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A monk accidentally summons a disgruntled lesser demon.... 

— “Please Hold” by Georgia Cook

In the world of fashion, a stylist takes matters into their own tentacles.... 

— “The Fashion Police Are Watching” by Jane Brown

Extraterrestrial beings discover the Voyager craft and send a message...... 

— “Out Here” by Scott Beggs

The last true maskmaker in Venice offers a mask that will change minds...... 

— “The Mascareri” by Izzy Varju

When a woman can't afford the proper burial spell, she's left with an unsettling alternative.... 

— “Grave Concerns” by Aeryn Rudel

A man journeys through an endless fog in search of the mysterious Falls of Imoletta... 

— “The Falls of Imoletta” by Thomas Canfield

A family evacuates their home planet, leaving everything behind... 

— “Twinkle Twinkle” by Matthew Keeley
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... and many other short tales of wonder, shock, and awe.
THE BEST OF METASTELLAR YEAR TWO

“MetaStellar supports diverse narratives from around the world, which is always encouraging!”

— Todd Sullivan

“MetaStellar magazine has been a pleasure to work with. I am proud to see my work alongside so many talented writers in the Year Two Anthology.” 

— Jason Lairamore

“MetaStellar is at once a valuable source of great fiction, reviews, and related content, and a wonderful community to be involved in as a writer.”

— Andrew Dunn

“MetaStellar is ... well ... stellar! The magazine is visually slick, informative, diverse, and relevant. There is always something interesting to read. Articles are well-researched and conscientiously written. I've worked with their various editors and found them on point and efficient.”

— Nina Munteanu
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Note From the Fiction Editor
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By Geordie Morse

Here we are, The Best of MetaStellar: Year Two. In some ways I think a sequel deserves higher praise than the initial production (outside of Hollywood franchises). One means you made it to your goal, but two and beyond means you managed to stay there. And to be fair, we’ve done far more than stay consistent; MetaStellar experienced incredible growth in terms of readership and exposure in the past year, in a trajectory that we might dare to label “exponential”. 

I’d like to think the quality of our original fiction has followed this trend of improvement. As of this writing, we’ve just finished our fifth open submission period for original flash fiction, although you’ll have to wait until Year Three publishes to see the latest stories we’ve picked. 

With each new cycle I see more authors whose names I recognize from previous years, and I get to send their stories to be judged by other authors whose stories have already been published on our site; community-building, some might call it. 

The board has also been honored with increasing distinction by readers and writers as not just another fiction market, but a particular fiction market that stands out from the others. The countless hours of volunteer effort from our board are well worth it to be mentioned by name as a speculative fiction magazine that publishes great stories with a professional, punctual staff. 

Perhaps the biggest change we’ve dealt with this year is the looming presence of AI writing in the fiction marketplace, an elephant in the room for many years until the explosive advancement of AI, spearheaded by the public release of ChatGPT 4, shattered the pachydermal silence. 

Several other major markets closed their submissions against a tidal wave of procedurally-generated content, for both logistical and ethical reasons. How can a magazine’s staff process potentially thousands of story submissions generated within minutes, and is it fair to give space to stories that are written by a language model, rather than a person? 

As for MetaStellar, we’ve been lucky so far to not have our submission box similarly inundated with AI writing. This may be due to our model of a limited biannual submission cycle, rather than a year-round open window and a big slush pile. The latter question was more pertinent for us to answer, and we decided that we would diverge from the majority of markets on this point. Since the start of 2023, we accept stories that have been created with the aid of AI tools.

For more about this decision, flip to the back of this book, where our editor-in-chief, Maria Korolov, summarizes the discussions we had as a board. She is herself a journalist who has been covering the development of AI for many years. If the rise of AI in creative spaces is of concern to you, as it is to all of us on the editorial board, I hope you’ll give it a read and a think. 

As MetaStellar’s lead fiction editor, I’d like to do my part in encouraging anyone who likes to write stories to consider submitting their work for publication- not just to us — though we’d appreciate it! — but to any magazine, journal, publishing house or anthology that seems like a good match for their style. 

Many people, my past self included, have kept stories hidden away in drawers or computer folders because we couldn’t imagine anyone aside from ourselves enjoying our work. But to surprise yourself, the first step is to try, and trying is worth everything. So let the stories in this anthology be an inspiration to those who need it; these same authors whose work is now printed here in book form started from the same place, and now we have more stories out in the world. 

MetaStellar fiction editor Geordie Morse works primarily as a personal language coach, developing curricula and working with clients remotely. His first book, Renna's Crossing, is out now. His various other projects are cataloged on his site Arnamantle.com.
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Note from the Reprints Editor

By Marie Ginga

Time goes by quickly when you’re loving what you do. And I do. Choosing the best reprint submissions for this second anthology was no easier than the first one. What we ended up with is a hefty volume of can’t-stop-reading stories.

It was another great year for our readers to feast on a glorious smorgasbord of speculative fiction. Although we have some regular contributors, it’s nice to see a continued presence of authors new to MetaStellar. It is part of our mission to be a venue to help up-and-coming authors to get some visibility and we do a great job, if I do say so myself.

We link authors' stories as many ways as we can, often connecting to Amazon and other sales platforms, as well as social media and web pages. We create an author page for each of our contributors. We also share the wealth by giving other publications a boost when we link our printing to theirs.

Any author can request to be a guest on our podcast, Long Lost Friends with Elizabeth Eve King and Andrea Goyan, accomplished authors and artists in their own right. And we are always looking for volunteers at our magazine, which is run by an all-volunteer force.

