful of perfume. I was taking a walk through the meadow singing to myself when I realized I had no idea where I was. The landscape in all directions was the same flat, flowered field. Like my life of sixteen years: all the same, no adventure. As I looked to see any sign of the way back, I heard a dog bark. It was a short, playful bark, and as soon as I identified its direction, I saw a path form in the grasses.

Coincidence? Maybe. But I was curious; I didn't really want to go back home yet. The day was still young, and I wanted to explore. I wanted to meet the dog. I took one look, then started along the path. Mother wouldn't miss me for several hours anyway. After some time I could still hear the dog ahead of me and the sun was still in the upper East. How was that possible? But I was curious, so I continued.

I became alarmed when the grass grew. I wanted to go home. It felt like I'd been walking forever. Grasshoppers hopped from the top of the blades, which were now shoulder height. And then, I looked behind. Big mistake. A wall of grass—so high I couldn't see past it—blocked the way back. I tried to push through it, but it was too thick and dense. There was only one way to go: forward. So I walked on and eventually the grasses gave way to rocks, and along with the dog, I now heard the sound of waves crashing.

The path ended. I stood at the top of a cliff looking down to a tumultuous sea below. Mountains rose to either side of me. Home was gone. From a cave in the mountains, a small spotted black and white dog came running. He barked and jumped at me and ran up to the edge of the cliff and made circles, chasing his tail. Then he looked up at me expectantly, joyfully wagging his tail. I looked over the edge at the sea, and suddenly the dog hurtled off the cliff. My heart froze in horror, but the dog shimmered in the air and disappeared.

I had to know what happened. So, I leapt.

The unknown became home, and the dog was always ahead of me.

   

   


About the Story

As for this story, I had been thinking about doing a flash fiction collection of Tarot stories. I've thought over the years of creating my own deck, but my artistic skills are, well, lacking, and I've never put in the time to develop them. Becky Sasala's story, “Queen of Swords”, also in this collection, reminded me of the idea of creating a deck of stories instead of pictures. Shortly after making that realization, this story, “0—The Fool”, came to me, and it poured out all in one writing session. Feedback from S. R. Olson and K. N. Severson helped me clarify my vision and remove redundancies.

 

 

About the Author

Despite not having any common sense, Raven O’Fiernan has discovered multiple variations of “common sense” in other cultures, and now portrays these and other unusual perspectives in her writing. Find out more at www.ravenofiernan.net

   

   


And Music Will Set You Free

Marya Miller

 

“You are a lazy, despicable girl and I knew from the start that no good would come of giving people of your sort a chance.” Miss Gordon looked as if she smelled vomit, her mouth twisting the way it did when the other kids in violin class scraped the bow like nails on a blackboard. Her posh Edinburgh accent rang out, all triumph and disdain.

I’d wanted those violin lessons so much. I was only nine years old, but I had been chosen as one of the five. I did not learn till years later that Miss Gordon had been the lone dissenter, not wanting a ‘charity’ child in her class.

My dad had to buy me a violin. He was angry about it, but proud I’d been chosen. Our family was tenement-poor, but he found one at a pawn shop, and on Sunday morning—Easter—I went to church, floating in a cloud of golden light. I couldn’t stop thanking God for my violin. I remember frightening a priest.

Walking to Miss Gordon’s for my weekly lesson had its own challenges: notably the big-girl gangs following and taunting me. “Lookit the wee snob. Hey snob, want us to break your arm?” Terror in case they grabbed my violin. Walk fast walk fast walk fast … Always surprised they never did grab it.

In between, I'd let them catch me and burn me with cigarettes. I had the weird notion that if I didn’t, they’d hurt the violin on violin day. Looking back, I think the violin frightened them. I don’t know why.

The violin loved my dad, but not me. I couldn’t tune it: The holes for the pegs were too worn. It needed my father’s brute strength to jam the pegs in so tightly, they wouldn’t unwind and sound like a dying cat as I tried to play. The only trouble was, once he got his hands on the violin, my dad wouldn’t give it back to me. “I will show you one more thing…”

Back in his native country before it was destroyed in the war, my dad had been a musical prodigy. Every time he tuned my violin, he played it until my bedtime. Listening to the sweet notes he coaxed out of it, I winced at my own sawing.

He and my mother always said the same thing: “There is no one who can play as well as your father!”

Soon I couldn’t play at all.

So, Miss Gordon threw me out, that Saturday morning; me and my violin. And that morning, something happened. Up until then, I had been the most anxious, best-behaved girl in the world. I waited to feel like the failure Miss Gordon said I was. Instead, walking home in the bright morning sunshine, I felt as happy as on that golden Easter Sunday.

And when the big girls fell into step and began to chant, I swung that violin case hard as I could, and knocked them down like skittles.

   

   


About the Story

This story is true, with the exception of changing my violin teacher's name. Music also allowed me to escape … but in a rather unconventional way, as you saw …

 

 

About the Author

Marya Miller was born and raised in Glasgow, Scotland, on the edge of the infamous Gorbals. She escaped out of that city every chance she could get—once running away to the moors just outside the city, where she spent a happy day helping a farmer's daughter milk cows (she’s never forgotten Elspeth Lorimer and Floors Farm). When she couldn't physically leave, stories—reading and writing—provided an escape.

   

   


The Wisteria Princess

Nika Cantabile

 

On the morning following an evening of kisses and embraces where their shadows have more than once fused into one, Harundomyian, musician and poet, walks deep into Fÿundomiel’s Forest, in a hurry to hold her tight against his heart once again … With romance between elves and spirits strictly forbidden in their world, Haru couldn’t remember having looked at or thought of anyone other than Elÿsian Suun, spirit nymph of an ancient Wisteria tree. He smiles reminiscing; she has finally given in and become his …

Lost in thoughts, he walks distractedly towards their secret rendezvous. He is suddenly brought back to reality as a thick fog surrounds him. Slightly worried, he runs to the center of the clearing. His heart sinks at the unfolding view … Her sacred Wisteria now burned to ashes. Haru loses his footing, unable to utter a word and falls to the cold ground, crushed. His lover has been coldly murdered, but why, and moreover by whom? Fist clenched, he looks everywhere for clues about her remains' whereabouts, but neither the Wisteria nor the nymph’s physical body are anywhere to be found. Devastated, he screams until he can no more.

Under the full moon watch, Haru cries himself to sleep. In his dream, an anonymous letter mysteriously dropped at his window by a blue bird states that somewhere in another world, exists a musical instrument rumored to have been carved out from Elÿsian’s woody remains.

His heart skips at the thought … Elÿsian, his Muse … Every note and word he has ever written has always belonged to her, his Wisteria princess … Her sweet voice caressing each of his melodies, to never be able to hear it again … He shivers, his mind quickly rejecting the cruel thought. He has to find out the truth about this mystical instrument and about her death.

Late into the night, Haru slowly opens his eyes hoping all of this is just a nightmare. His gaze falls upon a strange blue bird standing before him. The animal looks at him intently, cocking its head to the side. In its beak lies the last gift he has given to Elÿsian, a pale green ribbon adorned with a golden circlet of an intricate design that she wore as a belt. Haru’s time stops. He can’t help but smile, recalling her gentle touch and times where he lost his mind in the mysterious hues of her violet eyes. As if she was calling to him, he brings his hand close to the elven ribbon and closes his eyes.

At the touch of the silk, he feels Elÿsian’s warmth wrapping up all around his body, slowly arousing him … He feels alive. Missing her scent, he instinctively brings the ribbon closer to his face, spellbound. As soon as his lips brush against the soft silk, runes engraved on the inside of the golden circlet twinkle under the reflection of the moon. His surroundings start to spin, as Haru vanishes into the unknown.

Into the distance, a flap of wings …

   

   


About the Story

I wrote this story as part of one of my five ideas for the Flash Fiction Class. It was at first only a background story idea for Haru, one of the characters of my multiverse. Soon after, I had a scene of the two lovers illustrated from my general concept. Creating this design around Haru and its details inspired me greatly and this feeling gave birth to “The Wisteria Princess” tale … In this final revision, I corrected the shifting between third past and present tenses and the few verbs problems like lay/lies and eyes vs gaze … I also replaced the numbing feel for a more appropriate feeling for the context using a verb with a double meaning, enliven and waking up …

Here's the image that inspired the flash fiction concept of my two lovers and that gave birth to The Wisteria Princess tale …
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About the Author

An art-rock violinist and writer who takes her love of both music and literacy and intertwines them into her own unique voice. Inspired by everyone from Tori Amos, Japanese guitarist AKIHIDE, Tolkien and Anne Rice, Nika has always had a way with creating stories from and around her music. You can find her on her website (www.iamnika.com) and on Facebook.

   

Her current album-story is Hotaru's Road (available in most digital stores):
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Fair Folk

Hannetjie Joubert

 

"Did you see that, I bet-" I turned to my right and stopped mid-sentence.

Alone. How could I forget? It's been four years.

The crowd of laughing and talking and eating people surged around me as they streamed past the Medieval Festival's gaudy tents in a bright mixture of beautiful gowns and gleaming armor with pauses to take selfies. The scar on my side throbbed in time with the pressure behind my eyes. I was a piece of driftwood in the middle of the river, pressed against the rocks of the passage of time. I looked at the sky, the once bright and warm sunlight a reminder that I was the one that lived.

I trudged past the merchants and their wares on my way to the parking lot. A flash of light caught my eye. A tent stood a little to the side, a table with jewelry set-up in front of it. I stared at the delicate rings and bracelets. Something stirred inside me. She would have loved it. I chose the simplest: one with pearlescent green leaves entwined around a fine golden filigree like vines. I picked it up looking for a price. The moment my fingers touched it the leaves broke apart with a painful crack.

Heart thudding in my chest I tried to shove the pieces together again.

“Sure, that'll work.”

I jerked.

An attractive guy a few years older than me, probably nineteen, stood in the tent's entrance watching me with amused eyes. His short brown hair stood up in stylish wisps, showcasing the sharp points of his ears. I would probably have had a much sharper response if he didn't have what looked like a tiny red dragon curled around his neck.

“I'm paying for it anyway.” I told him. Was that a puppet? Or a fancy AI robot dragon?

An older woman appeared next to the guy. “She can see us.”

The guy kept staring at me as he answered, “She's not the chosen one. It broke at her touch.”

The woman cocked her head, her strange golden eyes taking in every part of me. “She may still be, but she's incomplete.”

Her words hit me like a sledgehammer. Four years' worth of fear and anguish swelled inside my throat choking me. The doctors all but promised that the Davidson-conjoined-twins would both survive, but then Sabine died, and my traitorous body decided to live.

“I know.” I answered the woman.

“It's okay.” The boy said, taking the bracelet from me, his slender fingers nimbly molding the leaves together again, while his tiny pet dragon watched him with interest. “I'm incomplete too.”

He held out the bracelet.

“I don't understand.”

“You're fey now.” The guy said.

“One of us.” The woman added. “Compelled to join the Seelie Court.”

The bracelet closed around my wrist. My last thought as the festival disappeared around me was that maybe this had happened to Sabine too. And I felt hope for the first time.

   

   


About the Story

My inspiration for the story came when I bought a pretty leaf-like bracelet that looked like it could have come from Faery and it promptly broke the moment I got home. Unfortunately, no fey fixed mine, so it's still broken.

Thanks to my awesome crit partner I got rid of contradictory dialogue and several roadblocks to clarity.

 

 

About the Author

Hannetjie Joubert started writing when she was ten years old and hasn't stopped since. She hasn't perfected the craft yet, but enjoys the journey of learning more about it and hopes to one day bring out her first novel.

   

   


D-A-V-E

Ken Bristow

 

"Inconceivable,” I yelled. Kidnapped from my own birthday party! Who did that to a broken old man?

I slowly hobbled around the prison cell for the twentieth time, checking the still-locked door. My personalized suitcases were now here, probably brought in while I slept. Each had 'D.A.V.E.' stamped on the side.

“I may be old, but I will still fight,” I yelled to the surrounding walls.

Hearing approaching footsteps, I slowly laid down so I could pretend to be asleep. “At least put me in a cell with windows,” I complained. “Not a single F'ing one!”

I heard someone enter and shut the door.

“Dave, time to check your power cell.” I felt his hand touch for my backside. I quickly grabbed his hand and opened my eyes.

“Do NOT touch me there!” I exclaimed.

The man protested. “Dave, you need to be fixed.”

“I wanted a whiskey fix for my birthday. Then you kidnapped me from my own party,” I snapped

“You are unable to process whiskey,” he said patiently.

I mocked him. “Blah blah blah. You're too old. Blah blah blah.”

He reached for my backside again. I pushed his hand away. “Quit being a freak! You trying to get it on with an old man?”

“Dave, you are not…”

I cut him off. “Not doing anything with you, Sicko.”

“DAVE,” he said with a slightly raised voice. “You-are-not-REAL.”

“REALLY not into your bullshit.” I cut him off again.

I glanced around the room. “You even brought my suitcases. Where are you taking me?”

“Those are spare parts.” As the man spoke, he stared at me in disbelief. When he spoke again, it was with a calm voice. “How about I help you get to that doctor’s appointment?”

I nodded in agreement, but felt like my confusion was obvious. Appointment? What else was I forgetting?

“I'll go get a wheelchair for you.” He exited the room.

I was tired of fighting. At least he was no longer trying to access my nether regions.

A few moments later, he reappeared. He assisted me from the bed to the wheelchair.

“What the?” I had sat on something. Before I could protest, everything went black.

A few moments later, a status report flashed onto the center of a black field.

‘Defense-Automated-Virtual-Entity,'

Initiating activation sequence.

D-A-V-E system version 3.45.

Time since shutdown: 2 hours 45 minutes.

I opened my eyes, sprung to my feet, and looked around. Joseph was there, and I was perplexed. The last entry in my memory banks had been several months ago. “Why am I in the maintenance bay?”

“Welcome back Dave.” Joseph smiled. “A neural coupling in your main wiring harness was damaged. The parts finally arrived this morning.”

I understood except for one thing. “Why am I remembering a birthday party? There is no record of my manufacturing date.”

Joseph laughed. “I had to trick you.”

I smiled and nodded with acceptance. “Well played.”

   

   


About the Story

The idea was born while doing Holly Lisle’s flash fiction course. I was pleasantly surprised when it took on a life of its own and went in a direction I did not expect. The changes during revision included correcting some tense (past versus present) conflicts, punctuation errors, and rewording two or three items for clarity.

 

 

About the Author

Ken resides in Newport News, Virginia. He served 26 years as a propulsion plant engineer in the United States Navy. He enjoys anything that is Science-Fiction and Fantasy. Find out more at: www.kenbristow.com

   

   


Desperate Times

Rebecca W. Hansen

 

It is important that this looks like a typical day. Tonight is the night. No one can know of my plans to leave. No one leaves, except in a coffin, but I have a plan that will get me out without that drastic measure… if she comes through.

Walking through the decimated city to the nuclear warhead that I am being forced to build is a terrifying reminder of the cost of this war.

“Professor,” says a man I recognize, nodding as he passes. He means it as a term of respect, but it is a knife to my heart every time I hear it. A dangerous reminder of my life before. Of hope.

To hide my nervousness, I stay busy and manage to get through the day undiscovered. On my way home I imagine furtive shadows following me. I turn and peer into the jumbled stones and broken buildings but find nothing. Trying to brush it off as nervous paranoia, I walk faster.

Once inside I rush to my satchel. Everything is as I left it. I have just rechecked the contents and turn to head for the door when a quiet knock makes me freeze. I stand for several moments in indecision before sliding my bag beneath the bed where it will not be easily spotted.

“Professor, open up!” I heave a sigh of relief at the sound of her voice. I quickly unlock and open the door only to be shoved inside by a black-uniformed man. My mind barely has time to register the red sun insignia and what that means before my back is against the wall, and my contact is sliding the lock into place. Betrayal wells within me as I feel a pinch of pain in my side.

The officer releases me, and I stumble toward my small desk, sending my papers and pens flying. I feel heavy and ungainly, and coldness is seeping into my bones. I try to hold pressure as my blood wells out from the wound. My body is only just now registering the pain, but it feels somehow far off. Not at all what I would have expected from a knife wound.

“Poison?” I gasp, having trouble drawing breath now. I realize I am on my knees though I'm not sure how I got here. The world tilts as I fall backward unable to move to catch myself.

“Sorry, this was the only way.” I register sorrow and regret in her brown eyes as the world recedes, and everything goes dark.

Death isn't what I thought. I float in a sea of nothingness. No pain, no feeling, no time. I should be scared. At that thought, panic begins to set in. My heartbeat speeds up, and I realize I have a heartbeat. As I open my eyes, someone helps me sit up. Slowly the world comes into focus. I'm inside a plain wood box. I pause, realize what happened, and begin to laugh.

   

   


About the Story

When Holly announced, she was going to release an anthology of flash fiction to celebrate her website completion I had an idea for a story but decided to go back through her flash fiction course, How to Write Flash Fiction That Doesn’t Suck, to make sure I had the structure down properly. This story wasn’t the original idea I had, but one that emerged while working through the course. When I started it, I didn’t know how it would end until I realized I had provided the ending and the twist with a seemingly random line in the beginning. That is when it all came together.

 

 

About the Author

Rebecca W. Hansen was a precocious child whose favorite past time was to escape to the worlds she found in all genres of books. When she wasn’t reading, she was creating whole new worlds in her head. It wasn’t until she was an adult that a friend suggested she write fiction and a light went on. Now she writes fiction on the side and has also released a line of adult coloring books that help support a non-profit for homeless veterans called Coloring With A Purpose. She continues to read voraciously across all genres. Find out more at: www.rwhansen.com

   

   


Nothing New

Alex F. Fayle

 

The unreal not-quite blackness of the Nothing glistened, encouraging Alvaro to fling open his bedroom window and prop himself up on the narrow ledge. He ignored the windowsill carving grooves into the bones under his butt cheeks and the chilly night air raising goosebumps up and down his bare arms. A practiced flick of his long bangs tossed his hair out of his eyes and allowed him to stare at the various shades of the whatever that was laid out before him at the edge of the world.

No one else in his family saw the variations in the Nothing. To them, one hundred meters away from their house, the world ended. Simple. The fact that tunnels and mines ran in and out of the Nothing didn't interest them. They had jobs. They had their own house. And they had food on a regular basis. Who needed more?

With a raised finger, he traced in the air a pattern of a deeper Nothing in the void. The texture of emptiness shivered as if his touch were real, a lover's caress drawing lines of pleasure across the body. Blushing at the thoughts coming into his head, he dropped his hand and slid back inside.

He turned to find his older brother, Juan, draped face up across the bed, his head dangling upside down off the side.

“Start packing,” Juan said, too casually reaching over his head to play with the fringe on Alvaro's bedspread.

Alvaro refrained from pulling the bedspread from Juan's dirty fingers. Alvaro had given up clothes to bring the Armani bedspread with him. Despite being second hand, it was the only piece of designer something that he'd ever owned. Or ever would own now.

“Why?”

“We’re going home. It’s too creepy here.”

Alvaro plunged out the window and started running towards the end of the world, refusing to believe what his brother had just said.

Creepy was the last word he would have used to describe the void. Seductive, beautiful and dangerous, but not creepy. Creepy was his history teacher with the sweaty hands that he liked to rest on the back of his students' necks, boys and girls alike. Creepy were the gang members who threatened to take what little they had. Creepy was the neighbor who stared too much at Alvaro.

He couldn’t return to Earth. He would prefer being destroyed by the Nothing. Better that than the nothing that Madrid had to offer.

He stopped two steps away from the impossible inexistence of the void. His mind latched onto the image of living black marble, the designs rippling across the edge of existence.

With a trembling finger, he reached out towards the Nothing.

“Please, I can’t go back.”

Alvaro suddenly found himself lying on the ground three meters from the edge of the world, every hair on his body standing on end.

From the direction of the portal, alarms went off. No one was going anywhere now.

“Thank you,” he whispered to the Nothing.

   

   


About the Story

The story started from Basque legends that talk about a cave where a goddess lives, to which I added the portal fantasy trope, offering a new life to people who live in Madrid without hope. As Holly rightly pointed out, this piece was something I wrote to get to know one of the main characters and so it had no story. It was just a fragment where I worked on what was a weakness for me: description. Strong conflict is another area I can improve on, so the exercise of editing the flash fiction to up the emotional stake really helped me get at the heart of this passionate teenager.

 

 

About the Author

Alex F. Fayle is a transplanted Canadian who lives in the Spanish Basque Country with his husband and, in a very un-author-like manner, no cats.

You can visit him online at www.alex-f-fayle.com

   

   


Art for the Cure

Connie Cockrell

 

The antiseptic smell made me want to throw up. I was in the hospital for my checkup when my doctor took Momma and Papa just outside. It wasn’t far enough. I could still hear them.

“Look,” Doctor Ann glanced back to check on me. “We have an offer.”

Momma got real excited. “What kind of offer?”

Doctor Ann shook her head and shrugged. “We have a kidney request. Becca’s a match.

Momma and Papa stared. “What do you mean?” Papa asked.

“Isn’t she too sick to donate?” Momma’s voice went up like it used to when I did something I shouldn’t.

“If you agree, we can fix her heart.” Her smile was as sterile as the exam room I sat in.

“What about us?” Momma asked. “We’re healthy.”

“You’re not a match,” Doctor Ann said.

On the ride home, I wished from the bottom of my sick heart that Doctor Ann’s offer were against the law. Why wouldn’t the government give financial help? And then I drew Momma a picture to make her feel better.

Momma shared the picture I made on the webs. Lots of people liked it. A man on the other side of Zaria from my home city of Baia Mare bought it for a thousand credits. I could hear my parents in the kitchen the day it sold. “We can pay off some of the doctor bills with this, catch up on the rent, a little. The landlord is going to kick us out soon.” Papa said.

“We’ll ask for donations.” Momma’s voice was soft.

“Begging?”

Momma sighed. “You have a better idea?”

“I do,” I said.

After that, I drew and painted, creating art every day. It was exhausting. Momma put it all on the webs. Sometimes a picture sold for a lot. Sometimes, just a little, but every sale was credits that didn’t go far enough to pay the bills. I could feel myself dying.

The man who bought my first picture contacted Momma. I could hear the vid.

“I’ll be the girl’s sponsor. All of her art is mine, the rest of her life. I’ll make sure it will be a long one.”

“Mr. Herbert,” Momma choked back tears. “I have to talk to my husband.”

“Very well. Call tomorrow.”

Momma ended the call. We talked to Papa that night.

“We can’t tie Becca to this guy forever. She should have a say.”

“I don’t want to be a slave. What can I do?” I liked to draw as much as the next kid, but forever?

The next morning, Momma and I called Mr. Herbert. “I’ll take your offer,” I told him between ragged breaths. “But just ten years. After that I’m free. I may change my mind about being an artist.”

“The art is mine for ten years?”

I nodded. “Yes. Until I’m nineteen.”

“My lawyers will send you the contract.” He ended the call.

Momma hugged me close. “You’ve done it, Becca. You’ve done it!”

   

   


About the Story

Inspiration is my Zoe Ohale SciFi world and how a sick child would be treated if there were no organized welfare by the state or by groups. There have always been sponsors of art, though. So that's where the story led me.
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An Air Force career, computer operations company manager, wife, mother, sister and volunteer, provides a rich background for Connie Cockrell’s stories. After 16 books, inclusion in 5 anthologies and published on EveryDayStories.com and FrontierTales.com, Connie's still on the lookout for a good story idea. Beware, you may be next. You can visit her at: www.conniesrandomthought.com
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Meltdown at Markin Four

Elizabeth McCleary

 

Jancey stood in the office, shaking.

He hated training. And it always seemed like Sergeant Wex was harder on him than the other recruits. But privates aren’t taken to the CO except to be seriously reamed.

Reality was worse than his imagination. His son was dying.

