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      It's hard to tell a story in just 300 words, so it’s only fair that I limit this foreword to exactly 300 words, too. This year, 454 writers took the challenge, with stories across the queer spectrum. The contest rules are simple. Submit a complete, well-written themed 300 word sci-fi, fantasy, paranormal or horror story with LGBTQ+ characters.

      For our tenth year and ninth anthology, we chose the theme “Rise.” The interpretations run from rising bread to zombies rising from the grave, from sunrise to rising on feathered wings. There are little jokes, big surprises, and future prognostications that will make your head spin.

      I'm proud that this collection includes many colors of the LGBTQ+ (or QUILTBAG, if you prefer) universe—lesbian, gay, bisexual, transgender, intersex, queer, and asexual characters populate these pages—our most diverse contest yet. There's a bit of romance, too—and a number of stories solidly on the "mainstream" side. Flash fiction is short, fun, and easy to read. You may not fall in love with every story—in fact, you probably won't. But if you don't like one, just move on to the next, and you're sure to find some bite-sized morsels of flash fiction goodness. There are so many good stories in here—choose your own favorites.

      We chose three winning stories, five judges' choice picks, and two director’s picks, all marked in the text. Thanks to our judges—Angel Martinez, Ben Lilley, Sacchi Green, Lloyd Meeker, and Diane Allen—for selflessly giving their time, love, and energy to this project. And to Ryane Candyce too, for editing.

      At Queer Sci Fi, we're building a community of writers and readers who want a little rainbow in their speculative fiction. Join us and submit a story of your own next time!
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        It tasted like honeysuckle and lilacs, the first breath after I died.

      
        Why do the branches look so much like roots? Why do my lungs look so much like the branches? I exhaled through the question like air rustling through leaves. Back taut on the dirt, the Earth’s gravity rose and fell on my chest.

        M EDGETTE, DIONYSUS' GARDEN

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RISE UP

          

          NATHAN ALLING LONG (300 WORDS)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Director’s Choice - J. Scott Coatsworth

      

      

      We lived in a queer collective house. From our upstairs window, we could see past the abandoned lot to the park on the corner—until they built the apartments in-between us.

      At first we looked down in fascination, watching the bulldozer level land, the shirtless workmen digging trenches in summer.

      When they put up the scaffolding, Petunia declared, “There goes our view.”

      “And our privacy,” Tomboy added.

      Floor after floor, it rose, looming over our house.

      “It’s like a big hard on,” Rover said, and we all laughed.

      Every morning, we’d see workers board the elevator. All day, we’d hear drills and hammers. At dusk, they’d spill out onto the street.

      Soon it shadowed our entire vegetable garden.

      “Is there no limit?” Birdie said. “No ordinances?”

      By autumn, we couldn’t even see the top.

      Still they built.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Then one day in late Spring, we heard creaking. The building began to sway. It was leaning over our collective house. The creaking turned to groaning. The building bent further and further, until the upper floors stretched over our property, hovering above the neighbor’s yard.

      “It’s going to fall,” Sasha said, running into the street.

      We watched it bend down slowly over our roof, like a giant slinky, touching down on the other side.

      Then, somewhere in the middle, right over our house, the building began to split in two, without spilling a brick.

      Once it separated, the two sides straightened up. A tower now stood on either side of us.

      We were horrified and relieved: at least, our house was saved.

      The next day, men came and piled into both buildings with tools and supplies.

      Again, the buildings rose.

      We knew what was coming: they’d soon multiply in some new direction, slowly taking over the neighborhood, blocking our sun, squeezing us out.

      

      
        
        The competition for Director’s Choice was especially fierce this year. In the end, it came down to three that I absolutely loved. I whittled it down to two, and am exercising my prerogative again to name both of those stories as this year’s “choice.” This one, as it was utterly unique among all the stories submitted. The “Slinky” aspect reminded me of my childhood, and the subject matter tapped into very current worries about the direction of our cities. And the author managed it all with style and a distinctly queer flavor. I loved this darkly whimsical tale.

      

      

      
        
        —J. Scott Coatsworth

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DIONYSUS' GARDEN

          

          MARKUS MCCANN EDGETTE (294 WORDS)

        

      

    

    
      It tasted like honeysuckle and lilacs, the first breath after I died.