We continue to receive a constant stream of quality short stories in all speculative genres. The submissions represent not only a cross-section of genres, but also a wonderful representation of the diversity of our authors. Young (our youngest is 14) and old; all shades of white and brown; local to us here in Massachusetts and internationally—as far away as Korea and New Zealand; LGBT and neurodiverse. I’m happy to bring readers great stories and I’m happy to give authors a great opportunity to be seen.

Nearly 500 fiction and non-fiction authors have invested their creative energy in our magazine. That, coupled with a great cast of editors and a video team, has established MetaStellar in the top five spec fic magazines online.

I’m proud to be a part of it.

Marie Ginga is the reprints editor for MetaStellar Magazine. She’s also an accomplished writer under her pen name, Marie LeClaire, with five novels and a collaborative anthology to her credit. You can find her on many reading platforms and at Amazon.com/Marie-LeCLaire and at her website, MLeClaire.com.
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Please Hold

By Georgia Cook

Brother Gregor bent close to his work, his hands trembling as he lifted the taper. Candlelight flickered in the gloom; incense sticks pierced the fetid air. A drab gray light trickled through the tiny windows, illuminating the chalk circle drawn across the floorboards.

Two more candles to go...

It was bitterly cold in the turret room. Positioned high above the cloister, the monks had been using it as a storage space. A stiff breeze howled through the rafters, the air smelt of dust and ancient pigeons, the floorboards creaked at every footstep.

Not, by all accounts, the ideal place for a summoning.

The flame flared, seemed almost to snuff out, then caught, flashing a spectacular green. Brother Gregor allowed himself a sigh of relief, then moved to the fourth candle, chanting softly under his breath.

The forbidden parchment crackled at his feet, spotted with sweat and ancient wax. The eldritch symbols transcribed across it caught the candlelight in such a way that they seemed to twist and change in the air.

With a trembling hand, Brother Gregor lit the final candle.

The chalk circle began to glow. Tongues of eldritch flame crackled across the ceiling. Brother Gregor jumped back with a cry as smoke poured across the floor, extinguishing the candles and wrapping the room in an eye-watering mist.

In the midst of the swirling smoke arose a figure, thin and hunched. It was much smaller than Brother Gregor had expected—although, he supposed, demons were capable of taking any number of forms—he recalled an entity in The Book Of Bolem (a lesser demon of malice by the name of Helector) whose favored form was a demonic flea, and was renowned for sucking men’s brains out through their spines. But the smallness of this particular demon seemed less deliberate than unavoidable. It was lanky and thin, with a shock of bright red hair and a narrow, unhappy face. Its lips were small, its cheeks were spotted with what Brother Gregor could only describe as Demonic Pustules.

“Gods!” the demon groaned, waving the smoke out of its eyes. It had a thin, reedy voice. “More bloody incense! Why does he always send me to the bloody incense summonings?” It fixed Brother Gregor with a petulant glare. “What are you looking at?” it snapped.

“T-the Great...Demonic Lord Warenlgameth?” asked Brother Gregor, in the voice of one who has poured over every forbidden text and ancient tomb, memorized the name of every lesser demon in existence, and is now overcome with a pressing uncertainty. “He of the...Drowning Valleys, Lord of Endless Nights, King of—”

“Yeah, nah, sorry,” the demon scratched a pimple. “He’s off right now. ‘Getting Coffee’ apparently, as if anyone takes two hours to make a blessed coffee. And as if he’ll remember to get me one, which he won’t.” The figure sighed and seemed to reemerge from its cocoon of misery just long enough to shoot Brother Gregor a second glare. “You got a message?”

Brother Gregor squinted. The demon was wearing a loose striped shirt and baggy breeches, its straggly blond hair swept back with a not inconsiderable amount of grease. A small white square attached to its chest bore the legend: Hi! My Name Is Jeremy! followed beneath, in much smaller print, by Have A Damned Good Day!

“You are not... the Great Demonic Lord Warenlgameth?”

The boy snorted, “Sure. Whatever man. Like he’d make me manager. I work for him.”

“You work for him?”

“Yeah, and lemme tell you; for a Lord of Endless wossname, he’s not even that impressive.”

“Are you...a lesser demon?” Brother Gregor looked the boy up and down, “A...lesser, lesser demon?”

“Certainly bloody treats me like a demon,” the boy (and now Brother Gregor felt certain this was a boy; not even the demonic lords themselves were that good at acting) adopted a low, rumbling voice, “’Jeremy, man the summoning circles. Jeremy, no portals to the Bahamas on your lunch break. Jeremy, what have I told you about calls on company time?’” He pulled a face, then stuffed his hand nonchalantly into the pockets of his trousers. “Teaches me to sell my soul for a bloody Ford Focus.”

“This...is what happens...when you make a deal with the Great Demonic Lord Warenlgameth?”

“Yeah, and between you’n me: the overtime is whack.” The boy leaned back, smirking slyly. “Why? You thinking of signing on? Cos’ I get some sweet employee benefits once I claim my first soul; we’re talking first dibs at the coffee machine, employee parking—”

Something rumbled, far back in the smoke.

“—What?” The boy glanced over his shoulder, listening to a voice Brother Gregor couldn’t hear. His face went red. “No, I’m not messing with the stupid— ...I’m taking a summoning. Like You Asked.” Another pause. Jeremy went even redder. He turned back to Brother Gregor.

“You better be selling your soul right now man, or I’m toast.”

