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        In late 2019, I conceived of a project where I’d post a story on my blog each Friday for an entire year. Since we were heading into what was bound to be a contentious election here in the US, I thought we could all use a little compassion, kindness, and love.

      

        

      
        I had plenty of previously-published stories to post and several others that had garnered lovely personal rejections but hadn’t found a home. During the year, I figured I could leisurely write new stories to fill in the blanks.

      

        

      
        Then 2020 actually happened.

      

        

      
        We really had no idea, did we?

      

        

      
        In the decades to come, 2020 will be a year historians will study. Like the Great Depression, WWII, and other eras of change, they’ll examine what people did, what they believed, and how they got on. We’ll tell stories about this year. As hard as it is to believe now, some stories may end up flavored with nostalgia.

      

        

      
        Right now? We’re all trying to survive.

      

        

      
        Stories help us do that—the ones we tell ourselves and each other. We fall into a fantasy or a romance or a thriller as a means to escape and emerge renewed. Stories help us find our way in dark times, bolster us, and even transform us.

        Stories make us better people.

      

        

      
        During this year, there were so many things we all had to set aside. I certainly didn’t write as much as I’d hope to. Yet, through everything—a bout of COVID in April, a sprained ankle in June, my daughter’s car-parade high school graduation, and all the rest—this project kept me going.

        If I kept one creative promise for the year, it would be this one. I’m gratified that I managed to do so.

      

        

      
        Thank you to everyone who has come along on this journey with me—whether that was in 2020 or in the years to come.

      

      

      
        
        December 2020

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            January

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        January’s stories were a mix of sibling love, surprising friendships, and cautionary tales of workplace romances.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Gretel and Hansel

          

          Fairy tale retelling

        

      

    

    
      Hansel wanted to go back.

      Even after endless weeks in a cage, even after Gretel scrubbed and swept and scoured for the witch, even after she pushed the frog-skinned crone into the oven, Hansel wanted to go back.

      They stood at the edge of the forest, where the grass grew wild and sharp; brambles grabbed at their skin. The trees above reached their branches toward the ground as if they might scoop the two up and carry them away.

      “She’s dead,” Gretel said to him.

      Hansel stared into the woods.

      “I killed her.”

      He shook his head, the movement so slow that at first, Gretel didn’t take its meaning.

      “You didn’t kill her,” he said, his words as dead as the witch should’ve been. “She’s alive.”

      Could she be? Gretel stretched her hands in front of her, palms skyward. These hands. They’d shoved from behind. They’d murdered. The crunch of bones, the sizzle of hair and flesh. The thick smoke that had filled her mouth and throat, the plumes laced with the stench of rancid meat.

      No one could live through that. No one, perhaps, except a witch.

      “Why do you want to go back?” she asked.

      A smile lit his face, the same sort of look she’d seen their father cast toward their stepmother, the same look Millie gathered from men in the tavern. True, some men reserved that gaze for the pint of ale they held in their grip. When Hansel licked his lips, Gretel hoped he wouldn’t answer.

      He didn’t.

      Every year, on the anniversary of their escape, Gretel would find Hansel at the edge of the forest. She’d stand with him while the sun dipped below the horizon, the slanting light flickering against the trees. The branches appeared to elongate as if beckoning them to step inside the wood.

      Every year, she took his hand—a limp, clammy thing—and tugged him from the edge. With each step, her legs ached. Only the feel of Hansel’s hand in hers kept her steady on the path home.

      But maybe she was wrong. Hansel lived as if his heart, his soul, still resided deep in the woods, in a gingerbread house. She’d catch him licking his lips, and she knew. She’d tasted the sugar too. It had left them both empty—she without her brother, he without his heart’s desire.

      The year they turned sixteen, Gretel climbed the path to the woods only to find Hansel’s spot empty. Pulse fluttering in her throat, she bent low. Her fingers skimmed the dust trail. In the dim light, she barely made out a boot print. It was enough to go on.

      Gretel scampered down the path, grabbed her cloak from the hook inside the cottage door, and raced back up the hill. Before she could catch her breath, before she could gather enough courage to venture into the woods, a hand gripped her wrist.

      “Stay back, girl. Don’t go after him.”

      The voice was lilting, filled with sorrow and knowledge. Not her father, then. Gretel turned to confront Millie from the tavern.

      “I have to,” Gretel said. “He’s my brother.”

      “He hasn’t been yours for a very long time.” Millie tugged on her wrist, a gentle, coaxing move that had Gretel stumbling forward. “It’s too late. Once the witch has you, she doesn’t let go.”

      “Yes, she does.” She wrenched her wrist from Millie’s grip and held up her hands for the woman to see. “I did it once. I can do it again.”

      Gretel pulled her cloak tightly around her and plunged into the forest.

      Brambles wielded their thorns like daggers, their sharp points shredding her cloak. Branches grabbed at her hood. Eventually one plucked it from her head, the force choking her until she undid the drawstring.

      On she ran until the woods opened onto a stream. The stream led to the gingerbread house. Gretel halted, letting the fringe of trees around the clearing conceal her.

      The path to the house was covered with brittle, the air perfumed with spun sugar and melted chocolate. Even from this distance, desire churned in Gretel’s belly. Yes, she’d tasted the sugar. Yes, she’d thought of returning. But after that unbearable sweetness, the cream curdled in her mouth, the sugar scorched her tongue. She’d purged, not far from here, next to the stream while Hansel had continued to consume the treats as if they were the only thing that could sustain him.

      The witch stood in the entryway to her house, but this was not the frog-skinned crone of Gretel’s memory. The witch glowed like spring itself, her skin the color of a pale crocus stem, her hair flowing, as white as lily of the valley and as soft as spun sugar.

      Hansel lounged against the rail, a candied apple in his hands, the fruit so big and bright it glowed in the night. The witch curved a finger beneath his chin, and with no more than that, urged him inside.

      Gretel threw herself forward, but the rock-sugar fence that surrounded the house barred her way, new segments sprouting across her path. She flung herself against the fence, again and again until her palms stung. She watched the blood, black in the moonlight, drip between her fingers and onto the ground.

      “I’ve failed him,” she said, to the forest, for every creature to witness.

      “Whoo?” came the soft call of an owl.

      “Me. I have failed my brother.” Gretel studied her bloodstained hands. Certainly, this was proof of that.

      “Whoo.” The call came again, a lullaby rather than an admonishment.

      One by one, feathers dropped from the night sky, floating downward until they landed on Gretel’s palms. Each feather soaked up its share of blood before disintegrating. When a lone feather landed against her cheek, she sank to the forest floor and fell asleep.

      The blaze woke her hours later, the gingerbread house lit with flames. The odor of burnt sugar and charred sweets filled her nose, her mouth, her throat, the stench so caustic it felt as if a noose had tightened around her neck.

      “Hansel?” She called his name, again and again, her cries too thin to cut through the thick smoke that billowed from the house. “Hansel?”

      Near dawn, the fire burned itself out, the rock-sugar fence a slag that oozed its way through twigs and leaves. Only the witch’s oven remained, squat and low to the ground. It was from here a figure emerged, movements tentative as a newborn calf.

      Gretel leaped across the slag and ran to her brother.

      Hansel took her by the shoulders, his fingers thin and tight. “I had to go back. I had to be the one to kill her.” He shook her as if that would help her understand. “Me, not you.”

      His blond hair had turned ashen. If she brushed it from his eyes, Gretel thought it might crumble to dust against her fingertips. He reeked of burnt sugar and acrid smoke, but when she turned his palms skyward, they were clean and pink, like a child’s hands.

