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Representing over fifteen years of literary exploration and experimental writing, Worlds Sewn Together is the first in a planned series of anthologies of short fiction by Matthew Daniels. This Interstitches collection unites the wonder of fairy tale imaginings with commentary on the human experience and visions of the possible.

Flash fictions provide the ideas and themes which stitch this patchwork together. Don’t miss such short stories as Grey Anatomy, the story that started Daniels’ published career; Irony of Glass, the introduction to Thatcher from the Knives of Engen series; or the internationally recognized science fiction Where With All, available in English for the first time!
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“I think it’s time we try again,” said the Mother. She lay on the leaves of the Island of Autumn, her head pillowed by a root.

The Father was grieved. “It went so poorly before, and how much more can we give? Isn’t it enough to care for the colours, and to shepherd the ways of sleep?”

“What is cost,” she replied, “but another part of the cycle? It won’t hurt forever.”

“I...” he began, but did not know how to begin.

Her smile was like a drift of snow. Glistening, elegant, calm. Winter was not their domain, but the Island of Autumn was not without snow. A drift, like her smile, had a lopsided curve. It was heavier than it looked, showed up well in a picture, but could cover ever so much loss.

And you could make anything out of it, with intention and determination.

He sighed, and she turned her face and braced herself. Was he weary for her sake, for what she would carve out of herself so that others might make their own carvings? Or was it exhaustion, spiritual and sublime, from toiling to guide those who mistook burrowing for growth?

“I’ll need your help,” he said, as he opened her wounds to hope.

Butterflies emerged in answer. Each of them a universe, blessed with transformation, and hopeless distances of emptiness. Every movement was as much a flutter as a sheen, and they went on to become and to having been.

Author’s note: This flash fiction piece won the December 2019 Kit Sora Flash Fiction Contest. Run by Engen Books, this contest invites authors to submit pieces of 250 words or less to be inspired by or paired with an image created by the luminous photographer, Kit Sora. If you haven’t already checked out her Artobiography, drop everything and go do so. My book will still be here when you get back. 
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Here’s how it works: turn with the clock. Enter a number. Your next turn is against the clock, which should tell you a lot. It doesn’t. But then you get to move with the clock again. There you have it.

Here’s why that matters: you couldn’t possibly look after matters yourself. Money? Give it to a bank. Health decisions? It’s the doctor’s office for you. Can’t take the pressure? Lock it in a bottle, Captain Morgan will look after it. If work is in your way, give it to time. Tomorrow will keep it safe.

And now, here you are: locking your papers behind walls with an armored door. Safe. Easily recognized, it declares, “I’m hiding something valuable.” Belief in the strength of its walls begins and ends with that dial.

Strength in numbers.

You always wanted the name Garrison, but people generally don’t get to handle their own names. To be fair, what can you do? Go by a number until you’re old enough to realize the importance of a name? And then people have to re-learn who you are? Much easier just to name your son Garrison.

Garrison never cared much for the bottle. He’d stick a straw in an apple for juice if it worked that way. But money? Too many numbers. It wasn’t safe. So he trusted another box with spinning figures. Just put his money in, pull a lever, and wait for easier times.

Your grandson doesn’t know much about you. Garrison never calls, never visits, so little Robin doesn’t get much chance. Doesn’t matter. You’ve seen him grow. Strong one, swift as cash registers. Doesn’t know his father’s birthday. You’re not going to be the one to tell him. He kept the drawing his father made for him when he was a boy. Couldn’t have been more than three when he promised Garrison he’d fly, just like the bird in the drawing.

And that’s how it is. Big future. Garrison tried to help, only way he knew how. Back to his box, pay for the boy’s tuition with clinking piles of chance. Robin’s not worried. He’s got a swimming scholarship. Has a future so big, he can’t lift it himself. So he’s going to give it to the university. Have it pressed into paper and gold letters.

Enter his numbers. Street, apartment, social insurance, phone, course. Turns with the clock, caught up and fast. Next? Age, deadlines, loans for the walls. All of this is against the clock. Now the gold letters are keeping him from a job. No work in the field, no one to pay his weight in paper and potential. But he keeps digging, turning with the clock. He’ll dig out that future with his bare hands if he has to.

Scratch and win. 
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The Moon was an afterthought.

Cyril’s mission was the station, woven into the sky of the Moon with threads of mathematics and ambition. Well, and a great deal of money. From here, the Moon was just a monstrous grey rock that had taken blistering punishment. He could relate.

He was here for gravity studies. His mission was falling. There were others in the project, but space had a way of spreading all that out. Even the words were farther away. He’d play recordings of epic poetry while he ventured into labyrinths and dark forests of calculations, psychological analysis, fuels, rockets. Seals. Everything was airtight. Doors were seamless. A window was less wind than shield.

