
        
            
                
            
        

    
	Fifty-four enthralling stories from the most-talented science fiction, fantasy, and horror writers.

	 

	 

	Broken hearts can become games of shadows on the ballroom floor…. 

	 — “The Power We Give” by Larina Warnock 

	 

	The perfect alien planet for human life might not be all it's cracked up to be.... 

	 — “Dream Planet” by Jordan Maison

	 

	Sometimes, androids will do anything for a hot cup of coffee…. 

	 — “Coffee Robot” by Bryce Paradis

	 

	Death lurks around every corner, sometimes sitting in when there are patients to tend to.... 

	 — “Death and the Doctor” by J. Peri

	 

	Making a deal with a demon starts to sound pretty good when a Mercedes is thrown into the bargain…. 

	 — “Demonology” by Melody Friedenthal

	 

	When a Virgin is seen in a small Mexican town, it's a miracle - the town is blessed... or is it?

	 — “The Virgin of Santos de la Tierra” by E. E. King

	 

	Do we need new rules for a society where androids are becoming more and more lifelike? 

	 — “Humans and Androids as Societal Partners” by Larry Richardson

	 

	… and many other short tales of wonder, shock, and awe.
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	“MetaStellar is my go-to for a speculative fiction fix. Its stories never fail to inspire, terrify, or simply delight.”

	– Austin C. Roberts, author and Pushcart Prize nominee

	 

	“MetaStellar’s impressive collection of original speculative fiction is guaranteed to entertain, thrill, and linger with readers long after they have finished.”

	– Nina Munteanu, award-winning eco-fiction author, 

	ecologist, and professor

	 

	“You can search the web over, but you won’t find better speculative fiction than in MetaStellar.”

	– Nick Young, horror author and retired CBS news correspondent

	 

	“MetaStellar unfailingly delivers a variety of stories, with everything from thought-provoking sci-fi to chilling horror and inventive fantasy. The range of subgenres is inspired.”

	– Gracie McKeever, award-winning 

	paranormal romance author

	 

	“For the best new and upcoming speculative fiction, you can’t beat MetaStellar.”

	– Blake Hoss, horror author and film producer
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Note From the Fiction Editor

	By Geordie Morse

	As the editor in charge of this anthology’s flash fiction stories, four years of aggregating and sorting have finally allowed me to see some interesting trends that come from larger data sets. While the patterns are there to be seen, the factors that cause them are still a mystery, ripe for guessing at. Is it just a coincidence that we get more stories involving dragons—or at least pieces with dragon in the title—during one submission period than any other, or are certain popular streaming shows having an influence on what people choose to create fiction about? Do we see more settings in an ecological post-apocalypse when there are more news stories creating climate anxiety?

	Without some fine-toothed surveying being done, we can only make self-confident assumptions. I personally think you can look at these trends as an expansion on the adage of “write what you know.” If you’re a writer stuck looking for inspiration, or feeling intimidated by portraying elements of your story inaccurately, “write what you know” are wise words to fall back on. Of course, there are plenty of authors who disregard this and rely on their imaginations to fill in the gaps, some harmlessly small and others concerningly large. I think there are reasonable arguments to be made around this approach to avoid the extremes.

	But, as far as the aforementioned trends go, I see not only “write what you know,” but also “write what you assume,” “write what you desire,” “write what’s on your mind, what’s bothering you, what you want to talk more about, what you’re scared of, what you’re aroused by, what you should have said in an argument, what no one else is saying.” Looking for this authorial voice while reading stories is a reliable gateway to deeper analysis and interaction with any kind of fiction. People often phrase it as “what is the author trying to say?” which to me carries the assumption that an author always knows exactly what they want to say in their work and how to say it in a persuasive and unmistakable way. Anyone who creates art has something to express, but regardless of its intended message, the artwork often reveals much more about the author and their worldview than they might expect.

	Seeing the author sitting across the table of their story and discovering things about another human you will likely never meet is an incredible thing to get out of the medium of fiction. It’s also a rather important aspect of media analysis and critical thinking, skills that we all know are perennially endangered. Ultimately, it’s using writing as a channel for connection from one human to another, and that channel doesn’t have to be well-refined to be effective. It’s something that’s available to anyone who takes the time to write a story—and not have an AI write one for you—personal skill be damned. While the stories in this anthology are highly curated due to space restrictions, every one of our thousands of submitting authors had something they wanted to talk about, and no part of that time was a waste, whether it appears in these pages or not.

	MetaStellar fiction editor Geordie Morse works primarily as a personal language coach, developing curricula and working with clients remotely. His first book, Renna’s Crossing, is out now. His various other projects are cataloged on his site Arnamantle.com.

	




	




Note from the Reprints Editor

	By Marie Ginga

	 

	The time has come again for our annual anthology. I’d like to start by giving a big shout-out to our reprints authors who continue to be extremely generous with their submissions. We continue to receive high-quality stories amidst these tumultuous technical times.

	Technology seems to be the thing on everyone’s mind these days—after US politics—and rightly so. Like it or not, it’s changing everything. I know it will all settle down soon and become something that we’ve learned to live with. How do I know? I’ve seen it before.

	When I was a kid, the Encyclopedia Britannica contained everything I would ever want to know, or at least needed to know. It was the go-to for all scholastic projects. No one argued with its contents that I knew of. In hindsight, there were probably quite a few people arguing behind the scenes, but it was good enough for Mrs. Norton, my sixth-grade teacher with white hair and too much blush, so it was good enough for me.