      She took him by one of those hands and led him to the path that would take them home.

      

      
        
        Gretel and Hansel first appeared in the August 2016 issue of Deep Magic.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Lucky

          

          Contemporary

        

      

    

    
      “You’re lucky you didn’t bleed out.”

      He says this as if I’m the one who built the explosive, dug the hole, ran the wires, and then—after all of that—pulled the trigger myself.

      “Lucky,” he says, again, in case I didn’t hear him the first time.

      I did, of course, through the haze of whatever is running through my veins. Morphine, maybe? I don’t know. Do they still use morphine? Whatever it is, whatever opiate fogs my thoughts, it is lovely and seductive. It tastes like temptation and blood. I’m glad—no, lucky—I don’t know its name.

      I won’t be able to ask for it on the outside.

      He sits at my bedside, easing back the sheet that covers me, the stethoscope barely there against my skin. He’s warmed it, I realize, warmed it against his palm. He probes, and while I’m naked, I’m also bandaged clear up to my armpits. Not that there’s any modesty in an Army hospital. Not that there’s any modesty in the Army.

      My breasts are bound, like those of women warriors of old. Through the fog, I can see these women. They are fierce, with hair like coiled snakes. Their armor shines in the sun. Their weapons glint in the moonlight.

      Were they lucky as well? Did they ever bleed out?

      My gaze flitters down. The bandages are white and pure. They are armor in their own right.

      “They didn’t have to amputate,” he says.

      At first, I think he means my breasts. I blink, the fog of morphine, of war, of my own thoughts too thick for me to make sense of his words. Then I understand.

      “I know.” What I don’t mention is I can see my reflection in the window. I can count the number of legs I currently have.

      “An infection, though.”

      “Try not to sound so hopeful.”

      He grimaces. “Katy-bird—”

      “Don’t ‘Katy-bird’ me.”

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “You shouldn’t be here.”

      He’s not my doctor. He’s not even assigned to this ward. He’s breaking all the rules—Army rules, medical rules. But he’s my brother, which is why everyone glances away when he does.

      “I could send you home.” He delivers the threat in the way only a big brother can.

      I stare at the window. There is no view. Even my reflection has faded. All I see is the glint on the glass that looks like the blade of a sword.

      “I don’t want to leave them.”

      “Them,” he says. “Your platoon?”

      I want to nod; I want to shake my head. It’s my platoon—yes, of course, it is—but it’s so much more than that.

      “I don’t want to leave me.”

      Now he stares at the window as if he, too, can see the images of warrior women in its reflection. His nod is thoughtful, the sigh heavy—the sound only an older brother can make.

      He threads the stethoscope through his fingers and then pockets it. He touches my cheek.

      “You’re sure?”

      Something shifts in his tone. All at once, he is not a doctor, not my older brother. He is simply Scott, and he looks as confused as the morphine is making me feel.

      “I can’t leave.”

      He nods as if I’ve explained my entire self in those three words. People leave all the time—wounded or killed in action or by their own hand. I don’t want to leave, not now, not ever. Here is where I can see the warrior women.

      He kisses my forehead. It’s tender and filled with the warmth of absolution. At the doorway, he pauses, one last time.

      “You’re still damn lucky you didn’t bleed out.”

      For a moment, everything else fades—the war, the morphine, the glint of swords on the glass.

      Yes, I want to tell him. I know.

      I’m lucky.

      

      
        
        Lucky may be my story that has racked up the most personal rejections, ever. It even snagged an honorable mention in Glimmer Train’s Very Short Fiction contest. Sometimes those stories everyone seems to love (but nevertheless declines) can be the hardest to sell.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Dragon’s Bane

          

          Fantasy

        

      

    

    
      Something is different in this part of the forest. Even the ground beneath Kit’s feet feels unsubstantial to her sneakers. Like the solid earth might crumble away at any moment, and she would plunge into nothing.

      Everything in her world feels like that right now—a slow and steady crumbling—all her plans, the heart that beats in her chest, even the lease on her studio apartment. Worst of all, her one bit of solace, the forest, spins around her, nothing solid and sure.

      Except when she stumbles upon an old log. She’s been here before, in this part of the forest, but how is it she’s never seen this particular clearing, with this particular log?

      The log is huge, reaching halfway up her thigh. The surface is rough even through her jeans, the bark baked warm by the sun.

      Kit pulls out a thermos. Before her trek into the forest—ostensibly to think, but really, it was running away—she brewed hot cocoa. The real kind, in a pan on her two-burner stove. She measured out the cocoa and the sugar, adding a dash of vanilla and cinnamon.

      Now she uncaps the thermos, and the aroma rides the crisp autumn air, filling it with rich chocolate and a hint of wood smoke. Kit inhales, and for that single moment, everything is okay.

      Then the log beneath her rumbles. It’s a rolling, tumbling, undulating motion that makes her think of a rollercoaster—and sends her plummeting backward and onto the ground.

      She lands hard, breath leaving her in a whoosh, hot cocoa sloshing in the thermos. Somehow—somehow—she holds onto it, holds it steady and upright.

      It’s then she finds herself staring into a pair of huge amber eyes. They are the size of Kit’s head—at least—and they glow with intensity. Beneath those eyes, she spies a snout and a pink, forked tongue.

      She follows the elegant line of a neck to the large hump she earlier took for an old-growth log.

      “You,” she says now, testing her voice in the still air, “are a dragon, or I’m losing my mind.”

      The creature snorts, the scent of wood smoke with a hint of brimstone infusing the space around her.

      “Although, I suppose there are worse ways to lose your mind.”

      The dragon snorts again as if in agreement.

      “I’m Kit.” She doesn’t hold out her hand. One, she’s still clutching the thermos. Two, she’s not certain dragons shake hands.

      The dragon bows its head in acknowledgment. Then, like a whisper, a word lights in Kit’s mind.

      Taggledorf.

      “It’s nice to meet you, Taggledorf.”

      The dragon thumps its tail once, and the earth shakes.

      But this time, it doesn’t feel as if the ground will crumble beneath her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kit visits the spot often. Taggledorf doesn’t always appear. Even when she—it’s a long and complicated bit of pantomime to determine that Taggledorf is a she—doesn’t, her presence is there. The air holds that scent of wood smoke. Sometimes there’s brimstone.

      But everything in that particular clearing grows a bit lusher, smells a bit richer. Hummingbirds flit and dragonflies buzz. In the winter, there is enough warmth radiating from Taggledorf’s back that Kit can spend hours in the cold.

      She brings the man she wants to make her husband to this spot. She does not expect Taggledorf to appear, but yes, it’s a test. Her heart is still tender and cautious. While this man fills her with certainty, so did the other, the one that had her fleeing to the forest in the first place.

      When she returns alone a week later and finds the clearing alive with forget-me-nots and wild roses, she has Taggledorf’s answer.

      She weaves a crown of roses for her friend, and when Taggledorf does appear, a bit shy, Kit places the wreath on the dragon’s head.

      “We will always be friends,” she says.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      She brings her children to this spot, spreading a soft, flannel blanket across the clearing. In summer, they drink lemonade, in winter, hot cocoa. Taggledorf makes her scales shimmer and shine. The children spend hours slapping the scales with their chubby hands, squealing and shrieking with delight.

      One time, the warm sunshine lulls Kit into a nap. She wakes, heart pounding and terrified, only to find that Taggledorf has corralled both children with her tail.