It was Earth that had been the escape. Blue was a celestial lie, made out of water vapor like smoke and light being torn up by the atmosphere. The sky was a mirror with teeth. Out here, there was no smoke. Only the telescopes had mirrors.

Cyril wanted a Neil Armstrong legacy. Like an epic poem with a single line, he wanted to be both swept away in a moment and immortalized. Mining stars, building artificial worlds, speaking with people born without tongues. Sailing darkness.

Below, the Moon stayed the same. Sometimes pockmarked, sometimes plain, he’d seen enough of it to forget it was there. Earth was more interesting. A moon that was new, at least to him.

Jokes helped with the paperwork. Crew conversations, videos from home, singing with recordings. Singing with machines, with imagination. Singing with the silence. It kept the numbers from chewing on him while he worked. He rarely got in on the arguments, though. This wasn’t about the triumphs of humanity or saving the species.

Cyril, in fact, had a hard time telling people why he chose to be so far away from humanity. There were no dramatic plane crashes. He’d learned aerodynamics in class, not from the handheld objects of drunken parents. “What can I say? I guess I’m a lunatic!”

It wasn’t high adventure or fear of the mundane.

He just had to pull the wires out of the sky.

The Moon was an afterthought.

Author’s Note: This piece was shortlisted for the Cambridge Flash Fiction Prize 2021, from TSS Publishing. 
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She builds rockets.

Not the NASA ones, though. The passengers are not satellites, not garbage. Human in a way, but not always kind. Little more than Legos will fit, perhaps a letter to love or hope. It’s a hobby. She’s been doing it since she was young. Now she’s middle-aged, which is more romantic than the promise of youth. It’s when we see those promises being kept.

She’s an event coordinator. She has people drinking gossip and trading coffee. All the languages of marketing and keeping the peace. 

She likes to call launch time Day Three, no matter the date. Her family thinks it’s because she was diagnosed on the third visit.

It’s because they told her they loved her on the third day of treatment.

She knows the sickness and cannot change its name.

Textbooks discuss how it makes the patient weak. Beds, timelines, times, and bed lines.

“Is it contagious?” is the question she gets asked the most.

People.

Honestly.

There’s a soccer field. You can see it from the hospital. She used to go there herself, but now she has to watch the launches from the window. Coordinating them over the phone. Called a cell; a prison when you can only move your voice.

“It’s Day Three,” she says to the nurse. “What’ll I have them put in it?”

The nurse says, “I didn’t know you put things in them.”

She smiles because it is an image of strength.

“Have you tried hope?” the nurse asks while making adjustments and taking notes.

“Once,” she answers. 
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Menefer opened her eyes to the translucent greenish-yellow lid of her capsule. There was some pain in the right side of her neck, but odd aches and pains were common when coming out of cryo-sleep. She lifted the journal that she’d taken with her into slumber. Paper records were uncommon these days, but she liked the feel of them. Even before opening the capsule, she opened the book. Empty. This journal was fresh.

“There aren’t enough stars,” Menefer wrote before she got up.

It was a personal motto of hers, and not as negative as it seemed; there weren’t enough stars to stop her, or to explore. Every fresh journal got that as the first entry.

She was alone in the dormitory. By itself, that wasn’t unusual; the crew of the spacecraft were much more industrious than she was. Her biggest job, it seemed, was guilt: she’d built this ship. Not literally, of course, but she’d made faster-than-light travel (FTL) a reality.

Next to her capsule was a storage unit for her personal effects. She received no special treatment beyond research access and asked for none, so the unit was standard issue: eight feet tall, two feet wide, and equipped with adjustable fittings like hooks and shelves. The rest of the vessel would be supplied with everything the ship’s crew and passenger required, so this storage provision was for the truly personal; family photos, sports gear, collectibles such as books, and even blankets were common. Practical and uniform clothing was provided, but everyone kept clothing that felt more human. Many used accessories or jewellery, rather than abandoning the uniform entirely.

Menefer chose oversized sweaters.

She often kept her focus narrow these days. She’d look at her own capsule as she got out of it. Alongside the military green metallic storage unit, the cream-coloured cylinder with greenish-yellow lid resembled a bizarre battery setup. Menefer never stepped back to take them all in; it made everyone and their units look like resources. Plugged in. Ready for consumption.

After her ablutions — morning exercise, nutritional paste, supplements, cleaning, and the like — Menefer grabbed her journal. Jotting down her thoughts as she went helped to keep the guilt away. She stepped into the corridor leading to what everyone called the Engine Room.