	Then came cordless phones and answering machines. (Man on the moon, blah, blah, blah.) Computers in our homes, and then the internet. All scandalous in their day. Preachers warned of the evils of new things. Parents guarded their children lest they go blind or end up in ruin. I can’t tell you how many I’ll nevers I’ve crossed. I’ll never get an answering machine. I did. I’ll never get a cell phone. I did. I’ll never get a smartphone. I did. I’ll never read a book or scroll Facebook on the cell phone I swore I’d never get. I have. I’ll never check my email on my cellphone. That’s a line I still haven’t crossed, but I fear it’s coming soon. And now, I have Ring around my house, and my front door unlocks when I drive into the driveway.

	Through it all, we’ve managed. We slowed down the panic and figured out how the newest tech toys could work into our lives. Today, even the poorest households have cell phones and computers. We don’t think twice about it. I’ve been known to get halfway to my destination, realize I don’t have my phone, and drive back to retrieve it. And I am ever grateful for the countless arguments avoided by simply seeking answers from the great Go’Oracle (google oracle).

	Now we are riding the crest of the next wave of change. Good, bad or indifferent. Only the staunchest resisters will refuse the change. For me, I’m ready to flex and bend to the winds of change that I can’t stop—and don’t want to.

	“What!” you say. “That’s scandalous!”

	But is it? For those of you who have seen 50 years-worth of change, you know what I mean.

	“What about MetaStellar!” you say.

	At MetaStellar, we’ve been debating this for the last two years, shifting and sometimes squirming a bit, as AI capabilities continue to evolve. AI can now produce very readable stories. Do readers care? That remains to be seen.

	We at MetaStellar continue on our original mission, to support new authors and provide quality content for our readers. We are choosing to focus on the human side of storytelling. Real people telling real stories. We request that authors who submit stories make a commitment to non-AI assistance with their writing. We’ve implemented a policy moving forward of using only non-AI images. And we produce human-read videos of our stories on our YouTube channel.

	MetaStellar will continue to bend and flex as time goes on, figuring out what the next right thing is for us, our authors, and our readers.

	Marie Ginga is the reprints editor for MetaStellar Magazine. She’s also an accomplished writer under her pen name, Marie LeClaire, with five novels and a collaborative anthology to her credit. You can find her on many reading platforms and at Amazon.com/Marie-LeCLaire and at her website, MLeClaire.com.
 


	 

	
Hell in a Handbag

	By Katie Yen

	 

	If you’re reading this, you’ve finally come to possess the handbag. You know the one. Black, full-grain leather, simple lines, and no logos, with enough room for your wallet, smartphone, a tube of lipstick, and a bag of trail mix. I’m a sensible woman, you see.

	You could say it’s an heirloom of sorts, though it doesn’t look a day past the 1996 fall collection. This handbag has been passed down to the women of our family for generations, from female to female, because we only ever have daughters. (You will, too. You’ll see.) For how long, I’m not really sure, though the earliest account is from our foremother, Rhoda. You know her better as Red Riding Hood. That’s right, she was a real person. Back then, it was still a handbasket, but more on that later.

	What really happened to Rhoda was this: whenever she put on her red cloak, it was a signal to her lover, the Wolf, to meet at her departed grandmother’s old cottage. Not an actual wolf, but a huntsman, he was known for wearing a wolfskin mantle draped across his broad shoulders. He had a reputation for being a woman-eater, pursuing both beasts and young women wherever he prowled.

	When Rhoda’s husband, the woodcutter, discovered the affair, he took his axe and went to murder them both. Entering the cottage, he caught them in the act: she in only her red cloak and her lover lying sweaty on a wolfskin hide. The woodcutter raised his axe, and in a panic, Rhoda lunged for the basket and opened the lid, not really sure what she had in mind to do. That’s when it happened.

	You know the feeling of a hurricane, when the air pressure drops, the wind swirls, and gales howl like wailing banshees, and all you can do is pray for it to pass? That’s the only way I can describe it, except it’s worse than that, like the sensation is devouring your entire being. When the moment passed, Rhoda uncovered her ears and slammed the lid shut, but it was too late; both the woodcutter and the huntsman had vanished.

	To be certain, whatever you put inside the handbag is always available: when Rhoda looked inside, the post-coital snack she packed was still there. But when the daughters of our family call upon the handbag in the face of danger, well, something happens. No one’s quite sure what.

	When I started dating, that’s when my mom gave me the handbag. It was a pillbox-style back then. She told me that if anyone tried any funny business, I shouldn’t hesitate to use it on them. I opened the clasp, thinking she had put a can of mace inside, but it was empty. My mother curled her lips and said, Darling, this is far beyond pepper spray. Without further explanation, she said that if I were ever in danger, all I had to do was close my eyes and open the handbag.

	The first time I followed her advice was when I had a fender bender. That asshole, pardon my French, started screaming that I was at fault, and demanded I pay on the spot. I feared for my life, so I reached for my bag like I was going to get my wallet, only when I opened it...

	When I described earlier what Rhoda heard and felt, I only assumed it was the same stomach-dropping feeling I experienced, but I’m still not sure if it’s real or imagined. The reflex to shut my eyes at the howling was always too great to overcome, so I’ve never actually seen what hell is presumably set loose from the handbag, and anyone who has has never survived to tell the tale.

	When the air stilled, I looked up, and there was a pile of crimson goo where the driver had been standing, mere inches from me. In shock, my insides roiled, and I vomited right on my shoes. I’ve discovered that’s one of the side effects of using the handbag, so don’t be surprised when you can’t hold down your salad.

	In college, whenever a teacher gave me bad grades, I’d just open my purse, and the whole class would get a reprieve to help us through our grief. The handbag even helped me find true love, since your father was the only one who made it past three dates with me: other boys wanted to go Dutch, or tried to sample my goods, but not your dad. Besides, after he understood the handbag’s power, he saw it was pointless to argue with me. We had a very happy marriage.