“I’m sorry about your boy, Private.” The Captain sounded grim. “But we’re less than forty hours from Markin Four. You get two duty cycles. Come to terms. Then it’s boots on the ground.”

“With me, Private.” Wex took him by the arm to lead him away.

Jancey balked. “No…” he whispered as he shook off Wex’s grip. Then louder, “No!” He shouted at the Sergeant. “I’ve got to get to my boy! I need to be with my wife!” Then, leaning over the Captain’s desk, “You have to get me back to Earth!”

“Security!”

Jancey didn’t notice who called them. He only knew he had to go. Now. “I need to get home.” He backed against the wall as Wex moved closer.

“This is clearly too much for you to deal with.” The door hissed open. “Sick Bay,” Wex said as two guards entered the room. “He needs to calm down.”

Jancey felt light-headed. “I don’t need to calm down! I need to see my son! My wife! I need,” he shouted, “to get home!”

As the guards took his arms, Jancey fought, trying to free himself. If they won’t take me home, I’ll get there myself!

They started down the hall as he kicked and pulled and grunted, until …

Something shifted. Snapped. Jancey felt himself collapse. The world went black.

***

Sergeant Wex stood over him as his eyes flickered open. Jancey tried to sit up, but discovered he was bound to a bed. “Sick Bay? What happened?”

“Feeling better, Private?” Wex’s expression was almost sympathetic as he pressed a button releasing Jancey’s restraint field.

Jancey stifled a sob that tried to escape as his memory flooded back. “I … I’m sorry. I just…” He sat silent for a moment to collect himself. “Please, Sergeant. Can you tell me what happened to Chance?”

“Your son?” Wex put a steady hand on his shoulder. “I’m sorry we had to do that to you. Your boy is fine.”

That didn’t register. “But the captain…”

“Yes. He sends his apology. Neither of us enjoyed that.”

“Chance? He’s not hurt? Not…”

“No. Not dying. Not dead.” A brief hint of a smile crinkled around the Sergeant’s eyes. “You may get to see him before we go back.”

Jancey’s head snapped up. “See him? On vid?”

“On base. We’re on Earth, Private.”

Only then did it register that the room had a window. “Earth? But how? Why?”

“We suspected since early training that you were a Skimmer. We just had to find a way to break your block.”

Jancey’s head was spinning. “Skimmer? Instantaneous travel?”

“There’s all too few of us,” Wex said. “Congratulations, now your real training begins.”

   

   


About the Story

When I started this story, I had no idea where it was going. I just wanted to put someone in an impossible situation and see what happened. Jancey surprised me with his passion, just as he was surprised by his ability.

 

 

About the Author

Elizabeth is a writer, general creative sort, and all-around dork who loves books, animals, chocolate, and the beach. You can find her online at www.elizabethmccleary.com

   

   


Touching the Edge

Ava Fairhall

 

Thirty stories up, one stride took Marion beyond the edge, fully committed to her end.

Nothing happened. The expected lurch was missing.

One eye peeked, then the other. Her gaze locked onto the skyscraper windows opposite. They didn’t move. She didn’t move.

What the hell?

Wind whistled past her ears, lifted hair and draped it across her face, sticking it to her lip gloss. Cars honked on the streets below, and in the distance a siren, fading and blaring as it passed behind buildings. Heading away, not here.

The world moved on.

Could they see her? In the building? Were they calling the fire department? Ambulance? Police? Or were they like her: breath held, muscles clenched, staring in shock, waiting for the inevitable?

She blinked and her heart resumed its beat. In the reflection, a uniformed woman, broken and distorted through the warp of steel and glass, echoed her heart. From this angle, she still appeared to stand on something solid.

Cautiously she wiggled her foot, toes dipped down, stretching, meeting no resistance. Emptiness. Cold surged up from toes to scalp then plummeted into her stomach. No invisible platform there either.

Hair tickled her nose and she dragged it from her mouth, then froze, anticipating the motion would trigger gravity to remember its job and yank her down.

Nothing.

She didn’t want to look, but had to. That was how it worked in cartoons, right? The moment you looked, you fell. Marion didn’t move.

But she really had to look.

She swallowed, mouth dry. Her eyes slid down first, gazing down her nose until her eyeballs ached, and then her head, tilting one jerk at a time. No glass. No floor. No glowing ball of magic light keeping her aloft, just a lot of tiny people and cars. A flock of pigeons took flight.

Dear God, so far … She closed her eyes, fingernails burrowing into her palm until pain engulfed her hand, then double checked she hadn’t imagined it.

Someone … something … some mysterious force didn’t want her to fall, wanted her to live. Why, how, who …?

Don’t ask. Just …

Don’t let me fall.

Her toes reached backwards, seeking the sanctuary of the balcony, touched the edge, further than she realized. Icy terror prickled her skin. Shit.

Her legs trembled as she shifted back, but her shoe slipped off the edge, not finding purchase, yet enough that gravity woke up, dragged her down, falling! She turned and flung herself towards the balcony, shin whacking the railing, hands clawing concrete, clutching at life.

Her chest slammed onto the platform, air wheezed from her lungs. She scraped her chin.

Safe.

Alive.

Her phone rang, a pulse of vibration jump-starting her heart, followed by a jangling bell. She pulled it out, rolled onto her back and sucked in a breath, staring at the clouded sky above.

Amazing.

“Hello?”

God, she sounded so calm.

“Sure, Mom, I’ll be there. No, I won’t forget. Twelve o’clock today. Bye, Mom. Love you.”

   

   


About the Story

Impossible. That word caught my attention. And whatever the impossible thing was it also had to profoundly and irrevocably change a person's life. There are few things more life-altering than living when you expect to die—when you choose it—and are saved in a way that's impossible to explain away, so I explored the concept further. I mulled over the idea for several days, not sure if I'd be able to hit on the right combination I was after, but I was inspired a little by a character I'd played in a game and by a mild fear of heights.

 

 

About the Author

Daydreamer is the best word to describe Ava, and she'd say it's the best hobby to have because she's never bored. She's interested in all sorts of creativity, from books to drawing; animation to role-playing and all sorts of geekery. Now she's decided it's high time she wrote some of her daydreams down and shared her stories with others.

   

   


Cowboy Heroes

S.R. Olson

 

“I don’t think it’s right, Dan,” Becky said. “We shouldn’t have to put up with that strange man barging in here every day to watch TV.”

Dan rolled his eyes. “That was the deal, Becks. The old man gave us a good price on this place in exchange for watching out for his boy.”

“He’s not a boy!” Becky snapped, dropping a plate of eggs on the table in front of her husband. “He’s at least fifty.” She turned back to the stove. “And it’s weird how he calls it the picture-radio. Doesn’t he know what a television is?”

Dan chuckled between bites of food. “Just be nice, I’ll talk to him tomorrow … see if I can work something out.”

“Why tomorrow?” Becky said. “Talk to him today!”

“Can’t. I'm going to that auction after work.” Dan pushed back his chair and headed for the door, pausing to give Becky a kiss on the cheek. “He’s harmless,” he added, giving her a wink.

“Well, I’m not going to feed him!” She said to his back as he disappeared out the door.

Becky kept the TV on all day, watching the shows she wanted to watch while she baked a pie and ironed Dan’s shirts. She was aware the whole time that that big oaf, Charlie, could barge in at any moment for his daily round of Cowboy Heroes reruns. “It’s ridiculous,” she muttered to herself, only half-listening to the news bulletin flashing across the TV screen. Convict … dangerous … 

Realizing her coffee had gone cold, she walked into the kitchen … and then froze. The door was open. She went over to look outside.

A hand came around her face and covered her mouth, stifling her scream.

“Not a sound, lady!”

He dragged her into the living-room and shoved her down on the couch. “Play nice,” he said. “An’ maybe I won’t kill you.”

Tears welled up in her eyes. “Please … no…” She shook her head, as if that would make a difference.

He tore at her clothes while she tried to fight him off, terror giving her strength, but not enough.

And then he was gone, flying backwards across the room and smashing into the wall. Flung there by a man-child in cowboy boots and overalls.

“That ain’t no way to treat a lady, Mister!” Charlie drawled, hands on his hips. “There’s a new Marshal in town and you is lookin’ at him!” He tipped his imaginary cowboy hat.

The convict scrambled to his feet, took one look at the mountain of a man that was Charlie, and ran for the door.

Charlie grabbed a kitchen chair and planted it in front of the TV. “Time to watch the picture-radio!” he said with a big grin. “I like Cowboy Heroes!”

Becky just stared at him for a moment, clutching her torn blouse across her chest and trying to wrap her mind around what had just happened. Then she smiled, too.

“Would you like a slice of pie, Marshal?”

   

   


About the Story

Deeply enmeshed in writing the Quest of the Guardians series, I didn't think I'd be able to convince my Muse to do a flash-fiction about anything but the QotG story. Especially so soon after forcing her to cough-up a twisted western. But then, I was at the pool doing my daily physical therapy when the woman exercising beside me shared that her neighbor calls televisions “the picture radio.” My Muse jumped up and down and decided she couldn't pass up “picture-radio.” It was just begging for its own story. While Charlie's actions are more improbable than impossible (as Holly noted, too) … getting a territorial housewife who already hates the unwanted house-guest to change her mind and appreciate him … that's pretty tough to believe (You laughed, admit it). I was both pleased and surprised when Cowboy Heroes made the “Made Holly cry list.”

 

 

About the Author

Having more guts than brains, fantasy author S.R. Olson has lived many lives in one while trying her hand at pretty much anything that captures her imagination, which has included photography, truck-driving, auto-body repair, and 3-day event horse-training. Disabled since 2006, she has slowed down some, but she'll never stop embarking on adventures, even if they only happen in her fiction stories. She currently lives in rural Minnesota with her two dogs, who have trained her to be a dog-chew vending machine. (They nag … relentlessly.) To read more by S.R. Olson visit www.sallieolson.com and get a free digital copy of the Quest of the Guardians prequel: Days of Chaos.

   

   


Knighthood

Rachel Kovaciny

 

Funny how life followed circles. Seeing a live performance of Snow White as a kindergartner had started Andrew dreaming of being an actor. Adults told him to be more practical, but here he was twenty years later, back at Eastchester Elementary. Only this time, he was the actor, here to perform in an adaptation of Sleeping Beauty.

Three actors, one set, four scenes.

Acting out fairy tales for two years straight had taught Andrew to love kids. When he could reach a kid the way he’d been reached so long ago, he felt a joy unlike any other. That was the real payoff. Not the paltry fees they collected. Those barely subsidized his day job. Touching a child’s imagination—that’s what he loved.

Not so Clarice, the play’s princess. She mocked their youthful audiences behind the scenes. The hardest part of playing the handsome prince was pretending he could ever love someone like Clarice.

The third player, Julianne, genuinely liked kids. Because she wasn’t as pretty as Clarice, she was stuck playing the wicked fairy. Andrew could foresee a long series of fairy tales ahead, always with a cruel stepmother or a hungry witch for Julianne to play. It wasn’t fair, but everyone knew fairy tales ended with the handsome prince marrying the beautiful princess.

The three actors took their bows, then invited the audience to come look at their set and props. While Clarice supervised, Julianne let eager little girls examine their dresses and jewelry. Andrew worked his way out into the auditorium to reach the shyer kids. He stopped regularly to let them hold his plastic sword or his princely crown, let them tap the armor he’d crafted himself.

One boy asked, “Are you a real knight?”

Andrew got that question a lot. He usually answered, “No, but I’d like to be one someday.” He wanted kids to keep hoping and imagining.

But before Andrew could answer, a nearby teacher said, “There aren’t any knights anymore, Eddie. He’s just an actor. We explained all that in class.” She gave Andrew an apologetic smile. “Kids.” She rolled her eyes.

Andrew didn’t want to believe a teacher could be so casually cruel. She probably hadn’t realized what she’d done. He knelt on the floor and looked that boy in the eye. “Actually, I am. I’m a real knight.”

After all, what was a knight but a man wearing armor and carrying a sword, bent on rescuing distressed persons of every gender and age, setting the world to rights one piece at a time?

The boy’s eyes grew round. “I knew it,” he breathed.

And in that moment, the boy’s belief somehow made it all true. He was a real knight, as real as could be. Andrew looked up at the stage, where Julianne sat cross-legged on the floor letting two little girls play with her hair.

What was a knight without a quest? Andrew stood up. Time to write a new fairy tale.

   

   


About the Story

When I wrote “Knighthood,” I had recently taken my kids to a children's theater production of “Beauty and the Beast” much like the play described in my story. The joy and dedication those actors brought to their work inspired me! Originally, my story focused on an actor hoping to reconnect with his high-school sweetheart, only to discover she wasn't a nice person; that was too long, so I had to combine some characters.

 

 

About the Author

Born only a few miles from where Jesse James robbed his first train, Rachel Kovaciny has loved the Old West all her life. She now lives in Virginia with her husband and their homeschooled children. In her free time, Rachel writes YA fairy tale retellings, blogs, writes for the online magazine Femnista, and daydreams. To learn more about her writing, visit www.rachelkovaciny.com

   

   


The Book Thief

Angela Wooldridge

 

“Here are the texts you requested, Professor Jones.” I slid the scrolls onto his desk. “There’s also a list of missing ones in case you’ve seen any.”

“Hey Jeannie, ‘Will’ is fine—”

I slipped from the room. First name terms meant talking to people, which meant face-to-face conversation. No thanks. It was bad enough that someone had been stealing from the restricted section and for once it wasn’t me. If the head librarian noticed, he’d want to question everyone and then they’d realize there was more than met the eye to Jeannie Watts, research-librarian.

A bell rang, and the hall flooded with students. Some cast me curious glances. That wasn’t right. I backed through the nearest door.

“Can I help you?”

I swung round. Professor Will Jones stared back at me.

Stared. At. Me.

That was not good. In fact, it was terrible. “You can see me.”

“Ye-es.”

I grasped his lapels. “It took me weeks to steal the Deluminati text. Even longer to translate the damn thing. Nowhere did it say anything about a time limit.”

“Ah well. You obviously didn’t study Deluminii history. Nothing they ever did lasted much beyond two years.”

I moaned. “This is a disaster.”

“Hey, you’re Jeannie, the librarian. So that’s why I’ve never actually seen you. You’re lucky really, imagine if you’d stayed invisible forever.”

Yeah.

Then I realized how closely he was watching me.

“Stolen texts … librarian…” He snapped his fingers. “You’re the thief of the Capella texts! No wonder they never found you.”

For all the good that did now. It was only a matter of time before I was picked up in a routine search.

As if on schedule, an alarm began to shrill.

“That didn’t take long,” said Will. “Of all the texts to steal, why that one?”

I sighed, he might as well know the rest. “The texts belonged to my family first. Somewhere in there is the key to our disgrace.”

“‘Somewhere’? Surely in over two years you could have …?” He stopped, my silence told him all he needed to know. “You can’t translate it.”

I nodded miserably. “This was the perfect place to hide. But now they’ll probably pin the other thefts on me too.” We could hear booted feet in the halls now.

“Here.” Will fished a device out of his pocket and pointed it at the wall. A door opened. “Once the door is closed, nobody will know you’re there.”

“A Schrodinger closet?” I gasped. “You’ve been stealing the texts?”

“I guess I owe you,” he said. “I have no principles when it comes to stealing texts, but if it makes up for it, I can read ancient Capellan.”

“You can?” Hope sprang in my chest for the first time in months. I crammed into the cupboard. “I’d better be alive when you open this door.”

He grinned suddenly. “I hope you’re not a cat!”

I looked at the texts surrounding me. “It wouldn’t hurt to have a plan B.”

   

   


About the Story

Some stories almost write themselves. This one didn't.

It didn't take me long to figure out the impossible event, which (being me) I had to twist so that my character had to deal with becoming visible rather than invisible.

I used Holly's Flash Fiction course to get the framework of the story, and I always use PACTS (acronym for the most important elements of a story) so that all the necessary ingredients aren't forgotten, but it still took me five drafts, working through romance, mystery, cosy, adventure and fantasy before I hit on a version I was satisfied with.

 

 

About the Author

Angela Wooldridge writes short stories for magazines such as My Weekly and The People's Friend and has had stories shortlisted in various competitions.

She is currently working on a YA Fantasy novel, An Alternative to Frog, which began life as a short story, but the characters kept coming back. You can read the original story on her blog at www.angelawooldridge.wordpress.com, or follow her on Twitter at @angwooldridge.

   

   


Vengeance Never Undone

Dwayne Allemao

 

The moonlight catching the shiny edge of the blade released a prismatic sparkle as Arween lowered it to her open palm. As it touched her skin the humming of the forest insects stopped. Arween looked into his eyes, the most beautiful man she had ever seen or dreamed about. Unnaturally so.

She scrutinized the parchment he held below her hands, awaiting her spilled blood.

“Everything you wanted is there,” Wrathe spoke, his voice soothing, and enticing. “Everything I want is there. Full disclosure.”

Should I read it again?

“Time is running out, my Queen,” Wrathe smiled. “They will both be destroyed. You will have your vengeance.”

“How will I know it's done?”

“You will hear it.”

She let the image return. Her husband thrusting his hips into her sister. Rage yanked the dagger across her palm. Pain spasm. Fist clenched. Blood splattered over the document.

Whispering distant voices grew to a crescendo as they whipped by her. “The blood, the blood, the blood!”

A tempest rose up around her, creating a whirlwind of leaves, then dispersed.

Leaves left hanging in mid-air feathered to the ground. The insect symphony resumed. Wrathe was gone. The dagger was gone. Her palm twitched, but no wound.

Did I imagine it?

The black sky erupted. Silent explosion like a sunrise, dissolving into glowing embers, raining down. A deafening blast tore past her ears as she instinctively turned away and ducked. The trees shuddered as the fury tested their roots and knocked Arween to her knees.

Screams in the wind rang true in Arween's ears, her husband and sister in agony. Then others. Hundreds. Men, women, and children. Finally, the wailing of Nathe, Arween's only child.

“Mama!”

She vaulted up, screaming. “No!”

Feet taking flight toward the blast. Running until her body commanded otherwise, she collapsed to the ground, gulping in air. The trees were gone, everything was blackness.

Luminescence pierced the dark as clouds released their grip on the moon. She rose, her knees aching from the ancient five-sided stone. She was in a clearing amidst pine trees, shadowed trunks encircling her like a wall. Their scent calming, but the air was too still. Her ears strained. Nothing but the hum of insects.

The leer of eyes burning into her. She spun. Wrathe stood with his back against a pine, holding a scroll of parchment.

“You have nothing to fear,” he said as he approached. “You summoned me.”

Did I black out after the summoning?

Her clenched fist tingled. She released it. There lay the triangular stone heirloom from her father. It was hot but quickly cooling and glimmering.

Father warned never to use it.

She looked into Wrathe's eyes. They matched the stone.

He unrolled the scroll and handed her a dagger. The moonlight catching the shiny edge of the blade releasing a prismatic sparkle.

***

The queen lay dead-weight, motionless on her bed. Eyes wide open, staring at the ceiling. A sobbing chambermaid adjusted a wet cloth on her forehead.

 

 

   

   


About the Story

Vengeance Never Undone is one of the back-stories I cut from Edge Of a Dream (currently in progress). Queen Arween was desperate to have her story told, and this was a convenient opportunity to oblige her. Holly, thank you so much for your insight.

 

 

About the Author

Though Dwayne Allemao always loved creating characters, and worlds for them to exist in, Dwayne didn't start serious scribbling until is forties. He quickly realized that writing gave him the release he needed, and kept him on the right path, instead of wandering through the muck and mire.

   

   


Home

Storm Weaver

 

Youngsters squirmed and wriggled over their great-grandmother.

“Tell us again, Granna! Tell us about Home!”

“You cannot imagine the vast distance I traveled to find our Home. The sun baked sky and grass alike, and nights were spent huddled by small containers of water to ward off the desert chill. I traveled for what seemed like forever. In the end, I crawled on the ground, uncertain of the next hour’s survival, only the scent of hope, or perhaps desperation, to cling to. I carried the seeds of your grandparents inside me. I wanted to survive but wantin’ ain’t always gettin’. It was almost too far. That’s the way of things sometimes. The thing we need is just a breath further than we think we can go. I was pretty sure I was down t’ me last breath.”

The air was thick and charnel where the family gathered. Outside, there was no reprieve under the sere midday sun. This generation had always known security. For their whole lives and the lives of their parents before them, they’d burrowed in the comfort of a once-bloated home that now slowly withered away. Nothing lasts forever. Time and decay see to that. Granna knew she’d lose some of these babes. Life was marvelous but cruel. There were always trials. Her story was all she had left to inspire them. She looked out over the writhing mass and wondered which, if any, would survive. She could not promise them survival.

The Elder’s voice cracked. She sent out a tongue to taste their home. The flavor brought memories. “I feasted for hours. I feasted for days. I made this a home. This oasis became a future for your grandparents and parents.” Great-granna never said it would be a future for the wriggling babes. Oversight? Perhaps.

“This place ain’t so great. It’s all dried up and almost useless.” One of the older, ruder great-offspring grumbled near the back of the crowd.

“All things change. You’ll see.”

The ancient have a gift for prophecy, perhaps borne of their clear view of the past. Mere hours later, a rough boot-toe shoved at the bloated ostrich carcass Granna’s family called ‘home’. Wriggling babies poured out of the carcass onto this distant corner of sere Texas ranch-land. The more mature took to the air in a winged dark cloud. The humans swung shovels at the flies and stomped the maggots. They were loud and merciless. There was no sign of Great-Granna. The family tried to work their way back into the belly of the bloated creature, some of the infants still clinging inside that rotted husk. Their home was shoveled into a huge barrel, a tarp thrown over it, and the whole mess hauled into the back of a pickup truck.

“Hooooooome.” The buzz of Granna’s flying kin joined the rest of the summer afternoon’s song as they swarmed in a dizzying, homeless mass—all a longing for that one quiet place.

   

   


About the Story

As someone who is, primarily, a novelist, one of the challenges of a story like this was the length. I love words, and love to use a lot of them, so fitting a whole, cohesive story into 500 words is interesting. Holly's been an inspiration since I started out in this field, and the kick in the pants that I needed to get words onto paper—or the latest electronic facsimile.

 

 

About the Author

The author of two science fiction novels and several short stories, Storm Weaver is also, in no particular order, a (Grand)Mother, Philosopher, Dreamer, Activist and Medical Writer. Storm dangles her toes in the central Gulf of Mexico, dancing with hurricanes and thumbing her nose at 100+ degree (F) days with equal aplomb. She shares a life with her companions, SilverRose and Kin, and shares in the lives of her four grown children, their loves, their offspring, and their friends. Visit her Webpage: www.thehobbynovelist.com

   

   


Stronger

Oren Litwin

 

New goal, forum member PegLegJoe posted. Stand on one leg for ten minutes. I snorted at the insipid posts of encouragement that followed. As if standing on one leg would matter. He was still a cripple. We were all cripples. He had one leg, while I had both of mine; but my legs were worse than useless, inert unfeeling lumps sticking out from my paralyzed hips.

If it weren't for SSDI, I'd have starved to death years ago. As it is, I spend my days in bed in my cramped apartment, staring at my tiny laptop, immersed in a non-physical world. Sometimes I don't bathe for weeks. Why bother? It's not like I'm ever going to find a woman who will have me.

As if on cue, SexyBrain2357 posted, New goal. Go on a date this week. My heart felt constricted in my chest.

This forum sucks anyway. How is this garbage a “support system for the disabled?” But then my laptop chimed, and a new window opened labeled “Chatting with WhatDoesNotKillMe.” Huh?

“Hi there,” WhatDoesNotKillMe sent.

My eyes narrowed. “Who are you?” I typed. “What do you want?”

“What do you want?”

A rush of new sensations hit my brain. My mouth went dry. My hands shaking, I slowly touched my knee. Then I flexed my leg.

My legs worked! They really worked!