      “Thank you, my friend.” Kit sighs and leans into the old-growth that is and is not Taggledorf’s midsection. “Thank you.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Kit discovers that Taggledorf loves stories. It’s when she reads to her children that the dragon’s scales glow and hum. Picture books and Mother Goose, eventually graduating to chapter books. Her children sit on the dragon’s back and take turns reading aloud.

      When they’ve moved on—to novels and textbooks and quantum mechanics—Kit takes to reading in the clearing any time she can. The heat against her back tells her which stories are her friend’s favorites.

      When her eyesight dims, and her hands no longer can hold an e-reader, never mind a paperback, she plays audiobooks for them.

      In the sunshine, they rest, safe in the knowledge that nothing changes as long as the story goes on.
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      It has been months since Kit has visited the clearing, maybe even a year, but she doesn’t want to think hard enough to count. Today is perfect for a trek—her last trek to her clearing.

      The spring air is warm, but the path is still clear of summer growth, those brambles and branches that might trip her up.

      Even so, the walk is long, much longer than when she pushed a double stroller along the dips and ruts. By the time she reaches the old-growth log that isn’t a log, her legs nearly give out beneath her.

      “No stories today, my friend. I only want to rest, with you.” She sinks against her friend, knowing Taggledorf will cushion her fall. “I have no wish to be found until ... after.”

      She snuggles against the dragon with the full knowledge that stories go on, but hers ends now.

      And thanks to Taggledorf, it was a good one.
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      The girl smells familiar. This is the first thing Taggledorf notices. The second is the salt, so strong it has chapped the girl’s cheeks and flavors the air.

      Grief is something that can fill your mouth. This is something Taggledorf knows. It is something this girl is learning.

      The girl settles next to her, back against Taggledorf’s midsection, the very place where she—the other she—sat for so many years. The girl’s body shakes, and Taggledorf lets the fire that always burns in her belly flare a bit—enough warmth to comfort and soothe while she ponders this girl.

      She feels right.

      Not everyone does, of course. That is the dragon’s bane. So many of her kind have abandoned friendship, opting to gradually become the landscape they occupy.

      But Taggledorf knows that despite the grief and goodbyes, a good friend is a story unto itself.

      So she opens her large amber eyes and stares at the girl.

      The gasp has more delight than fear.

      The fingers are gentle against Taggledorf’s snout.

      “I miss her,” the girl says.

      Taggledorf nods. She does too.

      “I’m Carly.” The girl doesn’t hold out her hand. She already knows that dragons don’t shake hands.

      Taggledorf blows a stream of smoke into the air. In it, is the sound of her name.

      “It’s nice to meet you,” Carly says.

      The dragon thumps her tail once, and the earth shakes.

      And for now, at least, it doesn’t feel as if the ground will crumble beneath either of them.

      

      
        
        Dragon’s Bane was written specifically for the (Love) Stories for 2020 project.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Rules for Visiting Hades

          

          Contemporary, spy vs. spy

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Berlin, May 2005

      

      

      I knew he stood behind me before I caught his reflection in the window of a passing Mercedes. That sensation started at the base of my skull. The skin of my throat tightened. My heart thrummed—like it hadn’t in years.

      I’d come back to Berlin to stare at the spot where Checkpoint Charlie once divided a city, a country, a world. Just me and all the other tourists, many of them so young they confused Berlin’s wall with Pink Floyd’s.

      
        
        You are now leaving the American sector.

      

      

      “So,” he said, at last. “Do you miss it?”

      “What?”

      “The cold war.”

      Of course. Why not ask Persephone if, during spring, she missed Hades?

      “Do you?” I asked.

      “It was easier to tell who the good guys were.”

      
        
        Peace through superior firepower.

      

      

      Only then did I turn to look at him. “Do you think so?”

      “Don’t you?”

      I didn’t know what to think. What did you say to a man who looked like Cary Grant and spoke Russian with all the poetry of Pushkin?

      “I knew the world was changing,” he said, “when I woke on January first, 1990 with the most amazing hangover.”

      I knew months before The Wall crumbled that my world had shot off-kilter. A missed phone call. A missed meeting. A missed drop. Patterns. We were taught to look for them, piece them together, create a whole from a few lone indicators.

      In those days, it was never a matter of who would betray whom, but when you played that card. I’d always wondered if I played mine too soon. Seeing as I wasn’t part of that amazing hangover, I knew. I’d been too late—a spy who didn’t know to come in from the cold.

      
        
        Welcome to the new world order.

      

      

      I found, after years, a cold sort of comfort in the old myths, about Persephone, about Orpheus and Eurydice. Clearly, there were rules for visiting Hades:

      
        	If you find yourself caught there, don’t eat the food.

        	If you’re leading someone out, don’t look back.

      

      I did both.

      On any given day, Vienna, or Prague, or Berlin could look a lot like Hades. And Persephone’s pomegranates were always in season.

      “So,” he said. “Do you miss it?”

      “I do.”

      “Then will you have a drink, for old time’s sake?”

      “You drink?” I asked. Amazing hangovers notwithstanding, he’d long ago lost his taste for alcohol. I still had my sources.  And that much I knew.

      “Occasionally,” he said. “I’ve always had a fondness for White Russians.”

      A blush curdled beneath my jaw and spread across my cheeks. It’d been a long time since I’d seen twenty-five, but you wouldn’t know it by the way he looked at me—a look that worked on a thousand women, myself included.

      “And do you still drink?” he asked.

      “Occasionally,” I echoed. “Cosmopolitans, mostly.”

      “All things American.” He laughed. “I’m not even sure what’s in one of those.”

      “Vodka.”

      “Oh, of course,” he said. “American with a twist.”

      “And cranberry or pomegranate juice,” I added, just to be perverse.

      “Which do you prefer?”

      I thought for a moment. “Pomegranate.”

      He offered his arm, a gesture reminiscent of Vienna, Prague, and even Berlin.

      
        
        Gentlemen, we have détente.

      

      

      I’d always believed that Persephone, like Eve, chose to taste the fruit. Now I wondered. Perhaps the fruit chose her.

      I took his arm. We turned from Checkpoint Charlie, left it behind us.

      This time, I didn’t look back.

      

      
        
        Rules for Visiting Hades first appeared in the Flash for Big Cash Contest Anthology, March 2007. Hades placed third, and I won $50. So I guess you could say I flashed for moderate cash.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Moving Day

          

          Fantasy

        

      

    

    
      She stands in the center of the apartment, waiting for the landlord and the final walkthrough. She blinks as if she’s not used to seeing the space so empty. I’m not used to it either.

      She is moving out today, and I tell myself that this is for the best, that I couldn’t be prouder.

      The walls feel bare and vulnerable, mottled with shadows from where she hung her art. At first, she only painted tiny pictures, full of sickly greens and mustard yellows and dank purples. They were bruises, these paintings.

      I was so glad when she replaced them with her recent work—that of cupped hands, upturned faces, and hope.

      I will miss the paintings. The landlord enters with a clipboard. He is small-hearted. He loves neither his tenants nor the spaces they occupy. He only wants to cheat her out of the security deposit. I’ve seen this all before.

      He wrinkles his nose, his face scrunched in a poorly disguised mask of disappointment at the scents that swirl in the air. Lemon. Pine. Murphy’s Oil Soap, which has always been my favorite. The space is pristine.

      True, for the first two months, she barely unpacked. She slept in the closet, hidden beneath a pile of blankets. In the kitchenette, she boiled water for ramen and spread peanut butter over bread. This was subsistence living, and I ached for her.

      But that was before.

      In these last few months? The aroma of curry and chocolate filled every pocket of space. She decorated earnest, braiding rag rugs that warmed the tile in the kitchenette and the bathroom. I’m always surprised at how little it takes to turn beige walls and gray linoleum into a home.