	Then there was Pearl, the neighbor whose St. Bernard left boulders on our lawn. Ironically, she stopped by while walking her dog to whine about the length of our grass. I opened my purse to feign taking a call, and the next thing I knew, both owner and dog were gone. But I still had to clean up after their mess.

	Hoping I was misdiagnosed, I almost used the handbag on the oncologist, but she was right—there’s a death sentence growing inside me. I suppose I always knew it would end this way, since that’s the fate of all women in our line, I just didn’t think it would come for me so soon. What I’m trying to say is, the bag will be there for you, especially since I can’t be.

	I’m feeling tired now, but there’s one more thing I should explain. You should repair the handbag when it starts to look worn, but only one section at a time—the lining, strap, and so forth. It’ll be obvious when it needs mending: the fabric will crackle with green sparks. That’s how the handbasket evolved to the handbag you have now.

	Feel free to update the style, but don’t overdo it. You don’t want to draw attention to yourself, like Rhoda’s siren-red cloak. After all, no one ever suspects the woman with vomit on her shoes, quietly clutching her simple black handbag. Use it well, my child.

	 

	Katie R. Yen writes fiction and poetry with a dash of magical realism. Her work has appeared in Apparition, Third Coast, and elsewhere, and her poem was nominated for the Science Fiction Poetry Association's 2024 Rhysling Award. For more of her work, visit www.katieyen.com and follow her @katiedowrite. 

	
Demonology

	By Melody Friedenthal

	 

	The demon was only fifteen inches tall. At that diminutive height, she was easy to overlook and easy to underestimate. Avery made the first mistake several times, but subsequent to his first encounter with Mavka, he was careful to show a certain petrified level of respect.

	He didn’t know where she’d come from, but her manifestation at his bedside one night (after an evening of heavy drinking and heavier boasting at O’Connor’s) was sufficient to elicit a rather immediate and painful sobriety.

	Her skin was leathery and ruby-red, the color attenuating to a paler tangerine on her winglets. Avery was surprised to see that her appearance matched the sermons he’d been subjected to. And she made Avery the usual offer, one which he had read about in a double handful of stories but had never given credence to.

	The impossibility of it all was offset by the attractiveness of Mavka’s offer. So much so that he was unable to focus at work. His mind was roiling with possibilities and not a little fear.

	It had been a month of relentless pounding.

	Carly got the promotion Avery was pining for. Sami beat him, 6-1, at tennis—and smirked about it for days. Penelope’s lawyers were cleverer than his own, and she got the vacation house, the Mercedes, and the children. Hamid just proclaimed “Past performance is not a guarantee of future results” when Avery called him, sweating, about his mutual funds’ nosedive. And Frank-the-louse managed to abscond with the back strip of Avery’s turf by erecting a fence a yard over the property line, and professed innocence when Avery protested.

	A nice round-up of current events. Avery wondered when the next shoe would drop—what miserable thing would happen today? As the month came to a close, he became closely acquainted with his Scotch bottle.

	So Mavka’s proposal had its attractions, even when he was sober. The next visit—or maybe it was “visitation”?—was the following week. Same offer.

	She visited often, and each time Avery came a little closer to acquiescing. His initial response had been laughter, but the light show that erupted from her barbed tail was impressive, and he discovered that photons hurt. A lot.

	With his bank account spiraling downward and his debt spiraling upward, Mavka offered freedom from financial worry. But even more alluring was her promise of retribution.

	“What exactly happens if I sign?”

	Mavka smiled, but without any joviality. “Carly will not be able to take that promotion.”

	“She’s already got it,” Avery protested.

	“Offered and accepted, yes. But you’ll see, she won’t be in a position to fill it. In fact, she won’t be able to do any job at all.”

	Avery froze. Then, considering that prospect, he relaxed. Yes…

	“And Sami?”

	“Can’t play tennis if you’ve got two broken arms,” she smirked.

	“And Frank?”

	“The fence will burn down, and it will burn again if he tries to replace it.”

	Avery was almost afraid to ask… “What about my ex-wife?”

	Mavka’s eyes narrowed. “Do you really want to know?” Upon consideration, he did not.

	“I want the Mercedes back!”

	“Sign and it’s yours.”

	So, he had to give up his soul—big deal.

	“Ready? Just sign here,” she purred.

	He’d never felt so ready for anything in his life. Once the contract was signed and the ink was dry, everyone who’d ever been an obstacle to his success was out of the way. He lifted his pen, and out of the corner of his eye, something shifted.

	“Well,” she murmured, “what are you waiting for?” A man who chose a car over his children was already seven-eighths hers. Her winglets rustled.

	Avery picked up the quill pen. Inked his name, exhaled, smiled.

	It was his last voluntary action, ever.

   

	Melody Friedenthal is a librarian at a public library and a copyeditor for MetaStellar. In her spare time, she's the chief bottle-washer for To Tell a Tale Writers’ Group and is an affiliate member of the SFWA. Her work has been published in Tales From Shelf 804: an anthology, N3F, Bardsy, MetaStellar, and New Myths. She believes writing is a gateway drug, alpacas are cute, and dark chocolate is heaven. 

	 

	 

	
Nexav Workplace Harassment Training Module (Required)

	By Ike Lang

	 

	Welcome back to the Nexav Workplace Harassment training module. Your progress has been saved, and you will begin from where you left off. Are you ready?

	> Yes

	No

	Time to test your knowledge!

	Which of the following is an example of workplace harassment that may result in disciplinary action?