“You get one day,” WhatDoesNotKillMe typed. “Have fun!” And the chat window closed.

I threw off the covers and swung my legs down. Tears ran down my face as I stood for the first time in my life. This was incredible! Finally, a chance to meet other people—to live!

I smelled of rancid sweat. I showered, trying not to trip over my unfamiliar feet. Then I realized that all my good clothes had large holes in them. I dug out an old pair of shorts and a faded t-shirt. I was panting, but not from effort. I looked in the mirror, and a slovenly unshaven fat man with tangled hair looked back out.

Who would I talk to? I don't even know my neighbors. Hi, I'm an unemployed shut-in with bad breath, do you want to be my friend?

I squeezed my fists shut, breath sawing my throat. Then I went to the front door. I touched the doorknob. I stood there for a long time. Maybe an hour later, my eyes burned, and I realized that I'd been sobbing. Tears and mucous mixed together in a sticky mess, dripping into my mouth and down my chin.

I spent that day curled up in a corner of the apartment, trembling like an injured dog. I clutched my miraculous legs against me, counting the seconds. Then my legs suddenly went wooden and unfeeling. I moaned to myself.

An eternity later, I scrabbled my way up into a chair. I took my laptop and started typing.

New goal: say hi to my neighbor tomorrow.

   

   


About the Story

My thinking behind “Stronger” was that the story requirement was for an impossible event that changed a person's life, but my own preference (and Holly's, in fact) is for characters to change and grow by their own choices. Thus, the impossible event needed to be one that had no lasting effect itself, but that made a new choice possible. Everything else flowed from that.

 

 

About the Author

Oren Litwin lives near Washington, DC, with his family. His writing has dealt with fairy tales, political satire, financial regulation, the ethics of warfare, and just about everything in between. His current project is an edited anthology of military-fiction short stories, due to be published next summer.” Visit his website: www.orenlitwin.com

   

   


The Trouble With Aunt Flo … 

Nina Hobson

 

Dear Diary,

Aunt Flo didn’t show up today. God, I hate her. Acts irregular—like I have nothing better to do than to wait around for her.

 

Dear Diary,

It’s been a week and no Aunt Flo. I’m getting kind of worried. I haven’t said anything to Devin, yet. I’ll give it a few more days. She can still come.

 

Dear Diary,

Now I’m really scared. It’s been two whole months and Aunt Flo’s still missing. I’m mean, I said I hate the bitch and all but still, she’s kinda like a friend to me, too.

Come on, Aunt Flo, where are you?

 

Dear Diary,

Well, I finally broke down and told Devin about Aunt Flo being missing. He was so mad! Said I shouldn’t have waited so long to tell him but that he loves me and no girlfriend of his is going to suffer alone.

I knew he’d always be here for me. We love each other a lot.

 

Dear Diary,

Devin’s parents were so upset when we told them my Aunt Flo hasn’t been seen for four months. Especially his mother … said I was trying to set her boy up and that’s why Aunt Flo couldn’t be found. That’s so not true. And just because Devin’s avoiding looking at me doesn’t mean anything.

 

Dear Diary,

Devin wants to break up with me. He says he doesn’t believe my Aunt Flo is missing. He says his mother’s right and that he doesn’t love me anymore. I’ve long since given up hope on seeing Aunt Flo. I wish I’d been nicer to Devin when she was around. I wouldn’t even let him in the house when my Aunt Flo was visiting. If I did, maybe he’d understand and still want to be with me now.

God, I love him!

 

Dear Diary,

I know it’s been months since I’ve written in you, but I think this is going to be my last entry. Seems like Aunt Flo’s not missing after all. The news showed her visiting with some poor village girls in Africa.

What a woman!

But that’s not all … the police showed up on campus today to arrest me. They found Devin in his dorm, stabbed to death.

 

Dear Diary,

I’m so excited! First off, I got myself a new diary. It’s pink with sparkly purple feathers around the edges. Awesomeeee …

Oh yeah … the judge had me committed. Said I keep having hysterical pregnancies and killing my boyfriends when they try to leave me. Brought in some specialized doctor that said I was incapable of having an Aunt Flo …

LIAR!

 

Dear Diary

Okay, I just want to say that this mental institution is GREAT!

Last month, I met the cutest guard and he loves me—he had us wait for a week before we did it! He helped me break out of here and we ran away and got us a place together.

I love him.

News update: It’s been six weeks and Aunt Flo hasn’t come to visit me yet …

   

   


About the Story

The plot for The Trouble With Aunt Flo … came to Nina while she was watching South Park’s hilarious Aunt Flo Halloween episode. The only tweak (per Holly’s suggestion—which wound up working well here) was to make Aunt Flo an actual real person for the main character and the readers … or is she?)

 

 

About the Author

Nina Hobson resides in Ohio. The currently homeless—but always optimistic—mother of four and grandmother of five loves dogs, cats and reading/writing speculative fiction. Visit Nina’s website at www.ninahobsonbooks.com for information about all her ongoing series and collections.

   

   


Boxcar Revolution

Laura Wilson-Anderson

 

“They’re knocking down the guards in boxcar fifteen,” Henry said to Salle. “Jerry told me so.” He took the tin cup from Salle’s hands and gulped the hot brew, a mix of chicken stock and coffee, then handed it back and wiped the back of his hand across his mouth. “I tell you, Jerry saw it.”

Salle shook his head, the rainbow of ribbons in his dreads as tattered as his gloves or his coat. “Untrue. Untrue. You know they got Jerry on the last stop. Why can’t you believe that?”

Henry knocked the tin cup from Salle’s hands. It went flying across the car, landing at the frozen feet of old Pete from Jersey, so far from home he was the only one on the train to ever see the state. Before it fell, that is. Old Pete just moaned in his pile of blankets.

“You fool,” Salle said. “Losing our dinner ‘cause you won’t believe that old man is dead. I tell you, there’s no way he’s still alive. Not after the Mounties got hold of him.”

Henry scowled and stared out at the Texas desert. Soon, they’d be headed into New Mexico, going straight for Arizona, then up through what was left of California and the Pacific Northwest and into Canada.

Dammit. Not if he could help it. No way was he going to be a ditch digger for those damn Commie Canadians. He’d rather die first. Jerry would, too.

But he hadn’t. Salle was wrong. He’d figure it out real fast when Jerry came for them.

Coyotes cried in the night as the train rumbled through New Mexico and Arizona with no sign of Jerry.

Wolves howled at the full moon while the train lumbered past the last of the great sequoia in northern California, and still there was no sign of Jerry.

Henry sat at the edge of the boxcar, feet dangling from the edge of the open door. Salle stood behind him.

“Ain't never seen trees like this before, boy,” Salle said.

“Nope.”

Salle squeezed Henry’s shoulder. “Come on, man. Jerry weren’t never on this train. You know that.”

“Yes. He was. He is. I saw him.” Henry didn’t care what the others thought. He knew Jerry was there. “You’ll see. Jerry’s gonna save us all.”

“Better not say that too loud,” Salle said. “Jerry may not be here, but the Commie guards sure as hell are.”

“Right.” Henry sighed and let Salle pull him up. The big man pulled him close for a minute, and Henry closed his eyes, wishing it was possible to feel safe anywhere. He pulled back. “Can’t do that Salle. You know that.”

Salle shrugged. “I know, but—”

The train lurched to a halt.

Henry and Salle stared at each other, then shots rang out, and a jumble of languages hit their ears—English, Spanish, French, and—oh, blessed day—German.

“We’re saved,” Henry said. “I said Jerry was here.”

Salle grinned, and they jumped into the fight.

   

   


About the Story

I confess: my subconscious had way more plans for this story than I did. I just went with it.

 

 

About the Author

Laura Wilson-Anderson is a medical lab tech who plays mad scientist on paper only, since doing that at work is usually frowned upon. She travels for work, which is fantastic, because by the time any of her former coworkers realize she's created characters based on them, she's safely across the country.

   

   


The Touch

Chaitali Gawade

 

Uma stumbled over to her son’s bed in darkness. The dark made it normal.

She ran her hands over his cheeks, traced his thick eyebrows with her thumbs and whispered “Talk to me, Piyush. Please.”

“Shhsssh. I’m here, Ma,” he said hugging her back.

Uma ran her hands over him again and again to assure herself. It couldn’t be. It was. She was crazy. She would take crazy if this was what she could get for it.

“Uma, Uma,” she heard her husband calling. She clung tightly to Piyush, afraid to let go.

“You have to go,” Piyush whispered.

The door swung open. Switching on the lights Sameer sat next to her. Without saying anything he clasped her hands in his. “I miss him too.”

Uma felt guilty. Maybe she should tell him.

She squeezed his hand. “He’s here.”

“Yes, we still have some memories of him here.”

“No! I mean Piyush is here. He talks to me. I can touch him here. He comes to me in the dark.”

Desperate that he was losing her too, Sameer clung to her.

“You don’t believe me, do you?” she cried.

“You have to let him go. He would want you to move on.”

“Have you?”

Not wanting to argue further, he left the room. Uma’s unstable, he thought.

All through therapy she refused to believe that she needed it. She kept returning to her son’s room as soon as the lights were off.

He followed her one night.

“Call him for me!” he cried.

Patting his hand, she whispered into the dark “Piyush, will you talk to your father. He misses you.”

The room remained silent. “Why don’t you talk to him Piyush?”

“Tell him to believe it’s not his fault. I can’t connect to him otherwise. The guilt refuses to let him see or hear me,” Piyush said.

“It was not your fault, Sameer. It could have been me behind the wheel that day.”

“But it wasn’t you. If you hadn’t been sick, I wouldn’t have been driving that day. If it hadn’t been me, we would not have been running late. He would have reached school safely if I hadn’t been late and the roads slick with rain.”

“That’s a lot of ifs, any of which you had no control over. He doesn’t blame you, Sameer. There’s no one to blame.”

“I’m here, Daddy. Can you feel my hands on your cheek?”

Tears coursed down Sameer’s cheek as he felt the warmth on his cheeks from the touch.

   

   


About the Story

The inspiration for this story was an accident that happened too close to home. I was not the parent behind the wheel in real life but as writers often do, I wondered 'what if' and this is the story that came out of it.

 

 

About the Author

Chaitali Gawade is a dreamer who lives in the fictional world of her creations and others whenever she can get away from real life. Check out more of her writerly musings at www.chaitaligawade.com

   

   


The Last Library

Ky Moffet

 

The library stank.

It smelled of wet, and rot, and dead things that should never have lived.

Rain dripped through the roof, down the spines of intruders and books. Meril shivered under his damp cloak, flinched from an owl that fled hooting into the dusk. Shelves tottered all around him, higher than his head. He eased a volume from the nearest shelf, carefully, so carefully, but it sagged to pulp in his hands. A second, plucked sopping from the floor, fared no better. He dared not touch a third.

There'd be no saving knowledge here. No secrets to hold back the darkness. Time had taken all the words.

Tears clouded his eyes, slid down his cheeks to mingle sparkling with the rain.

***

The sparkling wasn't tears. Far back among the deep shelves a tiny light danced in the air, beckoning. Meril threaded a cautious path between leaning shelves, trying not to step on the books underfoot.

The child sat cross-legged on a table in the back, translucently pale in the dimness. The dancing light followed its fingertip, back and forth, back and forth across a rotted page.

Words flowed from the light, glowing briefly golden, then blackening against paper newly white.

The child handed Meril a book from the stack by its knee. Meril opened the book, fresh and clean in his trembling hands, and read.

“This,” he said at length, “is not the knowledge I need.”

Not the words you came for, the child whispered in his mind. A different knowledge. Look again.

Meril obeyed, reluctant. And as he read, he learned.

Not the secret knowledge to hold back the darkness, to halt the death of all that should have lived.

But a bright new knowledge to bring a new dawn.

Suddenly the library smelled of spring.

   

   


About the Story

"The Last Library" was spawned by a set of four flash prompts (a bad smell, a library, dead magic, and an impossible child) someone posted on the Hatrack writers forum. And then it jumped out of my brain and landed this way.

 

 

About the Author

Ky Moffet trains dogs under the sun, writes science fiction under the moon, and only lives in extreme climates. Visit him on www.offworldpress.com or on www.creamandbastards.com if you liked this story.

   

   


Corrected Vision

Devlyn Dunne

 

The wind howled outside the window. The young woman sat clutching her knees waiting for the storm to be over. The sound of lightening cracking, thunder rumbling had always frightened her.

Where is he?

Why would he leave her alone when she needed him? He had always been there when she was frightened or lonely. He made her feel safe, loved. They had found each other, bound for life.

How could he just leave me here alone?

For as long as she had known him, he had protected her, loved her, and made her happy. He listened to her. He may not have fully understood what she was telling him, but his beautiful eyes would convey his concern for her, his joy at the sight of her.

Crack! Bright flashes of lightening and clap of thunder. She jumped and gasped. She hugged herself even tighter to contain her fear. He comforted her in times like this, but he wasn’t here. What would she do?

It was deafening as the rain hit the rooftop. Her curiosity became stronger that her fear; she slowly approached the window to look out. Suddenly the wind shifted, blowing the rain sideways. Tree branches propelled through the air along with the biting rain.

Where is he? He should be here with me.

Her fear was laced with annoyance and anger. Feelings of betrayal and abandonment were insidiously creeping over her. It hurt. He didn’t care.

Like the wind outside, her thoughts suddenly shifted to concern.

Is he outside? That’s impossible! He would never go out in the storm. He must be in here somewhere.

Through the dining room into the kitchen, she searched. She called his name. No reply. The storm raged outside the kitchen window. It put a knot in her stomach. Another flash of lightening, then rolling thunder. In the instant of that flash, she saw him. Outside, in the pelleting rain, lying, facing the wall of the garage.

Sebastian!

Her fear vanished as she ran to the back door. She opened it, stepped outside, the wind pushed against her with such force she had to brace herself. Slipping in the mud, she ran toward the garage to the place of his prone body. He turned his head back toward her and wagged his tail. In the hollow between his shaking canine body and the wall; a wet, lost kitten huddled next to him.

The pride and compassion she felt at that moment melted away all the fear, annoyance and anger. She picked both animals up and struggled toward the house as the storm continued to howl and scream at them. Reaching the back door, she saw a fallen branch had blocked the doggy door.

Inside she dried them off. After a saucer of milk for the kitten and a Milk-Bone for Sebastian, she put them on the sofa for a long nap. Sebastian looked up at her with loving eyes.

She learned that night—sometimes someone else has needs greater than your own.

   

   


About the Story

The idea for this story came from observing other people interact with other beings—some human and some from the animal realm. Holly’s suggestions really helped me to focus. She reminded me that we easily slide into the assumption that everyone sees and interprets stories or words as we, the storytellers, do. Not so. Nor does the reader of the story.

 

 

About the Author

Devlyn Dunne is a retired RN who now follows her own non-traditional path as a healer, teacher and writer. Always an avid reader/thinker of anything, she is a typical Gemini in search of all the new shiny thoughts and ideas to be explored and examined. Visit her here: www.devlyndunne.com

   

   


Weather Report

Sylvie Granville

 

Biting, bone-chilling cold. The girl struggled on, her hood plastered to her head by the increasing snow.

“Faster!” whispered the voice. “Keep going! Get to the party. The party is everything.”

The party had sounded like a rare treat when she first heard about it. Curiously familiar voices had sounded in her head as she awoke that morning to yet another day of snow and cold. Left over images from a warm dream of her family long ago, she thought, and paid little attention to the voice behind her left ear until its insistence left her no choice.

Dressing in coat and boots, far too thin for the blizzard outside, she followed the voice out and away from the cottage she had called home before her family vanished.

“Get to the party. The party is everything. The party will change the world.” Over and over, pounding, the message forced her to put one foot in front of the other. The snow was as it had always been: driving and diving under the most carefully wrapped covering, turning already chilled fingers and toes to a clumsy numbness. Unexpected drifts had her sinking waist deep, soaking her to the bone.

Hours later, she was still driven forward, through the worsening weather. Reason rose occasionally, and she asked herself why she was doing this foolish thing, but the voice and slight weight on her shoulder overrode her doubts. “Get to the party, get to the party.”

Lights glimmered before her eyes as she struggled up a rise to a stand of fir trees. Her numb feet found little purchase on the icy slope and she almost crawled, muscles burning with the effort. “Up, up! Keep going up!” The voice was becoming more urgent, as if it could sense her fatigue.

At the edge of her vision she saw a snowless patch under the trees and instinctively made her way towards it. Roots rising from the ground made the going as difficult as the snow and, finally, she tripped and fell. Lights flared and died, and she sank to the ground.

Awareness of warmth filtered through her sodden clothing and she sat up to look around her. There was no trace of the snow that had plagued the country for so long. Other, wonderfully familiar, but bewildered faces appeared at the edge of the glade, as they too, awoke: her mother, her father and her two younger sisters.

“Up, humans!” The insistent voice drove once more through her head. “Time to go home.”

“What about the party?”

“We’ve had it,” came the smug reply. “You have brought me, the last member of our team to the party. We can’t travel through snow by ourselves. Now we have reversed the weather that has bespelled the country, and you can go home.”

The weight on her shoulder shifted and disappeared.

Her own person again, she stood up, embraced her family and turned her face joyfully to the sun. Arm in arm, they began the walk home.

   

   


About the Story

My story began with a feeling I often have, of a voice—my conscience/my better self—telling me to do something. If I follow this inner voice, it sometimes leads to good things. This time it turned into a story.

 

 

About the Author

Sylvie Granville lives in New Zealand and Austria. She has been devouring SF and Fantasy for the last 30 years and is now braving the grown-up world of writing.

   

   


Awakening

Annais Ryder

 

“You have about a month left to live,” he said. “Spend time with friends and family.”

Just like that. I wish I had someone to spend time with! Alone, I just might be a wolf ready to howl at the moon. And there it is, shining brightly above the leafless trees. Somehow doctor’s words did not come as a surprise. Deep inside I knew I had already lost this battle.

I wish it was summer. How dreary it is to go in this bleak season. Grass is all withered, branches are empty. How many walks in this old park do I have left? Soon this body will be too weak to walk …

There, behind the iron gate, the town lives on, windows glow warm, roofs shine in the moonlight.

But what is it there? Would someone be on the roof in this hour? Must be a woman, long dress and loose hair … Isn’t she cold? What is she doing there anyway? The tiles must be so slippery …

Oh, my goodness! A suicide? Should I call the police? There, she is walking! How she walks! The steps are so sure, steadier than mine here on the ground. Her head is held high, her posture regal … She is so calm, almost looks … angelic? Oh my! Is she … Do people really walk in their sleep? Why do they always wear white? She is going to walk off the edge!

I can already envision police cars, yellow tape and coroner shaking his head—can you believe it—a sleepwalker fell off the roof! Should make the headlines.

She stopped! Is she … looking at me? Can she see me? Nonsense, how can she see me if she is asleep? Or is she awake? She is beckoning. To me?

“Fly!”

What? Who said that? Who is behind me? No one … But where am I? Good Heavens! How did I end up here? Moonlit roofs as far as the horizon … Moss covered tiles, chimneys, rows of TV antennas … The streets are far below, streetlamps spilling light like shimmering ink on the wet pavement … Should I be afraid? So beautiful, so still … Dreamy …

“Fly!” I hear again. What if?

***

The coroner did shake her head. She looks so tired this morning, concealer settled in the lines around her eyes. Another restless night with her sick child. He always catches colds in this weather.

She looks so sad from up here. Sad about her divorce dragging on for so long. But she is also sad … for me? Bless her heart.

She does not know I can fly.

   

   


About the Story

I guess “Awakening” is but a stepping stone in the search for meaning and consolation in the face of helplessness. Can one remain an idealist and believe in the power of beauty and compassion if the battle seems to have been lost?

 

 

About the Author

Annais Ryder believes that stories and art can light up the world and so she dedicates her waking hours to bringing beauty into the world as a designer and artist and weaving stories to make the invisible visible.

   

   


Tacky

Timothy Couch

 

The first time came as quite a surprise. I was accustomed to her chatter, but until that day Tacky’s vocabulary had consisted of variations on, “Meow.”

I'd stepped out back of our little workshop here at the CowChows to answer the call of nature. I was just finishing up when, as often happens, Tacky materialized at my feet. We exchanged our usual greetings, and she proceeded with sniffing everything in the immediate area. When she came to the recently wetted leaves of a salal shrub, I said, “Careful, I just peed on that.”

She looked up at me, blinked twice, and said, “I'll alert the media.”

For a moment I was stupefied. “Huh?” She just stood there, giving me that enigmatic feline gaze. Okaaay, which is more likely—that the cat just talked to you or that you imagined the cat just talked to you?

I finished fastening up and reached down to give her a scratch. “Very funny.”

She ducked my hand and said, “Easy chum, I know where that hand has been.” Then settled herself to apply a few cleansing licks to her ginger fur.

I straightened, mouth agape. What the hell is this, now? “Tacky, you didn't just…”

She looked up at me and said, “Meow.”

The apparent reality of the situation finally wriggled through my thick skull. I chuckled as I released a caught breath. I was being punked. The Lady BG, my wife, was somewhere nearby, had to be, and was throwing her voice so that it seemed to be coming from the cat. You'd think that at some point in the last twenty-five years she might have mentioned this particular skill. But then, she is a person of mystery and surprise.

I looked around but didn't see her. I circled the trunk of the shaggy white-cedar tree under which we stood. I looked up into the branches because, yes, she would. (She's also a master of concealment.) So, I called out, “Okay, you've had your fun, now come out and take your bow.”

Nothing moved.

I turned and found Tacky sitting, statue-like except for the steady sweep of her tail, atop a wood fence post. Her mist green eyes fixed on me like a princess watching her fool dance and waiting to be amused. I shrugged, “What?” She rolled her eyes, looked away and then, she yawned.

I stepped over to her perch atop the fence post, which brought us nearly eye to eye. “You know I'm not buying this, right? There is no way I'm going to believe you can talk.”

She raised one white-socked paw, gave it a few idle licks, then set it down again. She settled her gaze on me, and said, “Meowell, what you do or do not believe is largely a matter of choice. So, it's up to you. Either you and I are talking, or you're losing your already tenuous grip on reality. Which do you prefer?”

“Holy cow, a talking cat.”

   

   


About this Story

Bedraggled, near starved, almost feral, and exceedingly vocal, Tacky appeared at our door one rainy Spring morning. She proceeded to wriggle her way across the threshold and into our hearts. While getting acquainted, I couldn't help but wonder what she was trying to tell us. It was when Holly graciously offered this anthology that Tacky finally spoke up. The biggest challenge in telling the story was whittling it down to the prescribed word-count because Tacky has a lot to say.

 

 

About the Author

Timothy Couch is an American observational writer, poet, and aspiring humorist. When not wandering and pondering the world in search of the extra in the ordinary, he and his lovely wife the Lady BG reside in the Oregon central-coast region where they serve the wishes and whims of Tacky the cat. Updates and info on the upcoming release of the first volume of CowChows Chronicles: Ventriloquist Snake and Other Tails of the CowChows, await you at www.CowChows.com

   

   


The Long, Concrete Ditch

R.C. Blatter

 

Ximena crouched in the mud behind a scrawny shrub and scanned Guillermo’s limp form for signs of life. The demon La Llorona clawed at a wet dirt hole next to the child’s body.

The noisy Los Angeles River, the ubiquitous freeway hum and the smell of exhaust fumes dissolved into the heavy winter mist as Ximena struggled for a way to save her son.

Ximena silently began the Salve Regina when, “¡ay!”, both of her palms began dripping blood from spontaneous wounds.

La Llorona’s head shot up, and the predatory stare prickled Ximena’s hackles. With feral eyes dilated and unblinking, La Llorona balanced on all fours, ready to pounce.

“Wait,” Ximena threw her hands up. When nothing happened, she peeked to see La Llorona watching her hands, unmoving.

Ximena kept her throbbing hands up and spoke quietly. “Is Guillermo dead?”