      The landlord halts, fingers exploring a depression in the drywall. He snakes his hand back and forth—always finding fault, this one.

      “What happened here?” he asks. His gruff voice is tinged with a hint of triumph.

      She presses her lips together and shakes her head.

      “Almost looks like someone got thrown into the wall.”

      He laughs.

      She doesn’t.

      The landlord marks something on his clipboard.

      That was the beginning of after, the last time she unlocked the deadbolt.

      The pounding on the door continued, of course. Daily at first. Then every other day. Then once a week. Then, all at once, the pounding stopped completely.

      I think we both exhaled.

      Soon after, fresh colors crept into her paintings. She started taping brochures to the bathroom mirror—of students with backpacks, lounging by fountains or gazing studiously from their seats in a lecture hall.

      “I’m going to have to charge you a hundred for the wall,” the landlord says now.

      She glances toward the ceiling, rolls her eyes. We both know he isn’t going to repair the wall.

      I so want to hold onto a memory of her. The landlord won’t let her leave the braided rugs. This is all I have, this dent in the wall. The memory of her strength. I’m glad he won’t be fixing it.

      She turns over the keys, but in the hallway, she pauses.

      “I think I left something in the medicine cabinet.”

      She dashes inside and stands in the center of the room, arms spread wide. She spins in a slow circle, taking in the kitchenette, the tiny balcony, the dining alcove.

      On her way out, she lets her fingers linger over the deadbolt, taps it once, twice, three times.

      “Thank you.”

      She has never slammed my door and doesn’t now. The sound of her footsteps fades down the hall one final time. I exhale into the empty space, my ventilation system rattling as if I could tell her goodbye.

      I’m so very proud of her.

      

      
        
        I’ve always wanted to write a flash fiction story from the perspective of an inanimate object. Moving Day turned out to be that story.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            February

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It was all about love in February—romantic love, star-crossed love, a bit of unrequited love.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Incriminating Evidence

          

          Post-apocalyptic

        

      

    

    
      “You won’t tell anyone this.”

      I don’t remind Magnus that I can’t. Besides, his is a knee-jerk sort of question, the one he always asks at the start of a counseling session.

      “You’re the only one I can talk to,” he says.

      I nod, doodling on a piece of paper, its edges so charred that the smoky scent reaches me. It contains a list of names that, depending on whose fingers clutch the paper, could be almost anything—a death warrant, a hit list, a who’s who of the most recent rebellion.

      But since a Sage last held it, I’ve taken to desecrating it with doodles—mostly hearts and flowers—and mostly adorning Magnus’s name. No, I shouldn’t have a crush, but then I shouldn’t be dispensing advice without a license, either.

      Such are the times we live in.

      “I need to fire my second,” he says.

      I crook an eyebrow at this. True, I am a rebel confidant, for lack of a better term, but I normally deal with Oedipus or Electra complexes, abandonment issues, and learned helplessness. (You’d be surprised how many revolutionaries aren’t quite sure what to do after the coup.) But firing one’s second in command? Purely an operational decision.

      “He’s a good friend,” Magnus says.

      Ah, the crux of the problem. I give a single nod, one that means: Go ahead.

      “But I fear his loyalties may lie elsewhere.” Magnus stares at me, his gaze holds both pleading and defiance. Has his second, Orlando, confessed to me? Magnus wants me to confirm. He wants me to deny. He wants something I can’t give him. I can no more tell Magnus this than voice his doubts to Orlando.

      Magnus strokes his chin. “It worries me.”

      Now I nod. It should and greatly.

      “Do you think I should consult the Sages?”

      I tilt my head to one side and give a little shrug—the maximum consideration the Sages deserve.

      Magnus laughs, a big boom that fills the room and warms my heart. Still, I must swallow the bitter anxiety that floods my mouth. He is strong, I tell myself. This strength will be his salvation, not his downfall.

      “Yes,” he says, still laughing. “I know you’ve never set much store in their advice.”

      I have my own reasons for disregarding the Sages. That they dispense worthless advice is secondary.

      “Of course…” A slyness crosses his face, the look both playful and seductive. “They led me to you.”

      Well, there’s that.

      He taps his fingers against a pillow as if counting off options. My office is rudimentary, at best. A scavenged door for a desk, propped up on crumbling cinderblock. Crates double as chairs. A fire in the hearth makes it warm enough for year-round use. But the pillow? Velvet with silky fringe in a deep emerald green. It harkens back to long-ago days. Most of my clients can’t help but fondle it. When they do, their fears pour from them.

      “It’s the betrayal,” Magnus says, his fingers entwined in the fringe, which might double as strands of hair by the way he strokes it.

      I stare at his hands until the heat in my face forces me to glance away.

      “We expect it. Don’t we? We always look for the betrayal.”

      I turn back to him.

      “But it’s never easy.”

      I blink rapidly, in a way that I hope conveys understanding, not flirting.

      “You would caution me against haste,” he says.

      I give an emphatic nod.

      “Rash judgments?”

      Yes, those too. I can’t help but smile. Are all client relationships destined to be so intimate? Or is it only that one client, the one you end up needing more than he needs you?

      Magnus closes his eyes. His lashes are childlike and startling against the scarred terrain of his cheekbones.

      “Just saying it out loud.” He exhales, the force of his breath ruffling the pillow’s fringe. “You can’t imagine what a relief that is.”

      No. I can’t.

      He opens one eye and peers at me. I’ve always envied those who can do that. I need both eyes to see the world, and even then, I doubt I see it clearly—or at least not like I should. But it’s this gesture that decides things—his absolute trust in me. My world is a complicated tapestry with so many threads. But tug Magnus from the weave?

      My whole existence would unravel.

      I glance down at the list of names. The Sages may dispense worthless advice, but their sources are impeccable. I start to tear my scribbling from the rest of the page, but there’s no hope for it. I’ve entwined myself so thoroughly with Magnus, at least in doodles. I shove the charred and adorned sheet at him before I can change my mind.

      Perhaps devotion can soften betrayal.

      Even as his mouth turns grim, his eyes remain soft, dart toward the top of the page, then toward me.

      “I know you’ll never tell,” he says.

      I won’t. I can’t. Long ago, on my fifth day—as the tradition goes—the Sages sliced the tongue from my mouth.

      He carries the paper to the hearth and lets it drop into the flames. Evidence of betrayal—of devotion—evaporates into smoke. I join him on the walk from my office. At the threshold, he presses a finger against my lips and kisses my forehead. I dare to yearn for more—that kiss traveling my cheek, brushing my mouth, lingering there.

      But there’s no hope for it. Already the warmth of his lips is a memory.

      “Ah,” he says. “My perfect confidant.”

      Yes, it’s true. I am the perfect confidant.

      When he leaves without a backward glance, I know this:

      That’s all I’ll ever be.

      

      
        
        This odd little tale of post-apocalyptic unrequited love first appeared in Fantasy Scroll Magazine.
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          Romance

        

      

    

    
      Poppy fell the moment Carlos showed her his feet. She’d never met a man—or rather, a civilian man—with feet uglier than her own. But ballet slippers weren’t any kinder to toes than combat boots were.

      Before she saw him, she’d planned on making a tactical retreat from the reception. It’d been a mistake to take leave for this wedding, an even bigger one to wear her dress uniform. Coming home never worked. Hadn’t she learned that by now? Too many awkward questions, too many thank yous.