	(A) Your coworker repeatedly assists an elderly employee with several workplace tasks, citing their age as a limiting factor preventing them from achieving their quota goals.

	(B) Your supervisor insists an employee learn elements of their language to facilitate the productive flow of information.

	> (C) Your supervisor has instructed you to remove your work boot and sock to show them your five-toed foot during work hours.

	(D) Your coworker refuses to speak to you during work hours, even though you’re just trying to be friendly.

	> Next

	Incorrect. Your supervisor is exempt from all disciplinary action, and any instructions they provide should be followed immediately. Remember, though some actions a supervisor takes may seem sexual in nature, this anthropomorphic interpretation is false and should be ignored. The correct answer is (A). An employee violating another’s responsibilities on the basis of a protected characteristic is a serious offense, even if the employee being harassed acts as if they are unbothered. This coworker has referenced age, a protected characteristic, as an impairment to a fellow employee’s work and offered to perform tasks for them despite the knowledge that each worker is responsible for meeting their own quota goals.

	> Next

	Discriminatory actions aren’t the only thing to look out for when considering workplace harassment. Promoting harmful material or ideas amongst coworkers can also be considered harassment, even in cases where they are promoted outside of work.

	Let’s watch as these employees interact between shifts.

	Jim: Beautiful day, isn’t it?

	Monica: Yeah. I just can’t believe we have to work for them. We should do something.

	Jim (aside): This is the third time Monica’s tried to bring up the topic of revolutionary action to me. It makes me uncomfortable, but I don’t know what to say.

	Jim: Yeah, well, we should do this. This is the job we were assigned after all.

	Monica: Hey, I actually found a flyer advertising a secret meeting for humans who feel the same way. It’s taking place tonight, and I will be in attendance. Do you want to come?

	> Next

	Time to test your knowledge!

	Which of the following would be an appropriate response? More than one answer may be correct.

	(A) Jim tells Monica that this topic of conversation is inappropriate and returns to his barracks to rest before his next shift.

	> (B) Jim tells Monica they will attend, goes to the meeting, and receives additional revolutionary material while there. Later, Jim reports the materials, meeting location, and participants to the HR department.

	(C) Jim tells Monica they will attend, goes to the meeting, and receives additional revolutionary material while there, but decides such meetings are not for him. Later, they inform Monica that they will not be attending any future meetings.

	> (D) Jim tells Monica they cannot attend due to physical exhaustion and discreetly reports Monica’s activities to the HR department.

	> Next

	Correct! Both B and D are correct responses to Monica’s persistent harassment. Always report revolutionary activity, whether it be in the workplace or other settings. Monica has made their coworkers uncomfortable with their repeated attempts to organize resistance, and appropriate corrective action must be taken. Remember: Jim will also be liable for punishment if they fail to report Monica’s harassing behavior as soon as possible.

	> Next

	Click the following icons to learn more about the procedures following a workplace harassment report.

	> (An envelope labeled ‘top secret’)

	The HR department may not be able to guarantee 100% confidentiality in the event of a report. While they will try their best to maintain confidentiality, the decision to disclose will ultimately be made by their supervisors.

	> (A sad businessman staring down at his feet)

	Appropriate corrective action, once deemed necessary, can range from docking food and water rations to immediate employee termination and beyond, depending on the severity of the infraction.

	> (A smiling bespectacled businesswoman at a desk)

	While you are still welcome to report harassing behavior to terrestrial authorities, be warned that if you choose not to use our internal complaint procedures, you may lose valuable legal rights or remedies.

	> Next

	Time to test your knowledge!

	A colleague has been discovered harassing coworkers for proprietary knowledge of the structural layout and business practices of your workplace. They are suspected of passing the information to an outside vendor under the guise of daily coordination meetings. A supervisor has decided to flay the skin from the vendor’s body and leave them bleeding out in the break room while the harassing colleague is docked food and water rations indefinitely pending further review.

	Is this considered appropriate corrective action?

	(A) Yes, it is appropriate.

	(B) No, it is inappropriate.

	> (C) The terrestrial judiciary should decide.

	> Next

	Incorrect. The terrestrial judiciary does not have regulatory authority over your workplace. Alerting them would only lead to inefficient proceedings that would have no effect on stopping workplace harassment. The correct answer is (A), it is appropriate. A supervisor has determined it to be appropriate corrective action in response to the harassing party’s infractions.

	> Next

	In conclusion, we recommend you review the following documents:

	New Workplace Discrimination and Harassment Protections

	New Labor and Employment Law Handbook

	The Terrestrial Treaty of Unconditional Surrender

	> Next

	Do you have any feedback you would like to share with us? If you do, please write it below.

	> Yes: This course was very informative. I feel confident I can now identify and report workplace harassment. Thank you.

	No

	> Next

	And that’s our course! Remember: Preventing harassment before it happens should always be our goal. But if harassment does happen, it’s critical that we know what to do—and respond appropriately. If we don’t, the consequences can be severe.

	 

	Ike Lang stays awake at night wondering where all the aliens are. 

	 

	 

	
 

	Seed Hunters

	By Faith Allington

	 

	They say some people can hear the forest singing when they get close. But they’re wrong. By the time they hear it, they’ve already crossed the boundaries, whatever the geo-markers say. Fog spills through the latticework of old-growth trees and shivering ferns, pooling in all the hollow places.

	As part of the government’s forestry experiment, I’m paid to live out here and guide researchers around the borders of the Ledge. I used to be a full-time researcher myself, though my tongue has rusted over the years.

	I stop at the black chain-link fence, knotted with vines of native blackberry. Despite food shortages, very few people are willing to harvest this close to the forest until the government declares it’s safe.