La Llorona’s eyes remained fixed on Ximena’s bleeding wounds. “He lives, for now.”

“Please—let me take my son home.”

La Llorona threw her head skyward and wailed. “I’ll take him to Saint Peter.”

Ximena sat up cautiously and pressed her painful hands together, as if praying the Rosary. “Please—let me have him.”

The rays of the sun flashed from La Llorona’s eyes. “What mother would leave a child to wander out and drown in a ditch?”

“Was that it? Your children wandered out and fell into the river?”

La Llorona dug her nails into her skeletal breast and shrieked. “It wasn’t my fault—I left them asleep. I didn’t know they followed me to the river. They fell in while looking for me ¡por madre!”

“You didn’t know, it wasn’t your fault. You don’t need Guillermo, forgiveness is already there for you. Our Lady says so.”

The demon looked circumspect. “Our Lady no longer hears my voice.”

Ximena inched closer. “She hears us all. I’m just like you—I let Guillermo wander out of the house, but I know Our Lady understands. If we’re truly repentant, we’ll be forgiven.”

La Llorona hugged herself and wept. “I can’t be forgiven—what I did was unforgivable…”

She reached out to La Llorona, but Ximena’s blood poured from her wounds and burned La Llorona’s arm.

“No!” The demon screamed as she was mortally branded, and then she grabbed for Guillermo, but Ximena was faster.

Ximena hauled him up, dashed through the gate and across the street with La Llorona’s corrupt breath on her neck.

The car came out of nowhere.

Behind her, Ximena heard the squeal of breaks and a sickening thump.

Two car lengths down the street, La Llorona landed on the curb. Hugging Guillermo’s warm, sleeping body to her own, Ximena walked up and stared into vacant, bloody eyes.

“I didn’t see her—she was right in front of me—I didn’t see her…” The man kept repeating, horror etched deeply into his tired face.

Still cradling her son, Ximena turned toward the house. “No one ever has.”

   

   


About the Story

The story began as “Saint of Elysian Valley” and was a story of a child who rebelled against her traditional culture to her own detriment. It grew into “The Long, Concrete Ditch”, a tale of a young mother who went up against a vengeful Medea-like woman who wanders the rivers of North America looking for children to steal. While saving her child, the protagonist strengthens her faith and develops compassion for the lost soul of La Llorona.

 

 

About the Author

R.C. Blatter was born in Redondo Beach, CA, a place where the line between the real world and the magical world remains tenuous, where the voices of sea maids can be heard deep in the foggy banks that enshroud the beach at that moment between night and day, and where sea sprites hiding deep in the recesses of the breakers pinch the toes of unwary children in hopes of pitching them headlong into the sea. Beware the magical world; it’s real and it bites.

   

   


Write & Wrong

Charles Hoge

 

“Cancel my subscription!”

Robert yelled while slamming down the phone receiver on his fingers.

His fingers throbbed but there was no comparison to the pain now forming in his chest. He’d been rejected again by the publication he revered, The Sci-Fi Monthly Mash-Up.

For two years, Robert would strive to be within its beautifully written and lifelike illustrated pages. He would write like a madman only to be trashed by the editor he sarcastically named “The God of Editing”.

Robert barked at his cat Bartholo-mew, “I'm going out!” Bartholo-mew, in-kind turned his head away. Robert’s shoulders sagged.

Walking the streets, Robert regretted stopping his subscription. “Damn!” he spouted, raising his arm defiantly causing an unsuspecting old woman who was walking by to fumble her groceries.

Noticing this, Robert chased a few errant apples, gathered them up and presented them to her. The woman looked up and seeing his dejected expression, she said smilingly “My dear, it's not the first time I've dropped my groceries.” Robert halfheartedly grinned. “What's troubling you sweetie?” she asked.

Like opening a floodgate, Robert lamented on writing Sci-Fi and wanting to be within the pages of The Sci-Fi Monthly Mash-Up. Martha’s face lit up, saying “As fate would have it, I write Sci-Fi and have been published in The Sci-Fi Monthly Mash-Up many times.”

Robert's jaw dropped.

“My name’s Martha Gantry, heard of me?” Robert yelled out. “YES! You're my favorite author.” Martha smiled humbly, lifting her hand to his chin.

“I might be able to help if you'd like?” Robert's knees buckled, his head nodding vigorously.

Later, at Martha's home, Robert marveled at the Sci-Fi novels in her study as they had tea together. “With my help, and a few years of practice you’ll be published for sure!” Martha said.

Robert cringed, thinking ‘A few more years? I want it now!’ Seeing Robert’s expression, Martha asked if he'd like to read her new, unedited stories.

“Please!” Robert shouted. Martha added, “I write my stories shorthand, hope you don't have trouble with my handwriting.”

Reading story after story, each one better than the last, Robert felt jealous. He reeled, thinking he might never be this good. Dark thoughts filled him ‘If I claimed these as mine, nobody could prove it. There’s no copies!’ He made his move while Martha went to get more tea. The front door slammed.

Martha sighed and made a phone call. “Looks like I have another one,” she said.

That night Robert happily dreamt of being published.

In the morning, his dream quickly became a nightmare as two giant faces looked down at him. Those of a young man and Martha. They both grinned fiendishly while Robert noticed from the corner of his eye a wall of words being lifted up and over him as the young man, or “The God of Editing” closed that month’s issue of The Sci-Fi Monthly Mashup.

Just before the magazine pages enveloped him, Robert saw the story’s title and byline …

Write & Wrong

by Martha Gantry

   

   


About this Story

This story stems from my feelings of being new to the world of professional writing. Adding in my love for dark humor and irony, you get a story of how most of us would love to find that perfect shortcut to fame and glory, only to find out that shortcuts lead to doing it over or in this case no chance at all.

Thank you, Holly, for the critique of my initial story. It helped me to see all of the broken areas of which I somehow was blind to. After revising and reposting, other comments were made by fellow class members (thank you to those that made them). Those comments pushed me to come up with the final rendition you see here.

 

 

About the Author

Charles Hoge has always been a frustrated writer. As an Art Director within the advertising world, he has worked side by side with many professional writers. On many occasions, Charles would interject a line or five (to the writer's dismay) and sometimes have a word or two accepted. After 30 years of focusing on mainly graphic elements to tell a story, Charlie is now using words as well. What a cool concept!

   

   


Magic Trick

Amberlyn Pryor

 

Emma was on edge. Her precinct hadn't caught Montear yet. She checked her gun belt and ran a finger over her necklace before getting out of the car. Shaking off her unease, she entered her apartment building.

Emma met her neighbor on the stairs.

“I saw your sister's performance today,” Ms. Gibson said. “It seems her career is finally taking off, but I couldn't help noticing that the seat she reserved for you was empty.”

“I had to work a double shift at the station. I'll go next time.”

“That was her last show.”

“Damn,” Emma cursed. “Is she upset?”

“She was, but her boyfriend showed up with flowers.”

“Boyfriend?”

“He said he was her biggest fan.”

I'm her biggest fan.

Emma hurried upstairs. She placed her palm on the door, unlocking the protective spells.

She found her sister sitting on the couch, staring into space.

“Sis,” Emma began, “I can explain. I missed your show because—”

“Because of a vampire?” A distinctly male voice cut her off. Out stepped Roland Montear, the same vampire who had eluded capture for weeks.

“Molly, get down,” Emma shouted, drawing her gun.

In a blur, Montear grabbed the gun's barrel, crushing it.

Emma reached for her enchanted handcuffs only to have him knock them under the couch.

Montear gut punched Emma, knocking the wind out of her.

Molly hadn't moved.

“What,” Emma gasped, “did you do to my sister?”

“She's in a trance. Come here, little magician.”

Molly obediently stood. Montear put his arm around Molly's waist. “Too bad she isn't a real magician, or she'd be able to resist me. Alas, her puny tricks and sleight of hand are useless.”

“Let her go!”

“Nonsense. She will make a nice addition to my harem.” Montear caressed Molly's cheek.

“Don't touch her!”

Montear chuckled, “You humans, always giving orders as though anything you say matters.” He ripped Molly's shirt down the front, kissing her.

Emma yanked off her necklace and threw the cross.

Montear screamed as it burned his skin.

Molly snapped out of the trance. Holding the shreds of her T-shirt together, she hid behind the couch.

“Sis, ge—!”

Montear grabbed Emma's neck, cutting her off. “I'm going to enjoy breaking you before I kill you.”

“Please don't,” Molly said, standing up, her arms outstretched. “I'll go with you, willingly. Just don't hurt her.”

“Prove it,” Montear said.

Molly kissed him, passionately.

Montear savored the kiss, smiling. “At least one of you knows when she's beaten.”

Emma heard a faint click.

Montear jumped back from Molly, but he was too late. Emma’s handcuffs dangled from his wrist.

Emma yelled the command word, “Ground!”

The handcuffs glowed and yanked the vampire down, the metal denting the floor boards. Montear struggled to grab Emma.

Backing away, Emma yelled, “Stun!”

The handcuffs flashed, and the vampire slumped to the floor.

Emma hugged her sister. “You okay?”

Molly nodded, looking shaken.

Emma grinned. “Where did you hide those cuffs?”

“A magician,” she said, “never reveals her secrets.”

   

   


About the Story

I got the idea for this story while working my way through Holly Lisle’s flash fiction course. My goal was to write an action-filled, life or death story. I had no idea how it would end. It took me a few tries to discover the magic trick.

 

 

About the Author

Amberlyn Pryor has always loved reading fantasy and science-fiction, but it took her far too long to realize that she too could become a writer. All it took was practice, more practice, and determination. Visit her at: www.AmberlynPryor.com

   

   


A Clean Home is a Happy Home

Dana Fischer

 

“Welcome to our new home, baby,” he says.

His arm lies oppressive and hot around my neck and shoulders. Shrugging it off would provoke him. He’s in an expansive mood and I don’t want to break it.

The color of the boxy two-storied house fascinates me. Grey and blue swirl in the shadows; pink and cream glow in the sun. Every house in the gated community glimmers with the same pearlescent overtones.

“What do you think?” he asks.

What I think is that we can’t remotely afford this. I think drug money. Hit money.

What I say is, “It’s beautiful.”

“Wait until you see the inside. This place is cutting-edge, baby.”

He isn’t kidding. The house is loaded with gadgets. All of the interior walls and floors gleam in those same pearlescent hues.

“I don’t even know what half these appliances do,” I say when he shows me the kitchen. It’s a safe thing to say. He likes appearing smarter than me.

“It’s an experimental house. Watch!”

He opens a bottle of beer from the stocked fridge, downs half of it, then hurls the bottle against the far wall. Glass and beer spatter everywhere. I flinch. “House, clean!” he says. The wall softens and absorbs the liquid and stains. The floor burbles, the shards actually sinking into it until the surface is smooth and dry again.

“You can’t use cleaning as an excuse not to come to bed, baby. I got you a genuine self-cleaning house! There’s a manual and everything. I’ll bet there’s nothing it can’t clean up.” Rough fingers turn my face, and his thumb strokes my cheek. “I’ll bet it can even clean up that shiner.”

The manual is accessed from any of the myriad wall panels throughout the house. He leaves that to me. Guns, knives, fists, intimidation … he’s good with those. Computers? Not so much. Not even ones that politely answer any question asked. He doesn’t care what the house can do anyway. It’s the prestige of it he craves. Bragging rights. He thinks image is everything. Doesn’t matter what he has to do to obtain it.

I learn there’s very little the house can’t do. There are biometric locks. I could actually key the bedroom to my print and lock him out. I don’t, of course. I’d have to come out sometime, and he’d give me the same welcome I got when I ran away.

The house’s self-cleaning mechanism, though. That’s like a new lease on life.

Sweeping, vacuuming, dusting … all unnecessary! The house simply absorbs dust, dirt, hair, matter. Put the pans, dishes, glasses into the dishwasher and they not only come out clean but appear back in the proper cupboard. I don’t ask the house how it does these things. I do ask it what it can clean up and methodically test each scenario. Spills? Check. Something bigger, like a broken chair? Check. Bigger still? Like … a body?

Check.

He’s right. Cleaning isn’t an excuse.

It’s liberation.

   

   


About the Story

This story came about after my best friend told me about how tired she was after cleaning her house top to bottom in preparation for impending guests. I mentioned how nice it would be to have a self-cleaning house to do all that work for us. Being a writer, my next thought, naturally, was hmmm, what a sneaky way to clean up after a murder, and from that this story was born.

 

 

About the Author

Dana Fischer recently fled her native California in the hope of building a new life that does not contain excessive heat, blue skies, brush fires, and exorbitant housing prices. She now resides in the snowy wilds of Idaho, where she writes science fiction and fantasy, with the occasional foray into westerns. Fischer anticipates publishing her first stand-alone novel in 2018. You can find out more about her published stories at www.cimharas.com

   

   


Waystation

Samantha Hulatt

 

Jason set down the keg and stretched. A quick scan of his bar turned up the usual regulars. Jason rolled his eyes as he spotted a familiar hat—Elvin’s.

Elvin was charm incarnated, with a mystique of parlor tricks and a thick brogue. Jason poured Elvin his usual as the elder materialized before him.

“So me’ laddie, how’s business?”

“About the same, can’t complain.”

Elvin leaned in, “I have a proposition for ye. Ye could be swimming in gold in no time.”

Jason smirked. “Oh? Do tell.”

Elvin’s explanation was interrupted by Jason’s meowing phone—his sister’s ringtone.

Elvin startled and looked around wildly, “Confounding contraptions. Bad enough pealing about, now they embody calamity?” The little man collected himself while Jason finished his call, “As I was sayin’, be a Way-station. A few friends of mine need a friendly stop.”

Jason scowled, “What kind of ‘friends’?”

“Not any ne’er-do-wells, just a bit … different. Everyone is deservin’ of respite before journeys to faraway places…”

***

Jason forced a smile and called out to the regular beat cops entering, “Good evening gentlemen. Will it be coffee or soda for you tonight?”

Officer Smith took in the bedlam with a raised eyebrow while his young partner tried to put his eyes back in his head.

Jason’s stomach clenched as Officer Smith neglected his favorite seat to stand and stare at the bar’s occupants, “One hell of a costume party, Jason.”

“Just some folks having a good time.”

Perkins stepped closer to his senior officer, “Wow, look at the uh … costume on that one. How’d she fit those in there?”

A shout and a deafening rending of metal jerked all three men around and had the officers reaching for their weapons.

A swirling darkness, barely contained by a man-sized silver circle, crackled with energy as cheering patrons tossed in various items. A horrendous belch erupted from the darkness nearly drowning out the boisterous crowd.

Elvin staggered towards the circle and peered bleary-eyed into its depths, “Reggie, Reggie is that you me’ boy? Come on in here.” Elvin squinted into the resulting roar “What do ya mean you’ll never fit…”

A tiny gent with a green top hat grabbed Jason’s arm, “Ya hae to stop ‘im! A Fomorian in here will crush us all! An’ that portal will bring The Fuzz for certain!”

Jason glared at Elvin, “Whoever that is does NOT have safe passage through my domain.”

Elvin gave Jason a hurt look, “He’s only a wee one…”

Officer Smith glared suspiciously, “What in the Sam-Hill-Hell is going on here?”

A gust of wind slammed open the back door. A glaring white light illuminated a small figure in the doorway. The room dropped into uneasy silence broken only by the tiny man’s whisper “Aww Cernunnos’s Horns, too late,” as the figure’s shadow loomed. The shadow coalesced as its feline owner stalked over to a cringing Elvin. The Guardian’s growl reverberated in the quiet room, “You again. Really?”

   

   


About the Story

I came up with several consecutive concepts for this story but realized quickly I didn’t have room for a fourth of it! Instead of focusing on Jason’s backstory or other points, I went with my ‘Guardian’ concept. Historically, cats were thought to be ‘otherworldly’ because of their glowing eyes and mysterious ways. So, I wrote a story in which cats are the ‘Watchers of the Worlds'.

 

 

About the Author

Samantha Hulatt is an emerging writer who hopes to evolve into a paid author in a few years. As such, she is still working on learning how to make a webpage and carving enough time to actually write content for would-be readers.

   

   


Bad Day

Sarah Neuen

 

“This is going to be a monster storm, folks. Please take shelter immediately.” The television meteorologist’s voice was full of his customary nervous energy.

This one wouldn’t be bad, Dave told himself opening the back door. He looked up into the roiling black clouds overhead. He did love watching the dramatic skies and the lightning moving past his house.

The world went bright. A booming concussion of noise blocked the noise of the wind sweeping into the storm overhead. Dave stepped farther into the yard and smelled smoke in the wind. Odd. Dave turned his head toward the source. Behind him, fire licked the side of his house.

Huge droplets of rain hit the dusty soil and slanted to avoid the growing fire. Dave huffed to himself, it was better to be outside if the house was going to catch on fire. Pulling his cell phone from his pocket Dave dialed emergency services.

The world stilled as the ring tone sounded again. Wind rushed toward him from the storm making the leaves of the maple tree stand out straight.

Crack.

His heart racing, Dave dug his way between the branches, seeking an exit from a leafy green world dumping small icy rivers down his neck. Freed from the tree into a pounding rain, Dave followed the tree’s path into his house roof. This was reaching ridiculous.

A roar sounded behind him. The sky was a green-grey and touched the ground in a solid wall of wind. A tornado dismantled a not-so-distant barn.

Dave turned, slipping on wet grass. One place remained. Running past the fallen tree and burning house to the last place of refuge, Dave aimed for the car-swallowing ditch parallel the road. He slid down rain-slicked reeds and mud, intensely grateful his children were visiting relatives. Silly thought to have right now, Dave chided himself as he dove into the culvert under the driveway. One of the dangerous places he warned his children away from. He ignored the mud filling his socks and pressed into the culvert’s metal side, puffing hard.

The wall of noise, wind, rain, and debris circled for a lifetime. Boxes and furniture rained down like abandon toys only to be snatched up again. An arm of wind tossed something small and shiny into the sky. The monster tornado continued its path leaving behind a pattering of rain.

Dave crawled out of the culvert to maneuver over broken lumber, insulation, and other debris to peer over the top of the ditch. His manicured lawn was littered. The light of the setting sun peered through the clouds past the void his house had occupied.

What had that meteorologist been thinking to personify a storm? Everyone knew better.

A thump made Dave’s heart race again as he looked toward the noise. A chest sitting next to him contained the prized possessions of his boyhood. A knife quivered point down in it, inscribed with the same words as ones he’d carved on the chest.

Be Prepared.

   

   


About the Story

This story’s story is very loosely based on an apparently real story heard third-hand (or more) from the author's Boy Scout who heard it from one of his leaders. The version was about a sentence long and something along the lines of “There was a man who had his house catch fire, a tree crash into it, and a tornado take everything, even the shed, and the only thing they recovered from his house was a box of his Boy Scouting gear.” Obviously this story could not happen here … unless naming storms makes them grow arms …

PS. The real man survived his adventures too. (I thought I saw you starting to worry.)

 

 

About the Author

Sarah Neuen writes about people who want to lead normal lives (normal to them at least) and find themselves in situations that test everything they are … because she would hate to disappoint the various characters who find their way into her imagination. In the ‘real’ world Sarah manages the very mundane, normal situations of the small human characters in her life that test everything she is made of, interrupting the times when she would much rather be playing with writing.

   

   


Reaching Consensus

VS Stark

 

The Tondian ambassador, Jarquin, sighed inwardly. His ambitions lay far from the overly polite politics of the Central Worlds and the planet that housed their Congress. The air of this world was cold, dry, and smelled of utter boredom. Indoors and out, the colors were pallid and dull.

His next appointment, the Draxonian ambassador, would be arriving at any moment. One of the oldest of the Central Worlds, the Draxonian government was run by consensus, frequently taking years to make a decision. The tangle of sounds that served as the ambassador’s name defeated him utterly. He thought of it as “Ocean”, because it smelled faintly like the sea of his home world.

Jarquin knew that the Draxon would be here to register a polite complaint at the recent Tondian colonization of one of the Draxonian-claimed planets. He would have to hear it out and then fob it off. After all, what could it do?

The Tondian Collective had a highly effective military force. They had colonized every useful system near their homeworld before running into anyone who had given them trouble. The Andial Hive was turning out to be more difficult than the Tondians had expected.

His government had sent him to the Central Worlds Congress as their very first ambassador. Jarquin supposed it was an honor. He would have preferred to be commanding a ship. Most of this past year had been spent listening to the various Central World ambassadors prosing on. The Andial Hive had never sent an ambassador to the Congress, so Jarquin was expected to gain allies among the various species.

The Draxon was ushered into Jarquin’s office and took a moment to program the seating to its liking. Once it was comfortable, with its eight lower limbs arranged neatly around itself, they greeted each other with the formal politeness Jarquin found so tedious.

As he had expected, the Draxonian ambassador politely informed him that the invasion of their colony world was unacceptable.

Jarquin said, with the appearance of genuine regret, “We found it necessary to colonize the planet you claimed in Sector 12, yes. Strategic, you know. The Andial Hive is encroaching on our territory.”

Two of the Draxon's eyes were on him. The other two were closed. “Why did you think we would permit that?”

“Well, our government will make reparations and concessions to heal the breach long before you people can get consensus to do anything about it.” There was a hint of condescension in Jarquin’s tone that he simply could not hide.

All four eyes blinked rapidly, the Draxonian equivalent of a belly laugh. Jarquin remained outwardly calm but began to feel uneasy.

“Consensus was reached when we first heard of this. My visit is to inform you, not negotiate. Your worlds have been cleansed and your people eradicated from our colony. You will no longer have trouble achieving species consensus as you are a species of one, ambassador.”

   

   


About the Story

Holly's crit changed my view of my writing. I thought the story was good, but for Holly to say that it was good was a huge confidence boost.

 

 

About the Author

VS Stark has been reading sf since the age of eight and writing spec fic, before it was called that, for nearly that long. Writing has been supported by forays into music licensing, baking, insurance, and web design. Despite a grandfather born in the 1800s, still not a vampire.

   

   


The Hunted

J.L. Perry

 

I was sent to destroy a monster and now he may have destroyed me. One line and I go back to hunting. Two lines and I become the hunted. I set the timer for five minutes.

“If I am pregnant do I keep it?” I muttered to myself. “It'll only be half human. What am I saying! Of course, I can't keep it! They'll hunt me down to the ends of the earth to keep this baby from being born.”

Knock, knock. I drew my blade and looked out the motel peephole.

“Kalee,” I said opening the door, “what are you doing here?”

“They wanted to make sure you're still alive,” Kalee said, pushing into the room. “It's been six months and you haven't taken Poseidon out. You seem to be in one piece, what gives? I was supposed to be on vacation. Have you even laid eyes on him?” she asked.

“Yes, there was contact,” I said, glancing away.

“Then why is he still alive?”

“He's very skilled,” I murmured.

She raised an eyebrow and noticed the pregnancy test on the counter. “Oh my god! You met someone, and you didn't tell me! Details!”

“There's nothing to tell. Too many tequila shots.” One minute left. “Why are you here? If they wanted to check on me, they would have called.”

The excitement fell from her face. “Told them you'd see through it. They're concerned.”

“Concerned?” I asked.

“Did you think you could switch teams and no one would notice?” she accused, blocking the door.

“What are you talking about?” I asked, resisting the urge to draw my blade again.

“Is that baby his? You know we can't let another generation of demigods be born. They're too powerful! Religion will swallow the tech, again. Do I have to remind you about Atlantis?”

“It's not his. I told you tequila and we don't even know if I'm pregnant,” I said, panicked.

The phone chimed. Neither of us moved. She showed me the test. Two lines. Shit.

Kalee threw the test down. “I'm taking you to get rid of that … thing and taking you in for judgment.”

My hands drifted to my stomach. I'm pregnant with Poseidon's baby.

“Aren't you the one that gives the kill first and ask questions later spiel?”

