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				Exposed

			


			

				by Timothy Baldwin

			


			

				Domestic Suspense / Institutional Thriller

			


			

				A late-night discovery in an empty school office reveals a trail of fraud no one wants uncovered. As warnings escalate and allies vanish, one teacher learns how dangerous “transparency” can be.

			


			

				 

			


			

				The Delusion of Anticipation

			


			

				by Ron Schulz

			


			

				Reflective Nonfiction

			


			

				A lifetime of chasing the next success gives way to an unexpected revelation: the ship he’d been waiting for arrived decades ago. This intimate narrative explores how anticipation can blind us to the extraordinary life already in our hands.

			


			

				 

			


			

				Salvage of a Soul

			


			

				by Scott Meehan

			


			

				Post-Apocalyptic Science Fiction

			


			

				In the aftermath of the Rapture, a synthetic guardian searches for meaning in a world claimed by a machine-born Choir. A stranger’s unexpected act of mercy forces the synthetic to confront the possibility that a soul can be built — or found.

			


			

				 

			


			

				The Mission

			


			

				by Donna Doty

			


			

				Allegorical Fantasy

			


			

				On a world where meteor storms fall like omens and compassion reshapes even the shadows, a lone traveler races to save a dying star — but the truth waiting in the dark may demand more than he ever meant to give.

			


			

				 

			


			

				The Break In

			


			

				by Ron Schultz

			


			

				Creative Nonfiction / Personal Narrative

			


			

				When a stranger in a fugue state shatters the quiet of a family home, the real damage isn’t the broken glass but the fears it awakens. In the aftermath, one man is forced to confront the long-buried terrors he’s spent a lifetime avoiding.

			


			

				 

			


			

				By the Light of the Fire

			


			

				by J.W. Bell

			


			

				Mystical Thriller

			


			

				A warrior’s brutal last stand in ancient Ireland bleeds into the nightmares of a modern veteran who feels every wound as if it were real. When past and present collide, he discovers some battles never end — and some enemies never die.

			


			

				 

			


			

				Quanah Parker on the Distant Ridge

			


			

				by D. Krauss

			


			

				Reflective Travel Narrative

			


			

				On a meandering October road trip, a man visits the sites of famous last stands — only to recognize pieces of his own life in every downfall. Among the ghosts of Fetterman, Black Kettle, and Quanah Parker, he finds a kinship he never expected

			


			

				 

			


			

				Pears, Honey

			


			

				by Susan April

			


			

				Literary Historical Fiction

			


			

				In an empty farmhouse slated for demolition, a forgotten gallery of home-canned treasures reveals the ghost of a woman’s life. The discovery stirs old memories, reminding the narrator that what we leave behind is never as simple as it seems.
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				Foreword
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				Lisa Orban

			


			

				Every year when I put together the Small Bites anthology, I’m reminded why I started this series in the first place. There’s something extraordinary about what happens when writers are asked to tell a complete, resonant story in a small space. Constraints don’t limit creativity, they sharpen it. They force the writer to choose what matters, and they invite the reader to lean in a little closer, to pay attention in a way we sometimes forget to do with longer works.

			


			

				What continues to surprise me is how much truth can fit inside a few pages. These stories don’t meander. They don’t waste time. They go straight for the pulse, the moment where something shifts, breaks open, or finally comes into focus. And because they’re brief, those moments hit with a clarity that’s hard to ignore. You feel the impact immediately, and then you feel it again later, when you’re washing dishes or folding laundry or lying awake at two in the morning thinking about a line you can’t quite shake.

			


			

				This collection in particular feels like a study in revelation. Every story, no matter the genre, carries a moment where something hidden finally steps into the light. Sometimes it’s a truth a character has been avoiding. Sometimes it’s a memory that refuses to stay buried. Sometimes it’s the realization that the world, or the self, is not what it seemed. And sometimes it’s the quiet, devastating understanding that the thing we were searching for has been with us all along. Each author approaches that moment differently, but the emotional echo is unmistakable.