      What made her pause at the ballroom’s entrance, Poppy couldn’t say. She didn’t see the groom twirling his bride or the bridesmaids in clouds of chiffon floating across the parquet.

      Only Carlos.

      With uncommon grace, he crossed the room. He navigated the maze of chairs, tables, and guests like a man intimately familiar with each muscle of his body. When he landed in front of her, he didn’t speak but merely held out his hand.

      “I don’t dance,” she said.

      “Everybody dances.”

      “Not me. I march.”

      He tipped his head back and laughed. “I can dance well enough for both of us.”

      And yes, he could. Demanding to see his feet came several glasses of champagne later.

      “Stay,” he whispered the next morning. “Spend the week with me. You can come to rehearsal. I’m dancing the role of the steadfast tin soldier.”

      She laughed at the audacity of it, of burning a week’s worth of leave in New York City, with this beautiful man whose world was so different from her own.

      “Do you know anything about being a soldier?” she asked.

      “That’s why I need you. You can be my technical advisor.”

      “No one will believe that.”

      Everyone did. Or, rather, they indulged their principal dancer. She taught Carlos how to drill with a wooden rifle. During breaks, he taught her how to hold herself so he could lift and spin her around.

      With Carlos, she could dance. With Carlos, she was weightless.

      At the airport, he tucked a necklace into the palm of her hand, the pendant an exquisitely engraved poppy.

      “We both have demanding mistresses.” His words were so soft she barely heard them above the clamor of traffic and travelers. “You don’t need to come home to me. Just come home.”

      She wore the necklace every day in Afghanistan. Poppy no longer regretted attending the wedding, or even wearing her uniform. Her only regret was never seeing Carlos dance on stage.

      They wrote letters, the old-fashioned kind, hers torn from a notebook, the paper encrusted with sand and dotted with dirty fingerprints, his on the back of paper placemats, or cleverly crafted in the margins of playbills.

      Then her world erupted in fire. When the burn subsided to mere embers, it was too late and Walter Reed a world away from New York City. Still, Poppy vowed: she would see Carlos dance.

      Sleeping Beauty gave her the chance.

      She had flowers delivered to his dressing room—white roses laced with red poppies. That way he’d know. That way, if he didn’t want to see her, he could hide until she abandoned her vigil at the stage door.

      Poppy waited there, her head still buzzing from his performance, her weight sagging into the crutches, her foot heavy in its cast.

      Her cheeks flamed when she caught sight of him emerging from the door, her skin hot against the December air. He scanned the alleyway behind the theater. The moment his gaze met hers, he froze.

      “Bet my feet are uglier than yours now,” she said.

      He exhaled and laughed. It was only then she saw the poppy tucked in his lapel. He took in her crutches, her foot in its cumbersome cast. His eyes grew somber.

      “My steadfast soldier.”

      “I’m home,” she said.

      He moved close, fluid and graceful, and cupped her cheek with his palm. “So am I.”

      All at once she was weightless.

      

      
        
        Steadfast was first published at Flash Fiction Online (and was nominated for a Pushcart Prize as well). It was my attempt to retell Hans Christian Andersen’s The Steadfast Tin Soldier. So I did, with a gender flip and an unapologetic happy ending.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Burden of So Many Roses

          

          Young adult

        

      

    

    
      The road to popularity at Fremont High School is paved with rose petals. Or, to be exact (and I usually am), petals from three-dollar roses. This year, I have a three-part plan to conquer those roses:

      
        	Money (Christmas, babysitting, minimum wage from the Sub Shoppe)

        	Handwriting samples (AP World History projects, chemistry lab, Spanish class)

        	Selection of boys (valedictorian, quarterback, swim team captain)

      

      They’re all going to send me a rose on Valentine’s Day—even if they don’t realize it.

      The problem? Girls from the cheerleading squad run the rose booth. I must make sure no one sees me take more than a few notecards. But a sweater with big pockets and a little misdirection work wonders. I slip in before school and give Sienna my biggest smile.

      “For my best friend,” I say, a lie, of course.

      One, that rose is totally for me. Two? Maybe next year at this time, I’ll have a best friend—or any friends, for that matter. First, I must tread the rose-petal path.

      “Aw,” Sienna says. “That’s so sweet. Some girls don’t get any roses.”

      Not that Sienna would know. She’s never been one of those girls. The thing is, everybody knows that girls buy for each other. It doesn’t make you popular. It doesn’t make guys think you’re hot. All it does is make you look desperate. I will not be that girl. Not anymore.

      That night, I neglect calculus in favor of perfecting Marcus Hanson’s blocky boy letters and Toby Preston’s lazy scrawl. In the end, I spend fifty-four dollars for eighteen roses. I can always stash a few in my locker if lugging around so many roses turns out to be too much. On Valentine’s Day, I choose a pink sweater. When I walk into school and see Sienna wearing a similar style in a similar shade, I know it’s perfect.

      This day will be perfect.

      All morning, roses flood the classrooms. It’s a record sale, the principal announces over the PA system, with the proceeds going to Operation Smile. We are, she tells us, a most generous group of young people. Some more than others, I think.

      More roses arrive, but by the time class ends, not a single one is for me. Next class. I’ll practically drown in all the roses. But by lunch, I trudge to the cafeteria empty-handed. Sienna, at the cheerleading table, has a stack of roses—red and pink and creamy white. She plucks one from the pile and hands it to a freshman girl passing by.

      Oh, to be Sienna. To have roses to spare.

      During chemistry, the collar of my pink fuzzy sweater chokes me. My armpits produce massive amounts of sweat. I blow an easy pop quiz. Then, I have the best thought.

      All my roses will arrive during last class! I’ll stagger to my locker under their weight. When I pass Sienna, she’ll give me a secret smile, the sort only shared by girls who struggle under the burden of so many roses.

      When the last bell rings, I stay rooted in my chair, convinced there’s been a mistake. Not a single rose! Mrs. Meyer clears her throat, then asks:

      “Are you okay?”

      I nod, but I’m not okay. I’m out fifty-four dollars. The path to my locker is strewn with other people’s rose petals. My books make my arms ache. I dial the combination, but don’t lift the handle.

      “Hey, Emily.”

      I turn. Toby Preston stands to one side, pink-cheeked and adorable.

      “This is crazy,” he says. “But back in sixth grade, I never gave you this.” He pushes an envelope at me. “It was stupid, because we had to give everyone a valentine, but I didn’t want anyone to know I liked you.”

      I hold the valentine like it’s made of spun glass. This is better than a rose.

      “Would you like to go somewhere?” he asks. “Coffee shop, maybe?”

      Oh! Even better. Who needs roses anyway? I nod and open my locker for my coat. Out spills a rose. Then another. They tumble out, cover the linoleum, bury me up to my ankles.

      Toby’s cheeks blaze red. His Adam’s apple bobs once, twice, so hard my throat aches in response.

      “I guess coffee’s out of the question,” he says. Before I can stop him, he sprints down the hall.

      A custodian helps me clear away the roses. She loans me a pair of work gloves, but the thorns find my skin. One pricks my cheek, and I can’t stop the blood tear that rolls down my face.

      “Seen this before,” she says after I shove the last rose to the bottom of the dumpster.

      “Really?”

      “It happens. Every few years or so.”

      “What happens?” I want to know why and what it all means.

      Her eyes are kind, but she shrugs. “I think that’s up to you.”

      I leave school empty-handed.

      A block from home, I spot a little girl at a bus stop. In the center of the road sits a smashed shoebox. Red construction paper hearts flutter in the wind. Tires grind Red Hots and conversation hearts into powder. Her sobs fill the air but do nothing to stop the cars from plowing through her valentines.