Brother Gregor stood in the darkness a moment, weighing his options; there were many things he was willing to sell for the price of eternal knowledge; many dark paths he was willing to walk. But the words ‘Employee Parking’ sent a shiver down his spine no dread curse had yet managed.

As the boy turned again, distracted, Brother Gregor lunged forward and extinguished the remaining candle. The boy vanished with a cut off “—oi!” and the room plunged into darkness.

Brother Gregor stood in the gloom for a long moment, breathing hard. Then he turned and very deliberately began to snuff the incense sticks. He’d bury them tomorrow, somewhere far away from here, and tell the Abbot the summoning had failed.

It was all well and good selling your soul, but some hells just weren’t worth the risk.  

Georgia Cook is an illustrator and writer from London. She is the winner of the LISP 2020 Flash Fiction Prize and has been shortlisted for the Bridport Prize and Reflex Fiction Award, among others. She has also written for numerous podcasts, webcomics and anthologies. She can be found on Twitter at @georgiacooked and on her website at GeorgiaCookWriter.com.
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Tik Tok Man

By Andy Rafferty          

Gerry leaned back in his chair, stretching, rolling his head and shoulders. His neck cracked. He wiped sweat off his forehead with his t-shirt, reached over and clicked the desk fan to the highest setting. The black cat lazing on the bookshelves gazed down at him with her habitual contempt.

He considered breaking for lunch—he was having pot noodle sandwiches and had been looking forward to them since about five minutes after he logged in to the works intranet. He’d been astonished how easily he’d dropped back into the habits of his student years, once the lockdown kicked in and the whole office started working from home.

*PING*

He tabbed out of the spreadsheet to Messenger. Notification. Alex.

>> This is so cool! Run it through yor headphones for best effect.

A TikTok video.

Gerry rolled his eyes, but he was very warm, and very bored, and very sick of spreadsheets. TikTok videos were one of the few things that made lockdown slightly more tolerable.

He clicked the link, and the video started playing. It began with an androgynous figure in a badly lit room.

YOU WILL ONLY HEAR THE WORD YOU ARE READING!

The words were superimposed in the top half of the screen.

Gerry had seen a few of these already. He was a little disappointed, but these things were only ever a few seconds long and he had nothing better to do.

The figure raised its hands, pointing to the top of the screen. The header vanished. Two words appeared, floating above the figure’s fingers.

On the left, in a dark yellow bar: CLOUD WAVES. On the right, in a light orange bar: LAKE SHORE.

There was a burst of synthesized sound. Gerry heard CLOUD WAVES. The figure inclined its head as if it had performed an act of consummate magic and then the video started again.

YOU WILL ONLY HEAR THE WORD YOU ARE READING!

The same burst of sound.

LAKE SHORE.

The diversion was already wearing thin. Gerry typed a quick LOL into Messenger and went to tab back to the spreadsheet. Another *PING* interrupted him.

Alex again.

>> Try it with yor eyes closed. It’s weird.

Gerry almost shut the messenger window down and got back to his spreadsheets, but on an impulse decided to give it a go. He expected he’d hear one or other of the words, but idly wondered if it might be something more interesting.

He clicked the video again.

YOU WILL ONLY HEAR THE WORD YOU ARE READING!

He shut his eyes.

The burst of sound—

—tore through his brain like a chainsaw, grinding and tearing, ripping into his awareness, sundering his sense of self. His jaw locked with a click, his head snapping back and to the side involuntarily, muscles cording his neck with unnatural force.

A palsy slammed through his body. His right hand, still gripping the mouse, jerked to one side, his left opening and closing convulsively.

The darkness behind his eyes was overwhelmed with clouds, and eyes, and crackling chiaroscuran dots, a fractal pattern exploding again and again. The five second burst of sound cycled over and over, breaking against his thoughts like waves against a levy, overwhelming him, washing him away.

He jerked again and was completely still, eyes closed. A droplet of blood oozed from his left nostril and hung there for a moment. With deliberate slowness, he reached up and wiped it away, smearing it on the back of his hand.

Then he opened his eyes and looked at the screen. There had been nobody to see what happened to Gerry except the cat, and she was profoundly indifferent.

He clicked to copy the URL of the TikTok video, closed the messenger window, and began methodically going through his contacts list, his fingers a blur on the keyboard, copying the video and typing the same message over and over.

>> This is so cool! Run it through yor headphones for best effect.

Then he just sat there, motionless, sweat beading on his forehead, waiting for the replies.  

Andy Rafferty lives in the north-west of England with his partner and cat. In his day job he works for Profound Decisions, a live-roleplaying company creating scenarios that give people opportunities to argue with each other. In his spare time, he writes about things that scare him and panders to his cat. Support him on Patreon at @AndyRafferty and you can also find him on Twitter at @wulfboyraff.
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Con of the Dead

By Stephen Patrick

“Honey, I already told you, I’m headed downstairs now. Yes, I checked the rooms. Yes, even under the bed and the drawers. Sweetheart, enough already. I’m in the elevator. I’ll meet you in the lobby.”

The yellow elevator lights pinged down from nine to eight and Paul felt gravity latch on to him. Two Louis Vouitton bags stuffed with vacation clothes and makeup tugged on his right arm while a single, faded brown leather travel case adorned his left.

Paul’s cell phone chirped. He looked down to see a new text message from his wife reminding him to have cash ready to tip the bellhop. Ping. Another floor down as the red LED flashed from six to five. His phone rang.