	I glance back at the group I’m leading, wondering why they’ve come. They’re paying well and their gear is good—tall boots, wire backpacks, canvas suits. But they’re not researchers. Seed hunters then, with the money to afford disinfection for their spoils. Emotions swell beneath their puffy faces, the hot mammal taste of their hunger coating my lips like oil.

	I smile. “So, the government doesn’t authorize proceeding beyond this point. I can take a photograph with the Ledge in the background.”

	“You think we’re here for a selfie?” Ryan’s lip curls, the tip of one canine tooth glinting. He’s all swagger and muscle. He stares directly at me, eyes challenging. “We didn’t pay for a couple of pics. We want specimens.”

	Beside him, the younger woman called Hayley bites her lip. She’s tall and thin, her gloved fingers tightening on a white mesh seed bag. Her cornsilk hair is wavy in the damp air. I can already tell that she’s the most likely to hear the forest sing.

	The third in the group is another woman: Ollie, older than these two. Short, curly hair tinged gray and a hard face that gives nothing away. Something about her movements makes me think that she has an agenda.

	Maybe the government is checking up to see that I’m following the protocols. Maybe I should be playing it safe. Except I’ve already offered to let these three in. I lift the section of fence for them to crawl through, wondering if this is when I’ll be arrested. And then worse.

	But there are no sirens, no armored and gloved soldiers. Hayley goes first, ducking low and nearly tripping on strands of rustling brambles. Ryan and Ollie go in after her, grunting as they bend.

	I glance down the dirt road that leads back to civilization. There’s nothing for me there. Not yet.

	I head through and lead my group into the woods. Hayley stays close to me, her shoulders hunched nervously.

	Our feet make no noise on the matted pine needles and wet leaves. All around us, the fog muffles every sound except the steady drip of rain. The billowing white clouds give way just enough to see luminescent green moss crawling up the tree trunks, coating every surface. The geo-monitors they’re wearing chime as we pass the first marker.

	“Aren’t they going to notice that we came in?” Hayley asks.

	“Don’t worry, we capture the signal before it’s transmitted out. It’ll look like you stayed safely outside the Ledge.” I hold her gaze, something in my chest aching, just a little. I can see something of myself in her. “I promise you—people do this all the time. Like me.”

	After an hour or two of walking, we find the old guide station. Its rotting rooftop is weighed down by years of decaying plant matter; a brackish scent fills the damp air; wooden walls buckle in the near-constant rain and choke on brambles; cracked and shattered windows gleam like so many teeth.

	Ollie searches the ruins. “Anything good?”

	I shake my head. “No, there are too many chemicals and microplastics in the building materials they used. What kinds of seeds are you looking for?”

	“Anything that’ll sell.” Ryan leans against a moss-draped tree. “But we can make good money on specimens, too.”

	“There’s Trametes versicolor for you.” I point to fan-shaped mushrooms growing on the tree, just below his hip. A pretty species, with varying rings of brown and beige fanning out in a showy display.

	Ryan’s laughter cracks the hushed air. “I guess I’m a natural hunter.”

	“You get a lot of visitors?” Ollie asks.

	“Not so much. People used to hike and camp out here. But after the earthquakes, the government set up the markers to prevent anyone from getting lost. The soil used to be contaminated.”

	“I’ve heard it’s still contaminated,” Ollie says, a hint of a question in her voice. Her eyes shimmer, opalescent with reflected fog as she looks at me. A definite challenge. “I heard people were getting sick, some kind of virus.”

	I grit my teeth, realizing that Ollie is definitely more than she seems. But then, so am I.

	Around me, biorhythmic waves of sound rise, filling the forest with song. Hayley is the first to hear them, but Ollie’s head whips around too. But the threat isn’t anything they can fight.

	It’s in the fog itself, the compounds filling their lungs, drowning their senses. Ollie is the first to fall, stumbling to her knees. Ryan and Hayley soon follow, their eyelids fluttering.

	The air turns green with spores that shimmer at the edge of sight. I rip off my gloves and lift my hands palm up, waiting for them to settle on me. The hyphae needle through my arteries, euphoria foaming on my tongue. I’ve missed us so much. I brought us a new host.

	The ground shudders and cracks open, churning mud. Hayley’s eyes open, and she gasps as mossy fingers lift from the matted leaves to grip her. Ollie and Ryan are still unconscious: they won’t remember a thing. They’ll believe anything that Hayley—we—tell them.

	Don’t be scared, I whisper. The hyphae slither up her arms and legs like filaments of light. Another scream, and then they’re in. Her legs and arms jerk, her head lolling towards me. In her eyes, I see a mirror of myself.

	Soon, she’ll be a seed hunter like me, luring compatible new hosts into the colony. Quietly enough to avoid drawing notice. That was our mistake last time. Destroying every trace of the human personality when we took them in.

	But soon, we will be many again. More than enough to win, this time.

	 

	Faith Allington (she/her) is a genre-blending writer in Seattle, where she admires fungi and drinks too much tea. Her work appears or is forthcoming in Flash Fiction Online, Haven Spec, Kaleidotrope, and Crow & Cross Keys. She can be found at faithallington.com. 

	 

	
 

	Invocation

	By Peter Cooper Hay

	 

	Jake walked out of the hospital into a raw, sleeting December afternoon. He shivered, buried his hands in the pockets of his leather jacket, and hunched against the cold. He needed to walk. If it were warmer, he’d walk for miles and miles until the Earth beneath the pavement took his grief and his worry and held them. Instead, he went to the mall.