      Why do the branches look so much like roots? Why do my lungs look so much like the branches? I exhaled through the question like air rustling through leaves. Back taut on the dirt, the Earth’s gravity rose and fell on my chest.

      Will it go black? I catastrophized, not yet, not yet, not yet! I could still feel the warmth of his mouth on my neck, the strength of her fingers entwined in mine. It ached more like desire than a memory. Will they know I’m gone, my loves? Was I ever…really there?

      The question was a staggering blow, the kind of statement that led to a radical shift, like “Do I believe in God?” or “Why don’t I feel like a boy?” or “Am I gay?”

      Why do the roots look so much like the branches?

      The crunch of a shovel whacked distantly, dwarfed by a melody, a melody that whistled and warbled its way from shrills to muted harmony. My eyes fell closed, embraced a dull absence to settle into opiate oneness with interwoven birdsongs. Cool tears perched on my damp lashes, Was I ever really there?

      “No.” An audible voice answered my silent question.

      My eyes shot open; twitters plunged deep in my stomach.

      His strong olive hands gently lifted my chin. Face to foliate face The Green Man touched his furrowed oak brow to mine and cradled my cold cheek, “You weren’t there. You are there. Every rapture, every joy, you are my joy. This place is possibility” he smiled, “it’s a place that we’re building for you.”

      I choked on a sob.

      Darkness.

      It tasted like honeysuckle and lilacs, the first breath after I was born.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RETURNED TO LIFE

          

          JAIME MUNN (300 WORDS)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Honorable Mention

      

      

      There are traces here; just not divine. Instinct says nature spirit, a vetter. Not what they’re paying for. I should move to the next site, but the air is full of lonely. Something I’m heart-deep in. I feel it like a punch through me, pulling on empathy strings.

      I linger. Brushing the silky faux buzz cut—an anxious tick—hugging a deformed chest that doesn’t feel like mine, reluctant to submit to emotional blackmail.

      Energy and time I won’t get back, can’t charge for. Life’s too short!

      Then there’s a hit of perfume; a fruity note that screams pomegranate and I’m hooked. My name isn’t Persephone, but the underworld has my number.

      “Fuck it,” I say, slamming the car door, approaching the centre of the manifestation. It feels like a gentle caress. That’s never a solid clue. I’ve had soft turn dangerously hard in the past. “What are you?”

      The faded spirit can’t answer. Not yet. I walk the edges of the haunting, tracing an energy corral round the remnants, before standing to the East like a rising sun. My aura flickers with dark spots and I flinch. Even when ‘all clear’ rings through my thoughts, I still imagine the cancer sleeps inside. I push fear away, draw on my wounded strength, and re-coalesce the spirit.

      It starts. A clouded jewel in the air, heatwave distortions. Then transmutes into a beautiful woman—indigo eyes and white hair—hovering between earth and sky. A sylphid.

      Her cool gaze is sensual as I break the energy ring confining her, but she vanishes without a thank you. It hurts.

      In the car, I glance into the rear-view mirror; looking like G.I. Jane but paler, still jinxed by sickly. Alone. Until, beyond my reflection… sylph eyes.

      Our flirting is mutual and the backseat inviting.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            THE DARKEST NIGHT

          

          C.J. SCOTT (298 WORDS)

        

      

    

    
      “If you are not back before sunrise, the spell cannot be undone.”

      I am sprinting through the woods in a t-shirt that falls to my knees. Somewhere on the trail behind me, my boots lay abandoned alongside my pants and boxers. In hindsight, it’s obvious that the transformation would only affect me – not my wardrobe. If I had thought this through, I would have brought a change of clothes.

      If I had thought this through, I wouldn’t have made a deal with a witch.

      What choice did I have? Mother is ill; nothing is helping. Father made me promise to care for her and my sisters when he died. I am the man of the house; I must protect them.

      I arrive at the lake breathless. The Moon hovers overhead, full and perfectly reflected on the silent water below–two glowing eyes, watching my approach.

      “One does not simply trick the Moon.”

      I push the witch’s warning from my mind, close my eyes, and plunge into the lake. The water reaches out to me as I break the surface, grasps me with cold hands, drags me down. My ears pop. My lungs scream.

      The Moon knows. I am no woman. She will not let me leave this lake with a moonstone for the witch. She sees through the spell and—

      There is something in my hand. Next thing I know, I have dragged myself to shore. I hold the smooth, translucent gem in front of me, laughing in disbelief. My reflection laughs alongside me, and I freeze.