“Yes, Honey,” he answered. “Your book is on top.” The elevator pinged and Paul stepped out. “You can get it out once we’re in the airport.”

His phone buzzed with three new texts from his wife, each sent while he was talking to her. Damn that Bluetooth headset he bought her for Christmas!

Behind him, a high-pitched whistle was followed by a terrible thump.

“OK, OK, I’ll be right there.” Paul snapped his phone shut.

Another thump, then another. They boomed in cadence as they came closer.

He turned toward the sound, but his vision was blocked by a flash of gray steel. He ducked instinctively as the sharp edge of a Klingon Bat’leth sliced through the air. He spun around, barely dodging another spinning ceremonial blade. The thumping surrounded him as a dozen Klingon-garbed accountants and computer techs marched in lockstep around him.

“Bah, foolish human,” growled one man through thick glasses.

“You’re ruining our parade” screamed a portly man through his salt and pepper beard.

The clanking of steel on leather drowned out his screams as Paul ducked and darted to avoid the spiked knees and armored shoulders of the advancing horde. He braced his feet beneath him and leaped at the first gap that emerged between the part-time Klingons. As he slipped past them, he caught the edge of a Mek’leth on his thigh and screamed out in pain. He was hurt, but he was free. His hand darted to his thigh to check on his injury, but his momentum still carried him forward. He stuck his other hand out to stop himself, but his hand hit the gap between two doors.

The doors gave way, sending him tumbling into another room. Unlike the throbbing steps of the Klingons, this room was quiet, deathly silent. He pulled himself up to a knee, but realized that although the room was silent, the room was full of people. Each pair of eyes from the packed room was locked on him. Three men and two women sat behind a table at the front of the room. In front of them, books about Star Trek and Stargate SG1 sat upright like billboards. The names on the books matched the paper name cards in front of each person. Not a single word was said from the audience or the celebrities at the dais.

Paul smiled a sheepish smile and stood. “I’m so sorry, folks.” His hand brushed his thigh. He was bruised but not bleeding. “I... um.... I fell. I’ll be going now.”

He stepped back toward the door, pausing to listen for the boots outside the room, but they were gone. Behind him, one of the men on the panel snatched a book from in front of him and frantically flipped through the pages.

His finger trailed down one glossy page before stopping midway. “Ladies and gentlemen,” he called out to the audience before gesturing toward Paul. “Let me present our final panelist, Dr. Thomas Braynes, author of the lost 23rd episode from Star Trek: The Next Generation, season two.”

A roar swelled in the crowd. “Oooooooo!” Everyone’s eyes were locked on him. Then a single word spread throughout the room.

“Braynes.” It started as a whisper but grew into a moaning chant that filled the mouths of everyone in the room.

“Braynes.” They chanted from their seats. Hands darted up from the audience members, each vying for his attention.

“Braynes,” they repeated. When he did not respond, the ones on the row closest to him stood up and reached out toward him.

“Oh my God,” Paul screamed.

More hands reached for him, as the audience began leaving their seats and filing down toward him. Some held pens and autograph books, others filled with dog-eared amateur screenplays. Paul threw open the door and grabbed his cell phone, frantically hitting redial. Before the phone connected, a red plastic sword blade slashed across his right wrist, numbing it and sending his phone skittering across the carpet floor.

To his right, two men dressed in brown tunics and tights slapped blinking plastic swords together in a swirling battle. One wore red and black paint that was smeared from the sweat pouring down his forehead.

“What the heck?” Paul asked.

Without breaking from the fight, the man spoke to him. “I’m sorry, dear Padawan, but the Force is strong with this one.”

The other man lunged forward, slashing with his blinking red sword. The blade whistled through the air, and the first man dropped to a knee, clutching at his gut. He handed his sword to Paul.

“I die, Padawan. Now you must defeat the Sith Lord.”

“Maybe later,” Paul answered.

The man let the sword fall slowly, waiting for Paul to grasp it. Paul spied his cellphone down the hall near a table covered with movie posters, swag items and a charity book donation box. As the plastic sword fell to the ground, Paul ran toward his phone.

After two steps, four hands pulled him backward, clutching at his shoulders. Two notepads were thrust in front of him while two men in matching Spock t-shirts stabbed their pens at him.

“Braynes,” they shouted in unison.

He violently shrugged his shoulder and slipped off his jacket, leaving it behind in their clutching fingers. In two steps, his phone was in his hand again. He flipped it open, but the chants of “Braynes” had grown so loud, he could not hear the phone. A pair of double doors led into the dealer’s gallery and his only available avenue of escape. He stepped hard to his left as a feint, before twisting to his right and ducking through the double doors.

As the doors clicked shut behind him, he looked down at his phone. “No service” blinked back at him. He slapped the phone shut and contemplated throwing it against the nearest wall, but that wall was draped with a wall of t-shirts depicting Ewoks urinating on various automobile brands and some odd jokes about Spock’s phaser. The wall behind him was lined with worn paperback books, sitting behind a table stacked high with all sorts of leather and stone trinkets, goggles and cogs for machines that no longer existed. The air was thick with the scent of mothballs on Wookie costumes and stale Frito pie. He leaned against the table to catch his breath, feeling the glossy covers of brand-new paperback books beneath his fingers.

A soft voice came from behind him, “So, are you a fan of post-apocalyptic vampire comedies?”

Paul looked down. His right hand had curled around a paperback book depicting a masculine woman in cutoff jeans and a John Deere hat punching a blood-soaked zombie in the face. “Um?” he blushed as he withdrew his hand like it had touched a hot stove. “I guess so?”