	He felt out of place there, with its fluorescent lights and piped-in Christmas music. Looked out of place, too, with his blue hair, Doc Martin boots, and an enormous pentacle painted on the back of his jacket. People stared and looked away, the security guards frowned at him, but nobody hassled him. If he stayed out of the stores and didn’t talk to anyone, they usually left him alone. So he walked, hands in his pockets, from Sears at one end to a Christmas display in front of J.C. Penny at the other, where toddlers were lined up to have their pictures taken in Santa’s lap. It was almost an eighth of a mile from one end of the mall to the other. He looped around and walked down the other side again. And again.

	His grandmother’s surgery was tomorrow. The grandmother who’d raised him, who’d never batted an eye at his hair or his music or his Paganism but had held him steady through some very difficult years. The operation would either restore her eyesight or very likely leave her permanently blind.

	He wished he could build a bonfire, one with flames higher than his head, and stand in front of it, screaming curses at the sky or just staring into the flames. He wished he still had a working group. Back when the coven was still together, Sara and Mike would draw down at almost every meeting, opening themselves to the Lady and Lord. Like the wicks of lanterns, wicks that didn’t themselves burn but that held the flames, they held the Gods in the cast circle so Jake and the others could see and be seen, speak and be spoken to by those ancient Deities.

	What Jake needed now was to look the Horned God in the eye, feel that presence—warm and bright and terrifying all at once.

	Back at the Christmas display, he looked at the Santa with his fake beard, his suit of cheap red velvet padded to make him look fat. Mike had once told him how the myth of Santa Claus came from the same roots as the Horned God, the God of winter, riding through the skies with the Wild Hunt on the longest night of the year. How did such a powerful archetype devolve into this?

	He watched a child climb down from Santa’s knee to take his mother’s hand and be led away. For the moment, there was no line. The man in the red suit slouched on his throne, bored and idly looking around. He noticed Jake then, standing by the velvet rope. Jake hadn’t even realized he was staring until the man smirked and said, “And what do you want for Christmas, young man?”

	“Please,” Jake answered. He hadn’t even realized he was going to speak. “Please, may I tell you?”

	There was enough earnestness in his voice to make the man look at him more seriously. The smirk was gone. He shrugged and said, “OK. Sure.”

	That surprised Jake. He was surprised at himself as well for coming up with such a crazy idea. He made his way into the display and up onto the little stage and stood before the throne. Shit. He was going to do this. It might even work. If he was doing it at all, he’d make it real. He looked up, raising his arms to the sky that was beyond the ceiling. “The old year dies,” he said. “The sun returns.” Behind the fake beard, Santa gave him a quizzical look. Jake met his eyes and went on. “All around us, fires burn.” He was chanting, making it up as he went, rhymes coming into his head as he spoke. “God of winter, taking flight, riding through the longest night.” He could feel it now, elemental energy boiling up from the ground and rising through his body. “By Earth and sky I work my will and call to thee, this priest to fill!”

	He made a sweeping gesture of invocation. The same eyes looked back at him from behind the beard, but they were different now. A profound stillness was behind them, and from somewhere very deep, the man said, “Speak, my child. Ask of me one gift.”

	Jake felt giddy. Felt like he was standing on the edge of a precipice. “My grandmother’s eyesight restored,” he said.

	Ancient eyes, still holding his. “So be it.”

	Jake knelt. He bowed, touching his forehead to the plywood floor of the stage. “Thank you,” he said.

	When he looked up again, the man in the red suit was breathless, his eyes wild with bewilderment. “What did you do?” he said. “What in God’s name did you…?”

	“Thank you,” Jake said again. He stood and leaned forward to lay his hands over the man’s white knuckles. “Ground,” he said. “Release it. Release the energy. Let it return to the Earth.”

	The man swallowed and shook his head, staring up at Jake. “What on Earth…?”

	“You should eat something. Maybe drink some water.”

	A security guard appeared. “Is there some trouble here?” he demanded.

	Jake let go and stood up straight, backing away. The man in the Santa suit waved off the guard. “No, it’s fine. It’s …” He was shaking his head slowly as if trying to remember a dream after waking.

	“Blessed be,” said Jake. He bowed, palms together, and turned and left for home.

	 

	Peter Cooper Hay is the pen name for Peter Bishop. He’s a retired science teacher, a Quaker, and a Wiccan/Pagan, and his eclectic background comes through in his writing, where hard science can weave together with mysticism, magic, and political intrigue. He lives with his wife in a ramshackle farmhouse in western Massachusetts, and when he's not writing, he can usually be found in his workshop playing with his power tools.

	 

	
The Skies Our Home

	By William Campbell Powell

	 

	The funeral was hard. But the thing that helped me smile through the tears was counting the times Tom had sat on top of hotter pyres and lived.

	Even those tiny Astras with their fridge-sized capsules on top. Sirius, the modules were called, as though they might carry us to that star. We called them hutches, because dogs had first ridden them into space.

	And I’d laughed from atop my mighty Águia, laughed at the poor cramped nortistas. But Tom had been the first to leave the atmosphere, and no laughter of mine, nor my sister Amazonas, could diminish that.

	I remember how I yearned to meet him, this now-unfolded giant, newly returned to earth. When he came to our island, Fernando de Noronha, headlining the American bragging tour, I volunteered to be his guide, to show him what we Brazilians could do.

	That got out of hand, for we were both young, but my superiors never found out. My sister Pilotas envied me, but they covered for me, too. It would have been so easy for Daiane, say, to have betrayed me, and taken my place on Belmira I—and everything would have been so different.

	Three months later, I rose into space, on Eagle’s wings. We had the equator, and pilotas were smaller, lighter. Thus, I, Gilma Pereira, became the first human to orbit the Earth.