I stared at her my mind reeling. She slapped cuffs over one wrist, twisting my arm behind my back. “Sorry, Mel.”

I slammed my head back breaking her nose, wrenching my hand free. I slipped a leg under hers and dropped her into a choke hold.

“Stop fighting!” I yelled.

Kalee punched, kicked, and clawed me to break free. Her punches were slowing. She stopped moving. I checked her pulse, still alive. I had minutes to run. I grabbed my bag, hesitating long enough to retrieve the test from the floor, and bolted. They'll be hunting me now. They'll expect me to stay by the ocean for him, so I'll go inland. Maybe Poseidon will find us again.

   

   


About the Story

One sentence popped into my mind when I sat down to write this story, 'I was sent to destroy a monster and now he may have destroyed me.' I'm a mythology nerd, so I tend to look there for inspiration. As soon as Poseidon jumped out as the monster, the rest of the story fell into place.

 

 

About the Author

At an early age J.L. Perry fell in love with the magic of stories. Knights, dragons, and witches sparked her imagination, making her realize that she had her own stories to tell. J.L. Perry can be found baking up sweet treats and stories in southwestern Arkansas. For more information, please visit www.jlperry.com

   

   


The Wyrm Turns

Peg Fisher

 

Footsteps tapped along the tunnel. I turned, my scales rustling against the stone floor. “Sleepy peach time so soon, kingsman?”

Startled, the woman carrying the keys and fruit gasped, “It talks!”

“I talk, yes. But you're no kingsman. And I’m female as you, so she, if you please. Step nearer.”

“So you can catch me, Wyrm? No…”

“I can't reach you. King Voratien keeps me bound.” I lifted a ragged wing, revealing the heavy chains shackling my feet. “He plays a vicious little game. Sends some poor fool who’s displeased him, to fetch me poison. Who are you, then? How did you earn his ire?”

“I’m Shierra. I stole these things and came myself. Left a sizable lump on that kingsman's skull.” She grinned ferally.

“Did you, now?” I threw back my head and laughed. “Best news I’ve had in ages!”

“Then trade me, news for news. Where's the man before me? Marl entered here. He did not return.”

“Ah. The gentle farmer. No, I did not eat him. I only eat the ones who die of fright. I didn’t even kill him. But they’d beaten him badly, before e’er he came here. Knowing they’d given him death, he was beyond fear. So we spoke together, for a time.”

“What did he say?”

“He knew you would come. 'A determined woman,' he said, 'with a cloud of raven curls and skin like sun on bronze leaves.' He was poetic, that one. I'd have saved him if I could. But he was in such terrible pain. All I could do was tell him which peach held the most poison, and let him take it, and dream his way back to you. He lies there.” I pointed to his remains, curled in a crevasse behind me. Shierra fell, weeping for a time.

At last, she raised herself. “Everything's impossibly turned 'round on me. I came to rescue my man and slay a monster. But my man is beyond aid, you are strangely sisterly, and the true monster is—”

“Voratien.”

“You speak sooth, Wyrm.” She took up the keys, unlocked my shackles, and stood back.

“Then bring the peaches and come with me. We have a visit to pay.”

That night, Voratien roused soddenly. The moon shone in, touching light to the skin of fruit set before him. Dry throated, he lurched to the table. He stuffed some grapes into his mouth, then took a giant bite of peach … I savored his blanch, as knowingness set in.

“Yes, Voratien,” I murmured, emerging from the shadows, Shierra at my side. “We brought them just for you.”

The king gasped fearfully, and the mouthful of peach caught in his throat, blocking air. As we watched, he choked, struggled to breathe, turned blue—and died.

Shierra reached across the table and passed me some salt. I shook it on, and gave a huge, satisfied sigh. Then I ate him.

   

   


About the Story

I realized that if I wanted more stories with strong female protagonists, that I needed to start writing them myself. So that led me to write this story. And rewrite it, and polish it, until I felt complete with it.

 

 

About the Author

Peg Fisher is what they call a late bloomer. It has taken her until her 60s to get into writing, and she’s not fast at it. Still, she'd rather be a late bloomer than miss the chance altogether. So if, like her, you want to write, and have decades and doubts under your belt, try Holly Lisle's free class, How to Write Flash Fiction That Doesn't Suck. It got her past her doubts, and into writing completed stories. Since she can, I'm willing to bet, so can you.

   

   


Saveyour

Mike Lucas

 

“Be careful,” Annie told me. Young and thin, she hid her pretty face behind too many piercings. “One slot isn't enough. You never know when you're truly safe.”

The rain swept through the alley, stung my cheeks. “How do I get more?”

She shrugged. “I'll let you know when I find out—in another life, of course.”

I laughed, bid her goodbye, and promptly forgot her warning. Like Annie, I was a god. Nothing could touch me.

***

I'd become immortal on a Tuesday in April, though I didn't realize it for months. An underground gamer, I logged onto a Linux server with no domain, just a secret IP, and tried a mysterious game called Saveyour. Text-only, but rumored to blow your mind.

Savegame slots available: 1, it said. Save? Y/N

I hit Y and it responded, Game saved. But that was it; there was nothing else. A complete bust.

Months later, working as a bicycle courier, I coasted up to a red light, pedaled hard when it changed to green—and was broad-sided by a Cadillac SUV running the red.

I blacked out and dreamed of the game's blinking text. Resume saved game? it kept flashing. I hit the Y and awoke, screaming and disoriented, at my computer.

What the hell? Had I fallen asleep at my screen, dreamed the accident?

Then I saw the date in the corner: Tuesday, April 17.

I'd died, and Saveyour had brought me back—to the very moment I'd saved my game.

For countless weeks afterwards, I savored the delights of immortality. Risks and repercussions meant nothing; when necessary I'd return to April seventeenth, ready for another go.

Until I met Annie again, told her of my adventures. She laughed at me. “Don't you want to build something? Don't you desire something greater?”

That gave me pause.

“I understand your reluctance,” she said. “It's why I hoped for another slot. With only one, you're tempted to save after every gain, but what if there's a setback around the corner?”

Annie's ideas planted a seed, and one day from across the street I saw Melissa, as tall and sensual as I remembered. I still felt the pain of her indifference.

In college I'd never had a chance with her—but now I had infinite chances. Carefully, painstakingly, I made her love me.

***

“It's beautiful!” said Melissa, eyeing the engagement ring. “Let's celebrate.”

“Of course. I just have to save something first.” I connected to the game and pressed the Y, savoring the moment.

The crack of a gunshot sounded, harsh enough to pierce my soul. Melissa hit the floor and I turned to see Annie, her gun trained on me. “I figured it out,” she said. “If you don't resume, I can take your slot.”

“Never,” I said, and she pulled the trigger.

She's killed me a hundred times since then. I keep hoping for a way to escape her, but it's getting harder and harder to resist the N.

   

   


About the Story

This story idea came to me long ago, as a teenager walking the dogs after playing computer games. A few failed attempts to write “The Man Who Could Save His Game” as a short story followed, and I put the idea away. Holly’s anthology gave me a chance to resurrect it, but I wasn’t sure it would fit into 500 words … until I imagined Annie in a rain-whipped alley warning “one slot isn’t enough.”

 

 

About the Author

When at a young age Mike Lucas discovered fantasy classics like The Chronicles of Narnia and The Lord of the Rings, a part of him passed through the wardrobe to those other worlds and remained, a far-off voice beckoning. Lately he finds writing and running are the best ways to listen to it. Visit him at: www.storyrunner.houseoflucas.com

   

   


Hunted

Eileen Mueller

 

It started in the forest.

“Want to play animal hide-and-seek?” Daveon asked.

“No, let’s race,” I replied.

Shanaia morphed into a golden puma. Timeo rippled with dark panther fur, chasing her.

Daveon’s tawny eyes gleamed. “I’m faster, Leilia!”

“But not as clever,” I taunted. Racing was best. When we played animal-hide-and-seek, Daveon always won—he could tell shifters from real animals.

Daveon’s body flickered into a ginger tom.

Shifting, I was a tabby, claws gripping bark, racing up trees. We leapt branches, foliage rustling, birds fleeing.

Yowls ricocheted through the forest, stopping me cold. Birds churned the air with ragged wingbeats. Haunches tense, Daveon crouched, ginger fur shriveling, raven-black feathers sprouting—forelegs, now wings.

I shifted too.

We skimmed treetops towards angry cries. Blackcoat soldiers—too many to fight. A golden puma snarled, dripping blood—Shanaia. A dark panther clawed a frenzied horse’s haunches. A Blackcoat plunged his sword into the panther’s chest. Blood spraying, Timeo’s boy-body thudded to the ground.

Shanaia was next. A net, knife to the puma’s throat. A blond girl, slumped, pumping red onto the grass.

“Long live the King!” Blackcoats cleaned their weapons, abandoning our dead friends.

Later, I cried in Daveon’s arms.

“I’ll get even,” he swore. “I’ll outwit them.”

Soon he was gone. Blackcoats took him in the night. I was distraught.

“Run,” father whispered. “They’re coming for you.”

I left our village, hid far away, not daring to stretch my wings, run with pawed feet. Miserable, confined to my human form. Safe for years.

Until King Cyrus got a new Seer. A hunter, whose gaze stripped shifters bare.

I swear he could scent me. Every village I stayed in, he came to. Every road I took, he traveled. Blackcoats swarmed the Seer, like hounds around offal. Adulation in their eyes.

I ran. Night after night. Through days. Desperate, shifting. Wolf. Great cat. Human. Always hiding.

Bone weary, I stumbled near home, laid a false trail, flew back, and slept, family hiding me.

Smashing glass woke us. Acrid oil, fire brands—an inferno.

A moth, I escaped, morphed, ran for help. No one came. Blackcoats stopped them—the Seer, nowhere to be seen.

Flames licked, sweet burnt flesh overpowering charred wood. Engulfed with horror, my flimsy wings trembled. I’d unwittingly killed my family.

The Seer arrived, boots splintering our charred door. He sniffed the air, body trembling with rage. “Imbeciles! You lost her! Begone!”

Blackcoats scattered.

That tawny, hypnotic gaze caught me—I was paralyzed.

His voice was hoarse. “Leilia?”

What? It was him.

“Daveon?!” Grip faltering, I fell in a human heap, hissing, “Traitor!”

“No.” Tears on his cheeks, he scooped me up. “I followed your false trail, diverted Blackcoats here, but … I’m sorry…”

A terrible mistake. His. Mine.

He held me tight. “I’ve been rescuing shifters from Blackcoats, sending them to Duncan’s Isle raven colony.”

“You did outwit them!” And me.

“Leilia.” His tawny eyes blazed. “Fly away with me.”

Blackcoats stormed us.

We morphed, stretched our wings. Soared away.

   

   


About the Story

Hunted was originally a short story spawned from Holly’s flash fiction class, however the story grew too long to be flash. When Holly called for flash stories, I decided to take the challenge and get 3,000 words down into 500! I love shape-shifters, so after Riders of Fire, my current dragon rider series, is finished, this wee story may be a kernel of inspiration for a novel or even another series.

 

 

About the Author

Eileen Mueller is a double SJV award-winning author of heart-pounding fantasy novels that will keep you turning the page. Dive into her worlds, full of magic, love, adventure and dragons! Eileen lives in New Zealand, in a cave, with four dragonets and a shape shifter, writing for young adults, children and everyone who loves adventure. Visit her website at www.EileenMuellerAuthor.com for Eileen’s FREE books, new releases, or to become a Rider of Fire!


   

   


The Rescue

Nicky Penttila

 

Wasn’t it just like her mother, Ellie groused as her boots sloshed out of the rowboat and onto mom’s patch of green, at the tip of a spit of land slashing into Lake Ontario. Holed up alone as the waters rose around her.

The lake was in Ellie’s boots, and puddling up from the ground, all the way from the village. Spring thaw had combined with some bad decisions at a dam upstream, and now the shore for miles around would be a cold swamp for weeks.

Except here. She frowned and stomped the dirt. Solid.

“Sweetheart! I told you not to come.” Mom somehow was already out on the lawn, heading toward her. She’d buzzed her springy silver curls shorter but her hands were still butterfly busy. “I keep telling you all I’m fine.”

“You are not fine. The evacuation order is mandatory. They won’t come up here to save you.”

Mom sighed, dropping her shoulders the way Ellie saw every morning in her bathroom mirror. “Relentless, you people.”

“Caring. Now, what can I pack for you?”

“Nothing.” Mom reached out, as if to push Ellie away, then widened her arms to embrace her instead. They sagged into each other, like they used to. Before she moved up here, and out of Ellie’s life, twelve years ago. Ellie closed her eyes.

Let me help you, she meant to say. “I miss you so much,” she said, and shivered.

“Me, too.” Mom cast a watery-eyed glance at Ellie, and then at the sky. “I’m not supposed to say.” She bit her lip, and then waved vaguely at the cottage. “Look. I had to come here. I’m looking out for someone.” She squatted, touching the ground. “Force field. Remember when I got let go from NASA?”

Ellie shook her head, trying to follow. She’d always thought mom left because the university paid better.

“I embedded a code in the transmission, some specs, so that if anyone called back only I’d be able to read it. The brass freaked out.”

Ellie’s knees buckled. Her hands and butt hit the earth hard. “Wait. You private-messaged the universe?”

“And somebody rang back, can you believe? Twenty years later. They meant to just fly by—they were acting off-the-books too, sort of—but slipped into the atmosphere and crashed. They’re waiting for a tow, sort of.”

She patted the ground. No echo. “A flying saucer’s under here?”

“More oblong, like my lawn.”

“You’re kidding.” Ellie’s face pinched, trying to picture it. Her mom laughed.

“You should see your face. But can you see, I can’t just leave them here? It could be anytime this spring, they think. Will you help us?”

The ground seemed to thrum beneath her. Had she ever felt the Earth this way before?

Mom put her hand on Ellie’s knee. She was always so warm. “Please. When they go, I can come home. Fast as lightning.”

She always used to say that. Ellie covered her mom’s hand with hers. “I’m in.”

   

   


About the Story

This story was written as I was working through Holly’s free flash fiction class, which happened to be the same time there was flooding in my mom’s town, far from where I live. Holly’s critique helped plug a story hole I didn’t even see.

 

 

About the Author

Nicky Penttila writes stories with adventure, ideas, love, and revolution, including historical novels The Spanish Patriot and An Untitled Lady: A Novel of Peterloo. Lately she's been trying her hand at world-building in the future instead of the past; stay tuned. Chattiest on Twitter, @NickyPenttila, she can also be found at www.nickypenttila.com

   

   


The Magic Threads

Kirsten Bolda

 

Once upon a time, the Sea and Sky were lovers. In the dark of night they would merge as one, until dawn caught them in the act and chased them back to their posts.

Then the Sea, hoping to rival the Sky’s starry glory, showed her a creation of his own. Floating in a shallow pool like tiny diamonds, countless miniature worlds caught the light of the sun.

“They’re beautiful,” exclaimed the Sky. “What are they?”

“Life,” said the Sea. “And it will last forever.”

“Not forever like stars,” the Sky teased.

The Sea rippled with pride. “Oh yes. Perhaps longer.”

“I want life too then,” said the Sky, turning pink with indignation.

The Sea rolled his tides. “Must you always have what I have?”

At that the Sky soared away, pulling the wind behind her, determined to create life too. She didn’t visit the Sea that night, or any night after that.

But after many failed attempts she approached the unscrupulous Land with a proposal. “If you grow life upon your surface,” she offered. “I will let the sun shine longer in summer and soon your naked rocks will be green and lovely.”

The Land was quite sensitive about her bare skin and so agreed to help the Sky. And, as she’d noticed life in the Sea, she plucked some of life’s magic threads from a pool and buried them in her soft soil.

Before long the Land basked in her new foliage and, when an especially high tide brought the Sea face to face with a flowery meadow, the Sky beamed. “Isn’t it beautiful?”

“What’s this?!” the Sea sputtered, shooting spray at the tender blooms.

“Life,” said the Sky. “And I can even float the seeds in my gentle breezes.”

“How did you make this?” the Sea raged.

“The Land helped me,” the Sky explained.

“The Land cannot be trusted!” the Sea roared. “The magic threads are mine. I’ve been robbed!”

With that the Sea grabbed the fickle wind and launched such assault upon the Land as the world had never seen. He filled the valleys with rivers so broad that even the Sky couldn’t see the other side. He scoured the mountains with sand until they stood only half their height and drowned the life until nothing remained but sun-scorched rock.

Aghast, the Sky surveyed the destruction. “What have you done?” she moaned.

The Sea was placid. “Restored order to the world.”

Without a word the Sky turned dark, leaving the Land shivering and cold, and naked.

The disconsolate Sea sloshed against his shores. He missed the Sky terribly. Even the life gave him no comfort.

So when the dawn broke at last, and the sunlight sparkled on his waves, the Sea let its warmth carry him aloft to show his love. The Sky received him and, as his clouds became too heavy for the Sky to bear, the Sea rained upon the Land, spreading the life, and their love, far and wide upon the world.

   

   


About the Story

As the connections between rain and love and life wove themselves into my first novel, this story had been kicking around as a way to explore these ideas in a mythological setting. I was never able to condense it though, until I challenged myself to take it through the steps in Holly's Flash Fiction course. This piece is the result. Thank you, Holly for the course and all your encouragement!

 

 

About the Author

Mild-mannered scientist by day, merciless adverb assassin by night, Kirsten Bolda is fond of thunderstorms, lightning bugs, and time travel. She explores the byways of her imagination at her blog, A Scenic Route, and enjoys floating divs at Longview Digital Developers.

   

   


Girls Can’t be Knights

Ernesto I. Ramirez

 

Angela had always loved knights' tales, more than any other bedtime stories. And that was before she found the sword in the woods. She took it home, cleaned it until it gleamed and decided that when she grew up, she was to become a knight.

She told her mom, and Mom said, “Angie, little girls can't be knights. They are the pretty princesses the knights rescue. That's what they are meant to be.”

She told her dad, and Dad said, “Angie, those are only stories. Knights don't exist anymore.”

She told her friends and they all said the same: little girls can't be knights. Instead, she grew to be a soccer mom, a pretty princess like the ones in stories, with a fabled castle in the suburbs and her knight-like-husband to care for her.

Yet, she always heard the call of the sword and she heeded it. She cleaned it and kept it sharp; she practiced with it. Who needs yoga when you have swordplay?

The first time she cleaned it she found words in the blade, but she didn’t understand them. She thought it was a very long name. When she was in college, she learned Latin and discovered they meant Courage, Justice, Faith, Generosity, Mercy, Nobility and Hope. The knight's virtues. She decided that even if she wasn’t meant to be a knight, she could live by those words.

And so she did.

She was the one who always prepared lunch for her daughter’s soccer team; she even brought extra food to the old homeless man living under the bridge. She was the one taking the wounded stray dog to the vet or the one chastising local bullies. She was the one who called the cops when she saw Dino Marconni shoot a man in the street, and she was the one who decided to testify, even after her husband pleaded with her not to do it. She stayed firm even after she was offered money and her life in exchange for her silence.

A few days before the trial, her husband insisted on going somewhere to hide. Even the cops agreed it was a good idea.

She kissed her husband and daughter and sent them packing. She wasn’t running away.

It was not that she wasn’t afraid or wasn’t tempted. But every time fear or temptation crawled in, she heard the sword’s call and it gave her strength.

The night after she’d sent her family away, she heard it clearly. She knew men were coming to kill her; she knew that the cops wouldn’t arrive in time.

She waited in the stairs in silence. She waited in the dark, her sword in hand for Courage. For Hope.

When the cops arrived, they were late.

They found her covered in blood. Mercy was stained in red.

She was standing, smiling, over half-a-dozen dead men, a gleaming and bloody sword in her hand.

She always wanted to be a knight. She had always been one.

   

   


About the Story

It is hard to say where “Girls Can’t be Knights” came from. I was looking for the right twist when the story came to me. The truth is that I love fantasy and deeply admire brave women, I enjoy writing about them. A friend says that is not a relevant topic anymore, but society keeps molding us in the old stereotypes. I celebrate anyone who decides to break through them.

 

 

About the Author

Ernesto I. Ramirez was born to write. He wrote his first story, a ghost story of all things, when he was six. He is not sure if the teacher recommended his parents to encourage or institutionalize him. They did neither, so he has been stumbling onto the Writing Path like a drunk who falls often off the wagon. The last couple years he has finally focused on his passion and is now revising the finished draft of his “first” novel.

   

   


Stilettos

Charlotte Henley Babb

 

"All those women desperate for a bit part,” the casting director said to her assistant. “Like dollar store Barbies.”

“That one might clean up,” her assistant said.

He nodded at Ashleigh, who met his eyes briefly, caught eavesdropping.

***

Walking home, she saw the hottest pair of stilettos … 6" Lucite spikes with strappy platforms. They cost more than her rent.

I can only wish. 

At her apartment door was a box containing the stilettos, a little black dress, and an invitation to a gala. No note. She didn't know who sent them, but she didn't care.

Thank you, Fairy Godmother.

***

At the gala, she tottered painfully, like every other woman there, balancing an untouched martini. She smiled at everyone, always inching her way closer to the casting director's entourage.

Some men in dark suits kept track of her, but everyone else ignored her. The torture of the shoes was a waste of time as again, she looked just like everyone else.

“Nice shoes, Bitch.”

A toe kicked her stiletto to the side, twisting her ankle, knocking her to the floor, and sloshing her martini across the casting director's back.

Beside her stood stilettos identical to hers. The face high above them showed red lips in a bitter smile. “Oopsie.”

The casting director shrugged out of her bolero and glared at her. “You'll pay for that.” She thrust the garment in Ashleigh's face.

“Of course, Ma'am.” Ashleigh slipped off the shoes, struggling to get up without flashing everyone.

The casting director stomped away.

Dark Suit moved in. “Lemme see those shoes.” Not waiting for an answer, he grabbed them, nodding to the other suits. “Where'd you get these?”

“They're a gift.” She pointed at her attacker. “She has them, too. She kicked me.”

Dark Suit said, “Hers are genuine. We'll need these for evidence.”

“Take them. Good riddance.”

The director's assistant reached for the bolero. “I'll see to this. Don't worry.” He helped Ashleigh hobble to the side of the room, staring at her face. “Do I know you?”

“The cattle call this afternoon.” Ashleigh smiled. “I cleaned up.” She balanced on one foot, dangling the empty glass. “Shoes aren't enough to get this crowd's attention.”

“She noticed you,” he said. “Viciously.”

“So did you. Thanks for helping.”

Dark Suit rushed back to her. “Where are the shoes? What did you do with them?”

“You have them.” She held out her ankle, clutching the assistant's arm for balance. “I can't walk. Ask him.”

“She's been right here.”

Dark Suit rubbed his brow. “Shoes can't just disappear!”

“Not my problem, Suit. Can I press charges for the attack?”

Dark Suit shook his head. “Not my department. I just need the shoes.”

“Find my fairy godmother then.” Ashleigh waved her hand. “Isn't it past midnight?”

Dark Suit slunk away.

The assistant organized a wheelchair and a cab.

“You don't need a princess,” Ashleigh said, “Just me.”

He handed her his card. “Call me when you can walk.”

   

   


About the Story

"Stilettos" came from the How to Write Flash Fiction That Doesn't Suck Class, based on “things that are important to people who are not like me”—fancy shoes. I wanted to show a woman with some grit who wanted to get an acting job, but at Holly's suggestion, I went back to my favorite theme: retold fairy tales, but this time, not from the fairy godmother's point of view.

 

 

About the Author

Charlotte Henley Babb is a writer, painter, and book designer, currently living in Spartanburg, SC. Since retiring from teaching and web design, she has been making up for lost time in the creative arts, focusing on retelling fairy tales and painting country scenes. You can find her on her website (www.charlottehenleybabb.com) or on Facebook.