“That’s just the first book,” said the woman. “I’ve got five others in the series.”

“Wow,” he stammered. “That’s very impressive, I guess.”

Her claw-like hands reached toward him, filled with five more books. “Would you like me to autograph them for you?”

He held his index finger in front of him. “Yes, let me go find a pen.”

Paul was already moving when she pulled a pen from her shirt pocket. He stepped quickly, navigating a sea of book sellers and buyers toward the doors at the opposite end of the room. Behind him, muffled cries of “Braynes” grew louder as the steel doors opened and a throng of fans flooded into the room.

One man was tracking Paul’s flight through the room. “There he is.”

“Who?” asked the woman, still holding a pen.

“Thomas Brayne.”

“TNG-Episode 23,” said the crowd in unison, as they turned toward Paul.

Paul raced toward the door. He slammed against it, but the door didn’t open. He jerked at the handle and the door flew open, knocking him backwards and onto one knee. The parade of chanting Klingons stomped through the open door, bearing down on him. The floor shuddered beneath him at the steel and leather onslaught. Paul crawled forward, dodging spiked boots and clanging weapons until the parade had passed. He reached the door just before it latched shut. His heavy door pinched his fingers, but he had enough leverage to pull it open.

The footsteps behind him stopped, leaving a silence that was broken by a guttural command in Klingon. A dozen boots scraped across the floor in a military about-face. Behind them, a pasty white face appeared over the shoulder of a shorter Klingon warrior.

“That’s him,” said the pasty-faced man, pointing at Paul. “That’s Thomas Brayne.”

The orderly procession dissolved into chaos as Batleths clanged to the floor. Instead of weapons, the Klingons stepped forward with pens and notebooks.

Paul grabbed a pad from the closest man. He flipped past scrawled signatures from Brent Spiner and Hugh Jackman to find a blank page. He scribbled wildly onto the paper and held it above him, drawing everyone’s attention to the fluttering paper. Paul stepped back slowly, cautiously moving backward as the crowd stepped forward. The crowd pressed forward, and Paul stepped out of the room. The hallway behind him was lined with planters and couches, but the only doorway was at the far end. He turned and ran for it. As soon as his back was turned, the crowd thundered after him. He stopped and turned back, holding the paper up in front of him. The crowd skidded to a halt, recoiling from the paper, all mesmerized by the precious in his hands. A few reached out for it, but most simply stared at it. Paul walked backwards, under the protection of the paper. The ping of the elevator rang out behind him. When the door opened, he reached inside and pressed as many buttons as he could reach. When the elevator pinged again, he tossed the paper inside and stepped away. A dozen fans dove into the elevator, scrambling for the page. Paul watched their faces as they read Paul’s hastily scribbled, and incorrect, signature. Their glee turned to a scowl as the doors closed on them. “Braynes?”

Paul ran down the hall toward a spiral staircase. He bounded it three steps at a time. The last leap led to the slick marble floor of the hotel lobby and his sneakers squeaked as he skidded to a stop.

A woman in black slacks and a ruffled maroon sweater stepped out of the bar. “Paul? What took you so long?”

“Honey, we’ve got to go. Have you already checked out?”

“Yes, why?”

“Just go. Now!”

Paul grabbed her by the arm and turned toward the door. After one step, he slammed into a luggage trolley. His momentum upset the delicate balance of suitcases and garment bags, sending a wave of luggage crashing down around him. One by one, he was bludgeoned by Samsonite cases and leather attaches covered in travel stickers from Vulcan and Alpha Centauri.

Behind him, the elevator pinged open and a dozen men stepped out screaming for “Braynes.” Above him, footsteps clamored down the spiral staircase. He looked up at a plastic sack hanging precariously from the top rack of the luggage cart. He tried to move, but his arms were caught in the tangled straps of two Imperial Stormtrooper garment bags. A box was visible in the bottom of the sack, a sharp edge poking through a torn seam. The tear grew larger, stretching around a DVD boxed set collection. The thin plastic gave way, sending an orange box tumbling toward Paul. On the back of the box, Paul saw the listing for Star Trek season 2. It stopped at episode 22.

Paul grabbed his wife’s arms and raced toward the rotating doors that led to their tram to the airport. As he passed the check-in booth, he heard a man talking to the clerk.

“Yes, ma’am. I’m sorry I’m checking in so late. My name is Thomas Braynes.”  

Stephen Patrick's stories have appeared in Dark Recesses Press, The Writer's Post Journal, Aphelion, and Bewildering Stories among others. His most recent work appears in the anthologies Road Kill: Texas Horror by Texas Writers, vol 1 and vol 2. He currently lives near Dallas, Texas.
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The Old Red Schoolhouse in the Forest

By Katherine Bergeron

We live in an old red schoolhouse in the forest. The forest is thick and woolly, and at night you can hear the wolves sing.

It is safe here.

Before the red schoolhouse, the adults lived in a city. They told us the city had trains and tall buildings and bad people who lurked in the shadows, ready to kill you for money or for fun.

It is safe here.

We knew about the city because the adults gave us picture books of sad cartoon people living in gray buildings, taking dirty buses to factories and offices, and eating bad food. When one sad cartoon person got stabbed in the street, the other cartoon people moved around them, like river water around a rock.

It is safe here.