      Dark waves of hair cling to a face I recognize as mine. But it is softer, more graceful.

      I am beautiful.

      “If you are not back before sunrise, the spell cannot be undone.”

      I set the moonstone beside me and wait.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            RAIN.

          

          RJ MUSTAFA (300 WORDS)

        

      

    

    
      A fresh moon crescent peeked, complicit, as man and spirit said their goodbyes.

      Parched, lifeless earth crackled under their dust-stained sandals. They held each other so tightly that they would crumble, surely, if they broke their embrace. From deep within his chest, Eli hummed as he wiped his lover’s tears. Words couldn’t voice the depth of his grief, so he crashed his lips against his in a fury. 

      I love you. Let the world desiccate and stay with me. Let me die in your stead.

      Why wasn’t Eli screaming all those things? He wanted to lift him up in his slender arms and flee, somewhere drought and duty did not exist. Where there was only him and Raim, their love sheltering them in warm solitude.

      “I will keep your memory alive,” Eli whispered instead, laying his head on the spirit’s shoulder. Eli felt him wavering, as the magic ached to leave his body and return to its source.

      Raim’s tears rolled sweetness over his tongue. He smelled of the baobab oil they’d rubbed their skin with—protection against scorching winds. Gold began shimmering over Raim’s skin and from within the feathers tattooed over his clavicles. The spirit squeezed Eli’s hand. He took in the sight of his lover’s sharp eyes, indigo-black skin, long fingers that never left him without touch…

      “In another world, I would be yours, entirely,” Raim replied in a fractured voice. He left a dying kiss on Eli’s forehead, before bursting into a thousand gold and cerulean sprinkles.

      There was no voice to cover the sound of the man’s heart shattering. Instead, he stared as they fused into the large, ethereal bird that would bring the water back. 

      It shrieked, soaring toward the heavens. Then the rain came, cold and ardent, drowning the last of Eli’s tears.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            WHERE DOES MAGIC COME FROM?

          

          CHISTO HEALY (300 WORDS)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Honorable Mention

      

      

      Declan stared out at the crowd. Sweat beaded on his forehead, his hands were clammy. It was hard to breathe. They were all staring, all waiting. He swallowed a lump in his throat and scratched the back of his neck.

      “You know the rules,” said the Arch-Mage. “You have reached your eighteenth year, Declan, yet you show no signs of magic. If you do not discover your power by adulthood, you must be banished from the guild, never to return. This is your last chance.”

      “I’m trying.” Declan licked his lips nervously. He tried not to see the whole crowd, to focus on one person who looked back at him, equally anxious. Declan nodded. He put his hands out, palms to the ground, and concentrated, but nothing happened.

      “You must levitate,” said the Arch-Mage. “Rise, boy!” His voice commanded, his elderly face twisted by anger. “Now!”

      “I’m trying,” Declan said weakly. He found his strength out there among the onlookers again. Then he closed his eyes and took a slow, deep breath.

      “What are you doing? You’re distracted. This is no time for girls and folly, boy. You stand to be banished.”

      Declan’s eyes opened. He spoke more confidently. “That’s just it. I can’t access my power because it’s stuffed down. I’m stuffed down, hidden.”

      He looked out towards the one again and waved them towards the stage.

      “What is the meaning of this?” barked the Arch-Mage.

      “Freedom,” said Declan. He smiled at the young man that ran up to him, taking his hands in his own.

      “Are you sure?” said the other man nervously.

      “Surest I’ve ever been,” Declan told him.

      “This is ridiculous. I should banish you both!”

      Declan kissed his love, and together they rose, above the stage, above the crowd, above judgment. Declan found his magic.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEVER SAY DIE

          

          NIA QUINN (295 WORDS)

        

      

    

    
      Three hours into my ritual beneath the new moon, and five hours after I’d started desecrating the grave before me, I lit a freeze-dried raccoon placenta on fire with a spark at the tip of my finger. I chucked it atop the coffin at the bottom of the hole.

      Hopefully the damn box wouldn’t catch fire this time.

      Oh, untwist your knickers already—no raccoons were harmed in the making of this necromantic ritual.

      Flames faded to smoking embers. A thump echoed within the coffin, then a muffled, “Crap.”