      “They’re all gone,” she says, “I don’t have any left.”

      Neither do I. Then I remember Toby’s valentine. I pull it from my backpack. The wind nearly steals it, so I hang on tightly. Then I wonder if I can let it go.

      “What’s that?” the little girl asks.

      “It’s yours.” I kneel at her side and hand it to her.

      “Oh! It even has my name on it! Right here. It says Emily.”

      “See? It was meant for you.”

      She skips down the sidewalk, clutching Toby Preston’s valentine to her chest. I turn for home. Only when I reach the front porch, do I feel it.

      I am one rose lighter.

      

      
        
        The Burden of So Many Roses was first published in Kazka Press as part of their monthly contest. The theme was an undelivered Valentine. It’s one of those Valentine’s Day stories for when you’re not feeling Valentine’s Day.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Goblin and The Pixie

          

          Fantasy

        

      

    

    
      Everyone knew that pixies were cruel. Those teeth. Their words. A conversation with one was like dying from a thousand tiny cuts. You might think: one or two scornful remarks won’t matter. But they added up, faster than you could count.

      That was why Renate kept her distance. That, and because she was a goblin. And not one of those flashy lime green ones, or one a delicate shade of violet. She was brown, like the bark on the trees of the forest she called home.

      Practical, but dull.

      But the pixie? Oh, he would dazzle you—lithe, sultry. His talent was the piccolo, as Renata soon learned, but he could sing and dance and execute all manner of acrobatics. His wings were a glittery sapphire while his skin was the icy hue of a January sky.

      He was so beautiful, his features elegant and lovely, even those razor-like teeth. Renata felt a bit chagrined for her admiration. It was shallow, wasn’t it? It made her shallow, didn’t it? She didn’t even know his name. Pixies seldom confessed such things, not even to a lover. If you knew a pixie’s name, the saying went, then you knew their entire heart.

      But never, in all the annals of history, had there ever been a goblin-pixie pairing. So Renata dreamed her unattainable dreams safe in the knowledge they were only that.

      Until the day the pixie fluttered down from the sky and landed on the forest floor in front of her.

      His feet barely whispered against the carpet of fallen leaves. His wings hummed, and the sound was warm and soothing, like a lullaby.

      “Why do you stare at me all day long,” he asked.

      Renata knew she didn’t have quick wit—if this were a conversational trap, then she would walk right into it. So she saw no reason to be dishonest.

      “Because you are the most beautiful being I have ever seen.”

      With those words, heat burned her cheeks, her skin so hot she might set the forest aflame.

      The pixie tilted his head. “Do you like how I play the piccolo?”

      “I do, very much.”

      He twirled, a perfect pirouette, and landed gracefully. “And my acrobatics? What do you think of them?”

      “They are lovely.”

      For a long moment, he scrutinized her. Then, he nodded once and took flight.

      Odd things happened after that. Sweet music—that of a piccolo—accompanied her trek through the forest. The tune changed depending on what she was doing. Slow and thoughtful for rooting out mushrooms. Lively and quick for picking berries.

      When she was helping a doe birth twins on a slushy spring morning, a warm buzzing sounded above her, shielding her and the doe from rain. Renata glanced up, but all she could see was the furious beating of pixie wings.

      On clear nights, when she peered into the sky, her name would sparkle among the stars.

      She searched for hidden cruelty and found only kindness.

      The next time the pixie landed before her, stepping lightly across daisies and buttercups, Renata could do little more than clutch her hands beneath her chin.

      “Why do you always brighten my day?” she asked.

      “Because you brighten mine.”

      “Me?” This she could not fathom. “How?”

      “You know which of the forest’s bounty is edible, and which is not.”

      “Don’t pixies know this?”

      He flushed, a delicate pink spreading through his entire body. “It’s a good thing pixies have strong constitutions. I only know what to eat from watching you.”

      “I can teach you.” Such boldness! Renata almost swallowed back the words.

      But he inclined his head and continued. “You care for the forest creatures. You care for our home when the rest of us enjoy it, use it, but far too often disregard it.”

      “I love the forest and everything in it.” It was as close as she dared come to confessing her feelings for him.

      He took one step closer. “And you have the eyes of a doe and the skin the color of a wise oak tree. You are beautiful.”

      She was about to protest or shake her head when he took another step forward.

      “I am Simon.”

      Oh? Oh.

      “You know I’m Renata.”

      “I do. May I kiss you, Renata?”

      She didn’t think twice, although perhaps she should have. She knew of the teeth, of the cuts, of the pain. Kissing a pixie was something a steadfast, ordinary goblin like herself should never do.

      Renata stepped forward.

      She closed her eyes.

      The kiss was warm, steeped in magic and honey. When the quicksilver taste filled her mouth and blood ran down her chin, Renata gasped. She felt no pain, had no cuts.

      It wasn’t her blood.

      It was his.

      Simon had sliced through his own lips as to not injure her.

      But a steadfast little goblin such as herself had a salve for that. She tended to his wounds, and by nightfall, he was healed enough to play the piccolo.

      It took until winter, with the snow piled high around Renata’s little cottage, until they discovered a way to kiss without incident.

      Neither one minded.

      

      
        
        The Goblin and the Pixie was written especially for the (Love) Stories for 2020 project.
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        For March, it was all about strange and surprising connections, unexpected friendships and traditions.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Keeping Time

          

          Fantasy

        

      

    

    
      The mantel clock kept its own time. It was fussy, too, in the way old clocks sometimes are, refusing to work when wound in a way it found unacceptable. Because of this, in each generation, the task fell to either the youngest or oldest member of the household.

      Maisey was five when her grandmother showed her how to wind the clock. She bounced on the balls of her feet, her fingers itching for their turn. She’d warm the brass key in her palm, the way her grandmother did. Every evening they’d clean the old clock with a soft cloth and lemon-scented polish.

      “Pay attention,” her grandmother would say. “It will soon be your turn.”

      “When, Grandma, when?”

      Her grandmother chuckled. “Not soon enough for your father.”

      But when Maisey’s turn finally came, her feet no longer bounced. After the funeral, she dragged a chair through the gathering, cutting off words about her grandmother—some soft, some less so—and clambered up to reach the clock on the mantel.

      “Maisey!” Her mother’s voice cracked, its edges so sharp that, if it were a real thing, you could cut someone with it.

      “I promised Grandma,” Maisey said.

      In the middle of murmured condolences and her mother’s sobs, she pulled out the key and wound the clock.

      When her father retired, Maisey offered the key to him. But he had too many golf games—and then, too many back problems—to bother with an old clock. Her mother spent so much time canning tomatoes (which no one ever ate) and volunteering (which gave her a headache) to remember the old timepiece gathering dust on the mantel.

      So Maisey dug out a chain from her jewelry box and hung the key around her neck. The clock ticked on, grateful for the gentle touch of Maisey’s fingers. When she packed the car for college, she placed the clock in last, belting it into the front passenger seat.

      She went through three roommates until the campus housing department found one who didn’t mind the faux mantelpiece taking up half their dorm room. After one too many broken hearts, Maisey let each perspective boyfriend wind the clock at least once. In the end, she picked the man with the lightest touch and most nimble fingers. She learned there were advantages to this well beyond winding clocks. When she graduated, she took him, the faux mantelpiece, and the clock.

      Together, they built a life.

      When at last her granddaughter was born, a girl whose eyes shined each time she heard the clock tick, Maisey knew her own time was drawing near. These days, she polished the clock more often, fussed over its placement on the mantel.