   

   


The Proud Aide

Elaine S. Milner

 

“I don’t know how I can face another week at this demeaning, thankless job.” Wilma poured two cups of coffee. “I do the grunt work while the teachers get the glory and pay.” She glared at her husband reading the morning paper. “Are you listening?”

“Yes, Dear.”

She grabbed cereal bowls from the cupboard. “I could teach as well as any of them. They depend on our help, but they get the credit.”

The phone rang, and Wilma answered.

“This is Principal Harris. A tree crushed Jennifer Mason’s house in the storm last night. She died.”

“No! Jennifer? Dead?”

“Yes, and I can’t find a sub. You’ve assisted in her classes. Would you consider subbing the rest of the year?”

Wilma paused in shock. Teach Jennifer’s class the last two weeks? How difficult could it be? “Yes, of course I’ll do it.”

She arrived at school early Monday morning and examined the lessons. Subatomic particles? chemical equations? They’ll have to learn from the textbook. Maybe they can help each other in small groups.

Informing the students of the tragedy, she urged them to do their best in honor of Mrs. Mason’s memory. Most didn’t care about honoring her memory.

They formed groups but discussed everything except science. She caught three students texting, and twice the teacher next door complained of noise. They learned more about the latest movies than science. Several times she saw a large shape just at the edge of her vision.

That evening Wilma studied the lessons but didn’t understand the text. She determined to catch up.

Tuesday was no better, but now she saw the shape clearly. Jennifer Mason? I must be losing my mind!

By Wednesday Wilma was short on sleep but still hadn’t conquered the material. The students were rowdier. One chased another with his belt for grabbing a notebook. She fought paper airplanes and spitballs along with cussing and fighting.

How am I supposed to watch everyone every second? Jennifer’s ghost—if that’s really her—looks frustrated. Why is she reaching toward me? It gives me the creeps. I can’t help her. It’s not my fault she died. I’d gladly give back her class.

The ghost drew closer.

During Wilma’s lunch break, Principal Harris dropped by. “Mrs. Golding, get control of the class, or you’re fired!” He walked out.

Fired!

The ghost held out a hand.

Is she trying to help me? Wilma reached out and touched the ghost’s hand. A tingle spread throughout her body, and she found herself looking at it from the outside.

The students entered.

“The party’s over,” Wilma’s body said. “Take out a sheet of paper for a quiz on yesterday’s assignment.”

“We didn’t understand it,” one objected.

“You should’ve read it. Question 1…”

All heads bent over their papers.

Good.

But what if Jennifer keeps my body?

   

   


About the Story

The story of Wilma and her struggles originated with the memory of a summer I agreed to be a last-minute substitute for high school students who obviously didn’t want to be there. Although I got twice the pay I usually make, I wouldn't do it again. My original story had only a mediocre ending and an unlikely event rather than impossible. With Holly’s critique and help from our excellent moderators and others in the forum, the original death turned into a ghost story I loved.

 

 

About the Author

Elaine S. Milner grew up spending at least as much time in fiction and imagination as in reality. Now she tutors English as a second language students in the public schools. Her main writing interest is in Christian fiction without a trite plot or preachiness. Find her at www.elainesmilner.com

   

   


Bloody Lucky

James Roecourt

 

I pulled myself out of the mud, my hat and goggles had quite gone missing in the tumble; painfully, back aching, I turned to see if my monosteamcycle had managed the crash any better than I, when I realized that under it lay …

Oh dear.

The reason for the crash became obvious, as a track ran up what I could see of his back and his head had … oh my, quite past any aid …

A low moan turned my attention to the other end of the alley; a man started to sit up, groaned again. I went over—somehow a sharpened stick had struck through his arm completely, and the blood—oh dear …

“Easy, Old Chap, you've had…” I wrapped my muffler over the wound, keeping the stick in place and looked—

“Lord Moss!”

“Yes?” His face had gone a bit pale, but it was he.

“Sir, I am so dreadfully sorry, it quite got away from me, you see…”

His Lordship pointed. “He could very well have killed me.” I followed his gaze to what remained of a windlass crossbow and several more sharpened sticks scattered about. What a very odd choice, but I guess there's no accounting for the insane.

I helped his Lordship to his feet—the blood had thankfully slowed—and he looked at me as if for the first time. “I say, rather a bit of luck you were around.”

“For you, perhaps.” When I had him standing—leaning—against the wall, I took another look at the unfortunate. Indeed, my wheel had done him in, or else the sudden impact with the cobblestones. I searched him in hope of a pocketbook, but though I found one, the blood had quite soaked it, and all I could make of his name was “Helf” or “Helb” with that absurd German B. “I guess he's a German then, maybe one of those Anarchists?”

“Certainly,” his Lordship nodded, seeming a bit better now. He had—against my judgment—pulled out the stick and was rewrapping my muffler.

“The Peelers will have to be notified,” and I would have to answer all sorts of daft questions …

His Lordship looked me in the eye. “It will be seen to.”

Well of course it would.

He looked at my monosteamcycle. “Are you quite good with these—gadgets?”

“I do try, your Lordship, though without a Sponsor—”

“Perhaps we could come to an arrangement where you would work in my service?” A smile played on his lips. “After all, you did save my … life?” he chuckled.

I fought the urge to kneel and suffered him a bow. “Of course! Of course!”

He stood upright. “So good of you to become one of mine then … I didn't catch your name?”

I wished I'd still had my hat to doff. “Igor, sir. Victor Igor.”

He smiled, showing perfect white teeth. “I believe we shall work well together, Igor.”

   

   


About the Story

This story came out of a lifelong appreciation of Steampunk before it was Steampunk (thanks, H.G. and Jules!), lots of Hammer movies, and the classic horror novels that kept me up the night after reading one; always interested in the story behind the story, I wrote this as a “How I met my Henchman” and revised it until it sang.

 

 

About the Author

James Roecourt has wanted to be an author since he was six and he felt the need to “improve” on the stories his grandmother read to him. He has since graduated (largely because of Holly Lisle's courses, and the encouragement of other authors—aspiring and published) from “aspiring author” to “author with official rejection slips”, and is working to have his material available before his son can read them on his own.

   

   


Will the Real Captain Amazo Please Stand Up?

James Husum

 

“Is too! Captain Amazo is too real!”

Jerry faced off against Greg, the neighborhood bully. Greg stood three inches taller and weighed twenty pounds more. Nobody liked him, so he took it out on anyone smaller than himself. Right now, that was Jerry.

Jerry stood his ground, determined to be brave in the face of danger.

“He is not! You're such a dork.” Greg sneered.

“Am not!”

“Are too. Captain Amazo is just a stupid kids' show for stupid little kids. Like you!”

“It's not stupid. If he were here right now, he'd pound you.”

Greg stood up taller. “Well, he ain't here now, is he? Since you like him so much maybe you think you can pound me. That shirt doesn't make you a superhero.”

Jerry looked down at the Captain Amazo logo emblazoned across his chest. His hero wouldn't back down from this challenge, and he wouldn't either.

When he looked back up Greg was already moving. His fat hand covered Jerry's face and shoved him backwards. He tumbled to the ground.

“You little baby! You gonna cry now?” Greg scrunched up his face, rubbing his eyes. “Waaaah!”

Jerry almost started crying and fought back the tears.

Greg stood over him and laughed.

A ball of anger built up inside Jerry as his fist balled up in response. Captain Amazo's battle cry issued forth from his lips. “In the name of Truth and Justice, evil-doer beware!”

He punched upwards with everything he had, right between Greg's legs. The bigger boy let out a high-pitched screech and fell over.

A man coming from the other direction called out to them. “Hey! What's going on over there?”

Jerry felt elated that he'd bested Greg. Then Greg rolled over onto his knees and started to get up. The bad guys didn't get up after Captain Amazo hit them. Jerry realized he was still in trouble. He darted into the street to get away.

“Hey! Look out!” the man said.

A car barreled down the street, too fast for a residential neighborhood. Jerry stood frozen in the middle of the road, watching the oncoming vehicle.

A pair of arms scooped him up as the sound of screeching tires filled his ears. He tumbled, first backwards, then forwards, then he slammed into the ground, falling out of the arms shielding him.

The driver went around him and sped away.

Jerry sat in the middle of the street, crying, out of fear more than anything.

“Hey, buddy, you're Captain Amazo, right?”

Jerry stopped crying and looked at the man lying in the street nearby. The man's leg bent at a funny angle. “You think so?”

“Why, I'm looking right at him. See that house? How about being my hero and getting someone there to call an ambulance for me?”

   

   


About the Story

This story came about from multiple influences slamming together at the right time and my Muse churning them into a story. Due to Holly's feedback I decluttered the story by dropping a fourth character and tightening up the prose.

 

 

About the Author

James Husum writes in multiple genres, but mainly in the science fiction, fantasy and mystery genres (sometimes in various combinations of the three.) He writes for all ages, from adult to YA to kids’ books. He strives to make his works entertaining for his readers, offering them a distraction from the real world. He can be found online at www.jameshusum.com

   

   


Frozen in Time

Kent Pollard

 

The year I turned twelve, the very last house on my newspaper route in the heart of the Canadian Shield was unremarkable, except that it was across the street from a little creek. The creek, like hundreds of others in the area, was an unremarkable creek, except that it emerged, as if by design, from a tiny copse of coniferous forest. The forest was unremarkable, except that it concealed the intersection of two massive, rounded domes of rock, the roots of worn-down multiple-billion-year-old Precambrian mountains.

The meeting of those ancient stone haunches was concealed beneath a tiny boggy valley, narrower than a football field and full of small ponds interspersed between grass, moss, and stunted spruce. It was my secret meditation spot, where I stopped when my work was done to smell the evergreens and the musky bog and watch the water tumbling down a steep, mossy bank, through an almost impenetrable layer of trees, and spilling into a ditch to join with others of its ilk further down the hill. All of which was unremarkable for the hundreds of times I paused there. Until the day it wasn’t.

In the normally prolonged dry weather of late summer, the creek would gradually cease to flow until it became little more than a damp slope of mossy rock and clay. That fall, however, was unusually damp, with heavy rains that kept my secret creek trickling right up until a sharp cold-snap in mid-October. Overnight temperatures plunged well below freezing, and the following evening I stepped across the road and fell into fairy-land.

The tiny trickle of water had frozen overnight into a magical city on the mossy slope; a collection of bubble-like domes of pure crystal. There was no impurity of snow to mar the ice or conceal it, just a tight cascade of small sparkling mushrooms of perfect ice. The moment I looked into one of the spheres, my world vanished, replaced by one-hundred-foot ferns, grasses taller than a house, and a distant collection of glowing, flying, human-like figures I couldn’t begin to identify. In panic, I stumbled, turning, and fell back through a glassy wall to the road I’d just left. After a moment to recover my wits, my heart still pounding, I tentatively repeated the process successfully, at once exhilarated and terrified, my twelve-year-old fear of being late for supper warring with a desire to discover the valley’s secrets. Fear won.

I rushed home, determined to return with a plan. But I came back the next day in freshly fallen snow, the magic city gone, covered with a thick layer of velvet-snow which, when brushed aside, revealed dull, imperfect blobs of ice with no magic. I watched all through the winter and again the next fall and the one after that, as I turned thirteen, fourteen, then fifteen, but it never returned. My final visit, as an adult, found the bog drained, the valley filling in with unremarkable houses.

   

   


About the Story

The events of “Frozen in Time” were originally presented as an experience from my youth that bordered on the mystical and is one of my most treasured memories. It started as a straight-up non-fiction memoir of that treasured day and with only the briefest of other-worldy twists transformed into a magical vignette. The biggest struggles were finding just the right title and not expanding it far beyond its intended length as the magic started to grow in my thoughts.

 

 

About the Author

Kent Pollard has spent his whole life near the border of the Canadian Shield and the Great Plains where he spent most of his youth either wandering virgin wilderness or making frequent visits to the local public library. He started writing when he was twelve, imagining himself and a close cousin as a cross between the Hardy Boys and James Bond. In his free time now, he can mostly be found staring off into space mumbling about dialogue and realistic motivations. Samples of what he’s up to can be found at: http://fiction.cometdust.ca

   

   


Homebound

Heidi Ferguson

 

Tanya didn't know most of these people; she preferred it that way. She could make up any life she wanted. Her drinks changed as rapidly as her conversation partners.

She remembered her aunt screaming, “How could you leave me for a party? You'll get diseases! You have no compassion!” while Tanya checked her for bedsores. Between her aunt’s stale, sweet smell and Tanya’s own simmering resentment, she could barely breathe.

A man wearing flannel and a self-assured smirk cornered Tanya in the kitchen, interrupting her thoughts. “Do you travel much? My family goes to Italy every year,” he said. “It's boring, but this summer—”

Tanya couldn’t comprehend Italy. Leaving for work was a fight. She’d moved heaven and earth to get to this party. If only the ground could open up and swallow her.

The floor fell away beneath her feet.

Cold air rushed around her. A chair broke her fall. Some of her drink splashed onto the floor. She was in front of a creature seated at a desk.

“What's this?” Tanya asked.

“The immigration office. We set you up with employment and a place to stay.”

“Really?” Tanya finished her drink.

“It’s whatever you want. I just make the arrangements. Duke Klzzzrkt has room and board in exchange for light housework.”

“I'll take it.” Tanya laughed. Her current room and board cost much more.

It wasn't until she was lying on her new bed in her new room in a musty castle that she realized what had happened, and she sobered instantly.

She stayed, however, and fell into the routine. The longer she stayed, the more her old life felt like a nightmare. Sure, the Duke was a monster—in every sense of the word. She heard the whispered stories, but she had the skills to stay on his good side. It was easy.

One night, she served the Duke his dinner and turned to leave, as always.

The Duke's big, clammy palm worked its way down her arm. “Let me see those hands. Yes, strong.” Tanya froze. She knew what happened next. From years of practice, she knew how to hide her growing anger. Her chest tightened, and she took measured breaths.

“Tonight, my bedroom door will be unlocked.” That was all he said. She smiled and scurried from the room, her heart pounding. She sprinted to the Immigration Office.

“Put me back,” she said to the creature.

He shrugged and pushed a button. The chair knocked Tanya's legs out from under her and zipped into an elevator. The elevator rose so fast she lost consciousness. She woke up on a couch the morning after the party.

A few weeks later, she brought her aunt breakfast. She went to her room and rolled out her suitcase.

Tanya paused by the door. “I've arranged it with the insurance. You’ll be taken care of.”

Her aunt stopped eating.

Tanya took a deep breath. She didn't listen to the horrible things her aunt screamed at her. They didn't matter anymore.

   

   


About the Story

“Homebound” was initially inspired by the anthology’s party theme. The lesson the main character learns is a lesson I’ve learned all too recently, so themes of self-reliance, caretaking and interpersonal toxicity were very much on my mind. Holly’s critique pointed out issues with pacing and sensory details. I needed to add more to the setup of the story and shorten the ending. During revision, I cut many words that won’t be missed, which left room to add some much-needed imagery earlier in the story. I’d kept my head but forgotten my heart, and Holly reminded me of that.

 

 

About the Author

Heidi Ferguson finds joy in a variety of creative pursuits. Whether it’s through writing, videography, photography, cooking or coding, there’s always a way to tell a new story. You can find her at www.abitandabite.com

   

   


The One that Got Away

Lauren M. Catherine

 

Jerry was working late—again. He knew this reunion was important to me! He wouldn't have time to change, much less shower off the stink of motor oil and grease.

I was nervous about seeing my high school classmates after twenty years and worried about Jerry fitting in. If he went to the reunion smelling like the auto repair shop we owned …

“Forget it! I'll go without you!” I shouted as I drove off.

I was still fuming when I parked. I ran into the cafeteria … crashing into Scott Leighton, the one that got away.

He peered at me. “Patty Taylor?”

“Hi, Scott!” Wow! Still incredibly handsome. And he looked very successful.

I didn’t correct him with my married name.

He whistled low. “You look great!” He slung his arm around me, guiding me toward the table with his friends, the jocks and cheerleaders. A shiver of excitement ran down my spine, just like in high school.

Scott didn’t pull out my chair for me. Jerry would have … but it was old fashioned to expect a man to hold a woman's chair, right?

I'd barely sat down when Scott turned to me, “Want something to drink?”

I said that I did.

“Me, too,” he said. “Patty’s going for drinks, anyone want anything?” Everyone spoke at once, tossing their beer orders at me.

Jerry would never do this to me—and he wouldn't let his friends do this either! But, like in high school, I didn't want to make a scene.

When I returned with a pitcher of beer, my dress had suddenly changed to an elegant, deep burgundy one … and everyone was calling me Mrs. Leighton.

What was going on? Had I even met Jerry?

I staggered to the table, sloshing beer on the ground and nearly missing my chair. Scott didn’t notice; he and his friends were too busy one-upping each other with job titles and who lived in the most exclusive gated community.

In a cloud of stale beer breath, Scott said, “Bet you’re glad I didn’t get away, right Hon?”

Instead of a shiver of excitement, I wanted to throw up. I'd never been aware of how much Scott needed the limelight and how little attention he'd paid to me.

Then I remembered the shy fellow I met the summer before college who did pay attention to me—the same one who I now missed with all my heart.

How stupid I'd been!

I prayed that fleeing would get me out of this nightmare.

I grabbed my coat and ran. Scott trailed after me.

Please, please, please let this work!

I raced to my car … and crashed into Jerry, my sweet, sweet Jerry.

He held me, “I'm so sorry I messed up.”

I hugged him close, filled with relief. “No, I was such a jerk.”

“Hey!” yelled Scott, “What about me, the one that got away?”

I turned to him, my arms still around Jerry. “No, Scott. I'm the one that got away.”

   

   


About the Story

The high school reunion. An event fraught with emotions. I thought back to the one reunion I attended and remembered how I felt: excited to see friends, anxious about the Mean Girls, nervous about seeing old boyfriends, and feeling uncertain about how my life would measure up against everyone else's. Even though my experience wasn't dramatic like the heroines, I realized that I, too, had made good choices for myself!

 

 

About the Author

Lauren M. Catherine has written stories in a variety of genres but they all have common threads: mystery, adventure, unlikely heroine/hero, and—of course!—a little bit of romance.

Lauren is passionate about encouraging people to craft their soul-prospering life. Visit her on her blog at www.YesICanPepTalks.com

   

   


A New Adventure

Janna Willard

 

July 1983

I didn’t like wandering the gravel roads outside of town in the middle of the night, but it was Canada Day and everyone was drunk, and I had to help open the Co-Op at six.

So there I was, scuffing my feet through the dust at 3am, wishing I had a Walkman—well, wishing I was anywhere but where I was—when I saw headlights in the distance. I sped up; maybe I could get a ride.

I was just out of range of the headlights when I realized two guys were pulling a third out of the back seat. I stopped and hunkered down in the ditch. I didn't wanna be seen if they were doing something illegal, you know?

The two men dropped the third and got back in the car. It sped off and I felt the wind in my hair as it passed.

I ran over to the guy in the ditch. I figured he was dead, but you never know.

It was Connor … something. New in town, hung out with Monique until she took up with Paul.

He had a faint pulse. Which was surprising, since there was a bloody bullet hole in his chest.

I was feeling sick, so I sat with my head between my knees. After a while I saw movement. I raised my head.

“Hi there,” said Connor, all matter-of-fact like he hadn't just been left for dead in a ditch. He sat up and looked down at his shirt. He stuck a finger through the hole and sighed like this happened all the time.

“Hi,” I said. “You … are you okay?” I asked, eyeing the hole.

He looked down at his shirt, then pulled up the hem and showed me his chest. “See? No problem. All better.”

Not even a scar. “What …?” I said. I’m sure my jaw was hanging open.

He frowned a little. “I remember the name Monique…”

I shook my head. “I’m Dalynn. We’ve met a couple of times, though.”

He nodded and sighed, then stood up. “Well, Dalynn, you ready to go?”

I scrambled up the steep bank to join him in the road. “Go where?”

“Oh, anywhere.” He waved his hands around. “The world is our oyster.”

I laughed. “Dude, I barely know you.”

“Sure, but do you really want to stay in this dinky town for the rest of your life?”

I did want to see the world. That’s why I’d taken the job at the Co-Op. I shrugged. “Well, no, but…”

“So …?”

“You were dying.”

He held up a finger. “Correction: I was dead. Now I’m alive.”

“Night of the Living Dead?”

He chuckled. “Not even close.” He smiled. “Look, I need a human companion. I can’t stay here now that I’ve died, and you don’t want to be here, so why not come with me?”

“What’s in it for me?”

“You’ll see the world.”

Tempting.

I considered my options.

The decision was simple, really.

“When do we leave?”

   

   


About the Story

When Holly said that the stories for this collection should be about an impossible event that changes the character's life, I knew right away that I wanted to feature Connor the immortal and his companion Dalynn. I decided to tackle how Dalynn became his companion in the first place, since becoming an immortal's companion is definitely a big life change!

This is the story's sixth iteration. The basics of the story haven't changed, but following Holly's critique I was able to add some details about Dalynn's life that make the story stronger and clearer.

 

 

About the Author

Janna Willard became addicted to words at the age of two and has been telling stories ever since. She is a lover of action movies, comic books, fantasy, and science fiction, and particularly enjoys revisiting the TV shows of her youth. She particularly enjoys writing contemporary young adult fiction and young adult fantasy stories. Visit her at www.jlhwillard.wordpress.com

   

   


Shattered

Kami Bataya

 

Momma doesn’t understand art. She thinks it’s frivolous. She says I’m a miniature version of her, and that she is never frivolous; therefore, I can’t make art.

I’m going to help her understand. I took her flour and salt and mixed it with water like Marci said at school. I made it into a little tree with pretty leaves, shaped like the butterflies and fruits in the garden on the mountain where Momma gets her magic dust. A miniature tree from miniature me.

I left it in the oven and turned it up like Marci said, so when Momma comes home with her practical dust from her practical butterflies and her practical fruits for our dinner, it will peep out at her when she checks why the oven is on.

My tree has been waiting a while now; it glows softly in the oven from the sprinkle of dust I put in the water. Momma will be home soon. I set the table how she likes, gray and boring, but I add a clear bowl of colorful pebbles to make it better. Then I sit in the center of my chair with my hands folded perfectly in my lap. My gaze goes to the clock.

The minute hand moves to the twelve and the door opens. Momma walks in, with fruit in her basket and dust in her pouch. She dips her hand into the pouch and brushes dust along a scratch on the table. The scratch vanishes. Then she sets down her basket and frowns at my pebbles.

“Chiya, what is this?” Her voice is upset.

“I made the table pretty, Momma,” I tell her with a smile.

She sighs and goes to get our plates, but stops in front of the oven. Quicker than I can follow she has my tree on the floor.

“Explain.”

“I’m helping you understand art, Momma. Marci told me–”

“Enough! I won’t lose you to nonsense!” She takes big steps to the table and snatches one of my pebbles and throws it. My tree falls into pieces. “No more art. No more Marci.”

I rush to my tree and kneel by its side.

“I’m sorry,” I whisper as my tears fall among the dimly glowing pieces.

One tear lands on the bright pebble in their center. It glows brighter and brighter, until I can see nothing else. My eyes go wide when two shadowy figures appear in the light.

“I’m so glad my mom let you stay,” older Marci says to older me. Her voice echoes.

“Me too.” Older me gives her a painting of Momma’s garden. “You’re the best sister.”

The light fades, leaving behind my broken tree. But in my head there is a whisper: Marci’s momma loves art.

Then my momma is at my side, touching my tree with her dust-covered hand. Its pieces glow brighter, and one by one they join together.

I turn to Momma. Tears are in her eyes.

She holds her arms open to me. “Explain?”

   

   


About the Story

This particular story emerged from one of us wanting a pebble involved in our impossible event, and the other wanting the protagonist to overcome a rejection of part of herself. We bounced ideas between each other until we found a way to combine those two things. Holly’s critique, along with feedback from other writers in her class forums, helped us come up with a clearer and more satisfactory ending—Chiya really did run away in the original.