      The lid eased upward, scattering the dirt I’d been too unmotivated to bother with. Thank Marsha they didn’t nail coffins shut these days—I lost my crowbar at that minotaur brawl last summer.

      Tully got to their feet, skinny as ever and only mostly dead-looking in their punk-rock tux.

      “Again, Nova, really? Don’t they say to let sleeping dogs lie?”

      “You’re not that much of a dog.” I helped them out of the grave.

      “You’re just being nice because I was dead five minutes ago. Seriously, I appreciate the effort, but you’ve gotta let me go next time, ’kay? How many thousands have you spent on kraken ink by now?”

      “Eh, so I’m in debt. What’s new? Besides, this is easier than making another friend.” I grinned. “With benefits.”

      Tully took in the elaborate ritual setup. “Define making. Because pretty much anything seems easier than this, even for a demi. Heard of Frankenstein’s monster?”

      I linked arms with Tully, dislodging grave dirt from their sleeve. “Just come home with me already, party pooper. Doctor Who’s back on tomorrow, plus Queen Flouncems misses you.”

      “That cat hates me, and you know it.”

      “Whatever.”

      Tully kicked the coffin shut behind us, and we headed home, arm in arm.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NECROMANCING BUBBA

          

          W. DALE JORDAN (297 WORDS)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Honorable Mention

      

      

      Coy lifted the lid on the coffin and stared at Bubba, his husband who died only days before. In a fit of grief, Coy had visited the old hag Marceline, and begged for a spell to bring Bubba back. Marceline came through, writing the words she said would do the trick.

      “Dig him up first,” she’d said. “It’s rude to make ‘em fight to the surface. Pisses ‘em off. You be careful, Coy Wallace. You screw up. That’s on you.”

      Coy pushed himself to his feet and rechecked the paper before lifting his hands to the sky.

      “God of Death, I beseech you to raise this man who I love. Fill his lungs with air and set his heart to beating.”

      Didn’t sound like a spell, but what did he know?

      Coy stared down at his husband. When nothing happened, he read it again. And again and again, until his grief turned to rage.

      “Screw you, you bastard; give me what I want, damn it. I said the words the witch gave me. If you can’t do this one little thing, you ain’t no real god!”

      He fell to his knees and shook the coffin, then leaned in when Bubba’s face twitched.

      “I’ll be damned,” he said when Bubba’s eyes opened.

      “What did you do?” Bubba asked.

      “I brought you back, baby. I love you. Aren’t you happy?”

      “I love you, too, but you screwed the pooch, Coy. You and your mouth.”

      “What do you mean?”

      Bubba didn’t have to answer. Around them the earth shook. Graves burst open. Hands reached for the sky.

      All the dead were rising and worse, they were looking at him, reaching for him. Seconds later, he swore he heard laughter in a roll of thunder above them.

      “Oh,” Coy said. “Well…shit.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DO PAINT THE MEADOWS WITH DELIGHT

          

          JEFF BAKER (255 WORDS)

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Honorable Mention

      

      

      Auris sighed as she eyed their garden glumly.

      The gray skies had brought rain but no flowers. The row of plants at the back of the house stubbornly refused to grow, let alone bloom.

      Marac would be returning soon after her two weeks away from the house they called “Love Cottage.” Two weeks of what she described as “a boring gaggle of Sorcerers and acolytes of the Dal Lords, learning nothing but talking a lot.”

      Auris stayed home, maintained the house and the garden. Not that the garden looked maintained.

      The garden looked like winter.

      It was a small strip of ground right next to the house, but it was still theirs.

      She heard a noise; Marac returning. Auris raised her hands and spoke.

      “Harka, I, through all the Dal

      Rise ye flowers, straight and tall.”

      It didn’t quite rhyme, she reflected. ‘Dal’ usually rhymed with ‘pal,’ so ‘tall should be pronounced...wait…

      Something was happening. The little green shoots were stirring as if blown by a breeze. But there was no breeze.

      In another moment the green shoots were ripped out of the ground and rose, hovering in the air. Still not blooming.

      Then Marac walked up, and all Auris could see was her flowing hair and a dusty travel cloak. Her wife’s dusty cloak looked elegant to Auris.

      They kissed, eyes closed in the spring sunshine.

      The flecks of dirt from the hovering plants sprinkled the two women who began to laugh.

      They laughed
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