All the walls, including those of the dormitory, had the same panelling. Interspersed among them were structures for maintenance, communication, measurement, tools, equipment, and so forth. When deactivated, the panels looked like ceramic with a clear glass overlay. Generally, they projected all manner of imagery and information: time of day (programmed to be consistent with the local time of the launch site in India on Earth), ship status, special reports, location in the interstellar medium, and various other details Menefer noted instead of thinking about her invention.

No one had (yet) passed her by. That was not unusual, and she worked on not thinking about the reason for it. So accustomed was she to writing in her journal that she could do so without looking down at it. She usually only glanced at it to see what she’d written so far, or to consult an earlier note. 

“The universe, according to cosmology and quantum theory, relies upon an observer. If the relationship between observer and universe could be either intensified, reduced, or altered, then the difficulties of FTL...”

Menefer closed her journal, took a breath, and opened it to a clear page.

Think: she hadn’t seen the crew yet.

Think: she had her journal. She’d need somewhere to sit. The Engine room was equipped with seating, as she spent most of her time there, studying and examining the technology she’d —

No!

Dormitory.

Halls. Yes, she could think of those. Consistent. They liked consistency here, though they had their parties and spontaneity. Today the panelling had been programmed to look like the inside of an aquarium. The panels themselves served as the glass casing, and the imagery became whatever lived inside. They extended into a formless aquamarine distance. There was a blue whale.

There were manta rays, many schools of silvery or multi-coloured fish, and seafloors that extended into unknown depths after a comfortable distance. Menefer watched the whale. It was a living monument, and her primal mind made her think it was the same size as the stars or nebulae she could see if she set the display differently.

One of the crewmembers had once set a room to display the ship’s actual surroundings in space, despite the warnings. He’d needed a month of mental health treatment. Most assumed that planets, stars, glorious clouds of space dust, asteroid fields, and so on would be right there. Most people — even if they knew it as a concept — didn’t really feel how vast it was out here. At some points in their journey, there had been nothing but the faint twinkle of distant stars to tell them that they weren’t in an endless black void.

Hence the display panels.

Entering the Engine Room always felt like a breach. Was it because she didn’t want to have to contend with herself and her thoughts, or was she stepping into Aspen’s private space?

“Subject Aspen’s condition is nominal,” she wrote as she inspected the monitors. Menefer watched the Engine. It was a heavily modified medical capsule containing a man in his sixties. He’d been chosen because he was in the middle stages of Alzheimer’s disease. The programmable panelling of the Engine Room was usually set to stark and clinical whites or greys, with accents of pastel colours designed to soothe anyone who entered the room. The Engine was both quiet and disquieting.

Aside from Aspen’s life support and the machinery for the FTL drive — mostly blocky hardware and bright, coloured tubes that played off the pastel tiles — the only furnishing in the room was an elaborate observation and control station. Menefer took the single seat. There were buildings with less elaborate architecture; it was intended to last for decades and provide optimal ergonomic support, in addition to innumerable control options and conveniences.

The act of sitting automatically caused the odd framing in front of the plush-looking seat to produce a split hologram. From her position, the left side of the room became a black background with silvery grey fonts. They gave a full readout of Aspen’s physical and mental status, as well as the Engine’s functions and all the information related to how the Engine connected to the ship.

On her right, split from the left by a blurry line of stark white, was the image of a classical home. Yellow walls with chocolate brown accents and, in the background, brown bannisters with a railing for the stairs to the second floor. There was a three-deep bookshelf furnished with a framed photograph, knick knacks, a plant on top, and even a few books. A curtained window. Hardwood floors. Aspen was in a rocking chair, arguing with a woman Menefer knew was a home care worker.

“His crisis is continuing,” she wrote as she watched the Engine’s numbers and Aspen’s denial.

If you could be linked to a machine designed for observation on the scale of galactic gravity, then your observation of that very reality would start to matter. Menefer squeezed her eyes shut.

“It’s worth it,” she wrote.

Only dimly was she aware of the scratching of her shaky hand on the paper.

The whole room was an altar to his emotional turmoil. The crisis was critical; if there was some part of your reality you couldn’t accept, if there was something unchangeable you broke your nails trying to change, then you put pressure on your observation of reality.

The machine then put that pressure on the observation of the laws of the universe.

Their ship didn’t even need fuel, aside from powering the lights, computers, and life support. It was a ship propelled by pain. This was how they would get to other solar systems, galaxies, and deep space.

Menefer looked at the journal.

“It’s worth it” was repeated on the page. Over and over. The letters got more and more scraggly, misaligned, and downward-angled.