      “We need to spruce you up,” she’d say. “Can’t have you looking your years—not like me.”

      The wood casing gleamed in the light. When little Tessa pressed a finger against its side, she gave Maisey a delighted smile.

      “Oh, Grandma! It’s warm.”

      It always was, this old clock, warm and constant.

      “You have always been my loyal companion,” she told it on the day she loosened the chain from around her neck.

      Einstein once said, "The only reason for time is so that everything doesn't happen at once." But what if, for the briefest moment, she could defy that rule—and even Einstein himself—by passing on the key before passing on herself? When Tessa turned five, Maisey presented the key to her, chain and all, and hovered while the little girl wound the clock for the first time.

      And yes, there it was, her life, all of it, from her own grandmother’s death, the scrape of the chair across the floor, sharp braces against her lips, the whisper of taffeta prom dresses, textbooks weighing down her arms. Timothy on bended knee, the mantel and clock behind her, as if peering over her shoulder. On it went, in one great wash through her blood—all of time, all her life, all at once.

      “What now, Grandma?” Tessa asked.

      “Keep it well, my dear,” Maisey said, “keep it well.”

      That night, the clock stopped ticking.

      The afternoon of her grandmother’s funeral, Tessa dragged a chair across the floor and scrambled up to the mantel. She turned the key once, twice. Tessa inhaled lemon-scented dust, then held her breath. Behind her, the air shook. She turned, saw her mother, whose body trembled with sobs. Tessa jumped from the chair and threw her arms around her mother.

      From the mantel, something shifted inside the clock. A single tock shuddered through its wood casing. Then, once again, the old clock started keeping its own time.

      

      
        
        Keeping Time was first published by Kazka Press. It was subsequently produced in audio by The Centropic Oracle.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Girl with the Piccolo

          

          Fantasy

        

      

    

    
      No one thinks about the empty note casings after the nightly revelry. Someone has to pick them up, right? That I spent four grueling years at the Acoustic Academy at Stormy Point for the privilege is something I try not to think about.

      True, it takes only a breath or two to chase the notes into my sack. Still, patrolling the DMZ (Disharmonious Zone) feels anti-climactic. I didn’t sign up for this. But now, with the sun nearly cresting the horizon, I can’t say what I did sign up for.

      I holster the piccolo and continue the patrol. When I first enlisted, I wanted something shiny, something big and brassy, a trumpet or a trombone, or—if I dared to dream—the saxophone. (Really, who doesn’t want the sax?) The supply sergeant gave me a once over and puttered around her inventory on grizzled wings.

      “Here you go, sweetie,” she said, dropping a piccolo into my outstretched hands.

      My own wings sputtered, and I sank to the ground in disbelief.

      “None of that,” the supply sergeant barked. “Remember, everyone underestimates the girl with the piccolo. Don’t let them.”

      Perhaps I have. Let them, that is. This might explain why that piccolo and I now do border patrol.

      Through my viewfinder, I scan the tree line on the other side of the DMZ. I catch sight of my enemy counterpart. She is a brilliant pink, where I am midnight blue. Her wings drip with glitter. Mine sparkle with stardust. I wonder how she can breathe a single note through her piccolo with all that tinsel in the air.

      Through the lens, I see her eyebrows furrow. When her viewfinder is level with mine, I stick out my tongue. This, sadly, is the highlight of my evening.

      I near the border, my bag overflowing with spent notes. I swipe the residue from a tuba casing. The tubas are so wasteful. I can fuel my piccolo for a week on what they leave behind. Across the way, the pink fairy dips and swoops; I suspect she’s doing the same thing I am.

      A shift in the air makes the fine hairs on my wings stand on end. I shoot skyward just as a full marching band crowds the path alongside the meadow. Stardust fills the air. I could reach out and pluck notes as they float past me. I might. Except. This particular band? Doesn’t include a piccolo player. Underestimated? Try forgotten. Typical. They can play on without me.

      I turn to fly away when the stench of rotted nectar hits me. I blink back tears. The aroma clogs the back of my throat. The players are drunk, spoiling for battle, and a wing’s breadth away from the DMZ. From above, I watch the band weave along the path, each rousing measure inching them closer to treaty violation. I cast a look for the security forces. Certainly, someone is on the way.

      Or not. I blow a few quick notes into my piccolo, an alert that may not reach its intended recipients, at least, not in time. Frantic, I peer through my viewfinder. The stricken face of my counterpart stares back at me, a hand on her own piccolo. A few breaths and she will bring in her own band—and they will not be drunk. They will be deadly, armed with wing-piercing notes. They will tear across the meadow, swoop into the DMZ, reigniting the Fairy Wars.

      All on my watch.

      I pull out my piccolo. Next, I take a quick peep through my viewfinder to make sure my pink counterpart is watching. She is. I mimic holding a baby, of rocking it to sleep in my arms. Certainly, this movement is universal. Pink fairies come from somewhere, yes? I peer through my viewfinder again. Nothing but a pair of pink fuzzy eyebrows, drawn into a frown.

      I rock my imaginary baby again, then hold up my piccolo. I run my fingers across it while holding my breath—one false note will bring my plan crumbling down. I check my viewfinder again. One of those pink eyebrows is raised. In question? Understanding? This time, I waltz with my imaginary baby before checking the viewfinder.

      I hope her smile means what I think it does. I hope this isn’t a ruse. Without her help, I will be tried for treason, assuming, of course, I survive the ensuing battle.

      I hold up a hand for the countdown … three … two … one. Fairies have many lullabies, but only one in three-quarters time. When pitched just right, it soothes the most colicky baby, sends mortals into a deep sleep. As for drunken fairies …

      Her piccolo plays counterpoint to mine. At first, my comrades show no sign of stopping their rampage. In fact, the tuba player bursts through the ranks, intent for the DMZ and the meadow beyond.

      Before he can reach the DMZ, his pace flags. The tuba slips from his grip. His wings falter. By the time both are on the ground, he’s snoring. The rest of the band drops off, in twos and threes, notes scattered everywhere. My own notes, and those of the pink fairy, play in the sky, creating an iridescent lavender that prolongs the night.

      At last, I need a breath—and so does she. I alight on the tuba. From this vantage point, I can peer across the meadow. Through my viewfinder, I study my enemy counterpart. How many times has she fogged my view with pink glitter? How many times have I stuck out my tongue? This time, before she can look away, I salute. Then, I shoot skyward. Someone else can clean up all these notes. After all this time, I realize what the supply sergeant meant.

      Never underestimate the girl with the piccolo.

      That goes for both of us.

      

      
        
        The Girl with the Piccolo was first published by Kazka Press. It subsequently appeared in Evil Girlfriend Media and was produced in audio by Cast of Wonders.
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          Fantasy

        

      

    

    
      I straddle the roof of my cottage, or rather, the part of the roof that remains. From my perch, I peer through the giant-sized hole and into my bedroom. The quilt is downy white, and part of me wonders if there’s any harm in simply dropping through that giant-sized hole and landing in its softness.

      If there’s any harm in delaying what I must do today.

      Above, the sky is clear, a startling blue that’s the color of forget-me-knots. Still, the air is sticky against my cheeks, and I taste the promise of rain on my tongue. Beneath the heat—and the late-summer storm that’s certain to roar through our valley—I sense the chill of autumn.

      Yes, there’s great harm in delaying what I must do today.

      With a finger, I test the ragged edge closest to me. A telltale red stains the thatch as if some giant creature cut its lips while taking a bite out of my house.

      How—and why—did I sleep through that?