			


			

				What I love most is that these stories don’t shout. They don’t need to. They strike with precision, a single image, a single choice, a single breath held too long, and suddenly you’re seeing the world differently. That’s the magic of Small Bites. They’re brief, but they linger. They stay under your skin. They remind you that revelation doesn’t always arrive with fanfare; sometimes it slips in through a crack you didn’t know was there, or through a door you didn’t realize you’d left open.

			


			

				As I read through this year’s submissions, I kept thinking about how universal that moment is, the instant when something shifts and you can’t go back to not knowing. These authors captured that feeling in eight completely different ways, across eight completely different landscapes, and yet the thread is unmistakable. Each story is a doorway. Each one asks you to step through, to sit with whatever truth is waiting on the other side, and to let it change you in whatever way it needs to.

			


			

				And that, to me, is the heart of this anthology: the courage to look, the courage to see, and the courage to let the truth, however small, however sharp, reshape something inside you.
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				Timothy Baldwin

			


			

				 

			


			

				Domestic Suspense |

			


			

				Institutional Thriller

			


			

				“Transparency builds trust.”

			


			

				— From the Gunpowder Valley High School Faculty Handbook, 2023 Edition

			


			

				Twenty-eight sets of eyes, wide with curiosity, returned my gaze. They waited for my final thought for the day with the combustible energy that only ninth graders possess—a mix between edge-of-the-seat anticipation for the last bell and exhaustion on a late Wednesday afternoon.

			


			

				“I think Myrah said it best,” I finally said. “George didn’t kill Lennie out of hatred, but out of a twisted sense of protectiveness for the friend he loved and cared for.”

			


			

				The bell rang. Sometimes I timed the closure just right, but usually my students worked right up to the bell. Today was rare. Rarer still, every teenager waited until I dismissed them. Then they stood and clattered their chairs onto the desks.

			


			

				“Have a great afternoon,” I said, opening the door and stepping through a waft of cheap body spray and even cheaper fruity perfume.

			


			

				Some kids fist-bumped me as they passed. Others responded to my complimentary remarks with a “you too,” a “thank you, Mr. F,” or “see you at practice, coach.” Rarely did any of my students call me Mr. Fiennes.

			


			

				And I was fine with that.

			


			

				Two students darted down the hallway, nearly bowling over three of my freshmen. I shouted at the runners to slow down. A security member darted past me, followed by one of our assistant principals, Mr. Gideon Rouke. They chased the two students down the stairwell. Rourke’s walkie crackled with the location of the runners.

			


			

				“Another day in paradise,” Gary Peterson, a neighboring English teacher, commented.

			


			

				I rolled my eyes and turned into my classroom. Three soccer players entered behind me. “We still got practice, right, Coach?” one of them asked. “It’s gonna rain.”

			


			

				I glanced at the windows where shafts of light poked through the blinds, illuminating the darkness within.

			


			

				“We’re soccer players,” I said. “Not sugar cookies.”

			


			

				“Good one,” he mumbled and took a seat. Others straggled in, repeating the same remark about rain.

			


			

				They hoped for a storm, and along with it, canceled practice. I understood. They were tired, and October had swept away the heat of September with damp, icy air and rain. But never storms.

			


			

				In fact, the forecast predicted prime weather—crisp, dry air.

			


			

				Maybe a late-night storm.
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				By the time the whistle blew at 4:30, the boys were dragging their cleats. They practiced hard, and they were exhausted. But we still had to pack up and stow our gear. All while grey skies rolled toward us and thunder cracked in the distance.

			


			

				“Erick, Victor, and Jeremiah,” I said. They looked up, knowing what I’d tell them next. “Grab the ball bags, med-kit, and water jug.”

			


			

				They stowed the gear in my trunk just as heavy droplets dotted the sweaty T-shirts of thirty-two boys. The onset of rain did little to hurry them up.

			


			

				“Skies are about to open up, boys,” I called out. “I’m going to my car.”

