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Preface

 

I am honored to present the fourth annual volume of the Riversong Short Story Contest, published by Riversong Books, an imprint of Sulis International Press. This collection highlights emerging voices in short fiction and poetry, bringing together unique perspectives from writers around the world.

We extend our heartfelt gratitude to our esteemed contest judges:

	Sheri Addison, freelance editor


	Anthony Holmes, Director of Publishing at Sulis International Press


	Mira Innes, literature blogger


	Mark McFaddyn, editor at Sulis International Press


	John Sparks, editor and reviewer at Historical Fiction Review


We received an impressive 53 submissions this year, spanning a wide array of genres from literary fiction and poetry to science fiction and fantasy. The quality and diversity made the selection process particularly challenging, but the chosen works stand out for their originality, emotional depth, and literary craft.

Below is a list of the winning entries, each with a brief description of its genre and the content or feel of the story:

	“The Boot That Stayed Behind” by Nathaniel Carver. This literary fiction piece delves into the quiet, everyday struggles of a war veteran dealing with physical and emotional scars from his service. Through vivid, introspective prose, Carver captures the weight of memory, isolation, and the slow search for connection in a suburban setting, evoking a poignant sense of resilience amid lingering pain.


	“The Bloody Black” by Jamie Jackson. In this science fiction horror tale, an orphaned young miner on a harsh colony planet ventures into a forbidden rift, drawn by desperation and whispers of hidden riches. Jackson’s atmospheric writing blends eerie landscapes with psychological tension, exploring themes of chaos, inheritance, and the blurring line between survival and surrender in a unforgiving alien world.


	“Tear of the Morrígan’s Loom” by Eoghan Ó Murchú. This fantasy narrative, rich with poetic and mythic elements, follows a dream-weaver in an ancient, enchanted city as she repairs a rift in the fabric of dreams. Ó Murchú infuses the story with surreal imagery and a dreamlike flow, evoking a haunting feel of loss, memory, and the delicate balance between creation and unraveling in a world where reality bends like water


	“Capture and Release” by Susanne Perry. This contemporary fiction story portrays a woman’s deep-seated aversion to birds disrupted by an unexpected incident on a desert highway. Perry mixes humor, anxiety, and warmth to convey a sense of vulnerability and human connection, highlighting moments of surprise and subtle transformation in everyday encounters.


	“When Heart and Mind Unite” by Thomas J. Peters. This lyrical poem, composed in rhyming verse with archaic touches and natural metaphors, reflects on the progression of romantic love from passionate beginnings to deeper commitment. Peters evokes a contemplative feel, blending emotional fervor with intellectual insight to explore the enduring nature of relationships through time and change.


	“The Lantern” by Calder Thorne. Blending literary fiction with elements of magical realism, this tale follows an inventor in a coastal town who crafts wondrous, sea-inspired devices guided by a mysterious artifact. Thorne’s evocative prose captures the salty, atmospheric essence of innovation and its personal tolls, creating a melancholic yet hopeful exploration of creativity, loss, and rediscovery.


	“Over the Edge” by Sylvia G. Vega. In this contemporary fiction narrative with branching paths, a widower visits the Grand Canyon to honor his late wife, grappling with his fear of heights through repeated mishaps. Vega employs light humor and reflective tones to convey themes of grief, choice, and the awe-inspiring power of nature, fostering a meditative feel on mortality and personal courage.


	“Refrigerator of the Sky-Camels” by Liora Vex. This surrealist poem unfolds through fragmented, dreamlike sections where ordinary objects transform into bizarre, symbolic forms in a chaotic domestic space. Vex’s experimental style evokes a disorienting, rebellious sense of reality’s fluidity, blending absurdity with deeper undercurrents of identity and perception in an anti-rational whirlwind.


On behalf of Sulis International Press and Riversong Books, we extend our warmest congratulations to the seven winners and wish them the best in their future writings.

 

Neela Tudurí-Kłepfisch

Miami, Florida

 


 




The Boot That Stayed Behind



Nathaniel Carver1


The sun came up over the cul-de-sac like a mortar round that never burst, just hung there, white and hot, burning the dew off the fescue. Jack Harlan sat on the top step of the porch, coffee gone cold in the chipped mug that said WORLD’S BEST DAD in letters half-peeled away. The neighborhood was still asleep, or pretending to be. He could hear the ice maker in the kitchen drop its load, a metallic clatter that made his shoulders jerk. He waited for the second sound, the one that always followed in his head—shrapnel singing through corrugated tin—but it never came. Just the refrigerator humming like a generator that wouldn’t quit.

He was forty-three and looked sixty. The VA shrink called it accelerated aging; Jack called it interest on a debt he could never pay. His left leg ended six inches above where the knee had been, replaced by carbon fiber and Velcro that itched when the barometer dropped. The right leg was original equipment, though the Achilles tendon had been rebuilt from cadaver graft after the IED flipped the Humvee like a toy. The doctors said he was lucky. Jack figured luck was a word people used when they didn’t want to say miracle, because miracles required belief and he had none left.

Inside, Sarah moved through the kitchen with the soft efficiency of a woman who had learned to apologize for taking up space. She wore the same gray scrubs she’d worn for fifteen years, the ones with the tiny penguins on the hem. Jack watched her through the screen door, the way she measured coffee with the same yellow scoop, the way she paused before turning on the burner, listening for him the way she once listened for mortars on the roof of the cash in Fallujah. She didn’t look out at him anymore. Looking invited conversation, and conversation was a minefield neither of them knew how to cross.

The dog, a mutt named Sergeant that Jack had brought home from the shelter because it limped, scratched at the door. Jack let him out. Sergeant sniffed the air, lifted his leg on the azalea, then sat beside Jack like a sentry who’d forgotten the war was over. Jack scratched behind the dog’s ear, felt the scar tissue there, a ridge like a dry riverbed. “You and me both,” he said. His voice sounded like gravel poured into a bucket.

He remembered the day the bomb took his leg. Not the explosion itself—memory had mercifully cauterized that—but the moment after, when the dust settled and he looked down and saw the boot still standing, his boot, with the foot still in it, ten feet away. The foot had looked surprised, like it had somewhere else to be. He’d laughed then, a sound that scared the corpsman more than the screaming. Laughter in the face of dismemberment was not in the triage manual.

Sarah opened the door. “You eat yet?”

“Not hungry.”

“You said that yesterday.”

“Yesterday I lied.”

She stood there, hand on the jamb, the penguins on her scrubs suddenly ridiculous. “There’s oatmeal.”

“Oatmeal tastes like paste.”

“It’s good for you.”

“So was Iraq.”

She flinched. He saw it, the small intake of breath, the way her fingers tightened on the wood. He wanted to say he was sorry, but sorry was a word that had lost its currency. Instead he said, “I’ll eat later.”

She nodded and went back inside. The door closed with the soft finality of a coffin lid.
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