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            Introduction

          

          MANDY BURKHEAD

        

      

    

    
      The first major theme of all of these stories is that they have a queer main protagonist. But why do we use the term queer specifically?

      Queer was once used as an insult by those outside the community to refer to homosexuality and gender nonconformance as strange, weird, or unnatural.

      Identifying as gay or lesbian gave way to the acronym LGB in the 1990s with the recognition of bisexuality. These letters have since expanded to include T (transgender), Q (queer or questioning), 2S (two-spirit), I (intersex), A (asexual/aromantic/agender), and + (and more). That’s a lot of letters and symbols! (Some detractors like to make fun of this by calling it the alphabet mafia, but in this queer’s humble opinion, that’s actually a pretty badass term.)

      In recent years, queer has become a preferred term, especially among millennials and younger generations, to identify anyone outside of the cisgender, heteronormative sphere and create a community for ourselves.

      No matter what label you use, though, the most important thing to remember is that these labels are descriptive, not prescriptive. Labels can help us to identify ourselves when all our lives, we have only felt that we are different, strange, or unwelcome. They can help us to find a community of like-minded folks so that we know that we are not alone.

      But we should never feel that they are strict boxes that limit us and how we express ourselves. Sexuality and gender are fluid, and the whole point of identifying as queer is to separate ourselves from the strict labels assigned to us at birth by society.

      That’s one part of the title, but what about the “Yay!” part? The second major theme of this anthology is that all of the stories in it celebrate queerness. Being queer is not an insult, nor is it unnatural (though some of us may embrace our own strangeness or weirdness). It is, in fact, something to be celebrated.

      As much as possible, I wanted to focus on stories of queer joy, as for too long, our media has primarily presented queer people in tragedies and as villains.

      Does that mean that all of these stories have a happily ever after? Not necessarily. Does it mean that they are devoid of conflict? Certainly not! But in the end, all capture the essence of embracing and celebrating queerness.

      So whether you identify as queer, are an ally, or just love a good story, we hope that you enjoy this anthology.

      
        
        About the Editor

      

      

      Mandy Burkhead is an author of speculative fiction (fantasy, horror, steampunk, and more) as well as an editor. Besides writing, her hobbies include gardening, sewing, cosplaying, dancing, and reading. She published her debut dark fantasy novel, The Black Lily, with her husband. She has also published a young adult fantasy novel, A Single Spark.

      Her published short stories include “The Lady Defiance” in the steampunk anthology Gears, Ghouls, and Gauges; “The Cursed Isle” in the horror anthology The Monsters We Forgot, Vol. 3; and “My Lady Báthory” in the horror anthology Tainted Love. She and her husband also published an anthology of their poetry, Word Garbage. They are currently working on the sequel to The Black Lily.

      For more about her works, check out her website www.burkshelf.com. You can also follow her on Facebook and Instagram @burkshelf, where she posts about upcoming events and new releases.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Woodcutter and the Wild Woman
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          E. E. LUCEK

        

      

    

    
      The winter would be a harsh one. All the seers and portents predicted devastating cold. So, Adele prepared. Deep in the forest, she cut and cured wood in abundance, planting new seeds wherever she felled a tree. She would trade the excess in town for her meagre supplies of flour, salt, and butter.

      She was well-stocked when the freezing winds blew in, encasing trees in ice. The hearth fire crackled while drifts of snow piled up outside. It was cold enough to snap limbs off of trees that night, so the woodcutter arose every few hours to keep the fire burning.

      In the morning, the world glistened. Adele set some bread to baking and went to explore the familiar landscape that had changed overnight. The crisp, chill air pricked her cheeks, and she exhaled a billowing, steaming breath. As she tracked through the snow to her wood shed, however, she saw a dark shape huddled next to the warm stones of her chimney.

      She rushed over and brushed a dusting of snow off furs—what seemed like a hundred different animal pelts, all stitched together—to reveal a woman, lean with hunger.

      The woman’s eyes fluttered, and Adele breathed a sigh of relief that curled through the air like smoke. She was still alive.

      “Come on, let’s get you inside to the warmth,” Adele said, attempting to lift the stranger to her feet.

      But the woman’s eyes snapped open at the words, and she roughly pushed away from Adele. Her breathing was ragged, her face that of a wild, hunted thing.

      “I mean you no harm,” Adele said, hands held out placatingly. “The night must have been dreadful. I only want to offer a place by my fire and some breakfast to return your strength.”

      “With what catch?” the stranger scoffed, her voice rough, as if unused for a long time.

      “None at all. My home is humble, but surely it is a better place to rest for a time than the cold, hard earth?”