			


			

				I tossed my bag in the backseat and hopped into the front just as the rain pounded against my car. I turned on the car and waited, the engine purring as it warmed up. Meanwhile, the last of the players vacated the field. It didn’t matter whether they walked or got into a waiting car.

			


			

				Waving a car forward, I pulled out, then hit the brakes.

			


			

				“Dammit!”

			


			

				I still needed to print Of Mice and Men quizzes for the first period, and I couldn’t risk twenty teachers hogging the copiers Monday morning. With my luck, someone would print three hundred copies from their computer and jam the second-floor copier.

			


			

				The rain now fell in sheets, and necessity required a last trip into the building.

			


			

				I backed my car up and switched off the engine. As rain pelted my car at a fierce angle, I grabbed my bag and dashed toward the school’s main entrance.

			


			

				Drenched, I scanned my access badge and entered the vestibule, then the main office. After-hours lighting created a sense of calm, contrasting with my sense of urgency as I unzipped my bag. I pulled out my laptop, fired it up, and rounded the corner of a desk. As I did so, the first door to the left glowed softly in the dim space.

			


			

				The office belonged to Gideon Rourke, known for staying late. At this hour and in this weather, it was highly unusual for anyone, even Gideon, to be working.

			


			

				“Gideon,” I called out to let him know I was here.

			


			

				When he didn’t answer, I set my laptop on the counter and approached the door.

			


			

				I knocked. “Mr. Rouke,” I said, using the formal address. The door creaked open.

			


			

				Under normal circumstances, I’d have left well alone, but Rourke had a knack for details. He’d never leave his computer on.

			


			

				I entered Rourke’s office and eased toward the computer. Did it feel like an invasion of space? Absolutely, but I intended to leave a note. Something like: Saw your computer was on, so I shut it down. — Jay Fiennes.

			


			

				Instead, an open spreadsheet beckoned with green cells; rows of numbers marched across the screen. Leaning in, I read the finer details of budget allocations, vendor names, and emergency disbursements. I narrowed my eyes and read the title of the file—FY26: Supplement Grants and Emergency Disbursement.

			


			

				I should have stopped there. I should have left everything the way I had found it. But the otherwise normal entries had a flaw—repetition.

			


			

				I’m no expert on financial matters, but I’ve put my fair share of work into managing the budget for the yearbook, the soccer program, and the athletic booster. I’ve had practice spotting anomalies, and one vendor, Northpoint Educational Services, had two entries for the same date with the same purchase order number for a sum of $19,750.

			


			

				I rested my hand on the mouse, feeling its cool plastic, before clicking and scrolling. Similar patterns emerged, all for identical “emergency” needs. What emergency prompted the school to rent tens of thousands of dollars’ worth of equipment on the same date and for the same amount? Both entries contained the same initials: GR.

			


			

				My pulse quickened. Rourke’s initials scream at me to leave it alone. But curiosity nudged reason to the side. The soccer fields were in disrepair, and the nets barely held onto the goals. That emergency need alone compelled a closer inspection, especially since we needed those repairs and replacements two months ago. Where was the money going? The bottom of the document contained another tab labeled Community Outreach Fund.

			


			

				I clicked. Countless scanned invoices embedded within cells, dating back several months, all had the same vendor.

			


			

				I took a step back and chewed a fingernail: another name, Northpoint Consulting Group. I looked up the company on my phone. They were on Sherman Highway just before the bridge. But the landscape of my daily commute included an abandoned strip mall at that address, its parking lot cracked where seedlings sprouted.

			


			

				The cursor blinked rapidly at the bottom of the screen like a warning. Rain tapped out a steady rhythm on the window, the only sound aside from the hum of the computer.

			


			

				I raised my phone and snapped a single photo—proof that I hadn’t imagined the whole thing.

			


			

				A heartbeat later, the computer locked, plunging the room into darkness. My reflection on the screen stared back at me, greying stubble and an expression marred by the gravity of what I had seen. A moment later, the building creaked as it settled in for the night.
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