Yesterday we found a trunk in the basement of the red schoolhouse. It had shiny, floppy books with pictures of beautiful people with paint on their faces and dressed in colorful clothing. They posed in front of buildings like the ones in our picture books, but the people did not look afraid and there were no lurkers or stabbers. Underneath the books were clothes we had never seen before—they felt soft like petals and smelled like lavender, so unlike our scratchy uniforms. A small wooden box at the bottom of the trunk was full of tubes and jars filled with paint, just like in the books. We put on the too-big clothes and drew the paint on each other’s faces and danced around until we realized the adults would be home again soon. We changed back into our old clothes and ran to the creek to wash off the paint—we were ashamed but did not know why.

At dinner, we asked if we could visit the city. The adults wiped their mouths with their napkins and told us it was too dangerous. We would get sick, or shot, or kidnapped. When we asked what kidnapping was, they told us a kidnapper was a bad person who stole you away and never brought you back. When we asked where the bad person would take someone, the adults told us that was enough questions for one night and it was time for bed.

In bed, we whispered to each other guessing where a kidnapper would take us. A castle. A prison. A mountain. An island. A city. The moon. Then one of us said, a red schoolhouse. We stopped talking and tried to sleep.

This morning we quietly rubbed deer fat all over the adults’ bags while they slept. We waved goodbye to the adults when they left for their daily walk. Then we sat in a circle inside the red schoolhouse, waiting. At dusk, we heard the wolves howl their feasting cry. When the usual time for the adults’ return came and went, we smiled at each other. We stood up, had supper, and went to bed. Tomorrow we will walk to the city—we agreed it can’t be too far.

We will be safe there.   

Katherine Bergeron's writings have been published by The Haven, Queen Mob’s Teahouse, The Satirist, The Bigger Picture, All Worlds Wayfarer, The New North, and Circlet Press. She studied film at Emerson College, and later publishing and communications at Harvard University. Coverage of her work has been featured in print and television, including The Boston Globe, The Boston Phoenix, The Dig, and WCVB-TV’s Chronicle. She lives in Boston. You can visit her website at DameCore.com, on Instagram at @damecoreinc and on Twitter at @DameCoreInc.
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The Not-So-Duff Duff-Duff

By Tanja Cilia 

The plan was perfect. At least, so it seemed, on paper. I was chosen to bring to fruition a Sting Operation for the Government of Zirconia, with the aid of the Secret Service.

I was to go, find a huge house, buy it, and insinuate myself into the community. I would work undercover and help nab all the bad apples that passed my way... that is, members of the Five Families that went by the oldest documented surnames in Zirconia—Allard, Catteja, Faljon, Glech, and Lenponi.

How I would do so was up to me—but money was not going to be a problem, because I had the backing of the Zirconian Government. I would play it by ear.

Ironically (although I was not supposed to know this), members of these secret syndicates are proud of the fact that their Clan names date back to Angevin times.

Just for the record, The Angevins were one of the four distinct British Royal Houses, the other three being Lancaster, Plantagenet, and York. Henry II was the first Angevin King, and John the last one.

My knowledge of history is a little murky, but I seem to recall that in 1158, Pope Adrian IV (the only English Pope), is said to have issued the papal bull Laudabiliter, which ostensibly authorized Henry to invade Ireland. Henry did so, albeit 14 years later.

But I digress. Being fat and short, I qualified for the newly minted “duff” (designated ugly fat friend) position of the members of the Ladies’ Circle. Of course, I had to work hard to earn their confidence, because the Zirconians are rather (read: very!) insular and parochial and provincial and close minded and...

But I learned the language... and made them laugh at my attempts to pronounce the most difficult word in their language—trqidq, which means “flour.” And it was this which actually set my plan in action.

✸✸✸

My cover story was that I was a rich widow, which is why I did not have to work. But of course, there is only so much window shopping you can do, and so many long walks you can take. I had to find something else with which to occupy my time—that was my story, anyway. I dropped details about how the large windfall helped me quench my Wanderlust, and I had read so much about Zirconia that I had decided to make it my forever home.

I launched a Cookie Exchange Scheme. Of course, my house was big enough that I could install ovens in the basement, which the members of the Ladies’ Circle could use if they so desired. The stingier ones appreciated the fact that they would save money if they used my electric ovens instead of their household LPG-powered ones. The lazy ones liked it that their cooking session would not have to be followed by a cleaning one, because my maids would see to it; and the chatty ones valued the excuse of a community gathering to give them an excuse to be out and about.

I was not supposed to know that some of them were wives, mistresses, sisters and daughters of the local Mafia. They took great pains to hide Family rivalries from me, because they acted as if they were one big happy family. But sometimes, a side-eye glance at another woman not of their fraternity, betrayed them.

At the time, in Zirconia there was a great to-do about the Data Protection Act. Moreover, the General Elections were coming up, and the Zirconians are rather hot-headed about politics. I always said I was apolitical, so I would not be drawn into any of their polemics about which politician was a candidate for sainthood, and which was the devil incarnate.

I took advantage of this, and I sweetly suggested that because they were all meeting at my house once a week, I had to have their details on file—if they wanted to give them to me, (“informed consent!”) that is, just in case someone saw them enter and reported me for holding clandestine meetings of “more than four people” as is the law.

I have already said I look like a duff, but actually I look like a duff-duff... you know, duff as in pudding. That, in their minds translated to “harmless.”

✸✸✸

One afternoon, while bustling about, off-the-cuff, I told them to write just their names and physical and e-mail addresses, and telephone numbers in one of those old-fashioned school exercise books.