      “I must refuse,” came the biting response.

      “May I at least know your name?”

      This time, only silence answered her.

      Undeterred, Adele went to fetch her bread. It had finished baking, exuding a lovely, yeasty smell. She put the fresh, warm loaf out on her stoop and shut the door.

      It was less an invitation than a simply stated fact. If the woman did not eat the swiftly cooling loaf, some animal surely would. It was in the stranger’s hands now whether to waste the bread or not.
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        * * *

      

      Mila would not normally risk such close contact and discovery. She had known about the woodcutter’s home for years and had always managed to keep a safe distance between them. But the cruel winter had left her thin, without an extra insulating layer of fat, and the icy claws of the cold snap had left her desperate. The heated chimney stones were tempting and had probably saved her life.

      But it wasn’t that which made her uneasy.

      The bread sat out on the frozen ground, abandoned. Mila watched it from the trees.

      Every interaction with other people involved hidden strings and unstated clauses. It was the kind of complication she’d been well rid of when she first began her life in the woods, relying only on her own abilities and luck to see her through all storms.

      The fire was one thing. The woodcutter would have tended it whether or not Mila was there. She needn’t have known the fire was shared if Mila had been faster at waking up and shaking off the cold that morning.

      The bread was another.

      A sparrow flew down and alighted at the edge of the stoop, cocking its head to eye the unexpected offering. Mila acted without thinking, scrambling out of the trees to snatch up the loaf and startling her would-be competitor.

      She bit through the crust, into the crumb. It was still warm inside. As she chewed, her eyes fluttered shut. Those simple ingredients, flour, salt, and water, had been transformed into something miraculous.

      She finished every crumb of it before recalling herself. Glancing warily towards the closed door, she slunk back into the trees.

      The bread didn’t sit quite easy in her stomach. Or, at least, Mila blamed it on the bread. It had been a precious gift. And gifts required repayment. She wasn’t used to being indebted to anyone, not anymore.

      She would need to make a return and clear her account as soon as she could. Then she could wipe the incident from memory.

      This was easier said than done for someone so dependent on the seasons. Mila had enough to do simply surviving the rest of the winter, digging up caches she had made in more bountiful months like a squirrel and hunting out scrawny rabbits from their burrows.

      But at last, the winter eased its crushing grip, and the world began to thaw.
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        * * *

      

      Adele endured the rest of the winter quite comfortably. Whenever she’d ventured out to town, she’d had brisk business with her firewood and kept stocked with all her essentials. She made it a habit now to check outside her chimney each morning, and look and listen within the trees, but she’d seen no more of the wild woman. The weather had been milder since that night, so she could only hope the other woman was well.

      Confirmation came one spring day in the form of a gift. On her stoop, tiny, sweet strawberries piled into a mound on top of a thin sheet of curled birch bark. She peered into the shadowed forest but saw no sign of the gift giver.

      “Thank you,” she said, all the same. “I’m glad you made it through the worst of the cold.”

      No answer. Not even a leaf stirred to indicate that someone was there, that someone heard. But the forest felt like a held breath, listening.

      Selecting the plumpest, reddest berry from the pile, Adele savored the first fruit of spring. She thought, wistfully, that it had been a long time since she had tasted something so fresh.

      “They’re very good!” she said to the empty air, one hand held in front of her mouth.

      She sampled a few more, then looked at the pile critically. She’d barely made a dent in the number of berries.

      “If you’re there,” she said, eyes sweeping the underbrush once more, “come back around dusk. No catch, I promise.”

      And then, she gathered up the bounty, retreated inside, and got to work.
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        * * *

      

      Mila sighed in relief as the woodcutter’s door shut. That was the debt repaid. She’d been watching to make sure the intended recipient received the strawberries, not some hungry raccoon. She had to throw a few pebbles when interested interlopers came sniffing around too close.

      The reciprocal gift was meant to sever all ties and be an end to the contact between Mila and the woodcutter. But throughout the day, questions like mice gnawed on her thoughts. The original offering may have saved her life, given her the energy to keep going. Compared to that, what were a few strawberries? The woodcutter wasn’t starving.

      Besides, what had she meant about dusk?

      Expecting some trick or trap, Mila nevertheless found herself drawn back to the woodcutter’s house as the sun dipped, transforming the sky into a fiery tapestry. She would stay hidden in the trees. The woodcutter never need know she was there.

      Everything remained still and quiet around the house as dusk deepened. Presently, she peered closer and spied a spot of color at the foot of the door.

      A small pie waited on the woodcutter’s stoop, edges crimped back to display its strawberry filling.

      She refused to believe at first that it was meant for her. But when the woodcutter didn’t come to retrieve her cooling pie, Mila crept up closer to the cottage.