Lifting her head with a gasp, she looked around the Engine Room. She was alone. Surveillance from outside the room was unnecessary; rigorous interviews and testing had ensured that no one on board would willingly compromise the vessel. Operations data were important, but they could be monitored from anywhere on the ship.

“Now that we’re at speed...” she didn’t realize she’d written that on a fresh page.

It didn’t matter. She couldn’t bear to put poor Aspen through this anymore. “Surely it can be slowed as we approach a planet. Can we really give humanity the stars by putting humans into a world of fire?”

The Engine had an interactive setting to ensure that a state of crisis was maintained. “Interfear,” she wrote. A tasteless joke. Hands shaking, she activated the holographics and spent hours trying to help Aspen come to terms with his Alzheimer’s.

She was making progress.

The Engine began to shudder.

“I’ll have to settle my affairs...” Aspen’s image murmured. They were standing in an imitation of his hallway, next to the stairs. “I should thank you, I know, but I can’t...”

The Engine’s tremulous hum stung the bones.

Uniforms began stepping into the imagery.

“No!” Menefer shouted. “We can’t do this to him anymore! I can keep up the momentum! You can’t! Don’t...!”

One of them jammed something into the right side of her neck. Her arguments became sloppy wet muscle. Darkness without stars.

Menefer opened her eyes to the translucent green lid of her capsule. There was some pain in the right side of her neck, but odd aches and pains were common when coming out of cryo-sleep. She lifted the journal that she’d taken with her into slumber. Paper records were uncommon these days, but she liked the feel of them. Even before opening the capsule, she opened the book. Empty. This journal was fresh. 
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Who’d have thought that emptiness could be baggage?

“Why do you even have that thing?” Piper demanded. She wore capris and a long-sleeved shirt. The sleeves should have been rolled up, but the gravity of desperation and water made them uneven. Her postcard was dissolving in a pocket.

Kieu was lunge-walking in the waist-high water. Her gold and purple skirt clung to her legs as the wind clung to the rest of her. On the surface of the water, translating the water’s violence, was a yellow hard-backed suitcase. Both Kieu and the empty luggage were rags under a digging sky. 

It tried to burrow into water, buildings, ground, and civilization. “We have twenty miles to go for real help!” Kieu shouted over the crashes of weather and failures of architecture. “We’ll need to carry food!”

Obliged to help Kieu and her luggage of desperation, Piper cursed at the grocery store a block ahead of them. Torrential humanity threw aside its orderly designs and cascaded upon things that were nailed down, things that weren’t, and things that could be weapons because of what once held them together.

Animals floated by, mechanical and no longer worried. The hurricane bled away all colour and the women were soaked in survival. All the people they could see were little more than part of the storm.

“It’ll be harder to carry with food!” Piper shouted in dismay.

Kieu heard only the cold. 
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Thatcher Verra drank from the limeade bottle in the cup holder attached to his office chair and waited for the other players of Civilization VI to make their moves. He had an assortment of online work, mostly freelance and various levels of legal, and was enjoying the break.

Crumb was winning.

There was a flicker from the window. Without bothering to stand, he simply wheeled his chair to the side of his robust entertainment setup. The computer was so large it was practically diesel-powered, with a plain black CPU tower and three monitors placed in a floor-to-ceiling shelf.

His window was at ground level. There was nothing immediately next to it, but there was a second flicker as something passed through the sunlight. As he approached, he saw that it was a rock dove. He liked to picture them with guitars, rocking out in studded leather jackets.

The rock dove half-flew and half-walked about the gravel at the base of the window, doing nothing intelligible. It flitted about three more times. Leaving the overweight Hispanic man with his computer, it took flight.

At first, it stayed above the street. There was not a single person. Two dogs were wandering about, and a cat lounged atop the hood of a Buick. The pigeon saw what it thought was a metal bird. It fled to one of its favourite feeding grounds: the town’s hotel.

First it decided to perch on a branch. Before the tree was a large set of windows looking in on the reception desk. Standing at that desk was a pimply young man wearing a face mask. He’d just set aside his cleaning cloths and was talking to the woman before him.

“Hello and welcome to Towerton,” the young man said. His nametag read Isaac. The woman made note of this, out of habit.

She smiled awkwardly, trying to hide the anxiety she couldn’t place. “Er, hi. Thank you. Why are you wearing a mask?”

“Germs.”

She frowned. “Is there something going around?”

“It’s the time of year,” he said. It was well into Spring at this point, but she didn’t bother to pursue the question further. He followed with, “Can I help you?”

His voice was thin and strained, which was odd because of the muffling of the mask. The new arrival replied, “Yes, I had a reservation?”