I made the silly joke that there would not be any computer cookies, but just our usual ones... and not all of them got it. I went upstairs to look for the exercise book, albeit I knew perfectly well where it was, to leave them to discuss my request amongst themselves. I did not want to raise suspicions, if they spoke about this with “outsiders.”

In any case, I also had the excuse that I ordered baking-related stuff for them from abroad, and thus I could be able to inform them when it was delivered to my hub.

So, I was privy to at least some of their personal data. My bosses were delighted—and I got a raise. Not that I wanted or needed it, but anyway... The details provided them with several leads.

This went on for quite a while, so that they would be lulled into a feeling of security. After a few months, someone came up with the idea that we should begin a mail-order service, because this would be fun and give them an opportunity to sell the cookies far and wide—literally.

I pretended I was an IT klutz and let a couple of them set up an eBay shop. That did not work out, so they set up a Facebook page, and it was a brilliant move.

When I thought it was feasible to do so, I told them I was going to see my aunt, who was terminally ill. This was true. I added that I would use the trip to have an extended holiday—but they could have the run of the basement, to continue production.

However, I did not want them snooping around the house, so I had air freshener cameras installed in the bedrooms, and nanny cams in my kitchen and other rooms.

When I was in Britain, I copied Zilla van den Bornused, the young lady who tricked her entire family into thinking she had had a five-week exotic vacation. Only mine was three months long!

The Secret Service helped, of course, so I didn’t have to do the Photoshop tricks myself.

I even had the digital photos printed into a physical album, to show them when I returned to Zirconia. There was I, talking to a Jain with a mountain as a backdrop; wearing a luau on a Hawaiian beach; eating Korean food from a street vendor; scuba-diving and surrounded by clown fish (there is a moral there, somewhere!); having my face painted by a clown in Ho Chi Minh Square in Saigon, and more.

All the time, of course, I was ensconced in Headquarters, and when I went out for shots that had to be taken in the open air before they were manipulated, I always wore a disguise. In the meantime, we also worked out The Sting operation that was the raison d’être for my having been sent to Zirconia.

I would tell them I didn’t get a tan because I always slathered on sunblock, since I preferred to remain pale and interesting. I was sure this would raise a couple of laughs—and yes, it did, indeed.

The Officers kept tags on my cameras; and, sad to say, there were a couple of attempts by “my friends” to go to my living quarters... I’m sure it was not because they suspected anything about my double life, but just because they were nosy.

I sent them photos on Facebook Messenger, but I asked them to keep them private. I asked them how sales were going, and they were so proud of themselves, that “our” going concern was operating in the black, and they could make donations to worthy causes.

I gently suggested that we have an actual event where we would invite dignitaries to attend a Cookie Exchange. This, of course, was only a cookie exchange in name, because actually it would be a grand affair. There would be entertainment—a live band, a concert, and a sale. All proceeds from ticket sales would go to charity.

The trap was set. It now remained for the targets to swallow the bait.

This being Zirconia, they all knew someone who knew someone who could put up a sound stage, manage the lights, paint the backdrop, sew the costumes, print the programs, etc etc.

It sort of hurt me to see women who trusted me work so hard to get their men trapped; but all is fair in love and war.

The ruse worked out far better than I ever hoped. I asked the women to send out separate invitations to all branches of their extended family, to make it easier for me to get the Boss of Bosses to attend.

It was a long shot, but it worked. There he was, resplendent in a starched white shirt with gold tips at the collar, and reeking of aftershave, trying to behave as if he was just an ordinary proud husband.

The proceedings went without a hitch. Like clockwork, when random people left the venue, some of them were followed by a Secret Service car and arrested far away enough from the venue so that no one could pin the blame on me.

The headlines of the papers, the next morning, were the cherry on the icing on the cake.     

Tanja Cilia is Maltese, Mediterranean, and European— in that order. She writes in between editing and proof-reading. Read more from her at PaperJacketBlog.wordpress.com.
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For Love, I Tear

By Zach Shephard  

When I tore the first layer from Zolan’s body, I found a different person beneath.

On the outside, he was a charcoal-skinned, sharp-jointed creature, with eyes like captured fireflies. Ever the charmer, he insisted I was the most beautiful woman in all the land: my smile, he said, shone brighter than the tumbling prisms of Baraxia’s Crystal Falls.

That was outer-Zolan. The man inside was something else.

He never wanted me to look beneath, but I persisted. On our tenth night together, in a silk-draped forest-bed, he acquiesced.

I ripped, shredded, pulled. Zolan screamed. I exposed the hidden layer.

He was a shriveled, pink creature, one eye swollen shut, with a hunched back and three limp tails. I passed him a mirror, and he nodded at his reflection. We talked until daybreak.

Nothing was the same.

I’d loved Zolan, but I did not love the creature inside. I left him to scoop up the pieces of his shredded outer layer. We never crossed paths again.

I wandered the world, seeking the next Zolan. Around me, rumors of war grew: great armies crossed the plains, abolishing alien ideas, sending monsters to the graveyards of legend. Time was running out: I needed to find love, before I was forgotten.

✸✸✸

Zolan was not the first, nor would he be the last. For centuries I’d cared little for companionship; I thought it beneath me. Then someone found me. Felia? Fellena? Her name escapes me. But at the time, I’d thought her the one—my true love. I was wrong. Her inner layer was a hideous thing: black, bubbling tar, oppressive and hot as the desert sun. Still, she’d given me a glimpse of what life could be like with love. So began my obsession.