      The pie sat on a strip of birch bark, the same she had used for the strawberries. And a message had been written on it.

      From my heart, many thanks, it read. But you overestimate how many berries I can eat in one day. Please, share the result of your labors with me.

      The missive was signed, “Adele.”

      It was a very ingenious trap, then, one she couldn’t decline. If she didn’t take this new offering, some animal surely would, and waste all of the woodcutter’s—Adele’s—hard work.

      And so, Mila found herself further in debt than ever before.

      This began a long chain of events. Whenever Adele accepted a gift, she called out to the thin air to come back at dusk. And Mila always did.

      Mila brought bundles of spring onions, only to return to find them cooked down and caramelized, slathered on perfect, buttery rounds of crust.

      Braving bee stings, she levered a chunk of honeycomb out from a hive. She left it on the stoop on a clean, flat stone, washed smooth from the river, along with another scrap of birch bark. Written laboriously, using a reed for an implement and berry juice for ink, was simply, “Mila.” With that, she paid back the trust of a name. Her triumph diminished on returning, when she found a new gift in the form of a twist of sticky, chewy honey taffy.

      She caught a tender, white fish, and returned to a filet, slow-poached in butter, waiting for her in a bowl. It flaked and melted in her mouth. There was also another note, on handmade wood pulp paper. It contained little of import, simply more thanks and a few banal details about the woodcutter’s day-to-day.

      Not fully sure why, she kept it, stashing it with the first birch bark note in the dry, rocky hollow where she stored her handful of prized possessions.

      She washed the bowl in the river herself, unwilling to add that debt of work to her tally, then collected a variety of tender greens and herbs in it. When she returned to the stoop at the specified hour, she found, to her chagrin, that she liked these delicacies much better with the simple dressing the woodcutter had added of oil, salt, and vinegared red wine.

      In a fit of pique, Mila tried to make her gifts smaller so they would become unshareable. She picked only three excellently ripe blackberries for Adele’s doorstep that day.

      Thinking she had finally figured out the puzzle, she left smug… and returned shocked. On the stoop rested a small, round cake with one blackberry nestled snugly on top.

      Once again, she was bested. Each exchange left her further and further in debt.

      If this continued, winter would wrap everything in icy fingers once more, and her chance to repay her benefactor would be cut short. It would be a long wait for the change of seasons, with that debt over her head, with no guarantee that future endeavors would allow her to break even.

      This needed to end.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Adele rounded the corner of her house, the last batch of firewood for the day cut and stored in her woodshed to cure. Summer still blazed, insects buzzing in the muggy air, but the days were shortening, and soon it would be autumn.

      She stopped short.

      There, at her door, waited not a gift, but the woman of the wilds herself.

      “Please,” Mila rasped, then swallowed and tried again. “Please, you must stop. Let me leave all of autumn’s bounty for you, but give me nothing in return. Only then might I finally repay all your kindness.”

      Adele blinked. “You have nothing to repay.”

      “How can you say such a thing? Haven’t you been leaving pies and cakes and candies for me?”

      “Of course,” Adele admitted readily, “but haven’t you also been leaving berries and roots and honey for me?”

      “You take each of my offerings, make it a better version of itself, and hand it back! How can I repay you if you only ever improve on my efforts?” Mila glowered, her motley furs seeming to bristle around her.

      “Ah.” Leaning against a corner of her house, Adele adopted a philosophical mood. “That’s one side of the equation, I suppose. Have you considered the other?”

      “Of course. I’ve kept the tallies as best I could.”

      She waved her hand dismissively. “You bring me the freshest, most flavorful treats nature has to offer. I only bring what can be bought and stored. If anything, I’m glad you enjoyed my concoctions rather than thinking I ruined your ingredients.”

      Mila’s brow began to smooth, but her posture remained wary. “You go to so much trouble, mixing and baking and transforming.”

      “And it’s effortless for you to track down and harvest these beautiful gifts? No. It took time and knowledge. But I don’t grow or grind the flour, or churn milk to make the butter, much less take care of the cows that gave it. I had to add effort another way. In the end, I only matched your effort with my own.”

      A cooling wind rose, lifting Mila’s hair and making strands of it dance. “Why?”

      The previously unflappable Adele caught herself staring and flushed. Then, as if to distract from that small lapse, she pushed away from the wall and spread her arms. “At any rate, you see? You were never indebted to me. We’ve stood equal all this time, each adding something special to the pot.”

      Their gazes met, and Mila voiced the words, “As if we work better together.”

      They each thought the other beautiful then, in a way they, themselves, were not.