      I woke to the sunrise touching my eyelids, birdsong in my ears, and a gaping hole above my head. That I don’t know, can’t remember, makes my stomach clench with foreboding.

      “I can guarantee a lot,” comes a voice from the path below. “But, I never claimed my materials were giant-proof.”

      Master Rinaldi stands at my front gate, fingers curled around the latch as if he’s merely waiting for an invitation to lift it.

      I don’t grant him one.

      “A giant did this?” I ask.

      “What else? Insidious beasts. They’re taking over the forests, the hinterlands. You should move to the village. This is no place for a woman on her own.” He waves a dismissive hand at my cottage, which up until this morning, was a fine place for a woman on her own.

      “Giants eat thatch?” It’s a ridiculous question. I know they don’t. We both know that.

      He raises a suggestive eyebrow. “Perhaps it was searching for the treat inside.”

      I ignore this. “You wouldn’t happen to have more thatch, would you, Master Rinaldi?”

      I gauge the hole in my roof. The laborers I hired earlier this summer would all be in the fields, working to bring in the harvest. I could, perhaps, tackle this job on my own.

      Perhaps.

      When Master Rinaldi doesn’t answer, I turn my attention back to him. His gaze roves my legs, clad in breeches. There’s a calculating glint in his expression, one I’ve seen him wear in the marketplace.

      Master Rinaldi knows weaknesses and how to drive a bargain. He is also blessed with a lovely wife and ten children, all strong and healthy. He is someone who has everything a man could want.

      And yet, his eyes—and hands—roam.

      If I wish more thatching for my roof, I suspect there’s an added cost, one that doesn’t involve the silver coins in my purse.

      “So late in the season?” He shakes his head as if my plight is the saddest thing he’s seen in a month.

      “I could try Master Carr,” I say, hedging my bets.

      Master Rinaldi merely smirks.

      The trouble is, Master Rinaldi’s supplies are the best—sweetest smelling, free of vermin, such as night loshes and murdocs. During the winter, too many families have slumbered beneath an infected roof only to never wake in the spring.

      If I’m to make it through the winter, I may have to pay the price he’s asking.

      The rumble starts so low and—to paraphrase Master Rinaldi—insidiously that I barely register it. The soft tremble travels the framework of my cottage until the shaking reaches my ribcage and bits of straw float to my bedroom below.

      A shadow looms on the horizon—a giant-sized one, to match the hole in my roof.

      Master Rinaldi falters. He steps away from my gate only to stop and double back. He doesn’t want to be here. But with me stranded on the roof, he has no wish to appear cowardly.

      “Mistress Benton, I implore you. Pack what you can carry and leave with me now.”

      The earth shudders with the giant’s approaching footfalls. I clutch the roof, the rough thatch cracking against my palms. Master Rinaldi stumbles, his gait haphazard, on a path that takes him away from me and toward the village.

      “It’s coming back,” he says. “For you.”

      Could I scamper down from the roof, grab a few precious belongings, and race for the village? Then what? Secure a room at the inn until my silver runs out? Throw myself on the mercy of the village elders? Of Master Rinaldi?

      I shake my head, resolute in this.

      “You’re mad,” he calls up to me. “A fool of a woman.”

      Yes. Likely I am. But I’m a woman with a home of her own—a rare thing in these parts. If I leave, someone—a man—will claim this land. If I stay and die, then someone—a man—will claim this land.

      No matter what I do, the outcome is the same.

      So I choose to stay.

      Without a glance over his shoulder, Master Rinaldi lurches down the path, his stride chaotic under the onslaught of the giant.

      I hang onto the roof with all my might and wait.
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      As the giant grows closer, the steps grow lighter. It’s as if it knows the power in its footfalls and is now treading lightly.

      And as the giant grows closer, I see that it—or rather—she is wearing a shift the color of forget-me-nots. Her feet are bare, her hands clenched in fists. Her hair, plaited into braids, is alternately gold, silver, and ebony.

      She is awe-inspiring, and I can’t look away.

      When the giant reaches my cottage, she kneels. This does not put us at eye level, although it comes close. Her eyes are the same color as her dress, and I think that may be why she wears it. I don’t know if vanity extends to giants, but I don’t see why it can’t.

      She unclenches her right fist. In her palm rests the tangle that once was my roof. Interspersed in the straw and reeds is the inky black remains of a murdoc.

      I press a hand against my chest and pull in a deep breath, just to reassure myself I still can.

      “Is that why I didn’t hear you?” I ask.

      The giant blinks her great blue eyes in what I take as yes.

      “Has it been there all summer?”

      Now a single tear rolls down her cheek. It lands on the packed earth of my walkway and splashes so high I can taste the salt of it on my lips.

      How far gone was I? How close to death? My heart thumps with latent fear, and then my pulse sparks with anger. Convenient of Master Rinaldi to show up this morning of all mornings.

      So convenient that, for a moment, I don’t have any words.

      “How ... insidious.” I say, at last.

      A smile tugs the corner of her mouth. Oh, yes, she knows all about Master Rinaldi. The giant crumbles the tangle of straw in her fist, obliterating whatever remains of the murdoc. The wind steals the vestiges of straw and beast, lifts them high into the air, and carries them away.

      Only then do I feel my breath return in full force. Only then does it occur to me to worry for someone other than myself.

      “Are you hurt? Did the murdoc hurt you?”

      Her smile has revealed something I missed previously. The blood. Scrapes and cuts, yes. She hurts.

      “I have a balm, but it’s.” I point at the hole in my roof. I sigh. “It’s down there.”

      She holds out a palm, and without hesitation, I step onto it.

      I find the balm and a soft cloth, and I gesture for the giant to return me to the roof. From there, I lean forward, dab the healing balm—a recipe of my grandmother’s—against the wounds.

      The giant laughs. In relief? Delight? It’s hard to tell. The force of it nearly knocks me to the ground.

      Then she opens her other hand, and there is thatching, fresh from someone’s storehouse. I suspect Master Rinaldi’s.

      Honestly? He owes me.

      Together we make short work of repairing my roof. Near sunset, when the task is done, I pour us each a serving of mead, her portion in the largest bowl I own. She takes dainty sips but still manages to finish the drink almost immediately.

      It is nearly dark now, I have a giant on my door stoop, and I’m not quite sure what happens next.

      The giant pulls a piece of parchment from her pocket and unfurls it. The script is precise, but the letters so large I must back up to read the message.

      
        
        My name is Martine.

        I can speak, but my words are loud, and I don’t want to scare those around me.

        If I’m showing you this note, it means I wish to be your friend.

      

      

      “Martine,” I say. “That’s a pretty name.”

      She smiles, her teeth so white and fierce that for a moment, I can’t collect my thoughts.

      “I’m Benton,” I add, my heart pounding a strange beat. I’m not frightened. I’m not nervous. I want to name this thing I’m feeling, but suspect it’s nothing more than a spark of hope. I don’t want to extinguish it by staring at it too hard. “My mother wanted a boy and saw no reason to change the name when I wasn’t.”

      Martine lifts an eyebrow, a wry gesture that makes me laugh.

      “Do you have a place to stay?” I ask.

      Where do giants stay? Does Martine have a family? Who are her people, and why is she alone?

      She gives a slow shake of her head, and another tear trickles down her cheek. The heartbreak and sorrow that rolls off her might flood this valley.

      “You can stay with me.”

      Those blue forget-me-not eyes widen.

      “I own the land from that corner of the forest, through the meadow, and all the way to the stream. Is that enough room?”

      She claps her hands together, and the force of it reverberates across the land. Certainly, the villagers are trembling in their cellars at this very moment.
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