	Happily, Thomas J Berens volunteered to escort me when I came to Florida. “We have bigger rockets than the Astras, now,” he bragged, eyes twinkling. And I twinkled back at him, for the phase of the moon was perfect for a safe launch and re-entry.

	Tom finally got to orbit the earth, but by then, we were launching our first space station, cobbled together from three Belmira capsules and a pair of spent fuel tanks.

	Within two years, the North Americans had skipped Earth orbit, and my Tom was sitting on a cone of hot gas, touching down inside Aristarchus. I watched it from the inside of a fuel tank, sitting on nothing, with Daiane’s arm around me and mine around her, insanely jealous and crying our pride.

	***

	That heralded a brief era of international cooperation. Not that Tom had ever been uncooperative, but for five beautiful years, we ran missions together. There was a genuine, altruistic, knowledge-sharing agenda, but there was also fear, for Russia and China had pulled back from the brink of war and were eyeing up the territorial possibilities of the solar system.

	Together, Brazil and the Estados Unidos reached for Mars. We knew how to build space stations, and they knew descents and ascents. So I got to orbit Mars first, but though we docked, Tom was on Mars before me.

	And there, two hundred million kilometers from home, we became the first couple to marry on Mars. A symbol of the cooperation between our two countries. They fell out later, of course, but we never did.

	It was our last first. We kind of liked Mars, and there were others, younger others, who deserved their own firsts ‘out there.’ The first asteroid colony went to the Chinese.

	On Mars we settled, loving and living our fragile lives on a hostile planet that we thought we’d tamed.

	Until it killed Tom.

	It was a sandstorm. Deimos station gave us bare warning, but Tom squeezed the error margin a little too hard, got lost, and ran out of air.

	Tom has given his water back to the colony. His anhydrate was recycled chemically, and that funeral pyre was the last step. What remained was a calcium dust, which I have had sealed into a tiny urn.

	***

	Where have the years gone?

	I left Mars just after my first grandson was born. I could see Tom in him, and it was too much for me to bear.

	My Tom came with me.

	I’m just your fancy, Gil, he says. It’s as near as he gets to telling me I have bats in the belfry. But I laugh.

	“That was always true, you young fool.”

	He’s not aged. Not now, at any rate. He is as I remember him from the beach on Fernando de Noronha. Naked and achingly beautiful.

	That’s because we don’t do laundry, he insists. And beauty is in the eye of the beholder.

	We banter. Mostly about who was first. It passes the time as we prowl the asteroids, looking for likely CHON bergs to drop on Mars.

	 

	 

	***

	Seriously. Ice they have, but they need the CHON. There’s a fine art to dropping a berg just right, braking round Venus, arriving back at Mars with just enough velocity to slot into orbit.

	I have my own ship, my beloved Águia. It’s not really a ship as then-Tom would have understood it. It’s just a big ball of rock and CHON snow. It squirts CHON-ions for getting around, and I synthesize edible gloop from the snow.

	And when Tom’s not strolling round the ship naked, he sits in his little urn, firmly anchored to the control panel.

	I’m thinking, he says, about maybe we should go back and see how the great-grandkids are doing.

	“Maybe,” I agree. But I don’t yet lay in a new course.

	***

	Tom’s right. It’s time to go home. Home, though—where is that? Earth, I’ve almost forgotten. Cruel Mars was never home to me, though our great-grandchildren call it that.

	The wheels turn in my tired old belfry, and an idea pops out. Tom acts surprised.

	You’re going out?

	Like me, he knows ‘home’ was never a place, but the journey. And the best bits were always with Tom. Still are.

	Jupiter? he asks. He’s not surprised. He knows.

	We hope to see Jupiter yet, together, but my body is frail, and the ion drive is slow, and I can no longer ride a pyre.

	Each day, the computer sets me a little challenge. If I solve the problem, I journey on. If not, my last sleep awaits. My life, my choice.

	“Good-night, Tom,” I say, though I am feeling very tired now. “Wake me when we’re there.”

	Good-night, Gilma, he replies, but there’s a catch in his voice and a tear in his eye.

	The softest of whispers: I will.

	***

	The Águia coasts through space, obeying its final programming. The ion drive is cold—the mathematics of space-time guarantees that the Águia will reach Jupiter in due course. And—always obeying the mathematics—it will follow the line of motion dictated, down into the well. A final ash-mingling pyre for Tom and Gilma, pioneers of space.

	***

	A glitch. A stray cosmic ray? But a 1 changed to a 0 here, and the error-correction did not catch it. Ions streamed from the drive, pushing, nudging the Águia onto a new course.

	The Águia descended into Jupiter’s well, but somewhat further behind the planet than programmed. Jupiter lost a tiny amount of momentum. Obeying the mathematics, the Águia gained it.

	The Águia was heading out.

	A cosmic ray it might have been, but the urn on the Águia‘s control panel looked unreasonably smug.

	Pick a star, Gilma, he says.

	 

	William Campbell Powell lives in a small Buckinghamshire village in England. By day, he writes software and songs. By night, he writes YA, Speculative, and other genre fiction. His debut novel Expiration Date was published by Tor Teen in 2014 and won the 2015 Hal Clement Award for “Excellence in Children’s Science Fiction Literature,” and Gabrielle de Cuir’s narration of the audiobook won a 2016 AudioFile Magazine Earphones award. His most recent novel - TEARDOWN - was published in December 2024 by NineStar Press.

	 

	
 

	Papa’s (Not) Gone

	By Elaine Midcoh

	 

	“Baby Girl,” Papa said. He opened his eyes four days after falling into a coma and thirty-two minutes before dying. Papa’s blood disease had taken his health and had led to a loss of lucidity, though the doctors didn’t know why.