      Adele smiled. And she offered, tentatively, to show Mila how she made bread, inviting her once more into her home.

      This time, Mila accepted.

      

      E. E. Lucek writes fantasy and folktales in between reading almost anything she can get her hands on. Her recent work can be found in Factor Four Magazine and other small-press anthologies, including The Dragon’s Hoard 3 by WolfSinger Publications and Moggie Noir by Raconteur Press. A resident of the Midwest, she thinks food is an excellent love language.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            A Bright and Clouded Future

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          TRIS LAWRENCE

        

      

    

    
      Death cannot possibly be perched on the faded cushion of the window seat in Austin’s room.

      Austin scrunches his eyes closed, throwing one arm across his face to block out the sun. He dozes in the warmth that spills across his skin through the cracked curtains, refusing to face the ridiculous waking dream that has hold of his mind.

      There’s a low cough; Austin flinches at the sound. More light spills into the room, turning the inside of his eyelids red. The curtain rings scrape along the rod, clatteringly loud.

      “I know you’re awake.” Her voice is high and light, her words ending with an exasperated huff.

      Austin opens his eyes begrudgingly.

      She sits cross-legged, cloak and cowl draped over a slight form. Her face is mostly hidden, her hands almost engulfed by the wide sleeves. Only her fingers are visible, pale and slender as she runs them along the shaft of the scythe resting in her lap.

      His breath tangles in his throat. This isn’t a dream; it’s a nightmare, and she’s come to slice his soul from his body.

      “Good morning, Sunshine.” She smiles, lips full and red, showing bright teeth and very little cheer. “You know who I am, right?”

      He knows who popular media says she should be. He gathers his blankets across his lap—it’s morning, and he feels very much alive in this moment. “I’m not dead.”

      “Unfortunately,” she snaps. “For now.” The cowl slips, and he catches a flash of pale skin and bright green eyes, her lips pursed in irritation. She yanks the cowl back into place. “That’s not my fault. You are a wanted man, Austin Flint—as good as dead. However…” She draws the word out, lingering on the dramatic pause. “Your fate is clouded. Sometime in the next twenty-four hours, you’ll go. I don’t know exactly how or when, but I’ll be by your side when you do.”

      His gaze fixes on the scythe, sunlight glinting along the sharp edge. “No.”

      “You don’t get to tell Death, ‘no.’”

      His heart pounds, blood thundering through his body while breath remains trapped in his lungs. He pulls air in through his nose, letting it slip out in a jagged exhalation between barely parted lips.

      This can’t be happening.

      Austin grabs his blanket, wrapping it around himself like a toga. He turns his back on her, dragging in another shuddering breath as he staggers down the hall to the bathroom, slamming the door behind him once he’s safe inside. As soon as he’s alone, the ache in his chest lessens, and air rushes in.

      He peers at himself in the mirror, taking stock and reveling in the normalcy of his appearance. Brown skin and eyes, and scruff on his chin that needs shaving before he leaves the house. He’s alive, and he’s damned well going to stay that way. This is the first day of the rest of his life, and the first step toward getting out of this small town.

      He opens the medicine cabinet to get his razor; something flickers on the mirror, flashing in his peripheral vision. He bites back a scream, turning it into a shrill squeak.

      Death sits perched on the edge of the tub, scythe thankfully not present.

      “What are you doing here? This is the bathroom,” Austin bites out. “I need privacy.”

      “You understand that I’m Death, right?” she says. “Until your time comes, you’re stuck with me. I’m not going to enjoy this any more than you do.”

      “I’m young, I’m healthy, and I have a lot of living to do,” Austin points out. “I have my first art show tonight.” It’s only the local art center in the nearest city, but it’s a chance to have his art seen. It’s also the first time he’s found a community of people where he feels almost comfortable enough to be himself. He’s been trying to work up the courage to take that next step, and tonight might be that night.

      “Do you think you’d be the first teenager with a bright future to be stolen away by Death?” Her sharp laugh bounces off the walls of the small room. “Come to terms with it, Austin. Hell, decide how you want to go. Or—” Her gaze lights on the razor in his hand, and her tone shifts, soft and beguiling. “Shave. Maybe you’ll nick an artery and bleed out. Shower. Maybe you’ll slip in the tub.”

      Austin sets the razor on the side of the sink. The scruff will be fine for today.

      “Scared?”

      “No.” He can get away without shaving, but he needs a shower. He lets the blanket puddle onto the floor, then leans past Death to twist the water on and let it warm up. “Are you going to follow me around all day?”