After Zolan was Marok, a soldier in the war. His shoulders were broad, his arms tattooed with glittering sapphire curves. Despite his profession, he nurtured a love of poetry and dance. I asked to peel away a layer. He refused. I stayed with him, and in two months’ time, his exterior sloughed on its own, like a snake’s skin.

Beneath was a complicated creature—a mess of sharp angles and thorns, like a human rosebush seen through a cracked lens. He still claimed to be a soldier, a poet, a dancer—but his movements were jerky and insecure, and there was darkness in his chest. 

I stayed with him another year—whether out of love or pity, I’m not sure. In that time, he shed another layer, revealing a skeletal figure with loose limbs and a fractured neck. There was no love there, for either of us. I left.

I pursued companionship aggressively, determined to make up for wasted time. In all corners of the world I searched: the lakeside village of Luce, where Danton’s reptilian inner-layer broke my heart; Aria City, with its golden towers and rose-pink cobblestones, and politician who didn’t warn me of the bloody bear-traps at her core; the countryside prowled by Rogash the Wanderer, who would rather kill me than show his true self. I left his bones under the peach tree where we’d first kissed.

All the while I heard tales of battle, their outcomes disconcerting. In my travels I encountered a woodland shrine devoted to me: the blood-adorned stones had been toppled, the bone-charms stomped. Before long, the last few who revered my kind would be smothered by the tide of war, and I would be swept up with them. I wasn’t ready to go—I needed more time to find that which my heart sought.

In the bakery, I met Kai.

He brought me the honey-cake I’d ordered, along with a raspberry tart for himself. He joined me at the table outside, where we chatted and laughed under sun-gilt clouds. Kai let me try his tart—the best item from his kitchen, he said. My joy must have been evident after that first taste, because he insisted the rest was mine.

Kai was as sweet as the treasures he baked. Everything he did was for me. I’d been worshiped before, by strangers who never quite knew what I was, but no one had ever loved me like Kai.

Naturally, I was skeptical. After all the others, how could I not be? Kai’s outer layer loved me, yes—but what about the rest?

I wanted to wait—to let Kai reveal himself naturally. But the end of war was rapidly approaching, and I didn’t want to leave that world before knowing true love. Every day, I cursed myself for all those wasted centuries—for not starting sooner.

I asked Kai to let me dig—to expedite the process. He agreed.

I tore away his outside, revealing a dark-eyed, stubble-cheeked man beneath. His hair was thick, and just long enough to run my fingers through.

He was the same Kai I’d just shredded. The same Kai who held me at night when thoughts of war brought tears to my eyes. The same Kai who loved me.

I’d never met a mortal who didn’t change from one layer to the next. It was unsettling.

With permission, I shredded another layer. We shared the same laughs and smiles we always had. War tore through the countryside. Kai continued holding me, even when he grew sick.

I didn’t understand. I removed another layer.

Kai remained unchanged, though his health deteriorated. Marching legions approached the city, abolishing memories of my kind. Kai, weakened, still held me, telling me everything would be all right.

When would I finally see his true self?

I shredded another layer, and another. Each time, I found the same Kai—weaker, smaller than before, but always smiling. He loved me completely.

With tears in my eyes, I removed one last layer.

Lying on the bed, in the room above the bakery, was the same man who’d brought me a honey-cake and shared his raspberry tart. He died holding my hand.

✸✸✸

For years I sought love, thinking I knew who I was. But with Kai dead by my hand, I’ve finally seen my innermost layer. My worshipers were right all along. I stand on Kai’s balcony, watching the advancing armies, sun low at their backs. I could flee and prolong the inevitable, but why? At my heart, I’m the darkness of this world. I understand that now. And soon, so will the rest.

The sun sets. I shred my final layer. Night’s army approaches, and I drift from the balcony to meet them.  

Zach Shephard's fiction is generally either bleak or humorous, without much of a middle-ground. His stories have appeared in places like Fantasy & Science Fiction, Flash Fiction Online and the Unidentified Funny Objects anthology series; for a complete list of published works, check out ZachShephard.com.
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Reflections on a Loaf of Rye

By Shelly Jones        

I sing to the children across a field of lacy white flowers, harvesting caraway in my apron: “Pockets full of caraway, ovens full of rye. Knead and eat your cares away, until it’s time to die.”

They look at me disdainfully, sluggishly yank a handful of weeds, hold them out to me. “That’s not caraway,” I say, inspecting the half-dead stalks. The girl shrugs, drops them to the ground while the boy watches, a finger picking at his ear. “Don’t you want to help me make bread when we get home?” I ask, hoping the promise of a crisp loaf will tantalize their taste buds, tame their tempers.

“We don’t like bread,” comes a defiant voice. “We like sweets!” They flee over the hill, leaving me to finish the harvesting alone. They do like their sweets, I think, remembering how many times I have pulled them from the bakery window in town, their hot breath fogging up the glass, obscuring the treasures within: confections, doughs, delights their mother knew how to bake. I follow their laughter through the fields until we reach home.

✸✸✸

“Mother always baked us sweets,” the girl bemoans, looking at the dark oats on the table.

“You’ll have to teach me how,” I say, pulling out a wooden bowl.

“That’s not how it works,” the boy pipes up. “You’re supposed to teach us!” He swipes an errant finger through the flour, shoves it in his mouth, and coughs a dry





























Shelly Jones is a professor of English at a small college in upstate New York, where she teaches classes in mythology, folklore, and writing. Her speculative work has previously appeared in Podcastle, New Myths, The Future Fire, and elsewhere. Find them on Twitter at @shellyjansen and on her website, ShellyJonesPhD.wordpress.com.
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