 

 

About the Author

Kami Bataya writes fantasy stories filled with not-quite-humans and special powers. Most of these follow two female main characters fighting to save their world or carve out a space for themselves within it, while learning how to love each other. Behind her stories there are two minds, sharing one body: she is (or rather, we are) plural.

If you’d like to read more, you can find us here: www.kamibataya.com

   

   


Twin Opportunities

Marie Dowd

 

Footsore, Emma reached Aunt’s beach house far too late to glimpse surf. Tips weren’t enough for school without working endless sleazy bars like Mother. Locals grabbed the good jobs.

Her college plans were dying.

Lights glared out, despite electricity costs. Inside, bodies and bottles lay around, the reek of entertainment and dead fish gave Emma an instant migraine.

“Emma, Eeeeemmiee. Bring any food?” Ella’s eyes didn’t focus. “Soooo thirsty.”

“No,” Emma hissed, counting strangers around her twin. “Aunt Karen will throw us out for this … this drug pad!”

Ella tried to sit. “You worry too much. Nobody cares anymore.”

“I care. Cops care. Colleges care. This is our chance at better jobs away from that shit-hole Mom raised us in.”

“Aunt prob’bly smoked at our age. Everybody does it.” Ella’s head flopped like a dead fish.

“Get them out of here! Party’s over.” Emma opened all windows, lit all lights, then started the loud sweeper. Her vacuum’s noise and nudges got the rest to leave quickly.

Emma wanted a drink despite how much her head hurt as she locked up. The fishy stench clung to her sinuses when she collected crap from around the dozing Ella to toss and flush. The bowl on the table still held hundreds of random pills, some that looked like ibuprofen, but she didn’t trust any pills right now.

“You don’t have to work that hard, Emmy. Wanna beer.” Ella’s voice was muffled against the sofa. “Really, Sis. I cleared a thousand after paying off the cop. As sad, sexy waif … named Emma.” Her snide grin was audible.

Emma’s floating became rage. “You what?”

“I paid the fine. You have lots of witnesses to prove where you were.”

Stomach cramping and mouth parched, Emma wanted to retch. How many would—? “How could you? You’re destroying my future for your jollies!”

“How do you think Mom got her first deposit? It’s good money. Sell drugs or sell our asses.” Ella knew Emma’s desperation for tuition.

Fists shaking, Emma shrieked. “Get out! OUT! Don’t bring any of that shit here again!” She pushed Ella up the steep stairs. Choking her would be too easy right now.

The stink and headache kept getting worse, but she limped to the kitchen, looking for whatever stink the idiots dragged in. Sand and shells and dead squid draped the narrow counter.

-water- 

-deathing- 

The squid twitched.

-desperation-

An impression of depth and bright lights in endless dark … A plea. -water!-

Emma looked at the squid and it looked wrong.

-air- -parched void- -water-

Licking her lips didn’t help her dry mouth.

-living water!-

“Would a bucket help? You look fragile.” Emma could not believe she was saying this.

-fear- -deathing- -hope-

She found a basin and dumped it in with a little splash.

-soothing relief- -life- -joy-

The joy exploded, sweeping up Emma’s awareness including her sister, her neighborhood, her vibrant and squabbling biosphere.

She woke, sitting on the floor and staring at the creature. That was something she could sell.

   

   


About the Story

This story came from something world changing (an alien intelligence making contact) after the party is over and not to a party goer, but an outsider. I thought my impossible event of contact with a telepathic squid implied massive change and possibility of PT Barnum instead of ET. But it was a little too briefly hinted due to my taste for leaving people think about how it could go wrong. So I chopped out a fifth, added a couple bits of foreshadowing, and expanded the first contact. I kept the ambiguous ending.

 

 

About the Author

Marie Dowd became a refugee from the tech fields after long commutes were an issue. She was finally bitten by the writing bug after haunting SF-con writing panels and dropping her gamer friends into morally challenging subplots. The huge collection of books was another clue for the slow. Now writing has displaced most of the reading, saving the bending bookshelves! Visit her at: www.mariedowd.wordpress.com

   

   


Aimee Meets the Bridge Troll

Julia Mozingo

 

The rickety bridge shuddered as a boy ran over it, yelling, “Hurry up, scaredy-cat, or we'll be late for school.”

I stirred. Not that I wanted to, but scaring kids away had become my self-appointed duty to keep them safe. The only job I still had.

***

"But I'm afraid of the monster under the bridge.” As Aimee uttered the words, she knew her brother could no longer hear them.

Taking a deep breath, she clasped her sack lunch to her, and grabbed the wiggly handrail, carefully stepping on. The bridge creaked and shifted.

“Who's there?” The monster crawled from beneath the footbridge.

Her stomach threatened to throw up. Aimee swallowed. Eyes wide, she trembled. “W-w-who are you?”

He grunted.

“A real monster.” Heart thumping, Aimee stood still, clasping her lunch sack to her. She squinted. Holey shoes. Muddy wrinkled clothes. Greasy clumped hair. Dirt-streaked face. “You kinda look like the man on the Castaway movie.”

The corner of his mouth twitched, almost smiling, but he didn't move closer.

“Please don't eat me, Mr. Monster.”

“Off the bridge.”

Taking a step back, Aimee edged onto the bank muddy from the recent rains. Her foot slipped. She fell to her knees, grabbing the bridge.

“Give me your hand.” The monster crept closer, stretching his arm toward her.

Aimee shook her head and cowered, staring. Her nose twitched at his sweaty smell. His long, nasty, ragged fingernails looked more like claws. He didn't try to grab her just stood with his arm extended. Feeling braver, she said, “I know you!”

He crossed his arms, growling. “Who am I?”

Not budging, she flashed a smile. “You must be the Bridge Troll.”

A laugh burst from him.

Proud of herself, she loosened her death-grip on the bridge and stood. “Pleased to meet you, Mr. Troll. I’m Aimee.”

He nodded.

“Wait.” She dug in her crumpled lunch sack and found the plastic bag containing two large homemade chocolate chip cookies. She pulled out one and offered it. “I don’t have any money, but Mom always says to share. I can pay with one of my cookies if you let me cross your bridge.”

“What if I want both cookies?”

“Well…” Aimee twisted her mouth to the side. “Okay … but please let me cross. I can't be late to school. My teacher will tell Mom, and Mom will be mad.”

He folded into a deep courtly bow. “Why thank you, Miss Aimee. I accept your kind offer of cookies only if you allow me to escort you safely across the bridge.”

“Deal!”

Safe on the other side, she turned back before skipping off. “Good-bye, Mr. Troll. Thank you for helping me cross the bridge.”

***

"My pleasure, Miss Aimee.” When I'd joined the military over twenty years ago and was disowned, MIA and PTSD changed me into a monster, deemed a misfit in society. And now? Had she helped me cross a bridge, too? Cookies. Laughter. Hope. Perhaps, most of all, hope was the path to reclaim my life.

   

   


About the Story

I had completed Holly's Flash Fiction class when I attempted to write a monster romance short story. The story I wrote wasn't a romance, so I entered it in Holly's Party Story challenge. However, the impossible event was too vague and weak. Holly suggested rewriting the story from the child's viewpoint and adding the missing impossible event.

 

 

About the Author

A lifelong reader, Julia Mozingo, finally gave herself permission to become a writer. She's happier when writing than not writing. According to her sons, she writes because there's nothing else to do in rural Oklahoma, living centrally dislocated from everywhere.

   

   


11th Hour

Eliza K. Gillham

 

“What are you doing digging up my great-great-something grandmother Lily’s grave?”

Abbie’s voice startled me. I didn’t want her to see me like this, a desperate man in an old North Carolina cemetery near midnight.

Time was running out to find my fox spirit, my true self. I’d traced the journal to Lily’s grave, it was the only place left to search. Desecrating a grave went against the grain, but I needed answers. I pushed the shovel deeper into the soil at Abbie’s voice and looked up. She stood near the headstone, backlit by the spot lights.

“Her journal has the answers I need to be whole again.” I hated the harsh sound of my voice.

“So, the stories are true.”

I barely heard the words as I moved another pile of dirt. Being stuck in one form was bad enough, but losing Abbie and remaining a shell of a man was unthinkable. Abbie deserved better. The shovel smacked a corner of the rotting coffin. I dropped it and removed the lid. The stench of decay gagged me. Dirt and debris fell as Abbie joined me.

“You can’t help me!” Per kitsune law, I had to fix my own mess.

“I can help you find the journal. No one’s ever found it.”

I shrugged and searched through rotten cloth and tarnished jewelry. Nothing. Near the thigh bone I found an object wrapped in oil cloth.

“Let’s look at it in the light.”

With shaking hands, I unrolled the package, revealed sheets of old, worn paper. I handed them to Abbie for fear I’d tear them. Abbie scowled as she studied barely legible writing, then read in stilted bits, “To the Japanese man who accosted my friend and I on our trip. I didn’t take your spirit, my friend did. I will, however, hold onto it until we meet again.”

“Anything else?” I leaned over her shoulder. No, just that. “What does that even mean?” Anger warred with despair at the vague clues. I’d staked my life on this. What if it was the wrong path?

“What do you think it means?”

I shook my head as the old church bells began tolling the midnight hour. I thought about the words in my head. Maybe they were literal in a different sense. Was it possible Lily had taken possession of my spirit? Not in the way I would possess a human, but keeping it within them. Then … What about generations?

“Abbie, do you have my spirit?”

She stood on her toes and kissed me.

With nothing left to lose I held on tight. Felt her gasp as the spirit left her body and wrapped around mine. My body seemed to tear apart and reform. When I opened my eyes, Abbie lay on the ground pale and still.

“Abbie!” I knelt beside her, found a faint pulse. She was alive.

“Todd?”

“I’m here. I’ll always be here,” I whispered as the last bell tolled.

   

   


About the Story

The story originated from Holly Lisle’s flash fiction course. I wanted to write a story set in a cemetery and wondered what would happen if a kitsune lost his spirit. Holly’s critique reminded me that not everyone is familiar with the kitsune mythos and pointed out other issues. I redrafted the story and did my best to work in the mythos and clarified other points.

 

 

About the Author

Eliza K. Gillham moved from the Midwest to the Pacific Northwest satisfying a need to explore and travel (on a budget). She is a coffee geek and enjoys gaming (all types, especially creepy horror games), reading and cooking.

   

   


The Return

Arlo Sharp

 

Oh my God, it’s David.

Erin knew it wasn’t possible, but the guy dressed like David, a sort of shabby chic, and he walked like David, an easy devil-may-care stroll. She watched him enter Asher’s Menswear, her husband’s favorite clothing store. She almost called out his name but caught herself in time.

With no awareness of having crossed the street, she found herself opening the door to Asher’s. It occupied the original building erected in the 1950’s by the owner’s grandfather.

Prepared to fend off the clerks, Erin walked inside, but nobody approached her. She saw only the man who looked like David. His back to her, he stirred through a rack of sports jackets. David had good taste in clothes, as well as in everything else.

Erin blinked back tears, closed her eyes, knew she shouldn’t torture herself this way. The grief counselor had said post-traumatic stress syndrome and survivor’s guilt might cause her to experience unusual emotional reactions.

She’d been driving. They’d imbibed too much at the party. The hostess offered to call a cab, but Erin declined. And David had been too drunk to care. She walked away with a few bruises, but they couldn’t even open his casket to let her say goodbye.

She swallowed and looked up. Didn’t see the man. Panicky, she glanced around, saw nobody. She appeared to be alone in the store. Her tears flowed, obscuring her vision.

“Hey Chicory Chick,” said a familiar voice Erin thought she’d never hear again. David had given her that nickname after hearing an old 1940’s song.

She wiped her eyes. And there he stood, flashing the impish grin she loved so well. But the counselor also told her that seeing a deceased loved one after a tragedy was not uncommon, a type of hallucination which would disappear in time.

His grin widened. “It’s really me,” he said, as if reading her thoughts.

Erin didn’t know what to say. She didn’t believe in ghosts. Sounds from outside the store intruded on her consciousness. She realized she’d been hearing them for some time, but she ignored them and focused on David.

“You came back,” she said wonderingly.

The external noises grew louder. He smiled again and gazed past her, toward the street. The clamor became deafening. Erin didn’t want to look, but somehow knew she must. She feared David would vanish if she let him out of her sight. Keeping him in her peripheral vision, she turned partway and glanced out the windows.

In the street sat a police cruiser and an ambulance, sirens warbling and lights strobing in the twilight. Emergency medical techs loaded someone onto a stretcher and slid it into the ambulance. The person looked familiar. Erin knew she’d seen her before but couldn’t remember when or where.

Then she remembered.

She’d seen the woman that morning.

In her bathroom mirror.

“No, honey,” said David as he took her in his arms, “I didn’t come back to you. You came to me.”

   

   


About the Story

A prompt in a 2017 issue of Writers Digest gave me the idea for The Return.

 

 

About the Author

After retirement from a thirty-six-year job, Arlo Sharp has rediscovered fiction writing, something he did in his younger days before life got in the way. A lifelong resident of southeastern Kentucky, he is presently working on the third novel in a projected suspense/thriller trilogy, and he hopes to find a publisher soon.

   

   


Into the Light

Rachel Hobbs

 

The moon hung low, like a great silver sphere, bloated in the frosty air. Tina balled up her hands, trying to squeeze some life back into her fingers.

She squinted through the trees, out to the frozen lake, and her hopes soared. It was there. The glowing spectre, watching her from afar. Tina smiled, wanting to bathe in its ethereal glow. Could she get closer?

Anxiety pressed at her as she fought her way through the darkened forest. Foliage grabbed at her limbs, weighing them down. I’m coming.

The change from autumn to winter had been swift and brutal. The air was bitterly cold, making her teeth sing every time she breathed in. Inches of snow had fallen overnight, burying the crisp patchwork quilt of leaves in a layer of white. It had reminded her of her childhood.

On that day, the lake behind their old house had frozen into a solid sheet of ice. She and her brother were ecstatic, racing each other to the lake's edge with their rarely used ice skates in hand. Or … was it a sledge?

Tina clawed a low hanging branch from her path, moving through the suffocating dark, remembering. When she'd gone through the ice, she’d thought without a doubt that she would die.

Her brother was nowhere to be seen, beaten by his clever sister and her short cuts. Being clever almost got her killed.

She remembered thinking how ironic that was as she struggled against her ice water prison. That's when she truly saw it. A light so bright it penetrated the darkness, creating prisms that shone though the ice. The last thing she remembered was reaching out. Wanting to touch that light, as the world around her faded.

Tina came around lying on the bank, shivering and dripping. Her brother was by her side, pale as a sheet.

Even in her state of shock, she remembered noting that her brother had been dry.

She pushed onward regardless, moving with certainty now. Her energy waned, her deadening limbs dragging. The spectre was just beyond the trees. She could almost feel its warmth. Please.

As she stepped out into the open, she was struck by its beauty. It was electric blue and emanated an eerie calm. Her whole body was numb. But Tina wasn't scared. She was grateful to be alive.

She moved forward, the light almost blinding this close. As she squinted against it, she realized that it was shaped like a person.

“Heh… Hello?” She slid even closer. Maybe she could make contact. “My-my name's Tina. I—”

Suddenly, she caught a glimpse of shining lettering. It looked official. The kind you saw pinned to the chests of …

“Tina? Tina, can you hear me?”

In the moments that followed, fresh memories assaulted her. The reminiscent road trip. The car accident. Smashing through the ice, not as a girl, but a woman.

Tina stared at her spectre. A figure against a blue flashing light.

“I’ve got a pulse.”

   

   


About the Story

Into the Light came into being one cold quiet evening as a simple story. It was reimagined through the combined vision of Rachel and Holly, through which it grew wings and took flight.

 

 

About the Author

Rachel Hobbs is the author of Bite-Sized Fiction for Busy People. By day, she is a dental nurse for a small local practice. By night, she writes. Fueled by coffee and daydreams, she writes about awesome antiheroes and epic villains. You can find her at www.authorrachelhobbs.co.uk

   

   


Spacebullies

Shana Bloom

 

I sat in the darkness, humming the famous Galaxy Odyssey song when my spaceship shuddered. I slowly opened my cabin’s door and peeked out. We’d been hijacked by uncivilized aliens, and now the spacebullies were mocking my crew.

Since I’d spent most of my high school years stuck inside lockers, I’d learned that strong people always won. All I needed now was a comfortable pillow, and maybe a disco ball, but disco balls were rare in these parts of the galaxy.

One alien began to turn, and I shut my door with a start. The pillow would have to wait.

My super-smart phone chimed, alerting me to my wife’s daily call on the main vid-screen and to the fact that it would come from the hospital this time. She just went into labor. If I wanted to talk to her—and she’d never forgive me if I didn’t—I had to act fast.

I tiptoed outside without being seen, seized a stun gun from a box of metal scraps, shot a crew member by mistake, and stunned all three aliens.

“My wife began labor and will be calling in an hour,” I told the crew. “Put the bastards in storage. We need to finish the mission now.”

We worked hard, taking no breaks. As I tackled my final task, I imagined myself giving an interview about the mission’s success to people regarding me as a hero.

My wife’s scream from the vid-screen interrupted the dream.

“I’ll be home in two hours,” I said.

She cursed, and I deducted she could not wait that long.

I turned around and ran into a fatty cushion. The spacebullies were awake, free and angry.

“Destroy. Earth.” They guffawed. One alien took control of the spaceship’s laser gun and the others held me still. My crew lay unconscious because one of the aliens had farted.

“Release me!” I kicked but hit nothing but air. My heart sank into the pit of my stomach. I was too weak to win against three spacebullies all on my own.

On the vid-screen, my wife’s screams ebbed to relieved sobbing, counterpointed by a strident cry. My newborn daughter’s cry. Suddenly, the clouds of fear nesting in my mind blew away. One thought remained. True strength comes from the heart, not the fists.

I planted my feet firmly on the ground, stretched my arms as best I could, and reached for power. Any power. The power of a Superdad.

My palms tingled until they hurt, so I unleashed a blast faster than a belch.

The spacebullies popped and turned into babies.

Earth was saved.

My family was alive.

Babies were pooping—they’d need parents. Maybe I could talk to my wife.

“Babies?” One of my crew members had regained consciousness in time. “What about the mission?”

“I’d rather fail the mission than my child.” It was now time for me, Superdad, to return home and to become a hero to my daughter … and maybe to three ex-spacebullies too.

   

   


About the Story

I thought flash fictions needed to end in a dramatic way, thus leaving a lasting effect on the reader. I was wrong. Dramatic is not always a synonym of good storytelling. What a good flash fiction needs, like any other story, is a good structure. And most importantly, it needs to be something about which you like to write. I never liked dramatic endings, thus I changed my story into one that ends well.

 

 

About the Author

Shana Bloom is a Canadian librarian who studied both art and languages at school and who decided to combine these two disciplines into one perfect career representing her passions and thrive. You can find her at: www.starfighterbloom.com

   

   


Confucius Say

Michael Eldridge

 

The Sun was slipping below mountains casting the small valley into a premature dusk. Jennifer, Mark and Rachel were gathered around a modest campfire.

Jennifer leaned over the fire and rubbed her wet hands together. “I think I’ll add some wood to the fire. That stream where I washed up was ice cold.”

Jennifer sat back from the fire and surveyed the view. “How in the world did you ever find this place?” she asked. “I know you’re experienced hikers and campers, but this is unreal. I halfway expect to see some ancient fur trapper trudging up the hill leading a tired old packhorse.”

She looked at Mark and spread her hands in a gesture of supplication. “Come on Mark, you can’t still be giving me the silent treatment. It’s been months since the breakup.” She turned to Rachel. “OK then, what about you? You got anything to say to me?”

Jennifer laughed and ran her hands through her long blond hair. “Yes. I apologize for following you to your secret hideaway. I kind of feel like a stalker,” She paused to look at each of her companions in turn. “That was one hell of a hike. I don’t think I could have made it a few months ago. Since I’ve been on my own, I’ve discovered all kinds of things I can do. Things I never dreamed I could do.”

A cool evening breeze rustled the leaves on the bushes surrounding the campsite.

Jennifer shivered. “Definitely time for some more wood on the fire. You two probably don’t feel the chill snuggled away in your fancy sleeping bags.”

She laid two pieces of wood on the fire and watched the flurry of sparks climb against the darkness.

“Technically, I am a stalker. I shouldn’t be here. The divorce is final, and you have moved on with your life Rachel,” Jennifer said. “Your wedding was spectacular, by the way.”

Jennifer studied the darkening wilderness for a long moment.

“Mark, you’ll be pleased to know I’ve followed your advice,” Jennifer continued. “I’ve sought help for my problems. I found a counselor. We talked and talked and talked at $350.00 an hour,” she chuckled, as she tucked a wayward strand of hair behind her ear.

“That approach really didn’t work. Then I tried religion. That was even less helpful. I finally gave up, and then I found the answer. I found it in the most unimaginable place.” She waved her hands and laughed. “In a fortune cookie. That’s right. I couldn’t believe it either. I was having dinner at that hole-in-the-wall Chinese place we liked so much. Remember Rachel?”

Jennifer stood and began to pace back and forth in front of Mark and Rachel.

“Would you like to hear the answer?” Jennifer paused. “Confucius say, ‘Before you embark on a journey of revenge, dig two graves.’”

Jennifer laughed with satisfaction as she pushed Mark and then Rachel into the holes next to their sleeping bag-encased bodies.

   

   


About the Story

By taking Holly’s writing class, “Flash Fiction That Doesn’t Suck,” I learned that flash fiction is a matter of taking the usual and adding an unusual twist at the end.

My story “Confucius Say” was inspired by a saying that’s intended as a warning against seeking revenge. I twisted the meaning so the saying became instructions on how best to proceed.

Holly’s critique honed in on my struggle to stay in the same tense, in this case third-person past tense. Her comments showed me where I was going wrong and got me back on track.

Holly’s ability to provide a framework for writing without ever being formulaic is a great inspiration to me in all my writing ventures.

 

 

About the Author

Michael Eldridge is an Indiana native and currently resides in Indianapolis. After high school, he spends four years in the U. S. Air Force, much of the time stationed in Southern Italy. After returning to Indiana, he earns a bachelor’s degree in business management and works in retail management for seven years. Then he changes direction and works for twelve years as staff writer and editor for a small New Age publishing company. From there, he goes mainstream, entering the world of information technology. But with retirement approaching, he’s now returning to writing as his full-time career.

He has completed his first novel, “Bad Karma,” and is halfway through a second one, “Demon Troubles.” His plan is to publish them concurrently, since they are part of a series. He’s also written numerous short stories. The first to be published is the flash fiction above, “Confucius Say.”

   

   


Freebie

Holly Lisle

 

When I was nine, the smell of wrongness crawled through my bedroom window and woke me.

Dead of night, I put on sneakers, and still in my jammies, opened my bedroom window and dropped into the dark. No flashlight, no protection, just my heart in my throat and my nose leading me toward the wrong that needed my presence, and fast.

I ran, and the wrong got worse, got deep dark scary, cold in my belly, and then I was there.

Lying still in the moonlight in a little clearing, a boy older than me. Tied up, naked, his mouth covered with duct tape, his eyes wide and staring. Unblinking. I saw holes in his chest, three of them, tiny things. And dark on the ground. Wet. Shiny.

Shaking, I untied him and pulled the tape off his mouth, knowing he was already dead. The stink of wrong curled out of those little holes, and I covered them with my hand to stop it.

When I did, the feeling your tongue gets when you lick a battery crawled through my hand and up my arm, and the smell stopped being wrong and turned sweet. Light. Flowery.

The boy blinked, gasped, and started to scream, and I yanked my hand from his chest to his mouth and shook my head. He saw me. “Where is he?” the boy asked. “The man who killed me, where is he?”

“Don’t ask. Just run,” I whispered. Then I told him what my dad told me when he didn’t punish me for something I’d done wrong. “This was a freebie.”