      “Until you’re dead, yes.” She comes to her feet, stepping into his space as her cowl falls back. Death is short, with a heart-shaped face and perfect white-blond curls. She stands on her toes and jabs a finger against his chest. “Don’t worry, you aren’t stopping anyone else from dying by prolonging the inevitable here. There’s too much death in the world for one person to handle it all.”

      “You aren’t a person.” He’s positive of that, even though she looks like one. She could be a year or two older than him if he ignores the darkness in her gaze and the tiny lines around her eyes that say she’s seen too much. He doesn’t want to think of her as Death incarnate.

      “Not anymore,” she admits. “But I am bored, so let’s get on with this.”

      Steam billows out of the shower, the heat beckoning to him. He pushes his boxers down, ignoring Death as he steps past her into the water. He yanks the curtain closed, hiding himself behind the thin plastic shield.

      “You could still slip,” she points out.

      “I’m not going to slip.” His words are clipped and matter-of-fact. He’s eighteen and on the verge of a bright future.

      Austin Flint refuses to die.
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        * * *

      

      Austin spends the morning shadowing the assistant manager of Hansen’s Farm & Feed. Death is surprisingly quiet, flickering in and out of his vision. He spots her watching avidly while he learns how to operate the lift so he can bring down heavy pallets of feed, her expression twisting sour when he finishes unscathed.

      She’s waiting in the men’s room, sitting on the edge of the sink. “Get on with it.”

      “Still not dying,” Austin counters. “You don’t need to stick around.”

      “I’m stuck here until you do,” Death replies. “If you want to get rid of me—”

      He turns his back on her, hands shaking while he does his business. “Stop,” he mutters. He fumbles his zipper, and holds his hands under the water until they’re steady. She hands him a paper towel; he looks at it in confusion and mumbles, “Thanks,” under his breath.

      “Do we get to work on our own now?” she asks. “I’ve seen so many possible ways to die here. Did you see that rack of sharp, pointy—”

      “Stop!” It comes out as a yell this time. “Leave me alone so I can work. I need the money for college.”

      “Forget about college. You could die at any moment.”

      “I’m not going to die a virgin.” His cheeks heat when the words slip out. A face flickers through his mind, all sharp cheekbones and angles, with laugh lines around the eyes. Tonight. He’ll say something tonight. He shouldn’t delay anymore, just in case.

      Death’s brow furrows. Her cloak and cowl are gone, morphed into a black hoodie for a popular band and a pair of ratty jeans. Beat-up high-tops covered in hand-drawn flowers scuff the floor as she digs in with one toe. There’s an air of familiarity about her, like he should know who she is. Her gaze rakes over him, and the heat in his face deepens. “You’re no Idris Elba, but you’re not bad looking,” she says. “You’re cute. I don’t know why you haven’t already—”

      She cuts off at a knock on the door.

      “Leave it,” Austin mutters. When he looks over, Death is gone, and he’s alone in the bathroom. He pushes past the person waiting outside, heading for the pets. He’s looking forward to a quiet afternoon of overseeing the pen of baby chicks and helping little old ladies pick out the perfect food or collar for their pet Pomeranians.

      Someone taps on his shoulder, and he plasters on a polite smile. “Can I help—oh, it’s you.” He turns away, restocking the dog food shelves. “Can they see you, or am I talking to myself?”

      “Right now? They can see me.” She scratches her cheek with her middle finger.

      He focuses on stacking the heavy bags one atop the other, arranging them to line up perfectly with the edge of the shelf. “I need to call you something other than Death,” he says. “Since we’re stuck with each other for now.” He wants to make a connection, so he can catch her off-guard.

      Austin has a plan.

      She chews at her lower lip, the color faded. “You can call me Lana. But don’t think this makes us friends. When the time comes, I’ll still harvest your soul.”

      It’s a first step. “About what I said earlier,” he begins. “I want to make a deal.”

      “A deal.” She toys with one of the shelves, and Austin switches to work on another one, several feet away. “What kind of a deal?”

      That’s not a rejection.

      “You help me get laid, and I go peacefully.”

      “What?” Her voice shrills with offense. “I am not going to go find some girl for you—”

      “I didn’t ask you to.” He places a finger on his lips, hoping no one heard her yell. When he walks hurriedly down to the other end of the aisle, away from prying eyes, Lana is already there. “I don’t think I’m going to die, but if I have to, I think that’s something I should get to experience first.”

      She crosses her arms, body ramrod straight and stiff. “This is not a wish fulfillment service.”

      A face sparks in his mind again. That smile, turning on him, saying, “Yes,” when Austin asks for a date. He isn’t going to die, but… if he is.… Austin needs to know that there is one bright moment standing between himself and the hereafter. If he doesn’t get to go to college or to be an artist, he at least wants this.