As he turned to the computer at his station, the young man started nodding. It seemed to be subconscious, like a pensive person sticking out their tongue. “What was the name?”

“Meredith Heaney,” she replied. She pronounced it with slightly more volume and distinction than her everyday speech, as though the name should hit home.

Isaac was nodding. “Room 57,” he said, though she couldn’t tell if he was talking to her or to himself. As he returned from the key boxes with the appropriate key, he handed her a cleaning cloth and moved the key towards the surface of the counter. Stopping, he blinked and flushed. “Here you go, ma’am,” he said, correcting his configuration.

She smiled and brushed off the error. “Thank you,” she said as she took it and he pointed in the direction she needed to go. “Oh,” she added, and he stopped from picking up a spray bottle. “I would appreciate some help bringing in my personal effects. Would you...?”

His heart sank, but then he remembered. “Let me just page the assistant manager,” he said. When she blinked in surprise, he added, “We have a new service she’s been wanting to show off.” Isaac seemed to brighten as he spoke, and Meredith detected relief in his tone, though she couldn’t put a finger on why.

“I...uh...okay,” she said.

It didn’t take long for the assistant manager, a middle-aged Aboriginal woman, to show up. “Hello, hello,” she chirped. “I’m Chantelle Naranja, delighted to meet you. I hear you’d like to see our new drone carriage service?”

Meredith made herself grin. “Why, yes.” She hadn’t mentioned her corporate background when she made the call. Had her name gotten ahead of her? Did one of her colleagues head her off?

Chantelle led Meredith to a sparsely furnished side room. A young man sat before a control terminal. “Stewart,” the assistant manager began, “Please demonstrate for our guest how the new system works.”

“Sure thing!” he said. Meredith cast a perfunctory glance over the control board, which included a display from a camera in flight.

“Now,” Chantelle resumed, “Let’s meet up with it!”

Feeling a little breathless, and unable to explain the prickling at the back of her neck, Meredith followed. After a brief stroll down a hallway, during which time they exchanged small talk, they arrived at a scene that made Meredith beam. Before her was a wall-height window, modified with something like an oversized mail slot.

“Meet Hummingbird,” Chantelle grinned. Holding a stable flight on the other side of the window was, in fact, a drone. It had limbs added to the base model, so that it looked like a metal insect pretending to be a bird. The logo it sported featured an android head out of the eighties, shaped like a flying saucer with a white space for the visor. In that visor space was a font designed to look like music notes. It read: Humdroid.

Meredith tilted her head. “Did it come with those?” She pointed at one of the limbs.

Chantelle opened the slot as she answered. It swung down like an oven door. “We had to have them added as a special order. That’s why we only have this one drone. It’s expensive, you see.” The assistant manager offered an apologetic smile. “We’re hoping for something a little prettier if this project goes well. We’d like to have a slot in every guest room.”

Meredith blinked theatrically. “Oh, my. That would be something. But I’m sorry, I didn’t answer your question.” She handed the drone her car keys while she spoke. It had a hand that appeared to be built specifically for keys. “I’ll let the drone tell you how I feel,” and she smiled coyly.

“What do you mean?” asked Chantelle. 

Meredith only replied, “You’ll see.” Chantelle gasped as the hotel’s drone returned carrying a version of itself that only had two basic forearms, and that could have fit snugly into a medium-sized suitcase.

Meredith smiled at Chantelle’s hanging mouth. “I do apologize for not giving you warning,” she said, presenting a business card with the Humdroid logo. “I didn’t want your fine establishment up in arms about a personal visit.”

Chantelle closed her mouth. Her expression was carefully blank.

“I’m not here for an inspection or anything,” Meredith assured her, holding one hand palm-out. “The company’s been getting a lot of orders here in Towerton, and I wanted to see for myself what the commotion was about.”

Chantelle frowned. “But we arranged the entire project with the company and the town. Have you seen the local papers? A boy in town played a big part in it. No one’s sure how old he is, but we think he’s young. Calls himself Incendio.”

“I’ve heard of some of those details, but I haven’t actually read the paper. I’ll look into that,” she said with a professionally warmed smile. “And your arrangement with Humdroid was just one product. A hefty one, granted, but just one. I’m talking about the rest of the town. Just coming in, I could see them. From afar, Towerton looks like it’s...got a flock of birds.” She had to stop herself from comparing them to flies.

“Then why bring one of your own? I mean, if I might ask? Just curious,” the assistant manager added.

After they took her car keys, her drone, and her suitcase and closed the wall slot, Meredith noticed that a handful of guests had come to see the hotel drone in use. “It pays to be prepared,” she answered.
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