	But now he knew me. I asked the hospice nurse to call Mama. She would be furious that she had gone home to rest and missed his waking.

	“Papa,” I said, and kissed him on the cheek.

	“You were right, Baby Girl. It is mechanical.”

	I didn’t know what Papa was talking about; but I didn’t care, how I had missed the rumbling love and kindness emerging from his voice.

	“What’s mechanical, Papa?” I asked.

	“What you said. The neurons,” he replied.

	Neurons? Then I remembered. Back in my first year of graduate school, I went home for winter break. As always, my parents asked me to brief them on the latest advances in physics. It was a joke because Papa was, as he put it, “a simple mailman.” He claimed he would comprehend the wonders of physics if someone could only explain them. For Mama, physics was a crazy science based on thought, not reality. All she cared about was whether I would land a professorship. But they pretended to understand my work and often asked questions to show interest.

	That winter break, I told them about a new physics theory that nerve signals sent from the brain were not just an electrical voltage pulse, but also a mechanical pulse. It was a complicated theory, and I know I didn’t explain it well.

	Why Papa would remember this more than ten years later baffled me. Neurons weren’t even my current field of study. As an astrophysicist, my work focuses on the universe, not the brain. Papa was in his last throes of life, but I had to ask.

	“Papa, what made you think of brain neurons? You know that’s not my area.”

	“Not here, but it is there. You’re going to get the Nobel.” He nodded as vigorously as a dying man could.

	“Where, Papa? Where is my work?”

	“You know... the multiverses,” he said. Papa understood that theory, at least the idea that the multiverse could exist, if not the why.

	I smiled. In the dreams of his coma, my papa imagined alternate universes, alternate versions of me.

	“So I’m studying the brain?”

	“Yes, and I’m not sick, and you’re married, and I’m a grandfather, and your mother and I visit Venice, and you’ll get the Nobel.”

	“That sounds nice.”

	“It is.” He sounded lucid. It was all real to him.

	“And you didn’t marry that lousy jerk, Ben. You married Antonio.”

	When Papa and Ben first met, they locked eyes on each other, and the glares that emerged were molten enough to ignite a Hawaiian volcano. Later, I appreciated Papa’s hatred. Ben, disguised as the love of my life, turned out to be a soul-sucking leech that drained the heart.  Papa saw through him right away. I didn’t. Ben kicked me around for three years before I acknowledged the hurt. But Antonio . . . I searched my memory.

	The summer between my junior and senior year, I went to Notre Dame to attend a special science program for undergraduates. Antonio was there for a summer residency as part of his master’s in fine arts. You’d think that physics and museum studies wouldn’t go well together, but we latched onto each other. He put a scarf around my neck and took me to art exhibits. I wrapped him in a white coat and showed him the science labs. We played Frisbee on the university greens, took hikes under the full moon, and ate at any ethnic restaurant we could find. We talked about everything, from politics and social decay to cloud shapes and what ants might think about. But at summer’s end, I went back to Pennsylvania, and he returned to California. We made the usual promises: “I’ll come see you.” “We’ll visit over Christmas.” It never happened. Instead, we exchanged phone calls and e-mails—until we didn’t. I hadn’t thought of him for years.

	“Papa, are you sure it was Antonio?”

	“Oh yes. He’s such a good father. Better than me, I guess.”

	“No one’s better than you.”

	Papa closed his eyes, and his breathing softened. As I watched his chest slowly go up and down, I tried hard to remember. Notre Dame’s summer program had prestige, but with a price tag to match, more than the cost of one year of tuition at my state university. No way would I have let my parents know I was goofing off. I was certain I had never told them about Antonio.

	Papa’s breathing stopped and then resumed, stopped and then resumed. The hospice nurse lurked near the door, ready to come in when it was over.

	Later, people wondered why I didn’t cry. After all, I had been such a mess during his illness. But why should I be sad? When he was diagnosed, I had cursed the shortness of time. Now I know there is endless time and endless possibility. He is somewhere else in Venice, riding the gondola with my mother, somewhere else playing with his grandchildren. And here, my here, I took the leap and found Antonio again. I think of him as Papa’s last gift to me, at least in this world.

	Mama arrived a few minutes after Papa died. She cried, angry with herself for missing his passing. She demanded that I tell her his last words. I swore they were of her. “He said he would love you for all time.” It wasn’t a complete lie. Somewhere—many somewheres—he does love her for all time, endless time. Still, here, that’s not what he said.

	Seconds before he died, Papa opened his eyes. “Well, I didn’t expect that.” Then he smiled at me. “Baby Girl, you’re going to love it.”

	And so I wait.
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	Forest in Apartment Number Ten

	By Laila Amado

	 

	There is a forest growing inside apartment number ten. You stumble upon it by accident when the clanky elevator of your building spits you out on the wrong floor. The sweet, tantalizing scent of petrichor lures you to the door at the end of the hallway. Thin tendrils of fog slither across the threadbare wall-to-wall burgundy carpet, and when you get down on all fours to peer into the crack underneath the ordinary-looking door panel, you see sharp points of dark green grass quivering in the wind.

	The sound of approaching footsteps echoes from the stairwell landing, and you scramble off the floor to avoid embarrassment. Picking up the scattered grocery bags, you turn on your heel and march past the elevator and up the remaining flight of stairs with the most nonchalant expression you can master. Grandmother would have been so proud.

	Back in your own apartment, with its lovely wallpaper the color of candy floss and the lingering scent of vanilla, you arrange your purchases on the kitchen countertop—an extra-large bag of flour, three boxes of frozen berries, the multicolored packets of marshmallows, raisins, chocolate buttons, pecan nuts, and, finally, a small, plump bottle of maple syrup.
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