      “How about a kiss?” he bargains. “One kiss.”

      His first kiss.

      “You want a kiss? Fine. Let’s get you a kiss.” Lana grabs his arm, yanking him into the next aisle and pointing across the store. “What about her? She’s cute. Think she might be the one?”

      Austin’s mouth goes dry. “No.”

      Lana tugs, pulling him into the middle of the store. “That one, then. The guy with her might be her boyfriend, but she might be open to one little kiss. Give me a minute and I’ll go over there and talk to them.”

      Austin grabs her without thinking, dragging her several steps back until they’re hidden. He leans back, letting the shelves take his weight. His mouth opens, trying to form the right words, but nothing comes out. He tries again and again, thankful that they’re alone, that no one comes looking for them after Lana’s loud exclamations.

      She looks at him worriedly. “Is this it? Are you dying? If this is some kind of trick to get sympathy or mouth-to-mouth for a kiss, I don’t think it’s going to work.”

      “I don’t want to kiss either of those girls,” Austin manages to hiss out between gritted teeth. “I don’t want to kiss any girl. I’m gay.”

      He’s never said it out loud before. He wasn’t sure he ever would before college, not in his small town. Maybe at the Arts Center. He would have to in order to ask… but not here. Not now, like this.

      His attempt to inhale whistles, like sucking air in through a straw.

      “Arms up,” Lana orders in a high-pitched whisper. When he doesn’t move, she grabs one hand and raises it over his head as best she can. “Put your arms over your head. It’ll help you breathe. There you go,” she says as he complies. “In and out, Austin. You can do it.” Her voice is soothing, soft and low. She repeats the same words over and over until they take hold in his mind.

      He drags in air, holding it in his lungs before letting it out with a whoosh. “I’m gay,” he whispers. That makes twice, and the world hasn’t ended. A giddy laugh bubbles up.

      Lana’s expression is serious. She sticks one hand out, wiggling her fingers when he stares at her in confusion. “I accept your bargain,” she says, gripping his hand with a touch that is warmer than he expects. “I will help you find a guy for your first kiss, and then you die. It’s a deal.”
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        * * *

      

      “So, where are we going?” Lana stands in the parking lot when Austin pulls in. She has her hands shoved into the pockets of her hoodie, and her back to the brightly lit Arts Center. “We could go clubbing. Bet we could manage your kiss and a mugging within the hour.”

      Every time Austin has made the mistake of thinking of her as human that day, she reminds him brutally that she’s Death. “You promised,” he reminds her. The bargain has been struck, and he won’t let her back out.

      “I promised,” she agrees. “That doesn’t change the fact that something out there that I have no control over is going to kill you. We made a deal, but I’m still here to do a job. So, let’s get on with it.” She looks down at her fingernails—blunt, as if they’ve been chewed off, and showing remnants of bright pink nail polish. “Besides,” she says to her hand, “If you want to get kissed, you need to go somewhere that it’s possible.”

      As far as Austin’s concerned, this may be the one place of possibility in his entire life. “I need to go to my art show.” He needs to find the courage to ask the right person the right question. “Out of all us in the multi-school art club here, only six were selected to show art, and I’m one of them. I might not sell anything, but this is my first gallery show. I’m not going to miss it.” The first of many, he hopes.

      “We’re going in there.” Her voice is flat and resigned, no lilt for a question. She stands at the base of the long stairs up from the parking lot, her arms crossed and jaw tight. She squints at Austin from under furrowed brows as he passes her.

      “We are.”

      She’s at the top of the stairs when he looks again, standing with one hand on the doorknob. Once again, Austin is struck by a sense of familiarity as she watches him climb the stairs. “Fine,” she says, and her high-pitched voice ruins the sense of déjà vu.

      The central hall of the Arts Center doubles as a gallery for shows, open all the way up to the third floor, with a balcony surrounding it. Pendulum lamps hang to light the large space, while bright spots illuminate the displays around the room.

      “Austin!” Bonnie LeShawn, president of the high school group at the Arts Center, grabs his hand. She’s all of five-foot-two, but she pulls strongly, dragging him to where his own art hangs. “People are asking for you,” she says. “They say your art is unique and different. They’re buying it, and they want to meet you.”

      “Unique is one word for it,” Lana murmurs. “This is not what I expected.”

      She sounds shocked. Good. That’s exactly the reaction Austin wants from the portfolio he spent the last year developing, and which got him enough of a scholarship that he can almost afford to go to school. He worked hard to find everyday volunteers who were willing to model nude for his photography, and then he edited them into impossible body shapes. He exaggerated all the intrinsic shapes of humanity, creating the antithesis of the picture-perfect photo-edited models that are force fed to everyone through popular media.