The boy fled.

I thought I’d dreamed it until a week later when the police showed up at our house and arrested my father.

He—and what he’d been doing to young boys—became infamous. My society mother killed herself. I ended up in foster care, ran away enough times that I finally got clear, discovered that when you’re a pretty fifteen-year old you have exactly one marketable skill between you and starvation.

The next ten years went from bad to worse, right up to the night a john went gorilla on me, had me taped and tied and was describing vivisection to me, and how he figured this time he’d get through all the major organs before I died, when a cop kicked down the door in the no-tell motel and shot him twice.

Peeled the tape from my mouth, asked, “You okay?” and when I nodded, muttered, “We’ve been after that guy for a year. Weirdest thing. I’m just here because the night smelled … wrong.”

I laughed, not happily. “Happened to me when I was nine,” I told him. “Boy who’d been stabbed in the chest. Be careful. Chasing that smell destroyed my life.”

The cop stared into my eyes. “Where was that?”

“Woods in Bakersville up north.”

“Was the kid dead?”

“Yeah.”

The cop said, “I was your freebie. It’s my turn to save you.”

And he did. From everything.

   

   


About the Story

This story came from a first sentence that started looping through my mind when I realized I needed to hurry up and finish my own story for this collection.

When I was nine, the smell of wrongness crawled through my bedroom window and woke me.

I knew nothing about my main character—not gender, not history, not the cause of the smell. So I got the nine-year-old out of bed, followed the child into the dark and through the woods, and waited to see what she found.

It was when she found the corpse that my “one impossible thing” clicked for me, and when I realized she'd have to meet the guy one more time to show the consequences of her action that I figured out my ending.

 

 

About the Author

Holly Lisle writes fiction and builds courses that teach writing fiction, has more than a million books in print, and in her spare time is a gamer and Minecraft nerd who loves FPS and space sims, and who built a whole slew of life-sized spaceships and space stations and one largish city just so she could remember where things go in her stories. (At least that's her excuse.) Visit her website at www.hollylisle.com (for everyone)  or her writing school at www.hollyswritingclasses.com (for writers only).

   

   


Now What?

Tom Vetter

 

I was sitting in my big chair, exhausted from tumult, and emotionally wrung dry. I was alone for the first time in days. All my comforters had departed. After days of too-kind attentions and well-meant efforts, I was finally able to face my loss and ask the Big Question.

Well, now what?

My bride of forty years was at rest, safe in a columbarium vault in Arlington, waiting for me to join her there one day. A decade of caregiving—thousands of meals, baths, diapers, and trips to doctors who could not heal her—was done. And I had lost her completely. All I had left was me.

My one great, bitter regret was the realization that somehow, in all the daily struggle and its aftermath, I had forgotten to take the one thing of her I could keep: a lock of her hair. Even the few strands in her brush and comb were gone—fastidious sisters cleaned them, along with everything else in the house—tossed out with the paper plates from the wake and past-their-expiration-date foodstuffs.

So I was sitting there, musing my future and trying to decide what I ought to do next. The many … maybe I wills … I had often contemplated flitted in, were toyed with, and tossed aside like the wrong dog toy: A cruise around the world; a new girlfriend; resurrection of the business I closed to care for her. None of them appealed. I had no interest because nothing mattered anymore.

And then I saw her again, standing in front of me real as ever, yet looking nothing like she ever had. She was young again, gloriously younger and more beautiful than when I had met her, and glowing in a radiant light. She smiled that smile she only gave me, touched my hand, and said, “Thank you, my love. I’m home safe and waiting for you. Come to me!”

Then she pointed at the living room mirror. And with the beguiling come-hither wink she reserved for special mischief and intimate moments, she vanished.

When I recovered, dried my tears of wonder, and found my feet, I went to the mirror. A brief search revealed a letter taped to the back of it. She had written it twelve years earlier.

I knew then what I needed to do. I sold the house and everything in it, the cars, and all but two changes of clothes. The estate sale drew hundreds of folks and earned many thousands. I withdrew all my savings, paid the taxes, and put it all in a cashier’s check—seven figures it was.

I rode a bus to Wyoming where a group of monks were building an abbey. I gave the abbot that check and asked to stay.

Now I pray and I work, mixing mortar. I’m learning to carve stone—I hope yet to put her face on a stone angel above the altar. And at night I sleep at peace, around my finger her lock of hair.

   

   


About the Story

I wasn't going to play. The deadline was close, and I had no idea to work from. But I will face this same Big Question one day all too soon, and I have had eight years to ponder it to date. So the story came as a gift, turning from thought into pixels just as fast as I could type. And other than typo fixes, I left it unrevised. Holly pronounced it good as-is.

Holly also said it made her cry, which I was not supposed to do. But I was crying as I finished it—something naval officers never do—so it's only fair. And I have already saved a lock of my love's hair.

 

 

About the Author

Once a bold naval officer who drove submarines and dove submersibles deeper than three miles, Tom is now just a shy introvert who provides around-the-clock care to his wife of 40 years. And as caregiving duties permit, he writes every day. You can find him at: www.tomvetterbooks.com

   

   


  Open Invitation

  We hope you had fun with the great variety of stories. If you want to learn how to write your own, read some books on creative writing. You can also find 100,000+ words of Holly Lisle's free writing FAQs, writing inspiration, writing workshops, writing how-tos, and writing workshops here: https://hollylisle.com/my-articles/

Regardless whether you're a newbie, an emerging author or a multiple published writer, joining one of Holly Lisle's writing courses will always benefit you. She offers a free three week course (How to Write Flash Fiction That Doesn't Suck) so you can see if her teaching style suits you.

Come on, sign up here: http://hollyswritingclasses.com

and meet the authors of this anthology in the forum. We're waiting for YOU!
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  Did you like this book? Please consider writing a review. Reviews are the best way to help the author whose book you enjoyed. Thank you in advance.

   

   


Why We Took Holly’s Courses

Collected experiences:

 


I waffle less. I can put the ingredients of a story together faster, and I can identify my blunders sooner so I can fix them. The Sweet Spot Map alone is a wonder. Piia Bredenberg

 

In HTTS I discovered a process for completing a manuscript and how to deal with the various complications that arise during the process; which allowed me to complete my first novel after six failed previous attempts over the last forty years. Through HTRYN I learned a systematic approach to taking the written first draft and turning it into the book that I really wanted to write, not the shadow of the story that I had written during first draft. Peter Cruikshank

 

I’ve become much more prolific. Back when I used to write stories without planning, it took ages to finish a story. Now, I outline my stories the way taught in HTTS, and find that I can finish two to three novels every year (or very many short stories). Katharina Gerlach

 

More than any other source of information on the writing life - from business to musing to planning, and everything in between - Holly’s course, “How to Think Sideways,” has pushed me more towards allowing myself to become the writer I was meant to be. The course is very real, very raw - pure fuel. It’s the only source material I go back to over and over again. J. P. Brindley

 

Holly’s courses had a deeply positive effect on my writing, due to the impact they had on me as a person. Her course encouraged me to confront fear and weakness in all facets of my life, not just writing. In addition to teaching me the workings of good storytelling, she gave me the tools I needed to overcome lifelong vices such as procrastination. Now I actually finish things and let people see them. E.L. Blackburn

 

Holly Lisle is a gifted teacher. She gives her students her best advice while leaving them free to modify those tips and techniques to fit their own process. Holly’s HTTS course gave me courage and confidence and taught me to trust my muse. I’d recommend her courses to anyone interested in furthering their writing career. Debbie Mumford

 

There’s a reason why I have all of Holly’s courses: They’re easy to grasp, full of concrete and specific advice useful for any genre. It’s changed how I think about my stories and much has spilled over into other aspects of my life. Laura Thurston

 

Holly’s courses have helped my writing immensely; they’ve helped me organize my thoughts and get them out on the screen instead of staring at a blinking cursor all day. How to Think Sideways also helped me to tame my muse, and get the creative bit of my brain working on my own terms, and not when it felt like it. I go back and brush up on each lesson every once in a while, to help me when I get stuck. Amanda Tompkins

 

Among the myriad of helpful tips standing out from the course are the promises I must make to my reader. Before the course, I wrote only for myself. The course has taught me how to write for others. Branka Valcic

 

Holly Lisle’s course and its additions have changed the style of my writing in so many different ways it’s hard to choose just one or two. The first biggest impact that the course had was the “The Four Thinking Barriers to Success.” Without that lesson I would never had the courage or insight to compete in a writing contest! The second most important impact on my writing would be the dot and line application. It provided my muse with a way to plan a story and NOT kill the inspiration. Holly MacKendrick

 

I found Holly Lisle’s How To Think Sideways course at a very low time in my life. Since working through HTTS and How to Revise Your Novel I have completed new stories and revised old ones, and have regained the joy in writing that I used to have as a kid—with a lot more skills. Thank you so much, Holly, for your willingness to share. Jessi Hammond 

 

I’m freer now, because Holly’s process allows for so much flexibility from the initial idea down to the last bit of revision. Holly has given us techniques for rooting out many kinds of internal resistance, from destructive patterns of thinking to “goals” that are not goals at all, but merely wishes. Texanne

 

Holly Lisle has a unique, creative and easy-to-follow teaching style. Every lesson contains real life illustrative examples and comprehensive workbooks for homework. This was like a breath of fresh air and it rekindled the fire in me to start serious writing again, after a lapse of five years. Neil Campbell 

 

Sideways has taught me organization and the ability to write succinctly. The Wow factor that helped immensely is The Sentence. Jane P. Welch

 

My favorite of Holly’s courses so far is ’How to Revise Your Novel’, which was a major factor in publication of my first book as 2012 rolled into 2013! Martha Verlander

 

I brought a hopelessly broken, reeking mess of a novel to Holly Lisle’s ’How to Revise Your Novel’ course. Holly broke the daunting revision process into manageable steps and gave me all the tools I needed to accomplish them. By the time I came out of the wringer, I had a novel that was in every way stronger and better. Rabia Gale

 

Holly taught me to look at writing in a different way―as a process helped along by tools and techniques that can be used to construct a work that comes alive thanks to your passion. She made me realize the reasons why I write, and the things that make my writing matter to me. The courses grounded writing itself as a job just like any other (albeit ridiculously fun) as opposed to some magic stroke of genius that only comes to some lucky few. Jimena Novaro

 

Two of Holly’s Lisle’s concepts and courses have had a profound effect on this piece of fiction. The concept of ’The Sentence’ from ’Holly’s How to Think Sideways’ Course has helped me find the subtle but critical conflicts in this story, while the revision process in the Seven-Day Crash Revision Course provided an excellent framework for finding the story amidst the wanderings of the first draft. I look forward to learning from Holly as I grow in this craft. Debbie Zubrick

 

In just one year, HTTS gave me the tools and encouragement to write a 500-page anthology, plot and write historical fiction and tackle non-fiction as well. Tom Vetter

 

Since taking the ’How to Revise Your Novel’ course in 2010, I have written, revised and published two novels. I am certain that I would still be on my first draft of my first novel right now, had I not enrolled in HTRYN. I am now following the How to Think Sideways course to write my third novel, and I’ve already learned enough to make this one the best so far! If you’re serious about pursuing a writing career, then I can’t recommend Holly’s courses heartily enough. Vanna Smythe

 

HTRYN showed me that almost any mistake I made drafting a novel could be identified and fixed using well-defined techniques. It changed my writing by easing concerns about creating a first draft so flawed as to be unfixable and also by sharpening my awareness of such elements as promises and scene structure that resulted in fewer first draft problems. Russell Adams

 

Holly’s courses have done more to move my writing career forward than everything else I’ve read combined. Holly’s course “Mugging the Muse” forced me to look at myself as a writer and justify what I was doing. It helped me understand that writing wasn’t something I just wanted to do. It was something I needed. Her Plot Clinic took me from having a nebulous book idea, to formulating my story, creating the plot and actually getting words on paper. Since taking Holly’s courses, I’ve gone from being a guy who writes to being a writer. What a shift! Thank you, Holly, for your time and energy. Ken Dickson-Self

 

Holly’s insights, questions, and straight talk about her writing career have helped me to think critically about why I want to write and what I’m willing to do to follow this dream—and have dispelled a couple of crippling illusions. I’ve learned that I need to pursue my writing dream, and do the work to create stories, books, and a career that I can be proud of. Now I know that when I submit my books, they’ll be the best books I can write. Liz Schröder

 

I have only just started this course (I’m on lesson 1), but I did her free plot clinic too and I think she’s given me a way to rescue a book I loved but which had fundamental flaws I was unable to see past by myself - I will always be grateful for that. Jackie Kowalczyk

 

Before Holly’s courses, my writing was a mess, filled with info dumps and characters sitting around thinking (yawn!). Taking her courses has brought both structure and additional creativity to my work; every lesson I feel less like a novice and more like a budding professional. Isabel Sterling

 

Holly teaches that having joy in your work is essential. She has encouraged me to lose the self-doubt and the excuses, and to seek the passion instead. Prospero

 

I’ve taken several of Holly’s courses, and they’ve affected my writing to such an extent that it’s hard for me to imagine what I did without them. With Holly’s courses, especially How to Revise Your Novel, I learned how to take apart fiction to see what it’s made of, and how to build every piece of a story deliberately. I use her techniques in everything I write. Zoe Cannon

 

Dramatic improvement is the only way to describe what the courses have done for my writing. I was a newborn writer with a draft from NaNoWriMo on my hands and no idea what to do with it. The HTRYN course helped me polish that draft into something a person would actually want to read. The HTRYN course helped me write my second novel, which I’m in the process of revising with, you guessed it, HTRYN. Connie Cockrell

 

I have learned that my job as a writer is to create characters that will matter to my readers and not to waste their valuable time. In order to make characters that people will care about, I sometimes have to look at unpleasant personal experiences. Writing has taught me to think about my disabilities differently. This process has helped me learn that my disabilities can be great assets to my fiction and to see that using them in my work will make my characters unique. L.M. Orbison

 

Most importantly of all, I learned to write what I truly love. I constantly keep recognizing and overcoming my own psychological barriers. Holly has taught me that writing is always a challenge, and she has taught me to enjoy this challenge and have fun with it. Ieva Melgalve

 

Holly’s courses have given me structure to develop my writing ability. She has shown me how to approach my writing and how to wake my muse up so I’ll always be full of inspiration. Felicia Fredlund

 

Thanks to Holly, I identified my weakness (Perfect Never Finishes), and I have been able to embrace what I have, harness what I think, organize my ideas, and work through my projects. I’m so grateful for the “game plan” that is HTTS and HWAS—I’m well on my way to FINISHING a great story that I’m proud of. K. C. Wise

 

When I first started writing ’Breath of Life’, I had a grand story in mind, with all the right epic parts in all the right mind-blowing places, but the world was flat. It was empty and basic, while the characters spoke and acted a lot like me and my friends. Not good. Holly helped with that. Her ’Create a Culture Clinic’ has helped me to shape my world into a unique, living, breathing culture—two, in fact. It is tremendous work and I appreciate all that I have learned from her. Devin Milliron

 

Taking Holly’s courses is like going from being afraid of the dark, clutching a flashlight and huddling under a thin blanket … to unloading a round of rock salt buckshot into the belly of the thing hiding in your closet. Her classes are grueling, unapologetic, and easily the best investment I could possibly have made as a writer. Period. Taven Moore

 

I have taken the ’Mini Plot Outline’ course and the ’Create a Character Clinic.’ I found it invaluable in helping develop characters by asking just enough questions to propel a plot along new avenues that I’d probably never have otherwise traveled. Angela Apps

 

What a gift the Sentence is—and the Sentence Lite for scenes. My writing is tighter and I’m constantly reminded to write about things that deeply matter to me, because my Sweet Spot Map is always nearby. Molly Felder

 

It’s the strangest thing: One day I just sat down, started writing and didn’t stop. Well, I had to work and eat and sleep and stuff, but whenever I had a spare moment, I wrote. Little did I know I was writing my first book. One hundred thousand words later, give or take, I realized that if I wanted this manuscript to be more than a lark, I needed help of the literary kind! Enter ’How to Revise Your Novel’. Scenes, subplots, character arcs, settings, conflicts, time lines, themes, and everything in between are the best thing that ever happened to my novel—and to my stories. Because I still haven’t stopped writing! Kirsten Bolda

 

How to internalize structure to the point where it becomes automatic. How to trust my subconscious. How to let go. That’s what I’ve learned from Holly Lisle. I am the story, the story is me. Sally Jane Driscoll

 

’How to Think Sideways’ and ’How to Revise Your Novel’ refined my writing style, bolstered my confidence, and gave me the tools I needed to make a living doing what I love. Years after completing the courses, I still pull out my worksheets whenever I hit writer’s block and use the tips and tools every single day when I sit down to at my computer. There is no way I can ever thank Holly for the real-life experience she generously shared in these courses …the information is priceless. Vanessa Wells

 

After six years of writing, my manuscript still was not completed. Frustrated and mired in a cycle of eternal revisions and producing no new material, I was on the verge of giving up when I stumbled onto Holly Lisle’s website in the wee hours of an especially bad night. From the very first lesson, Holly’s ’How to Think Sideways Ultra’ course provided useful and creative invention tools and confidence-building support. Thank you, Holly. Melinda Hagenson

 

’How To Think Sideways’ increased my confidence in my own abilities like crazy. Before taking it, I’d had a really hard time writing a story that was for me and not for school, but the lessons on listening to my Muse allowed me to realize that I could come up with tons of ideas on my own, and that a lot of them were really good, too! Thea van Diepen

 

Thanks to ’How to Think Sideways’, my writing has improved because of the Sentence and Sentence Lite. I’m able to figure out if something is worth writing or a waste of time before even writing it, and the Sentence Lite makes it so much easier to write because it gives each scene a sense of direction. This technique has saved me time, effort, and hours of frustration from writing terrible scenes. Jennifer Johnson

 

One of my biggest problems with writing has been completing projects. With ’How To Think Sideways’ I learned how to break past the fear of a blank page and work with the muse. Eliza K. Gilham

 

The course didn’t just change my writing; it changed my life. Holly’s lessons have taught me to trust my instincts, to trust myself, and to look for the strength I have inside. In so doing, they have caused my writing to rise to a level I never imagined possible. Michele Zugnoni

 

Using ’How To Revise Your Novel,’ I turned my 205,000 word story into two novels of 93,000 and 65,000 words, deleting over a fifth of what I’d written (47,000 words.) The result was a tighter story and a commercially viable product with a completed query letter ready to go. I completed my next novel in only a few months, due to further skills I learnt in HTTS, and HTWAS. Holly provides structured frameworks in which my creativity can flow. Holly Lisle has inspired me to put my dreams on paper, to dream big and write tight, and have fun with a great community of writers that encourage each other on the way. It’s been a fabulous journey. Eileen Mueller

 

This short story came to me the first time I used the mind maps I made while working through HTTS. Holly’s mind maps have completely changed the way I get new ideas for stories. A. E. Kalquist

 

Holly’s teaching has taken me from wishing I could be a writer to actually being one. ’How To Think Sideways’ taught me how to finish the projects I start with better results than I thought possible. I am hoping to complete my first full-length manuscript in 2013, with the intention of self-publishing. Amy Padgett

 

Holly’s courses have been a godsend. Over the years I have found an abundance of ideas without the skills to put them into a completed a story. With Holly’s courses I have learned not only how hear and understand the ideas that I have but also how to transform those ideas into words on the page. Nycole Crow

 

I’ve taken two classes with Holly—HTTS and HTRYN. Both have been invaluable in my writing, teaching me how to keep my stories focused and fun, to help me absolutely love the ideas I put down on paper—as well as figure out what’s keeping me from doing just that. Kate Lansky

 

Holly’s courses gave me the confidence and courage I needed to push past my self-doubt, perfectionist tendencies, and equally crippling fear of failure. Not that these things are gone for good, no—but HTTS and HTRYN taught me that I can write, will write, and need to write in spite of these things (and how to do it). So, now I do! Faith Boughan

 

HTTS changed my understanding of my writing. Holly masterfully points out all the hurdles, trials, and challenges a writer faces, and gives you the tools to overcome them. Ted Atchley

 

I have discovered much more joy in writing with Holly’s unique idea-generating and problem-solving techniques in Pro-Plot Outline, Character Clinic, and Plot Clinic. HTRYN has replaced my endless piddling around revision with an organized, in-depth method of bringing out the best of everything I want while making it publishable. Elaine Milner

   

   


  More Fantasy Stories by Holly Lisle's Students
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  With a Foreword by Holly Lisle

  Adventures and Creativity can be found everywhere as the 35 short stories of this anthology show. Each author found a different angle for the unifying theme: The Adventure of Creation.


Follow a girl to the Below-World to slay the Sharkshadow, or help a timid girl to overcome the destructive criticism of her art teacher. Witness a solitary drone on Mars or a naive homunculus struggle to become human. Sew with a mother who lost her daughter in a unicorn quilt, defeat bank robbing super-villains with an unlikely superhero, or join a great mage in the fire.


In thirty-five imaginative stories, emerging authors present the diversity of their creativity. Witness the talent nurtured by writing teacher, Holly Lisle. For the 5th anniversary of her first big writing course, How to Think Sideways, this anthology features the best of her talented students in a great variety of genres.


   


  The authors represented in this anthology are:

  Russell Adams, Ted Atchley, E.L. Blackburn, Faith Boughan, Piia Bredenberg, J.P. Brindley, Zoe Cannon, Connie Cockrell, S.J. Driscoll, Molly Felder, Rabia Gale, Katharina Gerlach, Melinda Hagenson, Jessi Hammond, Jennifer Johnson, A.E. Kalquist, Kate Lansky, Taven Moore, Debbie Mumford, Jimena Novaro, L.M. Orbison, Amy Padgett, Liz Schröder, Vanna Smythe, Laura Thurston, Amanda Tompkins, Thea van Diepen, Martha Verlander, Tom Vetter, Vanessa Wells, Debbie Zubrick, Michele Zugnoni


   


  Available on many eBook selling platforms



   

   


  About Holly Lisle


  Holly Lisle has been writing with intent to publish since January 1st, 1985 when her New Year’s resolution was to write a novel before she turned twenty-five (ten months later, more or less). She hit her resolution with a few days to spare, but the book, sucked.

  She wrote a LOT after that, accumulating a big shoebox with well over a hundred rejection slips in it before anybody decided she was good enough to pay for fiction.
She started selling in 1991 and broke in with the fantasy novel “Fire In The Mist” (which won the Compton Crook Award for Best First Novel), and with a couple of sonnets she sold to the SF magazine Aboriginal.


  These days Holly Lisle is a full-time writer with 33+ novels in print or sold and a buncha short fiction. She has now gone Indie with a vengeance because it's more fun and pays better. Her personal site is here: HollyLisle.com


   

  Homepage: HollyLisle.com



   


  If you want to learn from Holly, look at our invitation.


   

   


  About the Publisher
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  The Independent Bookworm


   

  The Independent Bookworm groups the efforts of several Indie authors in one platform. Founded by Katharina Gerlach, a writer from Germany and a long-time member of Holly Lisle’s forum, it officially turned publisher in Germany in 2013.

 

  Homepage: www.IndependentBookworm.com

  Homepage: www.IndependentBookworm.de

 


   

   


  Copyright


   


  Copyright 2018 by Holly Lisle and students; all rights remain with the individual authors.

   


  Cover Design, © 2018 Katharina Kolata, Independent Bookworm


  Cover background lightning, © Comfreak, Pixabay



   


  If you find any typos or formatting problems in this eBook, please contact the publisher (www.IndependentBookworm.de).


  This book may be reproduced, distributed, transmitted, or stored in whole or in part by any means without the express written consent of the publisher.


  This is a work of fiction. The characters, events, and locations portrayed in this book are fictitious. Any similarity or resemblance to actual events, locales or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental and not intended by the author.
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