      Bonnie gives him a light shove. “Go meet your fans.”

      Lana stands in the way of one image while a woman signs her name on the slip next to it, obviously unaware of her presence. Austin nudges past Lana to get close enough to look at the slip, heart hammering at the number scrawled there next to the name. He shoves his hand toward the woman, fingers and smile both shaky. “Hi. I’m Austin Flint, and this is my work.”

      “It’s brilliant,” the woman replies, clasping his hand politely. “I’d say it’s lovely, but we’d both know I’m lying. It’s disturbing, and frankly, that’s perfect. You have a bright future ahead of you, and I’m thrilled to know that I’ve claimed a piece before you’re selling at high-end New York City gallery prices.”

      “You have a clouded future,” Lana whispers, breath cold against the nape of his neck. “And you have only fourteen hours left at most. Kissed or not, I can’t stop what’s coming.”

      Her words fall heavily, sending a chill down his spine. Austin calms the panicked leap of his heart by explaining why he selected the particular background for this piece, then moving on to another curious onlooker to discuss the particular distortions used in another photograph. Anything to tune out the quiet countdown Death provides, as the minutes tick on.
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        * * *

      

      “Excuse me.”

      Austin turns with his hand out, a practiced motion after the constant conversation of the last two hours. “Hi, I’m Austin Flint.” He’s left hanging, looking at a smiling face that he’s been thinking about all day. Pale skin and wide-set eyes, with high cheekbones and a narrow chin. Short blond hair that looks as if it could use a trim falls over the other boy’s forehead.

      “Heath,” Austin says.

      “Austin,” Heath replies, his smile widening. “You’ve sold a lot of pieces. I think folks are more interested in hanging naked people on their walls than putting them on their shelves.”

      If Heath isn’t selling art, then the people here have no taste. Austin has always admired it: delicate twists of ceramic figures in the bright colors of the rainbow. They are suggestive and joyful, and as bright with life as Heath himself. “They’re missing out,” Austin says. “Do you have new pieces?”

      “A few.” Heath steals Austin away, leading him to the corner where his sculptures dance and play.

      One draws Austin in: two male figures, almost a foot tall, tangled together in a bright splash of red and purple. Austin reaches out, drawing back before his fingers stroke the sleek surface.

      “Go ahead,” Heath encourages. “They’re sturdier than they look.”

      “Twelve hours,” Lana hisses in his ear.

      Austin jerks forward, brushing against the sculpture. He rushes to catch it with both hands when it rocks, meeting Heath’s hands as they steady it together. “Sorry,” Austin apologizes.

      “Not many people have been willing to touch them,” Heath says with a wry smile. “I think they’re afraid the gay will rub off on them.”

      Heath is the first person Austin ever met who was out, the first one willing to say it publicly. It’s okay, here in the art center, but Austin knows it can’t be easy in Heath’s home town. No easier than it would be for Austin.

      Maybe it’s a cliché, having a crush on the first out guy he’s ever met, but Austin can’t help it.

      “Don’t even think it.” Lana’s fingers wrap around Austin’s wrist. She untangles him from Heath’s touch and he’s trapped there, back and shoulders stiff, letting Death grip him tightly.

      “You must have sold some,” Austin says. The faces of Heath’s work are indistinct, but the poses suggest joy and laughter. They make Austin’s heart light; he imagines they’d do the same for anyone.

      “One.” Heath passes by Lana without seeing her, stopping at another stand where two women and a man dance in a tight circle together, hands and legs overlapping. “It’s the one I expected to sell.”

      It’s beautiful, but nowhere near as gorgeous as the one next to it of two women lying down, the head of one cradled in the lap of the other. The triad is light and airy, but lacks the depth of emotion that the women embody.

      Austin’s art makes me people think. Heath’s art makes people feel. “I want one,” Austin murmurs.

      “I was hoping you’d say that.” Heath’s eyes crinkle with his wide grin. “I’d really like to get one of your pieces, but I can’t afford it, so I was thinking we could trade.”

      “Not him,” Lana whispers in Austin’s ear. “He only wants your art, not you. This is not the boy you’re going to kiss.” She still holds his wrist, fingertips digging in against his skin in chilly points. When Austin does nothing more than try to tug his hand free, she yanks on him. He spins to face her, Heath’s voice trailing off behind him. “I mean it,” Lana snaps. “Leave him alone. You’ve been talking to him for all of five minutes, and his fate’s clouding up like yours.”

      Her skin is flushed rose, her pale eyes wide, and if Austin didn’t know better, he’d say Death was having difficulty breathing. He responds without thinking. “What do you care?”

      She blinks and looks away. Behind him, Heath makes a strangled, hurt sound.

      Oh. Shit.

      Austin turns back slowly to face Heath. Lana lets him go when he takes a step forward. “I’m sorry,” he says. “That came out wrong. Yes, I want to trade. I’d like the piece in red and purple. You can pick any one of mine, or I could do something special for you. We could talk about it over coffee?”

      The flush on Heath’s skin fades. “That one is my favorite,” he says, gaze shifting to the piece Austin was looking at. “You really like it?”

      “I do.” Austin wonders if Heath can hear what those words mean. “Coffee?” he asks again.

      “You are dragging him into your fate.” Lana’s voice is high-pitched and raw. “If this is the boy you choose to kiss, he’s going to die.”

      “Coffee,” Heath agrees.

      They shake on it, and Austin thinks they linger before letting go. Someone calls, and he has to return to his art to talk to another potential customer. There are only a few more hours left of the show. He can ignore Lana because he has something to look forward to.

      He has a date.
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        * * *

      

      Death is surprisingly strong. She manhandles Austin through the door to shove him against the wall of the alley that runs alongside the Arts Center. He keeps his hands on her shoulders, holding her at arms’ length.

      “I thought you couldn’t kill me yourself!” he whisper-shouts. “Forces beyond your control, you said. If you won’t help, I’ll fulfill the bargain on my own. This is the guy.”

      “If I could kill you myself, I would,” she snarls. “He’s innocent. He’s not meant to die, but you came along, and now he’s shrouded in darkness. This was supposed to be a simple assignment: shadow one teenager until he kicks the bucket from unknown causes. But no, you had to drag art shows and kissing into it, and now look what you’ve done! Just… go jump off that bridge already!” She jabs her finger at the waterfront and the footbridge stretching over the river. “Can’t you make this easy on me?”

      “No, I can’t.” When he steps forward, she steps back. He glares down at her. “I am going to live every second until my fate comes to get me, and if I can, I am going to keep living even past that. My life is good right now. I sold art. I have a date. And maybe I’m going to get that first kiss from the guy I like at the end of the night.”

      Her expression twists, and Austin wonders how he could have thought she seemed young or human. This isn’t Lana; this is Death, and she is pissed off. “Some time in the next ten hours you will die,” she says darkly. “Whether you’re ready or not—kissed or not. Fate will come down on you like a ton of bricks, and now you’re going to take him with you. When he dies, it’ll be your fault.”

      “Did you look at his fate before we started talking?” It’s a small defense, but it’s what Austin has. He doesn’t want to believe that he’ll cause Heath’s death.

      Her expression falters, knotting in confusion. “I didn’t, but he wasn’t going to die. He couldn’t have been going to die.”

      “Austin?” Heath’s voice is bright and loud, cutting through the late-night noises of the city life. He stands outside the alley beneath a streetlight, hair lit like a halo around his head.

      “One hour,” Lana says. “Then take your fate with you and set him free.”

      Austin ignores her, hurrying to meet Heath. When he reaches out, Heath takes his hand, their fingers tangling warmly together. They walk down the street hand in hand, and Austin knows that this can’t be the end.

      Lana walks on his other side, hands in her pockets and shoulders hunched. Austin wants to ignore her, but her muttered words are too loud, matching time with her steps. “Ten hours,” she repeats. “No more than ten hours until you die.”
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        * * *

      

      Austin and Heath sit together on a bench behind the coffee shop, overlooking the river. They sit hip to hip, Heath’s knee pressing warmly against Austin’s. The breeze carries the scent of water, and Austin inhales, memorizing this moment.

      Thoughts bounce around in his mind, refusing to settle down. Only a few feet away, Lana leans back against the railing, arms crossed like armor over her chest. Her mouth is bare, color bitten away as she chews on her lower lip, staring at them. Her gaze narrows when Heath sets his empty coffee cup on the bench and takes Austin’s hands in his.

      “What are you thinking?” Heath asks.

      “What got you started working in ceramics?” It’s the first safe topic that comes to mind.

      Heath’s expression clouds. He strokes a thumb along Austin’s hand as he looks out over the river. “My sister, actually. El was older than me, and she started working in ceramics after coming to summer camp here at the Arts Center. She was so good at it, and when she begged to have a studio at home, our parents set it up for her. When she died, I went in there because it felt like her spirit was inside her art. I thought that maybe if I worked with the clay, I could bring her back. My parents freaked out when they found out I’d started the kiln on my own. I was only nine.”

      “I can’t even imagine losing someone like that.” Austin has no idea
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